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	For Sam 

	My Pinky

	 


 

	 

	“You put together two people who have not been put together before, and sometimes the world is changed, sometimes not. They may crash and burn, or burn and crash. But sometimes something new is made, and then the world is changed. Together, in that first exaltation, that first roaring sense of uplift, they are greater than their two separate selves. Together, they see further, and they see more clearly.”

	 

	Julian Barnes, Levels of Life

	 

	 

	 

	*

	 

	 

	 

	“Life! Life! To have erections!”

	 

	Julian Barnes, Flaubert’s Parrot

	 


PART 1

	 



Chapter 1

	 

	My name is Bobby Laing and, at thirty, I was the most established dating columnist of one of London’s biggest daily papers. But I was wondering if I’d ever be able to fall in love again.

	I was pretty sure it shouldn’t feel that the more dates you went on, the less likely you were to actually meet someone. But I was five years into the job, and the best thing about being someone who other people wanted to read about failing to meet someone good, was being given some leeway over the time I got into the office each morning. It was understood that, the later I’d got home the night before, the more likely it was that I’d have a gory story to tell in that week’s column. The truth was that I was beginning to feel increasingly pimped out by my bosses, and drank a lot to compensate. You’d have been hungover, too, if you had to do some of the things I had to. My body count was high, and I’d not felt any real attachment to anyone I’d met in years. “Body count” is how the kids now describe the number of notches on your bedpost, like dating is a fucking crime scene, which sums it

	up quite well.

	I’d wondered several times over recent years whether I should have tried to sue someone for some of the positions I’d been put in, or at least ask for combat training, and charge mass quantities of condoms and morning-after pills to the finance department. But, given that my love life had been printed in a national newspaper for half a decade, I

	 

	
liked to keep something to myself. If that kind of evidence didn’t exist, I could at least half-argue that the column was exaggerated. Several had already extolled the joys of waiting alone in STD clinics, listening to Adele (why do sexual health clinics always play Adele?). Especially when “Hello” could so easily be about abortion and “Set Fire to the Rain” made you determined you had thrush.

	The problem was that every year dating had become weirder. More “modern”. And, as the paper’s dating correspondent, I was expected to trial it all – maybe just so that others didn’t have to. Why else would I have been in a pop-up ENM restaurant in London on a Wednesday night? I mean, whose out-of-their-tree idea was that?

	It was the cool bookend of a sticky summer night, and all I could think was that the world had become obsessed with dating, which made my job easy enough. But, given what I had to do to stay in demand, I’d started to wish for a simpler time.

	“ENM”: 2022’s latest dating curse. It said you could sleep around if you told your boyfriend/girlfriend about it, and they’d have no choice but to agree, because you were being “honest”. I looked again at the scowling owls on perches around the room, and wondered what they had to do with so-called “ethical non-monogamy”. My date still hadn’t arrived, and I hoped he wouldn’t. The evening was bound to be bleak.

	“Excuse me,” I said, as a mulleted waiter shuffled past me, “are owls, like, a symbol of ENM?”

	“Errrrm, I’m not actually sure,” he said, looking frantically around for the manager. “I think, like, alpacas are a symbol of communist China… if that helps.”

	“Hmm,” I said, nodding.

	I thrust the breadbasket at him. “Can I please have the burrata and another breadbasket? And another bottle of wine, whilst you’re over there. Thanks.”

	He picked up the half-empty bottle and looked at my glass. I took it back off him and poured the rest of the wine to the rim, handing the empty back with a smile.

	 

	
I wasn’t planning on drinking the second bottle, but expenses were the only silver lining in my field, and I thought I’d take it away and drink it in bed, watching telly, when I could say I’d waited long enough to have been stood up. My editor loved a story about me being stood up; it confirmed she shouldn’t leave her husband.

	“Don’t you want to wait for your date?” the waiter asked. “Is that a mullet?” I asked him, unable to take my eyes

	off his hair.

	“I’ll put your order through,” he said, walking back to the till.

	“I’m hoping to be stood up,” I called vaguely after him, stuffing the last bit of sourdough into my mouth. It was made of volcanic ash; there must have been a health story out there, saying it was good for you, if you looked hard enough. “Communion for one,” I said, reaching for my wine, in order to swallow what felt like a foraged piece of Mount Etna.

	“Shall I find somewhere else to sit, then?” a voice said behind me, with a hint of laughter in it.

	I turned, then thought: Jesus. The guy looked like Jamie Dornan and had an Irish accent to match. I was a sucker for an Irish accent; it made anything better. Even Guinness.

	“Bobby?” he said, staring back at me.

