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About the Book

Saturday night is a nightmare when you’re single.

Saturday night is for couples and everyone knows it.

Victoria ‘Total Bloody Relationships Disaster’ Shepworth is single and knows all about Saturday nights alone. A broken relationship with a guy she thought was ‘the one’ has led to a string of disastrous dates. Now she’s ready for someone new, even if it means hunting down the man of her dreams on the Internet. But is Pierre, the Englishman living in Paris, everything he promises to be?
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One

ANOTHER MAN, ANOTHER haircut. It’s funny how we always do the same things, every single time, whenever we break up with people. I’m not stupid, I know there’s a pattern. I only have to look at my photo albums:

Year: 1985

The Man: Greg Daly, bushwalker.

The Problem: Annalise Someone, a German exchange student, also a bushwalker.

Two Months Later: The shaggy Bananarama.

Year: 1987

The Man: Phillip Zebruscki, who liked to have sex two to three times a day.

The Problem: He called me clingy.

Four Days Later: The Princess Diana Flicked Fringe.

Year: 1990

The Man: Jamie Streeton, baseball-mad American.

The Problem: I was too cold for him.

Four Days Later: The unfortunate home perm.

Year: 1993

The Man: Leon Mercer, mature-age student radical.

The Problem: Huge fight over me borrowing cash from Socialist Workers Party raffle tin to buy Toblerone.

One Month Later: The kitchen scissors DIY job.

Year: 1994

The Man: Anthony Anderson, de facto ‘partner’, potential husband of the future.

The Problem: He fiddled with the TV remote control, spent more time in front of the mirror than I did, always asked me how he looked before we went out, never remembered the names of any of my friends, and used to wash his puffy out-doorsy jackets with tennis balls in the machine to keep them puffy. Also spent his whole time scuba diving, talking about scuba diving and pinning up scuba-diving calendars. Also had sticker on his car saying ‘Scuba Divers Do It With Depth.’ A total lie, as well as a bad sticker.

One Week Later: The Linda Evangelista bob.

If I’m being totally honest with myself I can’t say that any of these new-look hair tactics have ever worked. When I had the Princess Diana fringe after Phillip Zebruscki left me, I just became more depressed. I stank of hair mousse. Nobody came near me for months.

When I had the Linda Evangelista bob after I walked out on Anthony Anderson the Bastard Scuba Diver and our little semi, I didn’t go out with anyone for two whole years. However. I need a haircut now. I need to feel new again. And like all women who have crashed in love, I need all my little familiar rituals around me. A new haircut, a new life, you know how it works.

I think I need a new colour too. I want it very short, and very red this time. In fact, whatever I wasn’t last time. It might even make me look tough for a change, and I’m going to need that kind of defence if I ever run into Dan in the street. Or Dan and a new woman. Oh God. The thought of running into Dan and a new woman …

That must be the worst part of splitting up. The stunning ease with which you can imagine someone, who a few weeks before was attached to your arm, now sticking his tongue inside your replacement’s mouth. And I have to say, the only reason I find it so easy to imagine is that it’s actually happened. It’s always happening. To me, to my friends. It’s just a dismal fact of single life.

Someone, after all, had caught Anthony the Bastard Scuba Diver with a corporate-looking woman just a few months after I’d moved out of our flat. And it took about five minutes to lose that pseudo-happy single air I’d been cultivating so carefully.

I’d had it all sorted out up until that moment. I was going out more, and trying harder, and spending more time putting my foundation on in the mornings, because you can when you’re single. Then someone saw him out with the corporate-looking woman one night, and the jealousy nearly ate me from the inside. At the time I even thought it would give me cancer.

Even though I knew Anthony and I weren’t good for each other, even though I’d spent God knows how many phone conversations moaning about him to my friends, even though I hated him so much when I left I chucked his snorkel from one end of the bedroom to the other … when he started holding hands on the street with the corporate-looking woman, I don’t think I ever wanted Anthony the Bastard Scuba Diver more in my whole life.

I did the whole thing. Ringing up, then slamming the phone down. Finding the most boring and impersonal things, like Anthony’s credit card bills, and taking them to work with me so I could sigh over them in my lunch hour. And you know what? I’m in for this all over again. Because if I know one thing about Dan, my love, my only love, it’s this: he’s not capable of spending more than a few weeks doing any kind of emotional processing. Now I’m out, someone else will be in. It’s really just a matter of time before someone sees them out together and rings me up to tell me. Or – worst case scenario – I see him myself.

The hairdresser’s is packed this morning, and there’s even a bride having her hair done behind me. It’s amazing how the entire staff of the salon seem to have migrated over there. Part of me wants to go over there and ask her how the hell she managed to pull the whole thing off anyway, and part of me – I’m ashamed to admit – wants to leap up from my chair and projectile vomit all over her white suede shoes.

I wonder if Dan really was my last chance? Statistically I know he won’t be. Given the current divorce rate (and Hilary, who is single like me, spent hours working it out for me last night) every single female now aged thirty to thirty-eight will stand a one in three chance of grabbing a desperate divorced male now approaching his mid forties.

