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lvfallory

-\s I stalt up m)- sixth game of Candy Crush while sat on the
;lc,sed tcrilet seat, I have a \rery clear and rational realisation.

I. ioo am ii;.riegs of exploding computerised fruit.
h;i is the eltent of me. Here one moment, only to be pul-

r errsecl into a sprar- of srveet nothing the very next. Obliterated.
Forgotten.

Outside, I can hear the voices of my guests and the music
droning on. Why won't they leave?

The truth is, if I did explode, I dont think theyd notice. At
least not at fir"st. They would pretend that they cared - at my
funeral. That I was important to them. That I had made a mark
on their lives in some beautiful and profound u,ay. But they
lr.ould lie.

One of them lied earlier. A woman I have met only once.
')[ttllor.r is basicalll' Clarissa Dallawaylshe proclaimed loudly

to nl kitchen lull oi artl' (pretentious) intellectual types, point-
:lg r-r ;rrr drrection u,ith a mouthful of hummus. Hummus I
hld boueht trom Tesco and put in the poshest-looking borvl I
.ould hnd. Id sprinkled some coriander on top and pretended Id
nrade it. (I suppose I lie too. But it's dilferent.) 'Clarissa Fucking
Dttllowaylshe repeated, whilst pulling a face like the mouthful
was precipitating an orgasm. I swallowed my jealousy. I havent
had an orgasm in years, let alone one triggered by Tesco's own-
brand hummus. 'Mallory throws the best parties in I'lorth London.'

Today is the first time this woman has stepped foot inside my
house.

But I laughed obligingly. And the gut

round my kitchen island, nodding, a boM

glasses, trilbies, rolled up cigarettes tuc

studded with hoops and dangling cross€s

vape trend because they are too real, too l

too brilliant to care about lung Grrcer.

memberships and Birkenstocks somehor

Some even clapped. I waved them o

silly. No no. I am nothing like Mrs Dailo

tually know. I have never read Mrs Da{lo

to be well-versed in the literalv greats s

convinced myself I have. What is actu;

led the synopsis - like I do n'ith most '

on an overview of the themes and sn-Ie

crammed in some sentences that sount

just recite them at people. It seems to L

quote bits.

She slicedlike aknife through eleryffi
That's a good one.

'Mal?'

I move my finger across mY screen ri

ing five yellow |elly Tots in a rou-' I rsi

vibrations of my phone tingle mv fing

rhythm that I make an audible gasP.

'Mal, are you in there?'

I do have to be carefrrl. Virginia \\o<

often within the conversations of this rn-

like she has been adopted as some kinc

a style icon, a homeware influcncer, iu:
And so, I bought an early edition of ffrs
more than the price of an iPad, bent th
downstairs bathroom _ where I am cur
everyone to see: right on top of the piL

arranged books on the sheH, next to tle
scented candle that smells stronglvlihe J

ing the stench of my decePtion.

Youd think I'd just read the thing.
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She felt very young, and at the same time, unspeakably aged.

Another good one.

I can see it in front of me. Its forcibly broken spine.

My lies, bent into unread pages.

We all lie.
'Mal, are you in there?'

Virginia Woolf killed herself with stones in her pockets. I
may not have technically read her books, but I do know that
much.

'Mal!
Ii's rontantic, isnt it? Suicide. There is something romantic

about it, Sornetimes. Not alrvays. Not the ones on the train tracks
,: -i: .he uardrobes rvith ties and belts. More the ones in the
r;..< cri'rilers or lakes. The peacelul ones. I think so.

. I :dlnrtted that to my guests, maybe they would leave.

,: . r' hat ] rrant.

\laL.orr?' -\lv husband's grr-rff Irish lilt through the door.
F ..;k s sakc. '-\lal, |oanie is asking where we keep the ldgerl

\\ e have fdger because we are still young and cool. Elfortlessly.
That's inportant.

'I'm just in the bathroom, darlingJ I neyer call him darling
unless other people are around to hear it. I take mir glass of
champagne and down the remainder of its contents. I'm not
drunk enough.

Ile 1s so handsor.r-re. So sexy. Everyone tells me. My knees still
go r'eak. Ther do

Iltet do.

'I sl'ear it was in the cupboard in the kitchen island?' He is
slurring.

'No, it's above the-'
Damn it. I died.
In Candy Crush, not in reality. 'I'll be two minutesl'
I stand and press the flush, for effect. The water runs as I turn

the tap, but I don't wet my hands. I just stare at myself in the
mirror above the sink.

I look like I belong here.
'OK, lovel I hear a thud on the back of the door. His head?

'OKl His voice, barely audible througb th

is pressed against it. '...I m hornr-i

This mirror is distressed- Thatt n-hal

furniture store told rrre.'This is a disrresi

so often to find its emotional anguish' to

is that the glass is purposefirlly tarnished

cant really see yourself in it at all. I hate tI
says how cool it is.

My mirror is cool, like mY house, mr
'Did you hear me, Mal?'

