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Chapter 1

Professionalism Is Just Panic With Lipstick

Josie - Monday, 2nd September                                                              
Goal for the week: don9t cry on mute.

First day back a<er usm==er break( oaka three =nfths ng pretefdifl 

dead9ifes dnfxt e)ist.I 

û had =y Orst c9ieft ca, this =nrfiflI wg cnmrse: they started LithM 

u?etxs ln arnmfd afd share a lna9 gnr this LeekI(

Ny lna9B Snt tn cry nf =mteI 
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jmt appareft9y: thatxs fnt uprngessinfa9I(

Un ifstead: û saidM uwh: Xmst reOfifl sn=e ûW 2nLsI( -hich is rea,y 

techfica,y trme: ig ynm cnmft spira,ifl abnmt bmznf cn9nmrs at & aI=I

NeafLhi9e: =y -iAFi kept greeûifl nf the nfe gra=e Lhere û 9nnked 

9ike û Las recnfsiderifl =y eftire 9igeI -hichT gairI

****

Owen - Tuesday, 3rd September                                                                                                                                              

The email said <Fun Icebreaker.= 

v9ready kfeL it Las a trapI

-nrk =ade ms Xnif a ustaH Le9cn=e sessinf( this =nrfiflI Rrafs9atinfM 

circ9e ng straflers if a "ery beile =eetifl rnn=: Lith a =! persnf Lhn 

s=i9es tnn =mch afd ca,s ms a Kga=i9yKI
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Rhe gmf icebreaker P ?etxs ln arnmfd: say nmr fa=e: afd share a gmf 

gactq

=erexs the prnb9e=T û dnfxt ha"e gmf gactsI 

û bare9y ha"e gactsI

vfd sayifl uû nfce ate af eftire =m9tiApack ng crisps a9nfe( dnesfxt 

=ake =e 9nnk 9ike a tea= p9ayerI

-hi9e e"erynfe e9se si=p9y Left Lith uû p9ay teffis( nr uû c9i=bed 

Ji9i=afXarn:( =y braif Las a9ready =appifl escape rnmtesI Fire e)it 

tn the 9e<I Rni9ets tn the rilhtI -ifdnL tnn s=a, mf9ess û lrease =yse9g 

Lith bmzerI

-hef it Las =y tmrf: û saidM uwLefI ûT 9ikeT errT bmsesI(

Ui9efceI Un=enfe cnmlhedI =! Lrnte it dnLf nf a EnstAit fnte 9ike it 

=eaft sn=ethiflI
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û 9asted tLefty =nre =ifmtes begnre gakifl a "ery mrleft deftist 

appnift=eftI ?e< =y 9afyard behifd nf pmrpnse: sn =aybe theyx, 

thifk û 0mitI 

****

Josie - Wednesday, 4th September
Apparently, I was born today.

Rhis =nrfifl started 9ike afy ntherM hnndie: 9aptnp: cnHee that tastes 

9ike bmrft tnast if 9i0mid gnr=I Rhef û saL û had three =issed ca,s grn= 

Nm=I RhreeI Se"er a lnnd silfq

û didfxt ca, back strailht aLay: nb"inms9yI ûfstead: û 9istefed tn her 

"nice=ai9 becamse e=ntinfa9 cnfgrnftatinf is best cnfsm=ed if s=a,: 

reheated pnrtinfsI

=er =essale Left 9ike thisM

uZnsie: itxs ynmr NwR=Y!I û smppnse ynmxre tnn bmsy tn re=e=ber 

that tnday is the day û efdmred thirtyAse"ef hnmrs ng 9abnmr gnr ynmI 

jmt dnfxt Lnrry abnmt =e: ûx, Xmst sit here v?wSY: thifkifl abnmt hnL 

mflrategm9 chi9dref caf beT(

Rhatxs Lhef it hit =eI whI !ilhtI Ny birthdayI
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Rn be c9ear: û Lasfxt ilfnrifl =y birthday nmt ng se9gA9nathiflI û XmstT 

gnrlntI ?ike ynm gnrlet tn degrnst chickef nr afsLer af e=ai9 grn= &4&1I

Rhe rest ng the day beca=e a =ifeOe9d ng aLkLardfessM

Cn,ealme nf 3nn=M uvfy p9afs tnfilhtB(

NeM uSn: Xmst cryifl iftn pasta prnbab9yI(

Cn,ealmeM uTwhI(

NeM uTûtxs Ofe: thatxs e"ery filhtI(

jy 9mfchti=e: Nm= had seft a cake de9i"ery tn =y 2atI Carrnt cakeI 

-hich û hateI Uhe kfnLs thisI Uhe Leapnfised baked lnndsI û ate it 

afyLay becamse lmi9t cake is sti, cakeI

û thnmlht abnmt pnstifl a birthday se9Oe bmt thef i=alifed a, the 

cn==eftsM

u=appy jirthday hmf )(

u-hef are ynm lnffa ha"e kidsB(

u=a"efxt seef ynm sifce schnn9: LnL ynmx"e aledq(
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Un ifstead: û ce9ebrated by shmzifl =y 9aptnp: pmzifl =y hnndie hnnd 

mp: afd eatifl cake if bedI 

v, dnfe Lhi9e reALatchifl the sa=e episnde ng Earks afd !ec û a9Lays 

Latch Lhef û dnfxt Laft tn risk feL e=ntinfsI

****

Josie & Owen - Friday, 6th September
Back from the dead. And worse than ever.

jy Friday filht: bnth Znsie afd wLef had the sa=e p9afM

Josie: =ide mfder the dm"et: eat the 9ast ng the lmi9tAcake: Latch 

Earks afd !ec oalaif.I
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Owen: =ide mfder the dm"et: eat crisps: Latch ûnmRmbe "idens 

ng bmses tmrfifl cnrfersI

Seither ng the= had the eferly gnr penp9eI wr gmfI wr afythifl that 

re0mired trnmsersI

vfd thef it happefedI

Rhe piflI

Rhe snmfd ng deathI Rhe snmfd ng dnn=I Rhe snmfd ng the mfi 

lrnmp chat: a dilita9 lhnst grn= &41G smddef9y Lakifl mp 9ike a scary 

Frafkefsteifxs =nfsterI

Rhe lrnmp chat had beef si9eft gnr years: e)cept gnr the nccasinfa9 

spa= 9ifk grn= jef othe nfe Lhn deOfite9y has a cryptn pyra=id 

sche=e by fnL. afd the ndd u=appy SeL ûearqqq( grn= Naya oLhn says 

e"erythifl 9ike a jrnadLay affnmfce=eft.I

jmt tnfilhtB 

ût Las a9i"eI 

ût Las thri"iflI vfd bnth Znsie afd wLef Lere starifl at their screefs 

if hnrrnrI
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Josie9s brain:
wh fnI Snt these penp9eI Rhese penp9e kfnL tnn =mchI Rheyx"e 

seef =e drmfk nf cheap "ndka Learifl de"i9 hnrfsI 

Rhey kfnL û nfce cried if the UIûI tni9ets becamse û 9nst =y chipsI

Owen9s brain:

wh fnI Snt these penp9eI Rhese penp9e kfnL tnn =mchI Rheyx"e seef 

=e sifl K-nfderLa,K at V aI=I 9ike û =eaft itKI 

Rhey kfnL û nfce pmfched a traDc cnfe becamse it 9nnked at =e gmffyI

Znsie tried tn ilfnre itT wLef tried tn =mte itI
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jmt the prnb9e= Lith the mfi lrnmp chat is thisT nfce it Lakes mp: 

ynmxre a9ready if itI

vfd Xmst 9ike thatT
piflI piflI piflI piflT the resmrrectinf had belmfI

Josie9s inner monologue:

wh 'nd: nh 'nd: nh 'ndI Rhe lrnmp chat is v?ûMYI û thnmlht it died if 

&41G Lith dilfityI 

Nn û rep9yB 
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Nn û 9mrkB -hy is =y heart racifl 9ike itxs a Xnb ifter"ieLB

Owen9s inner monologue:

û =mted this chat three years alnI 

SnL itxs back: 9ike a ûn=bieI

ûg û dnfxt rep9y: ûx= rmdeI 

ûg û dn rep9y: ûx= 9ncked if gnre"erI 
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UtratelyM nfe e=nXi: =ifi=a9 eflale=eftI ?ike a hnstale b9ifkifl 

Nnrse cndeI

Josie:
Rhis is itI Rhis is =y Lnrst filht=areI vzeftinfI Rhe griefd9y 

kifd ng azeftinf: bmt sti,I 

Nn û gake af i,fessB Chafle =y fm=berB RhrnL =y phnfe iftn the 

cafa9B
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Owen:                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            

RheyO"e seef =eI ûtOs n"erT ûO= cn=prn=isedI    

                                                                                                                                                                                         

Josie: Ji, =eI

Owen: Ji, =e gasterI

****
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Chapter 2

Adulthood Is Deciding Which Hummus To Get

Owen - Saturday, 7th September                                                                                                  

Big Decisions: Life or hummus. Same thing.

Went food shopping. Mistake. Stood in the hummus aisle for twenty 

minutes because there were too many options:
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Classic hummus. 

Reduced fat hummus. 

Red pepper hummus.

Hummus with <a hint of caramelised onion= (a hint& what does that 

even mean?). My brain decided this was a referendum on my entire 

existence.

Classic hummus: Boring, unadventurous, safe.

Red pepper hummus: Desperate aIempt to prove N have some sort of 

personality.

Caramelised onion hummus: Who am N trying to impress? 9o one. 9ot 

even me.

Meanwhile, an old woman reached straight past me, grabbed some 

classic, and leû like it was the easiest decision in the world. 

She didnAt even Tinch. 
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- god amongst mortals. 

N eventua'y picked up reduced fat because apparently, N hate myself.

!hen immediately put it back, because what kind of person chooses 

diet hummus on a Saturday? - broken person L thatjs who£ Jeû with 

no hummus& Fust a packet of crisps.

****

Josie - Sunday, 8th September                                                                                                                                                                              

Relaxation, but make it horrifying.

!oday was supposed to be about selfLcare.