Perhaps I should get up in my socks on the black swivel chair and tell all the single women in the hairdresser’s the good news. And that includes the streaky blonde with foils in her hair who was obviously lying when she told the hairdresser she was going out tonight, and also the bridesmaid who has come along with the bride in the corner for moral support. And I know what the bridesmaid is thinking too: Will this ever happen to me? Ever? Even in the year 2040? Is there a pair of white suede shoes for me?

I know Hilary’s right about there being a male, divorced, fortysomething out there somewhere. Being a librarian, she’s usually right on statistics. What worries me is, I won’t be able to fall in love with him when we finally meet. Or any of them. Whereas, I was most definitely in love with Dan. And I still am. How old do you have to be before you learn how to cut down on your recovery time?

Hilary wants me to call him the Loathsome Lawyer from Leichhardt, because a nickname you can spit out like that always takes the sting away. But it’s not working. Or maybe I need her around so I can practise. Right now, here in the salon, he’s just Dan to me. And just as it was at the start, like a love-sick fourteen year old I want to write his name in big loopy biro capitals on bits of paper with hearts around it.

I haven’t actually cried yet, which must be a first. I was so pissed at my birthday party that I thought I might have done, but no. Perhaps it was the fact that everyone expected me to. People were practically doing a pre-emptive strike, squeezing my hand, muttering things about how bad Dan’s timing was, and how (yes, we know, boring, boring) all men were bastards and how a good cry would make me feel better. Meanwhile I remember eating nachos, very calmly, and swigging vodka and tonic. Feeling nothing at all, for the record.

I do remember sweating a lot though, despite the lack of weeping. Perhaps the huge amounts of alcohol I consumed were actually making the tears leak out of my armpits.

Something else I remember drunkenly debating with Hilary after Dan had ended it, after he’d left the party, after he’d driven off, is the stupidity of Nature. Why does love linger when it’s of no earthly help to the human race? I can be of no use at all to the advancement of the species at the moment. I am not using my reproductive organs. And because I am still in love with Dan, and not in the least in love with any of the available males in the Divorced Fortysomething army, it doesn’t look as if I’ll be using said organs for quite a while. I’ve got nature’s great bonding emotion with nobody to bond with, in fact. So what’s the bloody point?

I know it’s only been forty-eight hours since Dan walked out, but the symptoms are still there. Leaping up when the phone rings, even streaking naked from the shower like some seventies cricket fan to take Dan’s calls, only to find out it’s not him on the other end, and never will be. Because it never is. Those are the rules of breaking up, aren’t they? For every heart palpitation you register when the telephone starts up, you can register one minute of total unconcern from him, wherever he is. You pant and race to the phone, he stirs another sugar into his coffee, very slowly, somewhere on the other side of town.

You’re doodling his name on the back of pizza home delivery menus, you’re discussing him endlessly with people who’ve only met him twice and start to twitch when they see you’re about to start on him again. He’s … doing nothing. Doing the same things, in fact. Just not thinking about you much, that’s all.

I’ve also been picturing Dan taking off some other lawyer’s bra. Very slowly and lovingly. God help me, I can even see the bra. It’s tartan, with white frills around the edges. The lawyer is more intelligent than me. She’s been a size ten since the age of sixteen. She owns her own house. She belongs to a gym.

I must control myself, I know, or I will definitely end up like Hilary during Mad Month. She did Mad Month in August last year when one of the other librarians at her work (it was an Adult Library-Children’s Library cross-romance) called it off.

Actually, he was too nice to call it off. He led her on some midnight ramble around the zoo and said he really hoped they could keep talking on the inter-library phone every day because he enjoyed it so much, and that he really wanted to be her friend too, because he really, really cared about her and she was such a great person. Then he let her run off in floods of tears to find a cab, nearly getting run over in the process.

The result of all this was Hilary’s Mad Month. The Chief Children’s Librarian actually had to send a note round by courier because he couldn’t get through on the phone. It turned out Hilary had used up all her sick days in one hit, staying in bed ringing up every telephone psychic she could find advertised in the back of women’s magazines (which she had stolen from the library, it turned out). She showed me the credit card bill later. Three hundred and eighty dollars to find out from ten different psychics that the adult librarian wasn’t coming back.

I even remember going round there one day and discovering that she had been wearing her pink terry-towelling dressing gown for so long that it had started to turn brown on the collar. The poor girl had also been picking the tops off those little round biscuits with the chocolate on them, sucking the marshmallow off and throwing away the crust.

So that was Mad Month. With me, haircuts. With Hilary, telephone psychics. My other friends do everything from talking about stuffing prawns into his curtain rods, to flying to America to attend Men Are From Mars, Women Are From Venus seminars. I don’t know what Jodie does when she breaks up with people. Maybe they’ve got some gay support network for it, they seem to have a network for everything else.

One thing I do remember from the party is dragging Jodie into a corner and asking her, in all seriousness, if she thought I could ever go over to The Other Side.

A lot of gay women might have punched me at that point, but all I seem to remember Jodie doing is blinking at me with those slightly fish-faced eyes of hers, then wandering off to get me another drink and plate of corn chips.