	I gulped the bread down and slugged some wine, to help ease its treacherously dry journey toward what felt like my heart. I’d practically forgotten I had one, but now it was beating like the Grinch’s post-Cyndi Lou-Who.

	“Er, yeah. Hi,” I said, putting a hand out to shake his. He took it, whilst kissing me on both cheeks. I blushed.

	He smelt like a perfume ad. “I’m Gus,” he said.

	“Have you been paid to sit with me?” I asked, looking around for whichever PR was trying to salvage the evening, and assuming he was one of those modelling waiters they’d hired to secure a good write-up. He was beyond attractive, and apparently found me not unfunny; an extremely perfect grin had spread over his extremely perfect face.

	 

	
“No. I’m a nurse, actually, but thank you, if that’s a compliment.”

	“You’re a nurse? What, on a sick children’s ward, or something?” I laughed.

	“How did you know that?” he said, scrunching his brow a little.

	“Oh, my GOD!” I said, in disbelief.

	This guy was the jackpot; I couldn’t believe my luck. I was thinking: 1. Hot; 2. So hot; 3. Good with kids; 4. Good with sick people – I was hungover a lot and needed the care. Suddenly, I was feeling inspired to never get blackout drunk again and have children. Goddammit, female heart, I thought. “I’m so sorry I’m late,” he said. “We had an emergency.” “Did you have to save a sick child’s life before you ordered a cab?” I asked, semi-coquettishly, then felt a bit disgusting. I was a veteran of flirtation, but you had to draw the line somewhere, and I thought Great Ormond Street Hospital was probably it. I realized I was leaning across the table toward him and sat back in my chair, trying to adopt a less desperate pose, less obvious to any COD psychologist.

	He smiled again, more shyly. “Well, kind of, yeah.” “That is so cool,” I said.

	He laughed again and picked up his menu, then looked at me. “You look beautiful, by the way,” he said. “What’s Bobby short for?”

	“Just Bobby,” I told him. “My mother wanted a boy.” “How could anyone be disappointed with you?” he said,

	looking at me.

	“Oh, stoppp itttt,” I said, patting at his arm like it was a cat, just as the waiter came over with the burrata, and the second bottle I’d rudely ordered without him.

	“Errr… I’m vegan,” Gus said, looking at him.

	“Yes, so am I. I didn’t order that,” I told the mullet. “My date just arrived, so we need to look at the menus. Also, could you please ask the bar to fill the glass slightly less full next time?” I said, laughing manically, and looking at Jamie Dornan with an eyeroll. “I look like a right drunk with this.”

	 

	
“I’m so sorry,” said the waiter, with dead, hating eyes. Behind the waiter, a woman stared at me with menace.

	Possibly she worked in hospitality. I flapped the waiter away with much apology, in case she was about to tweet that a Z-list columnist was going all James Corden in LA at a pop-up ENM restaurant in town.

	“You don’t drink much, then?” he asked.

	“No, no, not really. I prefer… er, you know… volunteering and, er… sparkling water…” I said, eyes falling on the nearest sane-looking thing.

	“Me, too,” the guy said. “When you work with kids... you know...”

	“Totally,” I purred.

	“There’s a really good non-alcoholic, natural, low-intervention wine bar near me, actually. We should go sometime.”

	“Hell, yeah,” I said.

	As if he already wants a second date! I thought, preening like a parrot. Plus, he had a face I’d drink natural wine for, even if he called it “natty wine”, and pretended it didn’t taste like silty stream water.

	“So… er…” I started, looking at Gus and clearing my throat, “how long have you been… er, ethically non-monogamous?”

	“A few months,” he said, nodding.

	“And it’s going… well?” I asked, sipping from the embarrassing bucket of wine.

	“Yeah, it’s going okay…” he said. “I’ve just been thinking more and more about monogamy, you know. Questioning what makes a life, love, work, and wondering if human beings, at the end of the day, shouldn’t insist on living in a way that is completely unnatural in the animal kingdom.”

	“Totally,” I breathed. I would have agreed to anything he said. I disgusted myself.

	“Swans are the only other animal that mate for life, and they’re pissed off all the time,” Gus was lecturing, earnestly. “ASBO animals,” I nodded, trying to remember if I’d

	 

	
tidied my room, so I could invite him back to it. Then thinking: No, this one’s a keeper. I’d go to his house.

	I turned sideways, and saw that the woman three tables away was still staring at me like a Bond villain. “That woman has been literally staring at me since you arrived,” I whispered.

	He looked across the room and crinkled his forehead. “Really?” he asked.

	“I mean, obviously you’re the most attractive man here, but still, chill out,” I said, taking another sip of wine.

	“Ahhhhhh,” he then said, and I followed his gaze, to see that the woman had got out of her chair and was coming over to our table.

	“What the actual fuck?” I breathed.