N walked to Boots and bought one of those û2 face masks that promises 

<glowing, youthful skin= but rea'y Fust makes you look like a serial ki'er 

in Fe'y form. 

!hen N told myself... ûosie, today you rest. !oday, you wi' heal.
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Your hours later, N was sti' on the sofa, hoodie hood up, face mask 

slowly sliding oQ my chin, watching a documentary about a man who 

hid bodies under his patio.

SelfLcare, apparently, now means panicking about my pores while also 

convincing myself the man upstairs is deznitely capable of murder. 

(He wears socks with sandals& thatAs deznitely a red Tag in my eyes£)

-t one point the mask got so stiQ N couldnAt move my mouth properly, 

which is basica'y how my social life feels anyway, so& symbolic.

Did N feel refreshed aûerwards? 9o.

Did N immediately order Deliveroo? Oes.

Did N rea'y ca' it <selfLcare= anyway? -bsolutely. Because branding is 

everything.

****

Owen - Monday, 9th September                                                                                                         

Apparently, I9m a voice guy now.

Went for coQee. -lready a mistake. queued behind a stranger. When 

N ordered, the barista said:
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<Wow, youAve got such a nice voice.=  What?

N fro/e. DidnAt know what to do with that information. Said <thanks= but 

it came out like a threat. She smiled anyway. More than likely out of 

pity.

9ow my brain wonAt shut up:

Do N have a nice voice? Compared to who?

Ns it <podcast nice= or <lateLnightLradio nice=?

What if my voice is my only redeeming feature?

N replayed every word N said to her on the way home. <JaIe, please.= 

Did N nail the tone? Did N sound mysterious? Sexy? Jike a man who 

knows the bus schedule by heart (which, for the record, N do).

N tried to record myself talking on my phone. Nmmediate regret. N 

sound like someone reading parking znes out loud.
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Conclusion:

Compliments are traps.

My personality is irrelevant.

N am now a pair of disembodied vocal cords with legs.

****

Josie - Tuesday, 10th September                                                                                                                                                                                 

Apparently, I9m replaceable now.

éwen casua'y mentioned heAs been <hanging out with a new friend.=

- new& friend.

Jike it was nothing. Jike he hadnAt Fust detonated a bomb directly 

under my sense of security.

N nodded. N smiled. N even said, <éh, thatAs nice.= éut loud. Which, by the 

way, should ûualify me for an éscar.

Meanwhile, inside my brain:

Who is sheKheKthey?
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-re they funnier than me? (Statistica'y, yes.)

Do they also hate sma' talk? What if they actua'y like people?

What if éwen prefers them to me because they donAt show up to cafEs 

carrying three stress muPns and an apology?

N tried to act normal, but then N spent the entire walk home working 

out a detailed timeline of how ûuickly N could be replaced. 

Nt took me exactly six minutes to conclude: almost immediately.

!he worst part is N donAt even know if this <friend= is real. Maybe éwen 

made them up to torment me. 

ér maybe this is how N znd out NAm actua'y the side character in my 

own life.

So yes, technica'y NAm happy éwen has expanded his social circle. But 

also& betrayal.
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****

Owen - Thursday, 12th September                                                                                                 

Friendship ended by e3ipsis.

Realised N forgot to text ûosie back yesterday. ûust one message. ûust 

one.

9ow Njm convinced our friendship is dead.

!he message was: <Did you ever znish that documentary?=

N meant to reply <9o, fe' asleep. 1i'er sti' at large.= But instead N 

opened the message, read it, thought <NA' reply later,= and then& didnAt.

!welve hours later, my brain:

She thinks N hate her.

She thinks NAm ghosting her. She thinks NAve replaced her with <the new 

friend.=

SheAs already wriIen me out of her wi'.

3very time N pick up my phone, N can feel her disappointment radiating 

through the screen. My thumbs hover. 
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My soul panics. -nd somehow this makes it harder to reply.

NtAs now been twentyLfour hours. !oo late to respond like a more 

normal human. 

Nf N reply now, it looks like NAve been in a coma. Nf N donAt reply, NAm a 

monster.

Gossible Solutions&

Move cities.

Change number.

Yake my death.

Yina'y reply but add <haha= so it seems casual.

Jeaning toward <fake death.= Jess admin.
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****

Josie - Friday, 1Eth September                                                                                                                                                                                   

&mergency! barista made eye contact twice4

Worked from a cafE today because my Tat felt like a padded ce'. Went 

to order coQee. !he barista smiled at me. !wice.

Cue fu'Lblown emotional emergency.

Was that: 

0. Ylirting?

2. Golite customer service?

5. Gity for the hoodie gremlin clutching three muPns like a survival 

kit?

My brain immediately held a crisis meeting.

<He likes you£=

<9o, he smiles at everyone, you narcissist.=

<But what if he didnAt?=
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<ékay, calm down, he litera'y Fust wants you to pay for your laIe.=

!he whole thing lasted three seconds but ruined my entire day. 3very 

time N looked up, he was there& smiling. Which meant either:

He is Tirting, or he has resting smile face, which is Fust statistica'y 

impossible in Britain.

éf course, N said thank you in a voice three octaves too high, tripped 

over my chair, and leû with oat milk foam on my chin. So, if it was 

Tirting, that window has been slammed shut.

-nyway, NAm now banned from that cafE (selfLimposed). 4oing back to 

working at home where no one can accidenta'y validate me.
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****

Owen - Saturday, 1Nth September                                                                                                                     

qew guy detected. &vacuation re&uired.

Met the <new guy= at work today. 

Big mistake. 3xtrovert. 

Smiles too much. Said things like:

<We should grab a drink sometime£=

<N love geIing to know the team£=

<OouAve got such a calm vibe.=

!ranslation& he wants to socialise.

My survival instincts kicked in immediately. N mumbled something 

about having <a dentist appointment= (it was 0L:0M a.m.) and then hid 

in the stairwe' until it felt safe.

Jater, he appeared in the kitchen while N was making some tea. 

N Fust panicked and said N had <an urgent meeting.= 
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DidnAt mention N was the only one in the oPce that day.

9ow he probably thinks NAm mysterious. ér incredibly rude. ér both. 

Which, honestly, is zne.

Nf this continues, NA' need a rotation of fake excuses:

Dentist.

Boiler inspection.

3mergency crisp shortage.

Sudden death (mine). -voidance level& expert.

****
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Josie 5 Owen - Sunday, 1<th September                                                                                                                                                                                                              

Accidental yes. Immediate dual regret.

Josie:                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       

Somehow, SéM3HéW, N agreed to meet our old uni mates 

next week.

Nt started in the resurrected group chat (sti' alive, sti' terrifying). 

Someone said, <We should a' catch up£= 

-nd instead of ignoring it like a sensible introvert, N typed: <Sure£= N 

donAt even remember pressing jsendj. 

éne second N was clutching my phone, the next NAd commiIed to 

leaving my house and interacting with people N havenAt seen in ten 

years.

9ow NAm lying in bed, hoodie hood up, rehearsing excuses. <My Tat 

Tooded.= <N broke both legs.= <NAve Foined a silent retreat in !ibet.= 

9one of them sound convincing enough.
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Owen:                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 

-pparently, N said yes to this too. 

9ot sure how.                                                                                                                                            

N opened the chat. Someone mentions <Saturday drinks?= !hought N 

was pressing the thumbsLup emoFi. -ccidenta'y sent <Sounds good=.

Nmmediate regret.

9ow NAm trapped. 9o way out. !he social contract is ironclad. My only 

hope is a global catastrophe.

Meanwhile, ûosie texted me:

Josie: <Why did we agree to this?=

Owen: N donAt know. Grobably because saying jnoj would have 

taken energy.

Current plan:
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Show up.

Sit ûuietly.

Jeave aûer NM minutes citing a <boiler emergency=.

****
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Chapter 3

Regret, Replay, Repeat

Josie - Tuesday, 17th September                                                                                                  

Warning& Brain Gremlins Ahead.

This morning I made toast. 

Simple. Harmless. Comfort food.

Except halfway through eating it, my brain decided to stage a 

one-woman retrospective of <Top Ten Most Cringe Conversations I9ve 

Ever Had.=
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Episode One: Me teking the barista last wee!, <See you tomorrowY= 

even though I had no plans to go bac!. 

I did not, in fact, go bac!. So now I can never return. 

Ever.

Episode Two: That time in 1ear AA when I caked my maths teacher 

<Mum=. My brain insists on replaying this at fuk volume at least once 

a wee!.

Episode Three: Z two-minute joom silence where I thought someone 

else was about to spea! but no one did, so I ûust sat there, smiling li!e 

a malfunctioning chatbot.

I tried to sha!e it oN, but my brain was li!e, <Bo no, let9s analyse this 

from seventeen diNerent angles.= 

Toast completely ruined.
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Meanwhile, Owen texted me <"oiler exploded again lol,= which I thin! 

was an excuse to avoid the (new guy(. R)espect.J

Znyway, now it9s lunchtime and I stik haven9t done any wor! at ak, 

because apparently my fuk-time ûob is remembering every sociaky 

aw!ward moment since birth.

****

Owen - Wednesday, 18th September                                                                                                                   

Slack: The Soundtrack of My Doom.

This morning started with a single ping.

Bot even a fuk sentence. 

Lust the sound.

Pi!e qavlov9s bek, except instead of drooling, I spiraked into Wuestions 

about every decision that9s led me to this des! ûob.

?ho was it' My manager' qrobably. Zs!ing if I9d <circulated the 

update.=

Or maybe my old uni group... with another emoûi-heavy message li!e:

<Hey guys, who9s pumped for Saturday&s drin!s'=
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The problem is, once you hear the ping, there9s no un-hearing it. I 

couldn9t even bring myself to chec! the message. 

Instead, I sat there, staring at the liVle red dot on Slac! li!e it was a 

bomb about to go oN.

Then my brain wanderedD do I even li!e this ûob' 

?ould the medieval peasants have had less email anxiety'

Is <career path= ûust a reaky polite way of saying <existential treadmik'= 

meanwhile, the message sat unopened.

Eventuaky, I turned my laptop volume oN so I could pretend I lived in 

a world without pings. 