Even though I was drunk, and I was joking, some part of me probably meant that question too. Jodie does have the perfect life. She is always going to dance parties. She has a sultry-looking girlfriend who makes amazing vegetarian pasta. When Jodie needs a lawyer, she gets one from the lesbian mafia. When she wants to move house, she can use their women-only share accommodation register. They even found her a job as a naturopath at a women’s health centre. It’s incredible. It’s like joining the navy or something, being gay. Your whole life is taken care of.

Even when she was single, Jodie never had a lonely Saturday night at home. All she had to do was volunteer for something like the nude netball team, or Dykes On Bikes, and her entire social life was mapped out for a month.

Unfortunately, my parents did all the wrong things with me. Despite the fact that they divorced, thus paving the way for a bit of confusion in the old sexual role-model stakes, I am still a boring hetero.

I think you know these things when you have your hair done too. Some instinct that tells you not to point at the picture of k.d. lang when the hairdresser asks you what you want. I should have realized years ago that I was never going to make it as a lesbian. Yes, it would solve all my problems. No, I can’t do it. What do they do in bed, anyway, that doesn’t involve a truckload of very expensive equipment?

It’s funny, actually. Jodie and Hilary both said they’d drop into the hairdresser’s this morning to say hello – i.e., to make sure I wasn’t having a post break-up nervous breakdown in the sink. Neither of them has appeared yet, which I suppose means they’ve been sidetracked in a coffee shop and are talking about me. It’s OK. I don’t mind. That’s what friends are for really, behind-your-back therapy. The only thing both of them have in common is me, so they may as well get a bit of mileage out of it.

I can see it now. Hilary will be in her librarian-off-duty outfit, which means the same navy blue jumper she’s worn all week plus tracksuit bottoms and big dangly earrings. And Jodie will have her eyeliner drawn on all wrong, as she usually does when she has a hangover, and her John Travolta T-shirt. Hilary will be drinking cappuccino and eating raisin toast and Jodie will be drinking peppermint tea and eating nothing. And Hilary will be saying, ‘I didn’t trust Dan from the moment I saw him’ and Jodie will be saying, ‘Poor Victoria, she always goes for the commitment phobics.’

Despite this, Jodie actually quite liked Dan. Not that she’s going to admit it to Hilary at this crucial stage in the girl-talk proceedings, but I dragged Jodie off to watch him playing footy one Saturday afternoon, and she even said he had balls. Quite a compliment coming from her.

I have to say, there is – sorry, was – nothing sexier than Dan straight after football. He was always wet-haired from the shower, and pink, and scrubbed, and smelling of lemon gel, and healthy. After a game, he was so tired and bruised he used to just fall straight into me. It was the most amazing feeling.

Evil coupley thoughts begone! I’ve really got to stop this. It’s just that there’s nothing else to think about except him. The bloody bride has nicked all the decent magazines, and I’ve been left with an Ikea catalogue with bits of chopped hair all over it.

I’m beginning to worry about my head, too. It’s starting to itch, and there’s red dye on my ear which may become a permanent stain if someone doesn’t come to rub it off soon.

Hairdressers really should have a distress flare that you can send off when things like this happen. At least in a cafeteria you can bang your tray on the counter, or hit the little round bell near the cash register. Perhaps if I swing my head around wildly from side to side? Perhaps if I start to cry?

I really should drag myself into work after all this, too. I was useless on Friday. Hungover, heartbroken, everything at once. We’ve got a new account to work on as well, for the Breakfast Grits cereal people. They want to give away a free frisbee, shaped like a Breakfast Grit, inside the packet. It’s the sort of stupid little job that should take me ten minutes. On Friday, though, writing a blurb for Breakfast Grit Frisbees was like asking me to write War and Peace.

Sometimes life is just so stupidly cruel. I cannot believe that I am going to have to spend Saturday afternoon sitting over a computer at work, thinking of things which rhyme with Grit while the cleaners vacuum around me. And my answering machine is broken too. Just when I need it most. Even if Dan was going to have a 48-hour turnaround (and I’ve got to stop counting on this) he wouldn’t be able to get hold of me.

I think everybody who has been dropped should have an answering machine. The agony you go through without one is just too much. I remember Hilary sat by the phone for weeks once waiting for some Indian man to ring her, after they’d done a curry master-class course and had a fling.

Whenever the phone rang, it was never ever him. So she gave up eventually and started another evening class, yoga or something. Then, one night when she was out, he rang. Not just once, but three times. And then he decided that it was a sign, an omen, a portent to avoid her, and gave up on the relationship forever.

She found out about the three phone calls a year later, when she bumped into him at a party. He had become engaged. And she was still single. After that, I found a secondhand answering machine on a market stall and gave it to her for Christmas.

The other stupid thing about breaking up with men is that you suddenly realize there is nobody to fix things for you. And I know Jodie thinks this is heinous talk, but I don’t care. I can’t do car repairs, I can’t tune the TV, I can’t understand oven fans, and I don’t know how to hook up a stereo.

My only hope now that Dan has gone is probably Bill, the computer boffin who’s just moved into the flat upstairs. He did mutter something about having a look at my food processor, which was lying face-up on the kitchen table with half a Mars Bar stuck in it when he dropped in.