	“GET TO THE CHOPPER!” she screeched at my date. “Chopper?” I squealed, half choking on wine, wondering

	if he was royalty and she his bodyguard, and a helicopter was landing outside to whisk them to safety, threat imminent. I turned around in my chair, stunned, and looked back at Fit Gus aghast.

	“That’s our safe word,” he said, pulling a face. “I want your clothes, your boots and your—”

	“We decided to leave that bit, remember?” he stage-whispered at her.

	“Wait, why do you need a safe phrase?” I asked. “Are you famous? Is this code for… incoming paps, or something? Oh, my GOD, are you actually Jamie Dornan?” I asked.

	He looked back at me with a slight smirk, and seemed about to restart the flirtation, before seeing this other woman’s assassin eyes. I looked between them and then back at the table she’d left. The man sitting at it grimaced at me, like a dog who’d been in the RSPCA for too long.

	“Tia, please,” he said.

	“Sorry, what’s happening?” I asked. “We need to swap,” she told me.

	“Fuck, no! You’ve got that one!” I said, looking again at the pathetic-faced man three along. “I want Dornan,” I said,

	 

	
thinking him the most attractive accidental date I’d been on in years.

	“I’m his wife,” she said.

	I spat half a glass of wine across the table at my date. “Sorry?” I said, choking. “Is that a joke?”

	“Burrata?” said a different waiter, putting it down in front of me.

	“I’m possibly still vegan. Could you come back in a minute, please?” I said, handing it back, quite stressed.

	“What is happening?” I asked the man. “Why is she here?”

	“It’s just something we’re trying,” Jamie Dornan said. “You said you’d give it a try, Tia,” he weaselled, taking her hand. She threw it back at him.

	“I can’t believe this is happening,” I said, sinking lower into my chair.

	“If you don’t come now, you’ll have to stay at hers,” the woman said, not looking at me.

	“Fuck off. I don’t want somebody else’s husband staying at mine, thanks very much,” I said.

	He looked at me. “I’m so sorry about this,” he said. “Where’s your ring?” I asked him. “Or, have you been

	thinking a lot recently about how animals don’t wear wedding rings?”

	“It’s actually because of my job,” he said. “But, you know, sloths… they make—”

	“Seriously?” I asked. “Sorry,” he said.

	“Why are you apologizing to her?” Tia said. “Mia has COVID; it’s confirmed. The babysitter is leaving. You can apologize to me in the cab and Mia when we get home.”

	“Who’s Mia?” I asked.

	“Mia is our daughter,” Tia said, plainly.

	“What the fuck?! So you two have probably got COVID?!” I screeched. “Have I now got COVID? You kissed me, you fucker!”

	 

	
Tia just stared at him, then picked up his glass of sparkling water and threw it in his face.

	“It was actually only on the cheek—” I started, then felt the same sparkling wetness on my face, and realized I was getting the same treatment.

	I nodded. “Fair enough,” I said, wiping my face.

	The word “COVID” was having a domino effect, evacuating all tables from the restaurant to the street, and Tia marched after them, her husband scrabbling after her.

	“Humans are monogamous because jungles aren’t fucking civilized,” I shouted after my date. “ENM is literally causing a stampede right now!”

	He half-turned and gave me a semi-apologetic look, before joining her outside, where I watched them trying to flag a cab without stopping their argument. The waiters were also on the street now, trying to calm everyone down enough to come back in and pay their bills.

	“Excuse me,” I asked the mulleted man, “is my burrata and wine ready yet?”

	He stared at me, then carried both over and plonked them down on my table without a word.

	People on the other side of the street had stopped to stare, and I noticed a few camera-phones pointing in our direction. I put the large, white napkin over my head, stuck a fork in the burrata ball in front of me, and took a bite.

	“Well, that was new,” I said, thinking about the fact that summer was almost over, and the worst time of the year for daters was about to roll heavily on: Christmas.

	 

	
Chapter 2

	 

	By that point in time, I’d dated every kind of man you could imagine, and been on every kind of date night thought up by every kind of nutjob in town. I’d been silent dating, zodiac dating, Brexit speed-dating and pheromone dating, with a dirty t-shirt I’d slept in for three nights, put in a plastic bag and let people sniff, to see if they found my sweat attractive. I’d been to sex parties in unused London underground sites, swingers’ nights at the British Museum, and to a heteroflexible Twister event on the open-roofed top floor of the Shard, where we’d been attacked by hawks. At an ancestral healing event for the romantically unattached, two potential dates pretending to be my parents had given quite dramatic birth to me, before blanking me for the rest of the exercise. That was quite realistic, at least; nervous, as usual, I’d been to the pub beforehand, and said too much about my scarred family history, I guess.