"ut then I ûust sat there waiting for a vibration from my phone instead.
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Zt lunch, Losie texted me a photo of toast with the caption: <Mood.= 

Honestly, same.

****

Josie - Thursday, 19th September                                                                                                        

Can9t Cancel, Can9t Cope

I don9t !now how it happened. One second I was nodding along politely 

in the group chat, the next second I9d basicaky )SFq9d to <Grin!s on 

Saturday.=

Me. Zt drin!s. On a Saturday. 

In public. ?ith people.

I could literaky feel qast Losie, qresent Losie, and ûuture Losie ak 

screaming at once. qast Losie: 

?hy didn9t you learn from the last time' qresent Losie: Zbort mission, 

Z"O)T. 

ûuture Losie: 2uess I9k die in a pub bathroom a0er two lime sodas and 

a panic aVac!.

The thing is, canceking would be easy if I hadn9t already sent the 

cursed emoûi. Go you !now what that means in social contract law' 
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It9s binding. More legaky binding than signing a mortgage. 1ou can9t 

unsend a thumb. 1ou can9t ûust thumbs-up your way out of life.

So now I9m stuc!. My brain is dra0ing at least fourteen excuses: 

<Migraine,= <boiler exploded,= <sudden relocation to Tibet.= 

"ut each one feels worse than ûust going and standing in a loud bar 

pretending I !now how to order a drin! that isn9t tap water.

Mum le0 me a voicemail this morning saying, <Oh, good, you9re going 

outY See, you9re not such a hermit a0er ak.= 

Translation: If you cancel, you prove me right.

So I guess I9m going. Zgainst my wik. Zgainst my beVer ûudgment. 

Zgainst every ûbre of my introvert hoodie.

If you need me, I9k be 2oogling <how long do you have to stay at drin!s 

before it counts as sociaky acceptable= while stress-eating chocolate.

****
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Owen - Friday, 20th September                                                                                                                           

Ghosted by my Dentist. 

I didn9t even !now a dentist could ghost you.

Had my appointment at U:3û Ryes, <tooth-hurty,= D hilariousD notJ. 

I planned the whole day around it, s!ipped crisps, £ossed li!e I was 

auditioning for Colgate, brushed so hard I basicaky erased enamel. 

Then: ping.

<?e regret to inform you Gr qatel is unavailableD 

please reschedule.=

6navailable' That9s not a reason, that9s a brea!-up text.

So I sat in the waiting room anyway, li!e some tragic character in a 

romance ûlm, holding £owers RTesco carnationsJ and a blue bakoon that 

said <2ood Puc!Y= Rclosest I could ûndJ. 

Bobody came.

"y 3pm, I had convinced myself Gr qatel had a new favourite patient. 
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Someone reliable, probably with perfect bite alignment and <naturaky 

healthy gums.= 

I went home and sul!ed with a toothbrush in my hand li!e it was a 

microphone.

I thin! I might be in a one-sided relationship with my dentist. Znd 

worseD I9m the clingy one.

****
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Owen & Josie - Sunday, 22nd September                                                                           

Shared Couch, Separate Spirals

The Olympic Sport of Overthin!ing RBow ?ith Spectators.J

Josie: Zrrived at Owen9s £at with a Tesco bag containing two 

tubs of hummus Rbecause I panic!ed and couldn9t chooseJ and 

a pac!et of chocolate digestives. 

Owen: I&d already set the crisps out on the table in what I 

thought was a casual, nonchalant way, except it loo!ed li!e a 

shrine to my potato-based anxiety.

They both £opped onto the sofa. 

Josie: quked my hoodie strings tight li!e I was trapping in my 

spirals. 

Owen: Sat with my arms crossed, staring at the muted TF 

where some nature documentary played footage of penguins 

sliding across ice. 

It was almost too on the nose.

The thing about hanging out as introverts isD silence isn9t always 

comfortable. It9sD loaded. 
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Josie: My brain decided to replay the barista9s double-smile on 

a loop. 

?as it £irting' 

?as it pity' 

Should I have said something wiVy about mu9ns' SpoilerD noY  

Bo one needs a mu9n ûo!e.

MeanwhileD 

Owen: I was stik emotionaky recovering from being ghosted by 

my dentist. 

I !ept trying to calculate whether it was worse that an actual medical 

professional choosing to prioritise their other patients over me. 

I&d spent KL.MM on <cheerful= £owers that now loo!ed li!e a botanical 

betrayal.

Beither of them spo!e. 

"ut somehow, siVing side by side with their snac!s, spiraking into 

completely diNerent but eWuaky unnecessary catastrophes, feltD o!ay.
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Josie: I nudged the pac!et of crisps closer to Owen9s side. 

Owen: I shoved the digestives slowly toward Losie. Bo words 

were exchanged. Lust a Wuiet trade agreement between two 

spiraking introverts.

Znd for us, that counted as connection.

(Together in silence, apart in spirals.(

****
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Chapter 4

Emotional Support Tote Bag Emergency

Josie - Monday, 23rd September                                                                                                                                   

Are biscuits a good substitute?                                                                   

This morning, I commideu the lftimate act o- sef-bsa.otageû I few the 

yat Nitholt mj tote .agû
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Mot vlst anj tote .agû kj -a:olrite tote, the one that .asica(j uol.fes 

as mj personafitj, therapj session, anu slr:i:af )itû

Insiue it9

Three emergencj fip .afms ûa( the same ya:olrRû

TNo note.oo)s Iû( ne:er Wnishû

&eceipts -rom e:erj coxee Iû:e e:er panicb.olght, anu the in:isi.fe 

-orce Wefu that ma)es me -eef fi)e an actlaf hlman in pl.ficû

Litholt it, I -eftA eûposeuû Si)e e:erjone colfu see meû &aN anu 

lnbtoteuû ? -reefancer Nitholt her porta.fe oéce seclritj .fan)etû

Oo Nhat uiu I uoE

I o:ercompensateuû ?t the ca-Y, I hlggeu mj faptop charger fi)e it Nas 

preciols cargoû <n the .ls, I cfltcheu a mlftipac) o- uigesti:es Iûu got, 

fi)e I Nas protecting the croNn veNefsû Opoifer9 I Nas notû

=:erjNhere I Nent, peopfe )ept gi:ing me the foo)û Bol )noN the one9 

FIs sheA o)ajEH 

Moû Mo, she is a.sofltefj notû Ohe is totebfess, anu there-ore spiritla(j 

compromiseuû
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£j the enu o- the uaj, I Nas googfing Femergencj tote uefi:erj 

samebuajH fi)e it Nas a meuicaf proceulreû

Concflsion9 Meût time Iû( -orget mj uignitj, mj )ejs, or e:en mj 

flnchû £lt ne:er again Ni( I fea:e .ehinu the emotionaf slpport tote 

.agû

****

Owen - Tuesday, 24th September                                                                                        

Therapy Is Expensive. So I Baked.

£ananasû Therapj -or the solf, apparentfjû <r at the :erj feast, thej 

are therapj auvacentû 

I hau three o- them siding on the colnter, sfoNfj going .fac), fi)e a 

:isi.fe colntuoNn cfoc) -or mj sanitjû 

I colfu either fet them rot anu spiraf into F-aiflre moueH or I colfu .a)eû 

Cheaper than actlaf therapj, rightE
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Oo I uiu Nhat anj anûiols, o:erthin)ing intro:ert Nolfu uo9 I set lp a 

)itchen .adfeWefuû keaslring clps, .oNfs, Noouen spoonA it -eft fess 

fi)e coo)ing anu more fi)e slrgerjû

=:erj ingreuient .ecame a metaphor -or mj .rainû 7folr9 messj, 

e:erjNhere, haru to containû Olgar9 compensating -or .idernessû 

£a)ing soua9 uoes anjone actla(j )noN Nhat it uoes, or are Ne a( vlst 

pretenuingE

Then came the .ananasû The emotionaf coreû I peefeu one anu stareu 

at it fi)e it might gi:e me fi-e au:iceû

F0oN ripe is too ripeEH I as)eu itû It saiu nothing, Nhich Nas somehoN 

Norseû ?s I masheu, I ga:e the foa- a therapj sessionû

F0oN are jol hofuing togetherEH I Nhispereu, -ofuing in the yolrû 

F£ecalse Iûm notûH
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The foa- uiunût ansNer, o.:iolsfj, .lt at feast it uiunût charge me J1z 

an holrû

Lhen I Wna(j pl(eu it -rom the o:en, gofuen anu crac)eu across the 

top fi)e it hau slr:i:eu something, I -eft ouufj proluû Si)e Neûu .oth 

maue it throlgh a session togetherû 

=ûcept mj therapist Nolfu slrefj -roNn lpon me eating the patient 

straight awerû

I sficeu it, sat on the colch, anu ueciueu that jes, therapj might .e 

eûpensi:eû £lt .anana .reauA .anana .reau fistensû

****

Josie - Thursday, 26th September                                                                                                                                   

Four Teas and a Funeral (For My Dignity). 

Plst those tNo Norus in mj ca( fog Fklm ûkisseuRH anu I Nas instantfj 

cataplfteu .ac) to .eing D4, hiuing in mj room Nith a Omash 0its 

maga'ine Nhife she uemanueu to )noN i- Iûu Fuone something Nith the 

Nashing machine againûH
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Lhen I Wna(j rang .ac), she openeu Nith9 FLe neeu to taf)ûH

Transfation9 Posie, jolr fi-e is o:erû 3repare jolr Ni(û

Cle9 instant parafjsisû kj .rain foc)eu lp tighter than mj faptop 

Nhen I -orget the Lib7i passNoruû 

6iu I fea:e something incriminating in the -riugeE ûSi)e hlmmls past 

its se(b.j uateA that2s <Nenûs .au inylenceûR 

6iu she Wna(j uisco:er mj secret Instagram Nhere I post pictlres o- 

mj pfants anu ca( them Fthe chifuren I actla(j nlrtlreHE

To cope, I maue teaû 7olr clps, .ac)btob.ac)û 

Clp one9 steaming panicû Clp tNo9 sha)j hanus, o:erb.reNeu, .ider 

ûrefata.feRû Clp three9 vlst fl)eNarm enolgh to reyect mj co(apsing 

Ni( to fi:eû 

Clp -olr9 .asica(j, tap Nater Nith trlst isslesû
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Lhen I Wna(j pic)eu lp, her .ig emergencj Nas9 F0a:e jol tholght 

a.olt jolr pension, PosieEH I nearfj cho)eu on Clp 7olrû 

Imagine meA "4, slrrolnueu .j mlgs fi)e a ceramic armj, preparing 

mjsef- -or a terminaf uiagnosisA onfj to uisco:er I Nas vlst .eing 

am.lsheu .j 7ltlre 7inanciaf 3fanningû

Oome peopfe go to Narû I go to Nar Nith tea .agsû

****

Owen - Friday, 27th September                                                                                                                                                

Stranger Danger, in the condiment aisle! 