I think Bill might be answering machine capable too. He’s got that look about him. But I’ll have to pace Bill the Boffin very carefully. I can only give him one broken thing a month, or this chummy new neighbour thing could disintegrate.

I’m sure he’ll want to lend assistance with my new computer though. Dad, rather predictably, forgot to send the instruction manuals with the box. It just arrived from some hi-tech department store in Los Angeles with the usual vague birthday card message from him, about how he thought I should go global and hook up to the Internet and become a woman of the nineties, and that was it.

That’s another thing I’ve inherited from my parents apart from boring heterosexuality. Total uselessness with technology. I’m not complaining about the laptop. Everybody at the party was jealous enough when I unwrapped it. For a brief moment, Dan probably even thought it would be worth staying on with me for an extra month or two.

It’s just that computers scare me. We have this technobimbo streak in our family which means nobody can do anything – even putting in torch batteries the right way up. When the agency gave me my first computer, I used to yank the plug out at the mains to turn it off, then wonder why nothing I ever wrote on it was there the next time.

Fortunately, my mother – the main technobimbo in the family – is now rich enough to pay a handyman to take care of everything. Even the lightbulbs, which she just used to let die and hang there. But Dad can’t even operate his girlfriend’s jetski. He sent me this other birthday present from LA once – a kind of furry green ball with an alarm clock inside it. It sat under my bed for two years, still in its wrapping, until Dan drop-kicked it out of the window one day.

I suppose my new computer will be a diversion, if nothing else. A way of taking my mind off things (if I didn’t know better I’d say Dad had planned the whole thing from LA). Jodie was dying to use the Internet anyway, so she could look up the Ellen de Generes home page. And it means I can e-mail Hilary all day as well (much better than phone calls, no more black looks from the Chief Librarian).

Judging by their non-appearance, both Jodie and Hilary must have got lost by now. Either that or they have both decided to go off to Dan’s footy match and take him on personally. I do vaguely remember some other drunken party, right at the beginning of the Dan thing, and Hilary vowing that if anything went wrong this time, she’d personally disembowel him. I even remember her saying something really pathetic, like, ‘Victoria. You’ve been hurt enough!’

It’s sweet. We tell each other this kind of thing all the time. But we’ve all been hurt enough by the age of thirty. Realistically, Dan stood no more chance of becoming The One with me than any of the others. Look at the odds. I’m a professional single white female. I’m one of the never married. It’s like throwing a dice at the beginning of Cluedo and hoping for a double six, for God’s sake.

I love the way my father rings up from LA with relationship advice, too. ‘Victoria, you can’t be looking for perfection all the time. It doesn’t exist. Just find a nice guy you can be happy with and blah blah blah.’ This is quite brilliant coming from a man who couldn’t even keep his marriage together long enough to wait until the kids had grown up. Or, the kid I should say. Me.

What Dad doesn’t realize is the pressure. I’m sure it’s far worse than it was in the fifties or the late fourteenth century or whenever it was he and Mum did the evil deed. From the time I was four years old, it’s all been about living happily ever after. Not by yourself. Never by yourself. With him. With The One.

I don’t ever recall being handed a Ladybird book with a lovely fairy story about a beautiful advertising copywriter who breaks up with loads of men then decides to spend the rest of her life in serial monogamy punctuated by celibacy and sporadic masturbation.

Nothing’s changed, either. Every other month we get some bank campaign at the agency. And I have to put up with the Marketing Director (in adultery) and the Art Director (recovering from his second divorce) showing me photographs of smiling couples. We get these male models and female models, cast them, tell them to pretend they’re married, then stand them on the front doorstep of a house with a SOLD sign out the front, take a photograph and stick it in a bank leaflet about interest rates.

It’s got to be love. And it’s got to be marriage. Nothing else will do in this world, apparently. The only time we cast single women at the agency is when we’re doing a laxatives ad, and we always get someone who looks depressed.

If I’m being honest, I’ll admit that I’ve been sucked in just as successfully as everybody else. When Mrs Goble used to read us stories in Grade Two at Littlewood Primary, I used to cross my legs tightly and risk weeing all over the carpet rather than miss the handsome prince arriving at the end of Cinderella.

In high school if you didn’t have a boy you were nothing. I remember Eva the Maths Genius. She used to get twenty-five out of twenty-five for everything, and the only boy in the whole class who seemed to like her (a Science Genius, naturally enough) never went near her because every other male in the class would have ostracized him. Eva was quite nice, really. The only thing wrong with her, from memory, is that her cheeks were permanently red.

She was the only person in the whole school who qualified to get into Medicine. She was the only girl to ever win anything at swimming carnivals (the rest of us were smokers.) But I still remember her weeping quietly in her tent on the annual school camping trip. We’d all been playing Spin The Bottle late at night and someone had pointed it at her and asked if she was ever going to actually kiss anyone. It makes me shudder now. But it’s just the same at thirty, now, as it was at thirteen. No Boy, No Nothing.