	What had first felt like the funnest job in town had quickly involved singles events with the young naturists (could you fall in love naked?), and singles ferret-racing with the young farmers (could you fall in love more easily in the countryside?), which involved lots of hammered, unwashed men crashing ploughs about a field and making jokes about ploughing me, like it was Tess of the Fucking D’Urbervilles. I’d tried to fall in love underwater, at a singles diving night in a swimming pool near Plaistow; at 70,000 feet, at a singles skydiving event near Shepton

	 

	
Mallet; in other languages (daters being matched with someone they wouldn’t be able to speak a word with) in Luton; and blind in a pitch-black restaurant in Russell Square, where I’d stabbed myself six times in the face with cutlery and, when the lights went up, realized I’d been sitting all along with a sub-editor from my office known as Glitch.

	“Why were you doing a voice?” I asked, given that he’d sounded like a lord all evening.

	“I’m not sure. Sorry. I think I went into improv,” he said. “I do classes.”

	“You’ve, er, got something there, Glitch,” I told him, pointing to his beard, where a rag of samphire seemed to have lodged several courses back.

	Via the apps, which now seemed conventional compared to some of the date nights, I’d met men who lived on barges and told you not to look down when you went to the loo, like it was all a jolly festival; who lived in cars they described as vans, and said the words “hashtag: van-life” out-loud. I’d dated one who lived illegally in a trading-estate hut doubling as a gym, where the only place to have sex was a bench press; and once, when prison pen-pals made the news, someone who’d recently moved into HMP Belmarsh.

	In short, there wasn’t much I hadn’t tried for love. But what I’d learnt in the process was that falling in love now required grit and stamina. Wanting to meet someone, and then meeting the kind of people you did at bizarre events, and on myriad apps I flicked through when I got back from them, had begun to feel a bit like what deciding you want kids, coming off contraception and not getting pregnant might feel, I imagined. Or, to put it another way, it was like trying to conceive after vasectomy: impossible. The more I dated, the less I felt that I’d ever meet anyone – and I was pretty sure it shouldn’t work like that.

	With twelve dating apps on my phone, and the day when Tinder seemed an oddball, hush-hush way of meeting someone a distant memory, I’d just become immensely

	 

	
confused about what I should be looking for and why. It had once been suggested to me that there were only seven types of man – in the same way there were only seven types of plot, and “Hamlet was The Lion King” – but I’d met so many different people at so many different events that I’d given up believing anyone was ever who I expected or wanted them to be. The “feminist” hipsters were quickly revealed to be the ghosting fuckboys, and the fuckboys told you they loved you after a fortnight. The softly-spoken, bright ones wanted to tie you up and slurp condensed milk out of your belly button, and the rough, tattooed tradies pressed flowers and suggested M-and-S two-dine-in offers. If ever types had existed, they didn’t seem to exist even a little bit now. People were surprising and multi-faceted. But where the hell did that leave anyone wanting some assurance of what they were in for? I’d begun to need it.

	People asked me all the time if the aim of my dating column was to find love, or whether I had to stay single to write it. And, whilst I argued the former, I didn’t believe it anymore. I was in some kind of savagely distrusting rut, and was using the column as an excuse not to stay with anyone. The amount of time I could put up with someone had crept down and down; I’d not stayed with anyone for longer than a month for as long as I could remember. Love was a car-boot sale, a rack of pre-loved coats, and when it came to winter, I resented having to put one on just because it was cold and I needed a plus-one. Alone, your options are endless – or I told myself that, at least. It was hard to know which had come first now: what was the cause and what was the effect? Serial dating had made me a commitment-phobe, and my last long-term relationship had been five years since. When you’ve once got it so wrong, it’s hard to imagine you’ll ever manage again to choose someone who won’t ruin you. A colder, distrusting approach had felt safe and necessary, then

	something I couldn’t shake.

	The rest of my life was as expectable and steady as any opinionated young woman could expect their life to be, and

	 

	
trundled along. I went to work hungover, got drunk after, went home to the flat-share I tolerated with two semi-friends, and then went, once again slightly hungover, to work. Twice a week I wrote about whatever hideous new thing we were supposed to do if we wanted to fall in love now. And that, largely, was it.

	“I just want to watch TV and bite my nails,” I wrote onto an empty page on my computer screen, the morning after ENM night, then stared at the words and wondered if I should start life-drawing or pot-throwing, or something. HIIT, whatever that was.

	“Whatchadoin’?” whispered a voice in my ear, and I spun in my chair to find Pinky grinning at me. She proffered a polystyrene box from the canteen.

	“Oh, my god. Legend,” I said, eyes widening at my best mate in the office.