There I Nas, .ac) shopping, colrageolsfj -acing the hlmmls aisfe 

again fi)e some )night retlrning to the .adfe sceneû 
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This time, I hau a pfan9 gra. hlmmls, no spirafs, no thin)ing, vlst 

chec)oltû =asjû =ûcept, o- colrse, -ate hau other pfansû

£ecalse there he Nasû The strangerû The same one -rom fast Nee)û 

Otanuing in -ront o- the hlmmls fi)e he fi:eu thereû 

Le maue -l( eje contact -or approûimatefj zû" seconus, anu mj .rain 

immeuiatefj ueciueu this Nas mj neN archbnemesis, solfmate, anu 

eûecltionerA a( ro(eu into oneû

0e smifeuû <r maj.e grimaceuû <r maj.e he vlst hau haj -e:erû =ither 

Naj, I panic)eu anu gra..eu the Wrst pot I saN, fi)e it Nas a hostage 

negotiationû 

6iunût e:en chec) the ya:olrû It colfu .e .eetrootA or it colfu .e 

cementû

kj inner monofogle9

FI- I saj eûclse me, am I starting a con:ersationEH

FI- I uonût saj eûclse me, am I rlueEH

F6oes he remem.er meE 6o I remem.er himEH

F?re Ne foc)eu in some ?fuib.aseu time foopEH
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£j the time I escapeu, sNeating fi)e Iûu rln a marathon, I then reafiseu 

Iûu .olght eight tl.s o- hlmmls anu no actlaf -oouû 

Lhich means Iû:e either acciuenta(j meafbpreppeu -or the Nee) or 

vlst in:enteu the most uepressing uiet pfan in historjû

Oome peopfe meet strangers anu gain -rienusû 

I meet strangers anu gain eight tl.s o- hlmmlsbrefateu anûietjû

****
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Josie & Owen - Saturday, 28th September                                                                                                                                                                    

Cancel Club Initiation& Together, Alone, Victorious.

Le Nere .oth slpposeu to go olt tonightû The same pfansû The same 

peopfeû Oame ureauû

?t H9DI pûmû, Posie teûteu9 FThin)ing o- .aifingAH

?t H9D" pûmû, <Nen repfieu9 F?freauj tjping mj eûclseûH

?t H9D4 pûmû, historj Nas maueû

Insteau o- shame, there Nas refie-û kltlaf cance(ation Nas fi)e .oth 

eûhafing awer hofuing olr .reaths -or a Nee)û 

Josie:                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 

£j H9Iz pûmû, I Nas on <Nenûs so-a, cfltching mj mlftipac) o- 

uigesti:es fi)e an oxeringû 

Owen:                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

I ceremoniolsfj pfaceu three tl.s o- hlmmls anu a -amifj .ag 

o- crisps on the coxee ta.fe, fi)e a shrineû

Josie9                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     

JLe sholfu ma)e this oéciafûH I then .ro)e a .isclit in haf- fi)e 

it Nas a sacreu Na-erû
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Owen: I nouueu gra:efjû 

The Cancef Cfl.û Mo oécers, no ulesû 

It2s vlst eternaf a:oiuanceû

Thej uraweu the rlfes on a nap)in Nith a .iro that .arefj Nor)eu9

&lfe D9 ?( cance(eu pfans mlst .e cefe.rateu, not regredeuû

&lfe I9 =ûclses maj range -rom FmigraineH to F.oifer eûpfoueuH to 

simpfj FnoûH

&lfe "9 keetings are afNajs -le(eu eûcflsi:efj .j hlmmls, crisps, 

anu emergencj uigesti:esû

Lhen Posie falgheu at &lfe ", <Nen smir)eu anu saiu, FItûs tota(j 

constitltionaf noNû Mo changing itûH

The rest o- the night Nas spent eating, Natching penglins sfiue across 

ice on mlte, anu occasiona(j highbW:ing each other -or .oth ha:ing 

uougeu reafbfi-e interactionû 

It Nas possi.fj the most -lfW(ing sociaf e:ent either o- them hau e:er 

adenueuû

50



Cancef Cfl. kodo9 Together, afone, -ore:er lniteuA in not shoNing lpû

****
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Chapter 5

Eau De Perfume Crisis

Josie - Sunday, 29th September                                                                                                                           

Scent of a Spiral

I was minding my own business, doing what normal, functioning 

adults do on a Sunday: buying tea bags, a multipack of digestives, and 

pretending I was deûnitely going to cook real meals this week.

Then it happened.
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That smeH. xis cologne. The one my e2 practicaHy bathed in back in 

014O. 

ûne whiû and my brain launched me straight into a wormhole: uni 

<ashbacks, bad dates, 9let=s take a break- speeches echoing like ghosts 

in the Cozop froMen aisle.

qy body froMe in the middle of the Lueue like I=d been tasered by Pyn2. 

Weople behind me sighed, but I couldn=t move. 

?as he hereG 

?as he behind meG ûn the bus outsideG 

In 'reggBs, buying a steak bakeG 

Suddenly every man with hair gel became him.

I didn=t see him, of course. 

jut I did replay ûve years of conversations in my head, aH starting 

with: 9If I=d Aust said TxIS instead of Tx&T, maybeE-

Classic introvert brain: rewriting the past like it=s an essay I forgot to 

proof.
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jy the time I paid, I=d convinced myself he was everywhereE joots, 

Wret, maybe crouched in the cereal aisle. 

qy tote bag was cuRing into my shoulder like a punishment. &H this 

because of one whiû of aNershave.

Cologne boRles should aH come with warnings. qay cause a sudden 

regression to past life events. 

Side eûects include panic, nostalgia, and irrational e2treme 'reggBs 

surveiHance.

****
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Owen - Monday, 30th September                                                                                                         

Bin Night Reûection & Rubbish Existentialism 

Today I wheeled my bins out like a condemned man dragging his ûnal 

belongings to Audgement. 

I opened the lid of the wheelie bin only to ûnd myself faceztozface with 

my entire mortality.

xummus, gone oû.

qouldy bread, uneaten.

& sad bag of rocket leaves that never lived up to its promise.

Dach e2piry date glared back at me like a cosmic stopwatch. 

?hat if this is itG 

?hat if life isn=t measured in years, but in tubs of tasty chickpea 

condiments I optimisticaHy buy and then forget aboutG 

& man doesn=t Aust throw away food, he throws away potential.

I stood there too long. 
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The neighbour probably thought I was doing performance art. ZeaHy, 

I was having a onezsided conversation with the bin.

9Is this how it endsG- I whispered. 9!ot with a bang, but with another 

twozforzone deal gone badG-

The bin said nothing. ?hich was rude, but also felt like time itself was 

looming silently in Audgement. I swear the mouldy bread winked at me.

I trudged back upstairs, crisps in hand, Luestioning everything. (o I 

age like hummusG 

?iH I, too, grow a fuMMy layer no one wants to deal withG If so, please, 

someone Aust throw me away before the smeH hits.

****
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Josie - Tuesday, 1st October                                                                                                                                                 

When <low-maintenance= feels like low-priority.

&pparently, I am 9the chiH one.-

Someone said it on a )oom caH today casuaHy, like they were paying 

me a compliment.

9She=s Aust so lowzmaintenance. Dasyzgoing.-

I smiled. I nodded. I sipped my tea.

&nd then I spent the ne2t three hours combusting internaHy, and 

becauseE e2cuse meG

9ChiH- does not mean I=m breeMy. 

9ChiH- means I=m silently spiraHing, but my hoodie hides the smoke.
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9Powzmaintenance- means I=ve trained myself not to be noticed, so 

congratulations, it workedé

&lso, if I=m so lowzmaintenance, why do I own three separate teas 

e2plicitly labeHed for an2ietyG Y&nd drink them in rotation like a 

prescription regimen.F

qeanwhile, my inbo2 is a 'reek tragedy. qy laundry is a political 

scandal. I cry at the sight of overripe bananas.

jut noE apparently I=m Men.

So now I=m siRing in a caf9, pretending to be ûne, while also steeping 

like a teabag that=s been leN in the cup far too long.

****

58



Owen - Wednesday, 2nd October                                                                                                             

The Enemy Next Door

It started with the faint clink of glasses. Then the unmistakable roar of 

group laughter.

&nd Aust like that, the neighbours had transformed into the dreadedE 

e2troverts.

Through the paperzthin waHs of my <at, I could hear it aH: the shrieking 

9ûx q7 'û( STûW- laughs, the chorus of 9cheersé-, the soundtrack of 

claRering cutlery. jasicaHy, an audio horror ûlm.

I sat in my living room, crisps in hand, trying to work out the best 

survival strategies.

ûption &: !oisezcanceHing headphones. Y(id nothing. Paughter cut 

through like a knife.F
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ûption j: Wassivezaggressive broomstick tap on the waH. YToo 

onztheznose. I don=t want to become that neighbour.F

ûption C: Spyzlevel e2traction. Pights oû, hoodie up, tiptoe out the 

door, vanish into the night until the e2troverts disperse.

Jor 01 minutes, I stood by my door simply rehearsing e2cuses. If 

anyone saw me leaving, I=d say:

9I=ve got anE appointment.-

9&t U:O8 p.m.G-

9E7es.-

&t one point I considered Aust Aoining them, purely to guard the sacred 

hummus supply, which of course would be present, from those double 

dippersE I=m an advocate against condiments abuseé 

jut the thought of any kind of smaH talk made me sit back down 

immediately.