I know my only married friend from school, Helena Chettle, has never been quite as boring as she is now, in her fifth year of wedded babied bliss. I know one in three people get divorced and it’s a total disaster. I know all this, I know. But from Ladybird books to bank leaflets, I appear to have been sucked in. Nothing less than a white veil and a child in a kilt will do for me now.

Maybe I should send the hairdresser over to the bride in the corner with a hidden microphone and a series of questions. Someone has to tell me how it’s done. God knows my parents couldn’t.

Question One: Tell me, Oh Bride, how did you know he was The One?

Question Two: Or are you pretending he is, for the sake of the mortgage?

Question Three: How can you possibly know that you will want to have sex with each other until you die (statistics: Hilary) at the median age of eighty?

Question Four: If he has an affair, will you leave him, or can you put up with it?

Question Five: Why do brides always have white shoes anyway? If you wear Doc Martens, does that automatically mean divorce?

The other question I really want to ask, but The Bride could never in a million years tell me, is: What do you do if you think you’ve found The One and he doesn’t love you? Because, with Dan, this time I basically have. It scares me, but it’s true. It’s not like Anthony the Bastard Scuba Diver at all this time. And I think I sorted all of that out when I looked after Dan’s mother’s dog.

It sounds stupid. But really, it’s normally exactly the kind of thing that would pave the way to disaster. Eventually the dog episode would have become part of a litany of reasons for leaving Dan. I could see myself telling Hilary and Jodie all about it: ‘He was just so selfish, getting me to take all his family responsibilities, blah blah blah.’ The fact that Dan asked me to look after his mother’s dog when they all trooped off to Bali for a family holiday would have become the centre-piece for a full-scale psychoanalysis of his Oedipus complex. Or something.

But instead I was flattered. I couldn’t say yes quickly enough. To be offered responsibility for – I can hardly say the word – Pistachio – was like being asked into the family. And I really wanted to be in there. I wanted to have my photo up on the piano along with all the other wives who seemed to end up hitched to Dan’s multitude of brothers. When the dog arrived (and I can’t stand yappy white poodles with brown bottoms) I even looked forward to walking it because it was almost like being with Dan. When he rang up from Bali with his mother hanging over his shoulder, I even picked the dog up and made it snuffle into the phone, so they could all hear it saying hello. I suppose I’ll know I’m truly over Dan when I can remember this and feel sick. At the moment, though, it still rings true. Embarrassingly true.

And there were all the other things, too. There were his old school friends who I actually trained myself to like, despite the fact that they were mostly wankers to a man. And then there was his food stealing in restaurants – basically, he just used to mindlessly help himself to whatever was on my plate – which Hilary used to roll her eyes at but I learned to love. And his terrible taste in footwear (fluorescent masseur sandals! Nooooo!) which I forced myself to pretend didn’t matter. And what’s weird is, eventually none of these things mattered any more. I just loved all of him – mother’s dog, terrible friends, restaurant theft, masseur sandals, the whole thing.

I suppose I did with Dan what I could never do with any of the rest, which is let every flaw, every pore, every irritation and every sad and unavoidable reality seep under my skin. I knew Dan was never going to make it into big-time law. It didn’t bother me. I knew he was never going to get over his hang-up about his boofhead father. No problem. For the first time in my life, I heard that Billy Joel song on the radio – I love you just the way you are, or something – and instead of wanting to wrench the radio antenna out of its socket and jump up and down on it, I could actually understand what he was going on about. I related to a Billy Joel song!

And for all that, nothing. Dan couldn’t even wait until my thirtieth birthday party was officially over to walk out. In fact, he seemed to have planned the whole thing. A card with a whole lot of rubbish about respect and fondness scrawled all over it, and how I’d make a magnificent old lady, and how he still wanted to know me in thirty years, and an antique bracelet he knew I wanted.

It was one of those birthday cards where you read between the lines. And I did.

Twenty minutes before he handed my birthday card over, he was Mr Possible, the one I could actually squint into the future with, the one I could imagine lacing his son’s rugby boots, or letting his daughter bash him around the head. Basically, I thought he was The One. Twenty minutes after the card, I just had a sinking feeling. He might have been The One for me, but I clearly meant something very different to him. I wonder what. A shag? A friend? Someone to cover the entertainment questions in Trivial Pursuit while he did all the sports ones?

‘Thanks, Dan. It’s not very passionate, is it?’

‘Well. What do you want?’

The answer to that one would have taken all night. But it’s funny how I’ve never been able to say these things. In my head though, I can have the whole conversation.

‘I want something more from you than this crap on the card about me turning into a magnificent old lady, that’s what I want.’

Or

‘I want you to take this further. We’ve been together for six months – haven’t we – and we’re both in our bloody thirties.’

Or (honest but feeble reply)

‘I want you to tell me you love me.’

I must force myself to think of Dan as The Loathsome Lawyer from Leichhardt, I must. But what if he bumps into me walking out of the hairdresser’s with my new red hair, and drags me into an alley and kisses the life out of me? And says it’s all been a terrible mistake and he can’t eat, can’t sleep?

I don’t know the statistical chances of that, but they must be there somewhere. There must be a chance. And what if he rings up drunk one night when I’m out? Telling me he’s been an idiot and he can’t stop thinking about me?