	We’d been friends ever since my first week on the paper, when I’d waltzed in with the naïve idea that nothing would ever break me, especially after getting my first column so young. Pinky was in awe, she’d admitted when pissed, several years later. And I’d admitted, equally pissed, that I was faking all the confidence, but was as much in awe of her dead-straight, marshmallow-pink bob; it made her look like Scarlett Johansson in Lost in Translation. I knew my own hair would never have agreed to such linear taming; it was one huge, curled tangle most of the time, and formed dreadlocks fast. We’d been going as each other to Hallowe’en parties for years, but people only ever then assumed I was Scarlett, and she was Courtney Love in the Cobain days. Wanting to look more like her, and be more like her, had once inspired me to ask a gay man in a Soho bar what I should do with my mane; he’d tried to run his hands through the hair on either side of my face, and become stuck in it for twenty minutes. You could tell whenever I wanted to straighten out, because I started with my hair.

	“I thought a night in an ENM restaurant would leave no alternative but hashbrowns,” Pinky said, pulling an empty

	 

	
swivel chair over and reading the words on my screen. “That bad?” she said, looking at me.

	“Shake me up, Juddyyyy,” I told her, as she jumped up and hefted me, like a giant baby out of an imaginary Dickensian wheelchair.

	“So, tell me…” she said, now I was shaken.

	“ENM is notttt itttt,” I breathed, stuffing a hashbrown in my mouth (how does grease mop up alcohol? I never understood that). “It was just fucking… audacious, you know? An absolute pantomime. How was your night?”

	“We made sushi. It went bloody everywhere,” she said. “Then watched telly. Standard.”

	Pinky was engaged and more civilized than we’d been in our twenties, when she’d at least pretended/tried to be as nocturnal as I was, and wouldn’t yet admit that she was going to marry her childhood sweetheart, Arnie, whom she’d lived with as long as I’d known her. They got together even before Tinder existed. They were antique.

	“Oh, shit. Incoming,” I said, seeing Dirty Diana coming out of morning conference, and draped that day’s paper over the box of hashbrowns.

	Pinky stood up. “I think that will work well, yeah. I’ll see what we’ve got on the system,” she said, walking away, business-like, in the opposite direction of authority.

	“Darling, how was it?” Diana asked.

	“Oh, totally awful,” I said, as her voice pealed into laughter.

	Over the years, I’d learnt that the more catastrophic my evenings were, the more my editor believed they’d gone well. The main issue was that I’d not realized how bad that was until recently, when she’d told me, after I’d bowled into her office asking for a column on my first year on the paper, that bad restaurant reviews got the most hits and she wanted the same in a dating column. I’d just said “schadenfreude” was my middle name.

	“Is it just swinging for Gen-Z? Is that the headline?” Diana asked, scribbling notes in her mind, as she always did.

	 

	
“It’s cheating for the hipster crowd,” I said. “The guy’s WIFE dragged him away from the table.”

	Diana shrieked with glee. “I love it! Also, Jeremy found this this morning,” she said, putting a torn-out half-page of The Sun in front of me. Jeremy was the consumer editor: an unphotogenic, married man in his early fifties, who could pitch with complete confidence the worst new nights in the dating world, knowing he’d never have to go himself.

	I looked at The Sun cutting and saw the headline:

	“DOGGY STYLE”.

	“Dog dating?” I read, scanning the first few paras. “Isn’t it perfect?” Diana said. “Basically, you take your

	dog and the dogs choose your match for you.”

	“‘If your dogs vibe, maybe you’ll all end up sharing a kennel,’” I read out loud.

	“How fun is that?”

	I looked at Diana. “But I haven’t got a dog,” I told her. “Well, fucking find one,” she said, pirouetting her mood,

	as usual, the second I tried to argue I didn’t want to do something. “There’s a waiting list, so it’ll be big,” she said. I nodded, knowing the PR stuntwoman behind it would have only released twelve tickets, so they could say it had sold out before they put the other fifty up online. Diana had looked at me like I was Kim Philby when I’d told her that trick. Being “sold out” was a peg for anything, and she

	needed to fill papers.

	“What’s that?” Diana said, looking at my screen.

	“Oh, just a quote from last night,” I told her. “It was full of woke fuckboys masquerading as the enlightened. There was a mullet present.”

	Diana’s laughter pealed again. “Brilliant,” she said, grinning quite madly and walking away.

	“Early lunch?” I texted Pinky. “I’ll be at the Elephant.”

	 

	
LAING ON LOVE

	 

	Nothing says more about someone than what they eat, and once I realized that, I started looking in their fridge instead of trying to find their diary. They were the same thing, really.