Yes, I heard you. Yes, I fucking heard'
'I'm horny...'

|iiger bombs in a three-floor serni-

Crouch End at ten p.m. on a Fridav nigh
This is my life.

My life is enviable.

I have it all.

I turn away from my reflection and

door. He stumbles towards me, pushing:
'We can be quicki He kicks the door J

back of his foot.
'But the guests-'
He nuzzles into my neck, the badr c

ing into the top of the sink. His thce ap1

intentionally scruffy stubble, ever endur,

and bright-green eyes, which are rort-

concoction of clumsy lust and unProflo

key. 'Baby.. J My skin prickles. He ner-er

eyes look like this. '|ust quickly...' His rr
inside of my thigh. He never does that ei
like this.'You're amazingl

I've trained myself not to flinch nor.--

I make a small moan, because I knor'

Thankfully the moan is short-lir-e{

voice: neither mine nor his. 'Oh God'
The door has swung oPen and |oan

and flushed, half in, half out, glass of Ch
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Ronan turns his head away frour my neck, allbrding me some
momentary reiief. 'Oh shit - Joanie, sorr)/-'

'Nol Please - you two crack onl' she says, turning on the spot,

hand moving over her mouth, eyes rvide.
'loanie-'I begin.
'Godl No, Not at all. Yot,L lr.r,,o. You trvo are such...' She stalls.

F ritt.'
'\'r e'Le cor-ninq outJ

icrar-iie laughs, like this is all funni.. My lrf, is fun and funny.
it: rLlst - people are rr aiting fot Ronan's speechi

Ronarr's Speech.

\\rhy Everl'one Is Still Here.

Ah fuckl he says, peeling himself from me. 'Really?' He
sounds suddenly shy, but Ronan is not sh1,. 'Do I have to?'

'Yes!' ]oanie protests, then lowers her voice. 'You didnt hear
this from me, but Theo brought party poppers - bless him - so

be prepared for some bangs.'

F{e shakes his head, objecting, but it's a lie. He wants to give

-r.. .--.ee.h I knorr'he does, because I have overheard him re-
:r;::.inE rr in the cellar rr hilst pretending to use the Peloton.

ile erhales. 'Fine.'

Since his recent promotion to one of the commissioning edi-
tors for the UK arm of Netflix, everyone wants to hear his genius.
Hei only thirty-eight. Thirty-eight! Can you believei f? Even |oanie
has more to say to him than she does to me now. There was a

time r,r.hen she called him a lvalking red flag. but recently she

no lonqer sees the red, iust the faded brown of his corduroyed
brrlhance. (Fle lor-es those cords. They cost him so much money
but look like he found them in the bin of an old peoples' home.
And yet, thats the point.)

He steps out of the bathroom behind foanie, straightening his
shirt.

'I'll be right outi I say, but as he playfully closes the door on
me - making Ioanie erupt with her vibrant laugh that I ve alwal.s
loved - I shut my eyes. I wait for them both to fade away, down
the hallway towards the kitchen, where the twenty other guests

l,r,ait to be inspired.

My hands are shaking.

They still do it, all these years later.

the inside.

This is my lfe.
Listening to the cheer explode from o

his place centre stage by the Smeg hidg
back to the stack of books on the sheHni

peace -liIy. One about Freud, one bv Ju

tional attachment styles in adults, a Srtn;
and a book with a red cover. My book

I pull it out. The feel of its spine agair

shudder down mine.

The SundayTimak

SHALLOW EMBE

Beneath a simple graphic of a red fla

Nlalior-.

It's hard to see my name in print nom

think. Every time I see it, I find mrsc

strong and visceral impulse to thror,t- th,

flush it away or - a more recent one - r

from the gold lettering, moving ttrem to

left of the flame.

A painfully raw yet beautful dd
age story to be read by evenonz

P.K. ANDERSO)

I didnt know who the hell P.IC ^{-nc
wrote the thing, but by God did I frnd

Twitter, DMd gushing thanks, asked her

my book launch. Some might say I was o
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would be a tad dramatic. It was strategic. My publisher told me

that I needed to surround myself with other up-and-coming au-

thors, so I tried to take their advice. We wrote in different genres.

IIe: intense realism. P.K.: high fantasy. Paula Kate's debut came

out the year before mine. Both our stories had a coming-of-age

element to them that seemed to appeal to the same readership,

Young Adults. Hers was a trilogy about a bisexual teenage

boy who develops the telepathic power of foresight that got a

six-ligure pre-empt and sold in over forty territories. Mine got a

ten-grand offer for world rights, but ended up doing well, thanks

to some YouTuber called CrelsYourBae picking it for her book

club (she loved the cover), and then it 'exploded' on Twitter. I
sold twelve thousand copies in one day.

I rvas twenty-nine.
Seven vears ago.

That l-as se\ren years ago. And we neyer did meet, but I guess

P,K. rras busr'.