I can’t help imagining that all this energy I’m trying to put into hating him will have gone to waste. There always seems to be this danger that you can talk yourself into loathing someone so successfully that when they finally come crawling back, you’ve killed everything off. And what if Dan really has been my last chance, what then?

It’s enough to give me a headache, even if clouds of hairspray from the bride’s end of the room weren’t wafting up my nose and doing the job already.

At least my new hair can’t be too far away now. We have progressed to hairdrier stage, although my head still looks like the cat’s fur after it’s had a stomach operation. Sticky, spiky, strange.

Jodie once taught me this positive visualization exercise, where you put yourself in a pink bubble. Then you imagine yourself inside the bubble, living a fabulous new life.

I can see myself now, with these amazingly tight black leather pants on. I’ve been going to the gym or something, and I’ve even got gaps between my thighs. I’m at a party, it’s Christmas in the year 2010, and out of the corner of my eye I see Dan. He’s by himself. He looks older, fatter, tired, a little sad. There are bags under his eyes.

I have a little crowd of people around me. I’m being fabulously entertaining and witty. A man pushes through the crowd. He has sexy, spiky hair like me. Except his is blond. Dan has a gut like Winston Churchill. He’s lost half his hair. The spiky blond man and I disappear into a corner together for a quiet moment. We laugh together, then we kiss each other, enjoying a private joke.

Without making a sound, Dan turns and leaves the room. I don’t even notice. As he gets into his car in the street outside, he can hear me and the blond man laughing through the open window. In anguish, he sinks his head onto the steering wheel and moans. Then he goes home and puts on an old Smith’s record and hangs himself.

I wonder if it’s wrong to imagine bad things for other people inside the pink bubble? Then again, Starsky and Hutch, who cares?

Jodie and Didi actually asked me to join their all-female discussion group, Women’s Circle, where apparently they sit around and do the pink bubble exercise all the time. I know Hilary said she would go along, but I don’t think I can face it. I went to one of Jodie’s things a few years ago. We had to come up with a new name for our secret women’s business bits. Apparently men had given them too many vile names in the past, so the idea was to reclaim your bits by thinking up some poetic new title for them. Jodie thought she might call hers The Posy of Passionate Possibilities. I don’t know. I just couldn’t do it. Breakfast Grits campaign, yes. New name for my labia, no.

They do other activities in Women’s Circle now, Jodie tells me. They write down the names of people who have hurt them on post-it notes and then they all hire a boat and go out on the sea (her women’s group is full of people with nifty skills, like navigation) and shred them, and toss them into the waves. I could try that with you, Dan, but it wouldn’t change anything. I could shred you over Bass Strait, or even into the hairdresser’s sink. But I know – just as I knew with all the rest – it’s going to take years to get over you.

That’s what I hate about serial monogamy. It’s all so predictable. You know that if you’re the dumper, you’re in for guilt plus lonely tea-drinking. And if you’re the dumped, you’re in for rage, denial and fear plus lonely tea-drinking.

I can count all my ex boyfriends, Dumpers and Dumped on the fingers of both hands. But I wonder if my left hand – let’s face it, the wedding ring hand – should be allocated to Those I Dumped or Those Who Dumped Me? It’s interesting that God hasn’t provided us with a third hand, so we can finger-count Those Participating in Mutual Dumping. Perhaps that’s because it never happens. Ha.

I like to think it pans out pretty evenly. On the fingers of my left hand, the hand designated for Those I Dumped, I can tick off Leon Mercer and Anthony Anderson. On my right hand, designated for Those Who Dumped Me, I can count Greg Daly, Phillip Zebruscki, Jamie Streeton and Daniel Hawker. If I waggle the Greg and Jamie fingers, I feel nothing of course. But if I waggle the Daniel finger, I almost feel like crying all over the hairdresser’s.

I have to say that one of the other things that always, always, happens when I break up with people is that any reference to the man-woman thing – in music, in films, on TV – suddenly leaps out at you and becomes unbelievably significant. There’s another crapulous song on the radio now (why do hairdressers always have the same station on, the one with ads for car mufflers?) It sounds like it could be Billy Joel’s younger sister singing. And it’s the kind of bland meaningless ballad that I normally wouldn’t even notice. It sounds like white chocolate being glooped into a bucket. But now every line of the song is full of a heartfelt kind of philosophy. It actually has something to say to me. God help me, I’m straining to hear every word.

I should have called Jodie and asked her to bring some herbal potion for my aching back. That’s another thing I’ve noticed after fourteen years of break-ups. Your body aches all over for the first couple of days, as if you’ve just crawled out of a massive car accident.

They should really set up a hospital wing for it. Just some quiet place you can go where they tuck you in and give you painkillers, then attach electrodes to whichever part of your brain is still carrying all the data on him. If I ever get rich I’ll bequeath all my money to a fund for setting one of these up. They can call it the Victoria Shepworth Total Bloody Relationship Disaster Wing.

All you would have to do after he’s walked out is ring an emergency number and a kind of love ambulance would turn up at your door with stretcher men ready to collect you. They’d knock you out with a gigantic injection, then … nothing. When you’d wake up, you’d forget you ever knew the man. You wouldn’t even be able to remember what his bottom looked like. Perfect.