So here I am. In my own <at. xiding from someone else=s dinner party 

like it=s an air raid. This is my life: espionage, via thin waHs.

****
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Josie & Owen - Friday, 4th October                                                                                                                                                                                             

Awkward Shared Uber& Two Introverts, One Backseat

?e hadn=t planned it. !either of us had planned anything, reaHy, 

e2cept, apparently, to cancel.

Kosie bailed on drinks. ûwen escaped 9!eighbours ?ho Think They=re 

Lni Jreshers- night. 

Somehow, like fate or a very bored algorithm, our Lbers overlapped 

and we ended up sharing one.

The ride started like a hostage situation. ?e both sat rigid in the 

backseat, staring straight ahead as if the middle distance contained aH 

the answers to life.
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The driver, cheery and relentless, threw out the line: 9jusy night 

thenG- Instant cardiac arrest.

Josie9s brain: (o I lieG (o I confess I was home by M eating 

heaps of digestivesG

Owen9s brain: If I speak, I=H reveal everything. If I don=t, I=H 

reveal everythingé

?e both seRled on the same strategy: nodding reaHy vigorously while 

avoiding eye contact with both the driver and each other.

The silence stretched. 

Dvery bump in the road felt like punctuation to our failure at human 

interaction.

&t one point, ûwen almost said something about the weather, but 

Kosie=s peripheral glare clearly communicated: (on=t you dare.

jy the time we were dropped oû, the relief was so palpable it was 

basicaHy a religious e2perience.

!o words e2changed, Aust two overthinkers speedily walking in the 

opposite direction like they=d Aust puHed oû a heist.
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9Together, apartE the introvert=s natural formation.-

****
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Chapter 6

Please Lower Your Aura

Josie - Saturday, 5th October                                                                                                                     

Caûeinated despair, with a splash of passive aggression.

I was deep in deadline mode, hoodie up, headphones on (not even 

playing anything, just noise-cance)ing the human racef, laptop open, 

a cup ox tea nekt to me libe an emotional air.agS 

Classic TaturdayS

Ahen it happenedS
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Ahe door chimedS

<nd in .ounced Tophie, aba =that rea)y lively xreelance girl xrom the 

networbing event I .lacbed out duringS9 <pparently, weNre co-worbing 

xriends nowS 

zot real xriendsS 

zot stranger-strangersS 

Ahat cursed in-.etween Hone where you are politely, .ut spiritua)y 

praying xor a natural disasterS

The waved libe weNd just .een reunited a?er a ten-year war, and .exore 

I could even xabe a toilet emergency, sheNd plonbed herselx right nekt 

to meS

Uer energyL !nironica)y =MetNs crush itP9

Fy energyL =Blease xa) into a moatS9

The started talbingS YastS GrightS MoudS =UowNs the hustleL <re you 

TM<"Iz' that deadlineL "ouNre glowingP9

I hadnNt showered in two daysS Fy =glow9 was sweat and &Iûm running 

on empty& xumesS
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Uer joy xelt libe an act ox violenceS

Ahe thing is, I donNt hate herS I just donNt trust people who are thatq 

up.eatS 

ItNs libe theyNve never spiral-tekted =lol sorry I only just saw this9 while 

actively ignoring it xor sik daysS

Feanwhile, I was trying to xocus on editing an article a.out user 

interxace design and somehow ended up writing the phrase =death .y 

drop-down menuS9 

Yelt accurateS

The oEered me one ox her vegan oat .itesS 

I declinedS AwiceS The le? it on my napbin anywayS

zow INm stucb with a crum.ly guilt sûuare judging meS
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I tried to side-eye her so hard sheNd disintegrateS 

zearly sprained my eye.a)sS

ûventua)y, she .ounced oE to =gra. a turmeric thingP9  <nd Iq ekhaledS 

Mibe a ghost :na)y released xrom a cursed o.jectS

<nyway, I didnNt :nish the articleS 

Gut I did 'oogle =Can I xreelance xrom an actual medieval towerL9

****
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Owen - Sunday, 6th October                                                                                                                                        

The Plant is Dying, So Am I

ItNs oWcialû INve xailed as a parentS < plant parentS Ohich xeels worse, 

somehowS

Ahe succulent on my windowsi), once descri.ed .y the woman at 

the marbet as =impossi.le to bi)9, is now Jopping sideways libe itNs 

perxormed in one too many monologues and would libe to ekit stage 

le?S

I was siDing cross-legged on the Joor, staring at it libe we were a.out 

to have a .reab-up conversationS Ahere were very clear instructions 

on the tagS Finimal care reûuiredS Oater weeblyS

OeeblyS

zot annua)y, apparentlyS

Oater weeblyL I thought that was a suggestion, not a rule ox lawP
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zow itNs drooping libe it bnows something a.out meS Mibe itNs trying to 

warn the othersS

Ue canNt even hydrate himselx properlyS 

Oe were doomed xrom the startS

I 'oogled =how to te) ix a succulent is dead or just dramaticS9 Aurns out, 

Iûm the dramatic oneq thatûs xairS

ItNs not just a.out the plantS It never isS ItNs a.out the xact INve .ought 

:ve plants since moving in, and every single one has either gone crispy 

or mouldyS AhatNs rangeS

Fay.e INm not meant xor lixe maintenanceS 

I can manage a li.rary shelving system, my Tpotixy playlists, and a 

moderately suspicious sourdough starter, .ut living thingsL 

<pparently notS

Ahe worst part is I talb to itS zot libe =howNs your day9, more libe =you 

good, mateL9 with a sense ox dreadS

I donNt even talb to people that o?enS
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<nyway, I gave it a heroic dose ox water and repositioned it libe that 

would undo sik weebs ox neglectS Ahen sat nekt to it xor ten minutes 

libe a priest at a .edsideS

Ix it survives, IN) consider it a joint winS

Ix it doesnNtq we)S 2ne ox us had to go :rstS

****

Josie - Monday, 7th October                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  

Almost Said No. Didn9t.

I almost said no todayS

<lmostS

Instead, I said, ="es, ox courseP9 with the ekact tone ox someone who is 

agreeing to help .ury a .odyS

Ahen I immediately wanted to set my in.ok on :reS

It was a =ûuicb xavour9q that cursed phraseS 

< sma) xreelance thing xrom someone I sort ox bnow proxessiona)yS 
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0ust a xew tweabs, they saidS ThouldnNt tabe more than a.out an hourS 

Aranslationû emotional hostage situation disguised as networbingS

I was at my bitchen ta.le, staring at a cold cup ox tea and an open 

laptop that loobed suspiciously smug, when I said itS

="es, ox courseP9 Grainq what the he) was thatS Fouthq 2opsS

1ignityq logged outS

I didnNt screamS I didnNt cryS I did what a) emotiona)y responsi.le 

adults do when .oundaries are crossedû I rage-cleanedS

Ahe hoover came out libe a weaponS

71



I hoovered with the xury ox a woman who just beeps replaying a 

conversation xrom RVÿ6 and xound new ways to xeel humiliated .y itS

Ahen came the mugsS Tcru..ed libe theyNd ca)ed me =hun9 in an emailS

I .leached the sinbS 8earranged the cup.oardsS Bolished the beDleS

Gy the end, my bitchen was sparbling and I was sweating libe a maid 

on her third nervous .reabdownS

Ahe worst partL I sti) havenNt started the xreelance thingS Gut at least 

my ankiety has a hygienic .acbdrop nowS

Ix anyone asbs, I love worbing weebendsS <nd .leaching the sinb at 

midnightS

****

Owen - Tuesday, 8th October                                                                                                                                                                     

<Quiet= Bar Lies

=0ust a ûuiet drinb,9 he saidS

Ohich, in my mind, rea)y meantû dim lighting, some moderate hum, 

possi.ly a dog in a cornerS "ou bnow, managea.le vi.esS
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Ohat it actua)y meantû Ttro.esS ThoutingS Tomeone ordering shots 

while Gritney screamed through the speabers libe a craHy caEeinated 

megaphoneS

Ahe pu. was ca)ed Ahe Qelvet MemonS 

Ahat shouldNve .een a red JagS <nything with an adjective and a xruit 

is never ûuietS 

ItNs marbeting code xor =you wi) leave with tinnitus and a mild trauma 

imprintS9

Ahe .ouncer side-eyed me libe I was either underage or in the wrong 

centuryS Inside, it was xu) chaosS 
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Tticby JoorsS Ylashing lightsS 

<n actual conga lineL Ohy is there always a conga lineL

Fy mate, who I now consider an emotional sa.oteur, waved me over 

xrom a corner where the deci.el level could lega)y ûualixy as a war 

crimeS 

I sat down and immediately started counting ekitsS Ahere were threeS 

zone xelt close enoughS

I clung to my pint glass libe it was a Jotation deviceS 

Aried to nod politely at whatever he was ye)ing a.out (worb, may.eL 

datingL an <ir.n. horror storyLf .ut my .rain had switched to xu) 

evacuation modeS

Blan <û Yabe stomach .ugS 

Blan Gû Claim I le? the oven onS

Blan Cû <ctua)y perish, xor convenienceS

ûventua)y I .ailedS Fum.led something a.out an early start (lief, 

shuKed to the ekit, and practica)y hugged the night air libe it was an 

old xriend who doesnNt asb ûuestionsS
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Ahe ca. ride home was spent replaying the whole thing and cra?ing 

the perxect version ox what I shouldNve saidû

=Ahis isnNt my sceneS9 =Aoo loud xor meS9 =I value my hearing and sanity, 

actua)yS9

Ohat I said insteadL ="eah, a) good mateS MetNs do it again sometimeS9

ToS < cowardS Gut a polite oneS LMuiet .arN is libe saying Ljust one crispSN

< lieS < trapS < .etrayalS

****

Josie - Wednesday, 9th October                                                                                                                                                 

Pumpkin Spice Panic

Oent into town xor a candle and came .acb with a social crisisS
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I was minding my .usiness, hoodie up, tote .ag xu) ox comxorting 

nonsense (tea .ags, a new note.oob IN) never write in, aggressively 

autumnal crispsfS Ahen I heard itS

=02TIûP9

Capital leDersS Yrom across the streetS

It was MisaS Misa ox the relentless energyS 

Misa who always sme)s libe cinnamon and somehow bnows everyoneNs 

.irthdayS The .ounced over, a) scarx and serotonin, holding a tray ox 

tabeaway laDes libe some sort ox ektrovert .arista xairyS

=OeNre doing a B!FBNIz C<8QIz' zI'UAP "ou U<Qû to comeP9

I donNt have to do anything, MisaS

Gut did I say thatL

zoS I said, =<ww that sounds so xunP9

<nd then panicS

I added, =Gut INve actua)y got plans that nightP9
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BlansS BluralS