	I broke a year of celibacy for a guy who went to Waitrose and came back with a reduced spicy-lamb pizza, its large, yellow £2.42 sticker glaring at me above cat food as I glared at him. Am I really not worth peeling off a “reduced” label on the way home? He was a teacher, and when we fumbled about on his sofa, he said “Good girl” halfway through. The pizza crumbled like ancient apple pie when he took it out of the oven, and we watched Squid Game in silence.

	Maybe Netflix and kill is the new

	Netflix and chill? I wondered.

	 

	
Chapter 3

	 

	The Elephant and Castle was a pub a street back from High Street Kensington, which served only vile fried foods, and was therefore where the really seasoned reporters drank in hiding at lunchtime, an actual lunch not being an option. It was practically a paper secret kept only by those who needed it kept themselves.

	Pinky appeared one-and-a-half pints in, just after I’d got through to Ted. It was kinda strange for that time in the century, but I’d been brought up by my grandparents, Ted and Annie, instead of by either of my long-separated parents, who weren’t on the scene at all. My dad was in oil, living in Moscow with an entirely new family, new kids a quarter my age, and may as well not have existed at all. My mum – who knows?

	Then Annie got sick, and I realized how lucky we’d been before that, without even knowing it, just to have the normal (albeit still loathed) ageing process without any drama. Suddenly we lived in a world that had cancer in it, and I was understanding for the first time just how horrible a world that was.

	The constant hospital trips had calmed down, but Annie hadn’t quite gone back to the person she was before it. She was eighty, but she’d always seemed much younger until now. Now she was home from the hospital, I phoned all the time, liking to be told there was no update, because no update was now no bad thing. I just liked listening to the

	 

	
reassurances that Ted hung like coats on wooden hangers in our hall, that I didn’t need to worry and didn’t need to come back again so soon; I’d been back to Bath to see them that weekend just gone – and most weekends since the treatment started. But that didn’t feel like enough. Real life – if that’s what London and work and the house-share were – didn’t seem like real life anymore.

	“How’s Annie?” Pinky asked, when I told Ted I’d ring later.

	“Urgh, alright, apparently,” I said, nodding. “I don’t know how much they’re telling me, but I think I’d know if something ultra-bad happened, wouldn’t I? Technically, it’s… gone… now,” I added.

	“No news from your mum?” Pinky asked.

	“Annie is my mother,” I said pointedly, feeling like a Victorian ward. I blamed dating and my biological mother’s take on it for that, too.

	“You know what I mean,” Pinky said: “she – Bella – is not coming back to see Annie or anything?”

	“Doubt it. Probably got a new man in some new capital we don’t know she lives in yet,” I shrugged. “Apparently, I take after her in serial dating, if nothing else. I don’t care, either. Annie and Ted are my family. And you, obviously; you are my sister, so you can never leave me.”

	“Fuck off – why would I ever leave you?” Pinky said. “When you get married and have kids, and have to

	prioritize other shit. I mean, I don’t need to be prioritized over a baby, per se… but, anytime you don’t have a drink I’m going to cry at the loss of a friendship forever changed,” I said, like a thespian. My eyes fell on what looked suspiciously like an OJ and lemonade. “There’s alcohol in that, right?” I asked, sniffing it.

	“It’s lunchtime,” Pinky protested. “Anytime I drink OJ and lemonade after work you can worry.”

	“Fine,” I huffed.

	“Obviously I’ll be super happy for you, as well,” I added.

	 

	
“Yeah, you sound it,” Pinky snorted. “What did Dirty Diana want?”

	“She wants to send me to something called ‘doggy style’.” “You fucking what?” Pinky said, choking on her drink. “Is there no limit to their… I mean… I’d say you should contact HR or something, if we actually had HR – which is, by the way, so bad, don’t you think? We need to restart

	a union, or…”

	“It’s hopefully not as sexual as it sounds,” I smiled. “Do we know anyone with a dog? I’ve got to take a dog and let it choose my date, or something like that.”

	“Christ,” Pinky said, shaking her head, “I thought dogs weren’t just for Christmas.”

	“I know, they change their minds more than the Met Office weather people. Do you know, when Dirty Diana was talking to me, all I could think about was how much I don’t want to be doing this anymore. But people don’t quit columns, do they?”

	“You’re not people,” Pinky said. “And, since when have you cared what other people do, anyway?” she laughed. “It’s how you got the column in the first place, wasn’t it: just fucking bowling in and asking for it... refusing to be told you had to wait to be asked.” Pinky clapped her hands at the memory.

	I remembered the last present she’d given me for my birthday: a book called Ordinary People, signed: “To the least ordinary person I know.” The book was tedious and I’d not finished it, but I still had it; who’d give an inscription like that to a charity shop? Pinky and me had very different taste in books, but I had a whole shelf for Pinky books on my bookcase, and knew I’d never get rid of any of them.