Really, I do feel as if I’m going mad. I can see one of Hilary’s Mad Months coming on already. I wonder if this red hair dye is affecting my brain? Apparently it can seep in through the pores of your skin and cause lasting damage. Along with everything else in the world, like the Mars Bar milkshake I was trying to make last night, and the cup of coffee the hairdresser was going to give me, but hasn’t yet.

The bride is beginning to look bride-like. The bridesmaid is handing sprigs of baby’s breath to the junior hairdresser, who is then clipping each flower with a pair of manicure scissors and handing them to the senior hairdresser. Who is my allocated hairdresser too.

I wonder if I should just stomp over there leaving a trail of blood-red dye all over the floor? And where the hell are Jodie and Hilary?

Breathe. Think pink bubble. Breathe. Perhaps I should join Hilary and go along to Jodie’s Women’s Circle after all. There are lots of Friday and Saturday nights stretching ahead of me now, and I’m going to need something to fill them in. What else is there? Hilary always has reams of brochures on different classes and courses. Stone Age Man And What We Can Learn From Him (absolutely nothing). Cooking For A Happy Healthy Heart (does that include Mars Bars milkshakes?). Jazz Appreciation Nights (Oh my god, the divorced fortysomething male army).

Saturday night is a nightmare when you’re single. If you stay at home with a $4 overnight video of When Harry Met Sally, you always feel slightly stupid. As if you’re having yourself on, and having a date with yourself at the same time. Which, in fact, you are. If you go out, it’s always with women friends, and you look like some desperate roaming female pack.

Saturday night is couples night, and everybody knows it. Like special fares to Bali, electric blankets with dual controls and home mortgages, Saturday nights are designed for couples. And what am I doing tonight? Absolutely nothing. The friends who were at the party on Thursday and went through the Dan departure with me have been too scared to call. There’s nothing on television except a bloody Marlene Dietrich special. Hilary will have Outer Mongolian Macrame Weaving or something, and Jodie will have her girlfriend and vegetarian pasta.

So, Saturday night. Welcome to the world of the Suddenly Single.


Two

DAN RINGS UP last thing on Sunday night, just before I’ve put out the recycling bin with all the gift wrapping left over from the party, just after I’ve spilled all the little polystyrene balls from the computer box all over the street. I try not to cry when I hear his voice again, but I lose it in the first five seconds.

‘Are you OK?’

‘Don’t say that! Of course I’m not OK.’

‘I’m sorry it had to finish right then.’

‘Well, you said it all in your birthday card, didn’t you. Might as well get it all out in the open now. You don’t care do you?’

‘I never said that.’

‘Well, you can just piss off then.’

Oh brilliant, Victoria, well done. I reach for the next tissue to blow my nose, and bang, he’s gone. A gentle click just as I pick the receiver up for the next round.

When I call back, he’s engaged. Which means he might be trying to ring me back, and God I hope he is. But … fifteen minutes later everybody else in the flats is putting their recycling bin out too, and the phone’s still silent. He must be talking to one of his multitude of brothers about me. Or maybe he’s just flicked through his address book and found a woman to talk to who won’t snuffle in his ear or tell him to piss off in the first five minutes.

I’m sorry to say that this stupid, jabbing little argument is enough to keep me occupied for the rest of the night. Until around 3 a.m. in fact, when I finally do what Hilary has been telling me to do for days (‘Just call. Any time.’) only to find her half-asleep, irritable, dazed and confused.

‘I blew it, Hil.’

‘How?’

‘I caused another argument. You know. I was upset.’

She can’t offer me much, and it’s not surprising. I’ve shared hotel rooms with Hilary, and she sleeps like a buffalo in a coma. The vague hope I might have had that a quick chat would make me feel better disappears as soon as I hear her yawning. I’m becoming boring. Four days after the end of it all, and I’m already becoming boring.

The sheets are too hot. Then my feet are tucked in too tightly at the end of the bed. Then I almost doze off to discover one of them is hanging off the edge of the mattress and going numb. I think pink bubble, and get into the leather pants and spiky blond-haired man and Dan’s Winston Churchill gut fantasy. It works for a while, then it is replaced by a vision of something much more realistic – Dan breathing in the scent from a woman lawyer’s neck. Dan removing the tartan bra with the white frills.

After this, it’s the Breakfast Grits Frisbees campaign. That occupies me from around 3 a.m. to 6 a.m., when I hear Bill the Boffin lurching down the stairs to do his jogging, or whatever it is he does at this ungodly hour of the morning. It’s funny when someone new moves into the flat above you. There’s a whole new range of sounds and little daily patterns that you have to get used to. Before Bill, it was a Japanese couple who used to make thumping sounds when they rolled up their futon – among other things. With Bill, it’s just the occasional shower, the odd blast of Elvis Costello, and the faithful sounds of hearty morning exercise.

Breakfast Grits, Breakfast Grits. Maybe if I lie on my back it will come to me more easily. Throw yourself into Breakfast Grits! (No, too obvious.) Come back to Breakfast Grits and their frisbee will come back to you! (Oh for God’s sake, Victoria.)