I donNt even have singular plansS I was going to go home, put on my 

murder documentary hoodie, and aDempt to remove a weird sme) 

xrom my beDleS 

Gut nowL 

zow I am .oobedS Goobed and .lessedS Yu)y commiDed to a :ctional 

schedule that I am currently .uilding in real timeS

To xar INve gotû

1inner with my non-ekistent .oob clu. (weNre rereading .oobs we 

pretended to :nish in schoolfS

< mysterious xamily o.ligation (no xo)ow-ups, pleasefS

< selx-care night involving ela.orate sbin care rituals I a.solutely donNt 

own the products xorS

I carried a pumpbin home out ox guiltS ItNs hugeS I donNt bnow why I 

.ought itS ItNs justq here nowS Oatching meS

Ix Misa messages to =reschedule,9 I wi) move to another cityS
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To I guess Iûm now xu)y .oobed with some imaginary o.ligationsS 

Including a dinner with my non-ekistent .oob clu.P

****

Josie & Owen - Friday, 11th October                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  

Ha:oween Plans Pressure

Oe were meant to .e worbingS 2r cleaningS 2r doing something 

adult-ishS

Instead, we were slouched on 2wenNs couch, surrounded .y crisps, 

.iscuits, and a xog ox mutual avoidanceS
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I glanced at my phoneS FistabeS Instagram was an assault ox group 

shots, themed drinbs, and people who clearly own wigs xor xunS

Owen9                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 

2ne post said û =CanNt wait xor spooby season with my chaos 

covenP9 Chaos covenL I can .arely commit to socbsS

Josie9                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     

I asbed 2wen ix we should go to that Ua)oween party Claire 

mentionedS Ahe one with a costume themeS

Uis xace loobed libe INd just asbed him to emotiona)y process something 

in pu.licS

Owen9                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 

Costume parties are just unpaid theatreS "ouNre ekpected to 

perxorm joy and character commitment in polyesterS

Josie9                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                

Oe spent ten minutes trying to remem.er the last time we 

wore actual costumesS Fine was pro.a.ly =tired witch9, which to .e 

xair, sti) appliesS

Owen9                                                                                                                                                                                       

I once went as =low-eEort vampireS9 Ohich just meant I wore a 

.lacb hoodie and didnNt speabS 
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ûveryone said it was =very meS9

Josie9                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   

Oe considered going as a =joint costume9, .ut a) the ideas 

involved too muchq eEortS 

2r card.oardS

Owen9                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  

To we landed on thisq two ghosts, .ut libeq introvert ghostsS 

Ged sheet chicS zo eye holesS zo social contactS 

0ust pure, simple, shapeless anonymityS
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Josie9                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

2ur costume this year is =two people actively avoiding 

costumesS9  Oe are the Ua)oween version ox Ylight FodeS

Owen9                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    

Uonestly, itNs the most on-.rand weNve ever .eenS Oe might 

even leave the Jatq unlibelyS

OeN) pro.a.ly just watch .ad horror :lms, share snacbs, and then 

pretend we might show up somewhereS

Ohich, xor us, is a partyS

****
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Chapter 7

The Day My Jeans Turned Against Me

Josie - Saturday, 12th October                                                                                                                    

Rain + Jeans = Rage                                                                                               

New chapter. New mood. Today9s forecast: betrayal with a 90% chance 

of trench foot.
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I leû the uat for twenty minJtes. 

qJst a kJic, errand to rJng hoodie Jpg tote ba( strappedg headphones 

on bJt nothin( playin( vob)ioJslyB. 

It was cloJdyg bJt mana(eable. I e)en felt mildly prodJcti)e. -rieuy 

considered cazin( that selfAcare.

Then the s,ies opened.

Not (entle drijjle. Not whimsical aJtJmn rain. E biblical s,y tantrJm.

End the idiot that I am was wearin( Seans. qWENM. The world9s most 

absorbent re(ret fabric.

ûithin secondsg my le(s were clin(Awrapped in cold denim despair. 

Hy Jmbreza folded in on itself li,e a dyin( star. 
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I stood there on the hi(h street li,e the <nal scene of a war <lmg SJst 

meg a snapped Jmbreza swordg and a thoJsand tiny raindrop insJlts 

slappin( my face.

Uonestlyg it felt personal.

The ,ind of rain that doesn9t SJst soa, yoJg it rewrites yoJr wiz to li)e.

I tried to ,eep (oin(. TrJd(ed into -ootsg skJelchin( li,e an old spon(e. 

-oJ(ht plasters and conditioner li,e that made me a fJnctionin( adJlt.

W)en the selfAchec,oJt machine soJnded SJd(y. x=neYpected item in 

the ba((in( area.?

éeah. Hy soJl.

The worst partL W)ery time I passed a dry person Jnder shop awnin(s 

or smJ(ly inside cafûsg I felt li,e a (host of myself. 

&i,e I was haJntin( the life I coJld9)e had if I9d SJst stayed inside. I (ot 

homeg peeled o! the Seans li,e a wet bJrritog and stared oJt the window.

Mtiz rainin(P stiz ra(in(. The enemy is denim. End I am losin( the 

ba5le.

****
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Owen - Sunday, 13th October                                                                                                          

Someone Sat Next To Me

There were twel)e empty seats. Twel)eD

End yet. Ue chose mine.

I was on the bJs home with my hoodie Jpg crisps tJc,ed in my ba( 

li,e emotional contrabandg headphones on bJt nothin( playin( vthe 

Jni)ersal xdo not en(a(e? si(nalB. 

The bJs was kJiet. 

OeacefJlg e)en.

Then came The Han.

HidAR0s. ûindbrea,er ener(y. Carryin( a ba( that loo,ed li,e it had 

seen some thin(s.

Ue loo,ed aroJndg scannin( the bJs li,e he was choosin( a seat at an 

awards show and then sat. 

NeYtP toP meP I froje. 

&i,e maybe if I didn9t mo)eg he9d thin, I was part of the seat.
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ûithin secondsg he was tal,in(. EboJt the weather. Then the state 

of bJses. Then I swear a nineAminJte story aboJt his do(9s toenail 

infection. I don9t remember the do(9s nameg bJt I now ,now the name 

of its )et.

I noddedg said xyeah? a few timesg and mentazy draûed my own wiz.

Nothin( says panic li,e rehearsin( how to say xyeah? to someone9s 

anecdote aboJt their do( while wonderin( if SJmpin( o! the bJs 

midAroJte is a )alid escape.

I considered fa,in( an Jr(ent phone caz. Then fa,in( a bJs stop.

Then fa,in( my own death.
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I didn9t do any of those thin(s.

I SJst sat thereg skJashed a(ainst the windowg listenin( )ery politelyg 

spiritJazy e)aporatin(.

ûhen my actJal stop cameg I shot Jp so fast I almost headbJ5ed the 

lJ((a(e rac,. 

Ue wa)ed (oodbye. 

I wa)ed bac,.

ûhy am I li,e thisL

Enywayg I ate my bJsAcrJshed crisps on the wal, home and whispered 

xne)er a(ain? to the ni(ht.

****

Josie - Monday, 14th October                                                                                                                                                           

Brain vs. Therapist

Therapy today.

Cosy room. Moû li(htin(. TissJes in e)ery corner li,e li5le emotional 

landmines.
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I sat in the chairg hoodie Jp for protecti)e armoJrg clJtchin( my tea 

li,e it held the answers. 

Hy therapist smiled (ently. ûan(eroJs start.

Then she hit me with it.

xEnd how did that ma,e yoJ feelL?

Time slowed. Hy brain screamed:

vE-V£T. E-V£T. E-V£T.B

I blin,ed. Mipped tea. 

Oretended to thin,.
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I then eYpertly chan(ed the sJbSect to the o6ce biscJits.

Mhe didn9t uinch. qJst smiled a(aing li,e she9s on to me.

ûhich is infJriatin(g becaJse she is.

I always say I want to wor, on myselfg set boJndariesg eYplore feelin(sg 

open Jpg blah blah healin(D -Jt when someone as,s me directly how 

I feelg my inner system responds li,e a haJnted Fictorian child who9s 

ne)er ,nown Soy.

UonestlyL 

I don9t ,now how I feel. Vr I dog bJt it9s <led Jnder xNot Now? and 

protected by se)eral layers of sarcasm and ca!eine.

I9m (e5in( be5er at noticin( it. The dod(e. The clench. The Jr(ent 

topic pi)ot to ba,ed (oods.
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It9s a weird ,ind of pro(ress.

I stiz want to crawl oJt of my own s,ing bJt now I can name the Jr(e.

That9s somethin(g ri(htL

I leû the session feelin( wrJn( oJt and )a(Jely proJdg li,e I9d rJn an 

emotional marathon while si5in( perfectly stiz.

éesg I pay "20 an hoJr to professionazy dod(e kJestions.

-Jt at least I9m doin( it with style.

****

Owen - Tuesday, 15th October                                                                                                                                                

I9m Fine (Lie)

The messa(e popped Jp SJst aûer I closed the wor, tab bJt leû Mlac, 

open li,e a di(ital haJnted hoJse.

xUeyg yoJ o,ayL?

Grom a mate. CasJal. No conteYt. qJst foJr words. E normal chec,Ain.

End withoJt thin,in(g withoJt breathin( reazyg I typed:
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xéeahg <ne'.

Ment it. Gelt instant re(retP becaJse now we9)e entered The Mpiral. 

ûas I <neL ûe<ne <ne. Wmotionazy fJnctionalL No. UydratedL Elso 

no.

Eble to remember the last time I didn9t feel li,e a slowly Jnra)ezin( 

=M- cableL ûe<nitely not.