	“Have you ever given any of the birthday books I’ve given you to charity shops?” I asked her.

	“What?” Pinky laughed. “No. Why?”

	“Just wondered…” I said, thinking I’d look for my shelf next time I was at her flat. I sighed. “Sometimes I wonder if

	 

	
you’re the love of my life. Will you inscribe my tombstone when I die?”

	“For sure,” Pinky said.

	“Thanks. I think I’m beginning to accept that I’ll never get married and have kids,” I told her, “so you’ll be all I have.”

	“I’ll fight that guy with a foot fetish for the rights – that one who fancied himself as a writer, and showed you a picture of the Pope holding a baby, and said it was him.”

	“Oh, my god! And that the Pope had chosen him to be an assassin for the Sistine Chapel! Christ, he was high.”

	“What did he write in the front of that book again?” “Ummm… ‘Move like you have control…’” “‘…because you do,’” we said together, laughing our

	heads off.

	“In the front of I Claudius, of all things! Still haven’t read it.”

	“Why do you always do voices Liam Neeson-style?” Pinky said, mock-shivering.

	I shrugged and considered. “But I will find you and I will read you,” I added, Liam Neeson-style, just to make Pinky laugh.

	 

	
Chapter 4

	 

	I dossed about in Soho after work, to avoid having to eat dinner with the two girls I lived with and their boyfriends, if they were in. They might have been at the boyfriends’ places, given that they couldn’t seem to spend a single night alone, but I didn’t want to risk it. They were alright, but I got tired of relaying dating stories which made everyone but me die laughing. Basically, anyone taken told anyone untaken that they were living vicariously through them, then went back to their relationship for a far nicer experience.

	On Dean Street, I ate dinner alone in the window of Pizza Pilgrims, flicking through the apps and finding the usual unenticing matches on Hinge: men holding guns on holiday, and saying it was the picture on their mum’s fridge, or saying the best thing about them was that they could open a bottle of beer with an A4 piece of paper.

	I got home at ten p.m. and called “Hello?” to already-shut doors, then went to the fridge and stood in the cold light, sawing off a piece of Emilie’s brie with a kitchen knife, and looking over my shoulder every few seconds, in case one of them emerged from their room.

	I pushed open the door to my room at the back of the house, and lay down on a pile of outfits I’d wondered at, hungover, that morning, then texted Ted and asked what they were up to, knowing he’d already be in bed.

	I stared at the ceiling, then opened Feeld and scrolled through my pings. Habit, rather than anything else, but one I

	 

	
hadn’t tried to break yet. Three requests for pics, four asking what my fetish was; one “Hi, how are you?”; and one asking if I owned any breastmilk jewellery. Dull. Dull. Dull. Vile.

	I sighed, feeling my life too Weird Fucks for its own good, and wishing someone would describe me as the new Lynn Tillman, so I could write that on my Twitter bio. I’d once told Pinky that dating was leaving me in a permanent state of PTSD, but she told me not to become one of those people who describes PTSD as a Wilderness Festival comedown. Fair.

	“Can white British atheists sign up for arranged marriages?” I texted Pinky. “Beginning to look appealing.” “Move like you have control, BECAUSE YOU DO,” Pinky replied, with a Statue of Liberty emoji, then a Liam

	Neeson meme.

	I grinned, and was halfway through replying when my phone started ringing.

	“Fuck,” I typed to Pinky. “The rugby player is video-calling me. Shit.”

	“ANSWER.”

	“What’s he want?!”

	We hadn’t even been on a date yet. I’d just matched him online, partly as a joke, because we’d kissed at a party when we were fifteen and he now played for England. I hadn’t expected him to have already done the same thing. Mostly, he just typed crying-laughing emojis on Facebook, after I posted about some awful date.

	“Find out,” Pinky replied. “The guy plays for fucking ENGLAND. Your life – sometimes I want it,” she added.

	I jumped up and checked that I didn’t have brie on my face, then wiped away the Wednesday Addams smudge of the day’s mascara from beneath my eyes, and flicked my hair over to one side. Trying to smile in a sexy, “I’m surprised you’re calling” kind of way, I answered the phone.

	“Hiii,” I breathed, waiting for Freddie’s face, but seeing only a floral bedsheet on the screen.

	“Hello?” I said.

	The angle of the phone moved, and I saw his ab-rippled

	 

	
stomach on camera, above my own scrunched face of confusion in the bottom of the screen.

	“Can you see me?” I said. “I can’t hear you.”

	I carried on watching, as his camera angled slowly onto his penis. It was held in one moving hand.