The stupid thing is, when I wake up, all I want is a big bowl of them. Nasty, big, brown, sugary flakes. I look at my eyes in the mirror. I need the same amount of foundation that they used on Eva Peron’s corpse. On the way to work, I hardly notice that I’ve been standing up for the entire train journey while old men have been making spaces for me. In short, I’m well and truly out of it.

My office is one of those floating ‘people areas’ which they box in with screens and pretend is actually a room. Kylie, the junior copywriter they dragged down from Queensland, sits next to me. She has various furry things with suckers on their feet plastered all over the tiny bit of glass that separates us, which means whenever I turn my head to yell at her over the partition, all I see is strange bits of blue and green furry monster feet, and round plastic blobs. All I have on my side is a photo of Dan, which I deliberately left up all the way through Friday just in case he came back to me in time for Monday.

Kylie was at the party. She knows.

‘You OK then, Vicki? Hey I like your new haircut.’

God I wish she wouldn’t call me Vicki.

‘Yeah, I’m OK. I’m just wondering if I should take his picture down.’

‘Paper shredder over there.’

It turns out she has been put onto the Breakfast Grits Frisbee campaign as well. There is to be what Kylie calls a three-pronged attack. First the radio ads. Then special little coupons (she has to write the miserable ten sentences on the front of each coupon) then the back of the cereal packet (mine, all mine.)

‘Is bitchwoman working on this too?’

She’s the graphic designer we all love to hate.

‘Nah, got someone else coming in.’

‘Well, that’s something. Cappuccino?’

‘Yes please, Vicki,’ she says brightly and politely.

The silly thing about the partitions is that when we want to talk to each other for, you know, professional reasons, they don’t seem to be there. And yet when we’re on the phone (as Kylie was to the abortion clinic one memorable day) they’re supposed to matter. Like some force field around Batman, they flick on and off. We see, we don’t see. We hear, we don’t hear.

I know bloody well that if Jodie calls me now for a little therapeutic chat about Dan, Kylie will be modestly working away on her Breakfast Grits coupons on the computer, separated by a wall of small furry animal feet and plastic blobs, while she listens to every word. So I cheat. I take the copywriter’s collective mobile phone (‘It must never leave this office, people. Are we all straight on that? Never!’) and piss off to the coffee shop with it, talking while I wait for the two standard Monday morning cappuccinos in polystyrene cups.

‘Jodie. It’s me.’

‘Oh hi. I’m really sorry about Saturday morning, I tried to call you Sunday but your phone was off the hook. What happened?’

‘I was out so I took it off.’

‘Oh, you took it off the hook, then?’

‘My answering machine’s stuffed. I didn’t want Dan calling me on Sunday without a machine there.’

‘Oh. So he didn’t call. You OK?’

‘Yeah. No. He did call. I got Hilary out of bed at 3 a.m.’

‘Wow. Sounds like you had a bad night.’

‘Yup. Oh hell. I’ve got to go. The coffee’s here.’

‘How did your hair go?’

‘Oh, all right. You know. Like an Annie Lennox red thing. It’s short. See you.’

Unfortunately Jodie did one of these women’s group counselling courses a few years ago, the kind where they train you to parrot everything back to people. I forget, usually, until I find myself in some kind of trouble and realize I’m being counselled.

She means well, it’s just that she always slips back into it without thinking. You could roll up to Jodie’s place one night, get her and Didi out of bed, and tell them you had chopped off one of your own arms with a meat cleaver, and Jodie would say:

‘So, you chopped off your own arm with a meat cleaver, how do you feel about that?’

It gets to me sometimes, that’s all. At the moment, I suppose I just want someone to cry with me, rant and rave with me, or direct general streams of abuse at Dan with me.

Although everything could predictably get to me today. And it’s really nothing to do with Jodie. The fact that they’ve filled the cappuccino cups up to the brim, for instance, is enough to get to me. The fact that all the fluffy white stuff is dribbling out of the slot in the top. The fact that when I nip into the loo on the way back to the third floor, the secret women’s business box (that blue thing that looks like no other object on earth) is full up again with other people’s monthly ghastliness.

Also, too, the fact that when I get back to the office, Kylie has some freelance guy squeezed into the partition with her, keeping her back to me for a few extra crucial seconds, just so that I understand there’s a man with her, and there’s something interesting going on, and she’s really rather special and important in the scheme of things. The others are supposed to get it too. Kylie’s little giggles floating over the partition walls are all there for a purpose.

It’s pathetic what relentless, daily boredom can do. To me, as well as to her. But anyway, she finally pretends to notice I’m there with the coffee, and swings her chair around just tightly enough to make sure the freelance guy has contact with the top half of her velvet mini-skirt.

‘Oh thanks, Vicki. This is Liam. He’s going to be working with us for a few weeks.’

Liam has the bags under his eyes that all the freelance art guys have. But he’s sexy. A very dark, intense look. A lovely smile. Shorter than me, just by a fraction. But he’s got something.

‘Have you worked out what rhymes with Grit yet?’ he says.

‘That
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