If lyin( were cardiog I9d ha)e abs.

I sat at my des,g the (low of the screen moc,in( meg sJrroJnded by 

the debris of my xday o! ? vwhich in)ol)ed 7 emailsg 1 missed cazsg and 

a tra(ic a5empt at hoo)erin( that ended with me ïoo(lin( xhow to 

Jnclo( emotional dJst?B.

I stared at my halfAeaten crisps li,e they mi(ht contain the trJth.

The trJth is: I didn9t want to eYplain. 

Not becaJse I didn9t trJst himg bJt becaJse I coJldn9t articJlate the 

(reyAjone mess that is xsort of o,ay bJt also deeply not.?

Mo insteadg I chose smileyAface diplomacy and carried on.

Ete more crisps.
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Mcrozed mindlessly.

ûondered if the xsmiley face? was too mJch.

vées.B

Then draûed a fozowAJp messa(e in notes I9z ne)er send.

I9z probably messa(e him bac, in two days sayin( xsorry SJst saw this? 

and then pretend I for(ot we e)er had this con)ersation.

ûhich is pea, a)oidanceg yes. -Jt also pea, me. I9m <ne. v&ie.B

****

Josie - Thursday, 17th October                                                                                                                                      

Emotional Ambush at Gregg's

Today I cried in a ïre((4s.

Not SJst mistyAeyed. Not a tastefJl sin(le tear.

I J(ly cried. In pJblic. Vnto a saJsa(e roz.
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It started normazy enoJ(h. 

Uoodie Jp. 

Uead down. Coins clJtched in hand li,e a P1AyearAold tryin( to pro)e 

they9re old enoJ(h to bJy lJnch alone. I was kJeJein( for my standard 

intro)ert fJelP the saJsa(e rozg no eye contactg maybe a pastry for 

emotional insJrance.

Then it happened.

The woman in front of me tJrnedg smiledg and said:

x&o)e yoJr hoodie. £eazy sJits yoJ.?

That9s it. That9s az she said. No bi( deal. Normal hJman interaction.

WYcept it was a bi( deal.

-ecaJse my brain wasn9t prepared for ,indness. Wspeciazy not some 

spontaneoJs ,indness. 

Wspeciazy not the (entle complimentAbased spontaneoJs ,indness 

from a stran(er in a kJeJe where the defaJlt )ibe is xmild ra(e and 

pastry lJst.?

93



Hy <rst reactionL Oanic.

Mecond reactionL Cry.

The cashier saidg xNeYtD?

End I stepped forward eyes waterin(g )oice crac,in(g saJsa(e roz 

rekJested li,e a war crime confession.

Mhe handed it to me. ûarm. ïreasy. Molid. I held it li,e a life raû.

Then I SJstP stood there.

Cryin(. In ïre((4s. Uoodie on. £oz in hand. Tears formin( a sort of sad 

(ra)y.

The woman was lon( (one. Orobably sa)in( someone else9s soJl with 

a twoAsecond compliment.

Heanwhileg I was leû spirazin( aboJt how lon( it9s been since I actJazy 

belie)ed somethin( nice aboJt myself withoJt mentazy <lin( it Jnder 

xsJspicioJs.?

Mtran(er ,indness is terrorism.

Wmotionalg Jnsolicitedg wezAintentioned terrorism.
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I ate the saJsa(e roz on a bench li,e I was reco)erin( from a smaz war.

Ten oJt of ten. 

ûoJld recommend.

****

Owen - Friday, 18th October                                                                                                                                                             

Passive-Aggressive Neighbour Energy

I tried to be the bi((er person today.

The adJlt. The responsible binAconscioJs nei(hboJr.

End now I9m at war.

I li)e alone in a uat abo)e the uoristg kJietg cosyg strate(icazy crJmb 

strewng bJt I share a hazway with two other uats. 

ûe don9t tal,g ob)ioJsly. 

ûe eYist in a sort of tenseg polite silence pJnctJated only by Emajon 

deli)eries and the occasional nod that saysg xûe both eYist. 

&et9s lea)e it there.?
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-Jt the bins. The bins ha)e becomeP complicated.

&ast wee, they weren9t pJt oJt. Et az. 

End the smez was startin( to creep Jp the stairs li,e a sentient fo(. 

Mo todayg I leû a )ery mildg )ery reasonableg soûly worded note in the 

hazway:

xUey azD qJst a reminder that the bins (o oJt ThJrsday ni(ht CheersD?

Goolish. NaQ)e.

-ecaJse this mornin(g there was a reply. E stic,y note. -ri(ht yezow. 

Two words:

xo, noted.?
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The smiley face. The condescendin( smir, of doom.

It wasn9t a than, yoJ. 

It was a chazen(e.

I stood thereg stiz holdin( my recyclin(g readin( that note li,e it was a 

declaration of war.

Oassi)eAa((ressi)e diplomacy hadg in that momentg been initiated and 

I was woefJzy Jnderprepared. 

I spent 10 minJtes bac, in the uat draûin( coJnterAnotes in my head.

xNo worriesD qJst tryin( to ,eep the hazway less pestAfriendly?

xElways happy to helpD vW)en when others aren9tB?

xInterestin( tone. &et9s Jnpac, it sometime.? ûid I lea)e a responseL 

No. I crJmbled.

-Jt I did ïoo(le cJstom OostAit printersg SJst in case thin(s escalate. 

International relations ha)e been ended by less.

****
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Josie & Owen - Saturday, 19th October                                                                                    

Misread Text Meltdown

Josie:                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   

It started with a thJmbsAJp.

The most passi)eAa((ressi)e emoSi in the di(ital lan(Ja(e canon. 

Vwen sent it aûer I messa(edg xNo worries if notD?

Owen:                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

To be clearg I meant it as chiz. CasJal. xEz (oodD? -Jt then she 

didn9t reply for 17 minJtes.

Josie:                                                                                                                                                                                                   

TwentyAse)en minJtes of me rereadin( the xthJmbsAJp? li,e it 

had personazy insJlted my ancestors.

ûid I o)erstepL ûas I bein( annoyin(L

Haybe he did ha)e worriesg actJazy. Haybe he wanted to say no and 

I emotionazy blac,mailed him with my breejy phrasin(.

Owen:                                                                                                                                                                     

I almost fozowed Jp with a xha ha? the Jni)ersal peace o!erin(g 

bJt that felt weird.
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Mo I sent a smiley face.

ûhich somehow made it worse.

Josie:                                                                                                                                                                                   

The smiley face arri)ed midAspiral. GriendlyL MJre.

Elso roboticg )a(Jeg and terrifyin(. 

The emoSi )ersion of someone smilin( throJ(h (ri5ed teeth at a dinner 

party.

Owen:                                                                                                                                                                                                      

Then she sent a xtotazy <neDD? ûoJble eYclamation mar,s. 

ûhich is either casJal or deeplyg deeply not <ne.

Josie:                                                                                                                                                                              

Then came the emoSi uood. Three heartsg a xha hag? and one of 

those spar,ly stars I ne)er Jse.

ûhy did I Jse the spar,ly starL

Owen:                                                                                                                                                                                            

I replied with a cryin(AlaJ(hin( face and a panca,e. Oanca,e 

was an accident. -Jt at that pointg the dama(e was done.
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Josie:                                                                                                                                                                              

Ginazy I SJst teYted: xI9m spirazin(. Ere we o,ayL?

Owen:                                                                                                                                                                                                      

End I replied: xMo hard. ûe are.? ûe ended Jp laJ(hin( aboJt 

it. Vn the phone. Gor RR minJtes. ûith jero emoSis.

Josie:                                                                                                                                                                                                         

TJrns oJt nothin( says xwe9re <ne? li,e sendin( R7 clarifyin( 

emoSisg deletin( halfg then cazin( anyway.

Owen:                                                                                                                                                                                         

ûi(ital friendships: delicateg dJmbg and weirdly beaJtifJl.

****
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Chapter 8

Public Transport, Private HeJ

-osie S dunya2, 0htO Ictober                                                                                                                                       

G goo<ley D?o G Hate People=w

I should9ve walked.

But no, I got on the bus, because my knees were being dramatic and 

my tote bag weighed approximately three metric tonnes.
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Contents: laptop, anxiety, my kindle, lots of stuû I don't need, and a 

banana that9s now a smoothie. 

I pretend to be reading my kindle whilst talking on my phone& dual do 

not disturb signals!

Five minutes in, I regreTed everything.

Vhere was a group of people talking across the aisle like they were in 

a VA family drama.

Y child behind me kept kicking the seat rhythmicajy, like a vengeful 

drummer.

Ynd someone was FaceViming on speaker.

Ses& speaker& blasting out like a megaphone!

I pujed my hoodie strings tighter. YdGusted the tote like a makeshi< 

emotional support barricade.
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Dtij not enough.

Do I stopped pretending to be in a conversation with someone and 

instead asked ?oogle&

=zo I hate people or am I Gust tiredqW

?oogle did not hesitate.

Duggested results included: =Digns you9re an introvertW and =Ym I 

emotionajy burnt outqW

=BuRRFeed (uiR: )hat type of loner are youqW & I took the (uiR.

Ypparently I9m a =Delective -ecluse with Introverted Vendencies.W

E)hich feels aggressive for a Dunday.N

Domewhere between the seatPkicking and someone9s loud recount of 

their weekend =adventures,W I considered faking a stop Gust to escape. 

But my Britishness wouldn9t let me move.

Do I sat there. 

Duûering. 
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?oogling my own mental cojapse.

If ?oogle says I9m an introvert, does that count as therapyq

Hventuajy, I made it to my stop. Dtepped oû the bus like I9d survived 

something historic.

Contemplated permanently wearing noisePcancejing headphones 

and geTing a cabin in the woods.

Instead, I bought a pastry and whispered =never againW into the paper 

bag.

****

IMen S 1onya2, 0Nst Ictober                                                                                                                

G daiy .o to Plansk TOen PanicWeyk

Vonight, I cancejed plans.

Lot maGor ones, Gust casual drinks. 

=Lo pressure, Gust pop by.W kind of drinks.

)hich is always code for: pressure. 