	“Riiiggghhhtttt. So, my day was fine,” I joked, watching in semi-horrified hypnosis as he began to get himself off.

	A minute later, he came. “Wow, that was, er…” He hung up.

	“What the fuck?” I said, staring at my WhatsApp for a follow-up text.

	“Did you like that?” he wrote. “Sorry I had to have you on mute. I’m at my parents’ house.”

	Jesus Christ, I thought, throwing my phone at the bed and going to the bathroom to wash off the day’s sins. None of which were mine.

	“You don’t want this life,” I messaged Pinky, when I got back to my room. “The boy can kick, but he wanks on camera with the same silent focus he uses for conversions.”

	“OH. MY. GOD!” came her reply. “What a wanker.” “Exactly,” I replied, then plugged my phone in to charge

	and put it on aeroplane-mode, to avoid any late-night calls from any other wanker that night.

	 

	
Chapter 5

	 

	Overnight, I dreamt I was a dreadlocked black man waiting to give a urine sample, and woke up wondering if that was somehow a metaphor for dating, or an STD I didn’t yet know I had. I was in one of those disorientating states that only ever means you’ve overslept, and I heard my alarm ringing almost silently on the floor beside me.

	What the fuck? I thought, picking it up and seeing a missed call and a text from Ted, saying Annie was back in the hospital and could I come down ASAP. I swear my heart stopped beating when I read that. Did it ever mean anything else?

	I fell out of bed, jumped into the nearest clothes and got to Paddington as quickly as commuter-hour allowed. I felt every second of that journey tick, and every time the tube had paused for even a moment, at the stations en route to Paddington, I thought I was going to burst into tears. Filling my head was the thought that, if I’d gone to sleep next to someone (someone real, that I liked, and not one of the dating app one-time-only time-wasters), then I would’ve woken up with someone, and maybe now wouldn’t be on the way back to Bath alone.

	The train left Paddington for Bath, and I realized I was holding my own hand as I stared out of the windows, at the fields I’d watched so many times in reverse and fast forward. The oncoming green of the landscape had been enough to calm everything, until now.

	 

	
I took a loud breath in case my heart really had stopped.

	I couldn’t hear it anymore.

	 

	*

	 

	At the hospital, Ted was by Annie’s bedside – as if he’d be anywhere else. In the bed, Annie was unconscious and the world came only in impressions, like strokes of paint on a canvas, an image almost completed but too abstract to see. Ted’s eyes watered but didn’t cry. He held Annie’s right hand and I held her left. We looked at each other and tears rolled down my crumpled face. Ted’s hand reached for my free one. A machine beeped. Words were said, but didn’t seem to form whole sentences. Or maybe they did, and I’d lost all sense of meaning by then.

	Later, it just seemed impossible to tell what had happened. The words “pneumonia” and “weakened immune system” suggested themselves as reasons.

	“But it’s not winter yet,” was all I’d managed to say to the nurse who was trying to explain it.

	“Sorry?” she said.

	“I don’t understand,” I told her.

	Annie’s eyes were shut the whole time I was there, but I thought she’d squeezed my hand. I thought she just needed more drugs, or needed to be warm. I walked around and around the hospital looking for blankets, and piled them up on the bed, until she looked like the pea beneath a load of mattresses. Ted took them slowly back off, in case they were affecting her ability to breathe. She was hooked up to a ventilator and all sorts of beeping machines.

	Then he walked me to the chair next to the bed and sat me down.

	“But she’s so cold!” I cried.

	Later, I wondered whether I’d imagined her squeezing my hand. I wished I’d put my hand over her face to feel her breath, so I could really know she was still in my world one

	 

	
last time, because then it was over, and we had to go back to the house without her.

	 

	*

	 

	I didn’t want to ask Ted about Bella, but I wondered if she knew. I thought she’d probably have to turn up at some point now, far too late – although I’d been too late this time, too. Too late for last words and swapped looks, and to be told she loved me one last time. I felt that I’d fallen into a fate I’d tried to avoid all along: becoming like my cold, absent, estranged mother.

	Ted and I planned the funeral like robots, and I finally understood grief. Pinky phoned and I answered once, becoming hysterical then silent, and then again hysterical. Then I started not answering calls from anyone. Ted and I just sat doing very little together, failing to imagine how Annie could be gone as completely as she apparently now was.

	“We’ll... like… believe it... at some point, won’t we?” I asked Ted, who only looked at me and smiled sadly. “I feel like she’s gone on holiday and not invited us.”

	“She’d never have done that,” Ted said, his voice hoarse from a lack of use.

	“I know. That’s what feels so wrong,” I said, tears falling in a way I couldn’t remember them falling since I’d understood for the first time, aged six, that my mother would never really be my mother, because she
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