Since ther-r, she has 1eft her husband, acquired over one million
TikTok lollorvers and a huge film deal from Lionsgate (another

six figures for the option alone), and is still rvriting the series

to this day: prequels, sequels, spin-offs, the lot - now from her

beachfront house in Malibu. She is an inspiration to so many, ac-

cording to Cosmopolitan magazine. I cant remember the whole
article (I got lost in its sea of hlperbole that made my brain want
to implode), but in short it described her as 'Jierce, independent'

and. 'riol tliot it rttatters, strikingly beautiful'.

Seven r-ears ago.

And tbr me, since then: nothing.
\\rell, not nothing. My agent dropped me and my publisher

pulled my second book. The TV adaptation f-ell out of contract.

I came olf Twitter for treative reasons': I got sick of blocking ac-

counts that relentlessly asked me Whqt's the hold up? Why won't

you write another? Maybe you can't IOI because I myself have

been blocked.

Writers Block.

At first, when I would hear that term, I didnt fully believe in it.
It sounded like bullshit to me. But as time rvent on, and I couldnt

think of a new idea, I realised that it cc

useful. I used it to leverage an external ni

liance: I was so spent emotionally from r

that I needed to give myself a break Tc

Waterstones Best Debut Fiction Ar,r'ard at

out ofyou - and I was the proof.
It worked. For a while. The pain I 1

through was lapped up in the corners of
The struggle of being this brilliant.

But the truth is, I had no more.

No more ideas. No more space. Block

Blocked by *y stint in hospital. Blocl

for me, coming so out of the blue. Blocl
covery time after it. Blocked by the onli
later enrolled in to pretend I was intere

of other people for my books. (Not bo;
do something useful and I thought I rras

being in the house all day running out of
clients I now have (three) who I see on a

ing me versions of the same story Bloe-lr'

to my husband and his continued sur-r--e

the past seven years, to greatness. -{,11 o;

shadowy, persisting darkness, onll- puni
intrusive thoughts that I have wondered i

by his continued asking to have a child
Maddox has it all.

I look to the other side of the flamq 3

o*'*;;!1uHflH

More cheers from the other room-

More of Ronan's muffled voice. 'Than

I hate this. This life. The people in ;

pointment I can feel from each of then

of, Was it a Jluke? I hate the way I nrite- t

I dont write. I hate the way I speak T1
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around with my hair in a messy bun, not because I'm messy, but
because I care. It takes twenty minutes for me to make it look like

that. I hate how I have become meek.

Ronan says it occasionally. You've become meek, Mallory.

Meek Mal.
I can hear him norv, his slurred, rehearsed speech beginning.

'I didnt prepare anlthing. But I'11 say a few words...'

The guests laughing. In love with him.

I slide the book - my book - back into its place, hidden be-

tween the others.
'It is a pleasure to celebrate this with you. I cant believe it,

really...'
'We can!'
'I have been told Theo broughtparty poppers. Try not to aim

ibr mv head - horvever much you might want to - or you'll have

shit T\- for the rest of vour lives.'

Laughter.

The jealousy spikes and spurs me to grab the tumbier of whis-

key he left on the sink, neck it in one, then pick up my phone.

Before I can stop myself I am tlping into Google"

How to write a bestseller again.

I stop, considering. Don't be stupid, Mallory.

I delete the word again, and hit enter.

A felv professional-looking websites. Some advertisements

for writing courses. Hon'' To Write a Bestseller: 6 Easy Steps. I
keep scrolling dorvn until I see a Reddit blog.

The truth lies in Reddit.

I open it.

Hello! You're probably here because you know you have

the potential to write but you are stuck, sick of your current
job and/or you want money.

See. Reddit knows. It aiwavs knows.

Well, fear not. Here is how to write the next big literary

hit!!!!

Trends to follow:
. Underrepresented votbes are vet

So if you've had a shit life, you =
. Crirne is good but make it asy. f

about murder next to their firc pk

wtne.

. Fantasy is huge - throw a draga
BUT make it sexy. Better still, ma

sexy. lt doesn't even need to b t

make your lead character a bit w

fantasy pet that they nde @l).
. Make people cry. People lcr,oovr
. Dark is good.

. A/so - always remember: gay is

now. lt sells. However - here is t
perfect blend is gay AND sad Yc

minted. And probs an award wirr

Thank me later xxx mwah. Happy v*it

The post has been liked over nine thc

I think of Paula Kate and her bisexual

Malibu house purchase. And for her dftr
all the other books that are being scream{

ner of the internet. Lots of gay going on-

I love so many of those books, and Irr
googled, them. A Little Life. Oh mv Gor

and it was so long. Come to thinh of it
films, too. A Single Man - so sad, and so n

So raw and so real. Milk. Sean Penn rt-a,:

all the awards. Philadelphia, too. One ol

lost so much weight for the role, he rr-as

I loved that film. The scene where Ed Ift
shame and HIV that he threw himseh trr

me cry.

Make people cry.

I'm not gay though.
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