Jop in, get stuck for three hours, smile until your face detaches.
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Do I said no.

Vyped it out: =1ey, bit wiped today. 

1ope that9s okay& maybe next timeqW

1it send.

Felt euphoric.

7ike I9d escaped a bear trap. In slow motion. Vo emotional spa music.

I made a mini feast to celebrate: hummus, three types of crisps, an 

emergency Babybel. 1oodie on. 7amps dimmed. Lo shoes, no stress, 

no social performance.

Oust pure, uncut introvert heaven.
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For exactly Mû minutes. Vhen it started. )hat if they never invite me 

againq

)hat if this was my last chance at being a semiPfunctional social 

humanq

Yre they aj at the pub right now, raising a glass to my absenceq

=Vo "wen: ûay his ghost Qnd peace, since he clearly didn9t want to be 

alive with us.W

I refreshed messages. Lothing. )orse: read. Lo reply. Hven worse: two 

blue ticks and a =Lo worries4.

Vhe death knej of polite friendships. I tried watching something. 

Couldn9t concentrate.

7aid on the sofa surrounded by snack wrappers and regret.

Hventuajy climbed into bed and stared at my phone like it was holding 

a vigil.

Introvert heaven comes with a builtPin guilt tax. 

Ynd I paid in fuj.

****
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-osie S 3eynesya2, 09ry Ictober                                                                                                  

GmC .ot 4r2in<, Gtms -ust 4oly

)ent out for milk.

Came back with emotional damage.

It was a routine shop: hoodie up, tote bag, emergency list scribbled 

in biro, tea bags, oat milk, something snacky but not Goyful Eemotional 

snacking, but make it humbleN. I wasn9t even out for long.

Ynd then I saw it.

Y dog. Viny. Hlderly. )earing a handPkniTed Gumper with pomPpoms 

on the back.

Oust... waddling down the pavement like it pays council tax. Ynd I 

broke.

Vears. Instantly. 7ike someone had punctured me.
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-ight there outside the corner shop. Hmotions on fuj display. ûouth 

doing that weird twitchy thing where it9s trying not to sob.

Laturajy, I crouched down and pet the dog. EIt sniûed my knee like I9d 

been prePapproved for love.N

Ynd when the owner smiled at me, I blurted:

=It9s Gust cold!W

7oudly. Voo loudly.

Ys if anyone had asked.

Vhe tears kept going. I tried to hold them in but my body had other 

ideas. 

I stood up, clutching my tea bags like emotional talismans, and started 

speed walking back to the Uat. 

Larrating it to myself, (uietly, like zavid YTenborough doing a 

voiceover for a nature documentary on social meltdowns:

=1ere we see the urban introvert, emotionajy compromised by an 

unguarded moment of unexpected tenderness. 
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Dhe retreats to her habitat with tea and shame.W

I got home. Jut the keTle on. Dtij slightly crying.

Hmotionsq Lo. Oust weather leaking from my face.

****

IMen S TOursya2, 0FtO Ictober                                                                                                                                                                

dtarey at a 3aJk Uelt 5nyerstooyk

Voday I bonded with plasterboard.

It was postPwork, postPYldi, and post the kind of social depletion that 

makes you want to retire from being perceived. I was aTempting to 

relax and be Ren& it was not going wej.

Ynd then I looked up.

Oust slightly.

Ynd locked eyes with& Vhe )aj.

Lot a special waj. Oust a patch of blank magnolia near the bookshelf. Bit 

scuûed. Dlight dent from where I dropped a chair that time I pretended 

to do yoga.
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But today it spoke to me.

Lot literajy Edon9t worry, I9m not that far goneN.

But emotionajyq Dpirituajyq Hxistentiajyq Ses.

It Gust sat there.

Blank. Dtij. 

Lon demanding.

Lot pinging, not buRRing, not asking =(uick ûqW or trying to schedule 

a coûee.

Ynd I& connected with it. zeeply.

)e Gust existed together. ûe and Vhe )aj.
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Vwo emotionajy exhausted beings, (uietly coexisting in mutual 

nonPGudgement.

I stared for a good seven minutes. zidn9t move. Barely blinked.

Yt one point I said, =Sou get it.W "ut loud. Vo the waj.

I brieUy considered naming it.

I stij might.

It9s probably the most stable relationship I9ve ever had.

Ylways there. Ylways consistent. Lever overreacts when I ghost it for 

weeks.

Dometimes the only thing that reajy gets you& is plasterboard.

****

-osie S Uriya2, 0RtO Ictober                                                                                                          

TOe fa<e o6 group 4ostuCes

?ot a )hatsYpp notiQcation from 7isa9s =fun group.W

Ylways a red Uag.
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"pened it.

Instant regret.

=1ey team! )e9re doing group costumes for 1ajoween! Vheme is 

ûagical Yutumn! I9m going as a sparkly witch! Heeek!4

Vhere were ?IFs.

Ynd at least three suggested colour paleTes.

Domeone replied =zIBD on sexy gourd!!!W

I threw my phone across the bed like it had insulted my ancestors.
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?roup costumes. Vhe seventh circle of hej, but with gliTer.

I could already see it& me, stuûed into some scary polyester pumpkin 

monstrosity, trying to pretend I9m =having the best time!W while silently 

checking the exits for a plausible Qre alarm.

)hy is =funW always so... organisedq )hy does it re(uire themes and 

group energy and matching tightsq

I can9t even match my socks.

I haven9t washed my hair in four days.

Ynd now I9m being gently herded into a =whimsicalW cojective identity 

where I9j probably have to wear orange lipstick and cackle on cueq

Lot today, Datan.

I typed a vague reply, =Dounds cute! ûight have plans, wij check!W 

and then immediately began cra<ing my backup excuse. Do far, top 

contenders include:

Dudden 58Phour Uu.

0nexpected editing deadline.
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"utPofPtown funeral Edark, but e2cientN.

Being possessed by a ghost who hates costumes.

If anyone asks, I love 1ajoween.

Oust not the part where I have to participate.

Lothing is scarier than mandatory fun.

****

IMen S daturya2, 0&tO Ictober                                                                                                                                                                                                           

G yiy soCetOin< brave toya2k

Vexted someone.

Lot a romantic someone. Lot even a particularly close someone. 

Oust& someone I9ve been trying to maintain contact with, exPUatmate 

from uni. 

)e used to bond over library printers and shared hatred of group 

proGects.
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7ately we9ve been doing this slowPmotion messaging dance. I9j send 

something. Vhey9j reply in three to Qve business days. Vhen vice versa. 

Aery chij. Aery lowPstakes. 

Hxactly how I like my friendships: at a distance, fond, and conducted 

entirely through screens.

Do tonight, I sent:

=1ey, random thought, do you remember when our keTle exploded 

midPessayq 1ope your week9s been less chaotic than that.W

Dent at û:K8 p.m.

-ead at 8:MN p.m.

Lothing since.

Oust that cruel, passive line of digital doom:

-ead 8:MN p.m.

Vhe Dpiral did not wait.

Duddenly I was the protagonist in a tragic indie Qlm cajed Feelings 

Ynd Dtuû, soundtrack by DuOan Dtevens, so< crying optional.
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ûy brain:

Sou reached out. Sou ruined it. Vhey regret ever knowing you. Vhey9ve 

now deleted your number and reported you for emotional spam.

I lay in bed, hoodie up, eyes glued to the glowing betrayal. ûy thumbs 

hovered. 

-ewriting a casual =lol ignore me!W, 5û times. zidn9t send it.

Instead, I lay there and imagined my obituary:

=1e meant wej. 1e texted once. 1e was never heard from again.W

Dome heroes are forged by Qre.

I was forged by three dots disappearing.

****
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-osie 7 IMen S dunya2, 0:tO Ictober                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  

HaJoMeen Gs 4oCin<9 4oucO, 4risps, dilence

-osie9                                                                                                                                                         

Vhere were at least three 1ajoween party invites in my inbox.

Yj ignored.

I didn9t even do the polite =ûaybe!W this time. ?rowthq Instead, I texted 

"wen: =Yre you ignoring the outside world tonightqW

1e replied with a thumbsPup and a photo of hummus.

)hich, in our language, means, =Ses. Jlease arrive in fuj antiPsocial 

mode.W

Do I did.

IMen9                                                                                                                                                                                                                              

Oosie showed up in fuj gremlin aTire: oversiRed hoodie, tote 

bag fuj of snacks, blanket already wrapped around her shoulders like 

a cloak of invisibility.

Dhe Gust walked in, nodded, and dropped onto the sofa like we were 

midPconversation.
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)e weren9t. But we also were.

It9s hard to explain. 

Sou get it or you don9t.

)e didn9t speak for ages. Oust sat. Crisps. Dilence. LetUix menu screen 

slowly melting into our retinas.

-osie9                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           

It was perfect& until& the knock. )e both froRe like houseplants 

in winter.

IMen9                                                                                                                                                       

Vhree tiny knocks. Fojowed by a chorus of s(ueaky voices 

shouting =V-ICP "- V-HHHYV!W through the leTerbox& the early 

1ajoween sweet cojectors are on the prowl!

-osie9                                                                                                                                                                                  

)e made eye contact like: It's way too soon for this& do we 

simply pretend to be deadq

I silently mouthed, =zo you have anythingqW

"wen, with the energy of a man accepting his fate, opened a kitchen 

drawer and pujed out a single unopened pack of Bourbon biscuits.
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)e both nodded. It was time.

IMen9                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     

I opened the door slowly. 

Vwo very smaj witches and what might9ve been two tra2c cones with 

googly eyes stared up at me.

I oûered the biscuits like a tribute. Vhey said thank you. "ne of them 

said, =Sou smej like crisps.W

)hich& fair. 
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zoor shut. Douls returned to bodies.

Dilence resumed. Back to the sofa. Lo further comments.

Oust us, the couch, the snacks, and the sacred agreement that this is 

what a party should be.

Lo costumes& no noise& Gust (uiet company and occasional emotional 

biscuit.

Vhe scariest thing about 1ajoweenq 

0nexpected interaction.                                                                                                                               

****
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Chapter 9

Procrastinating... Professionay!J

-osie M don,a!2 8htO bctoCer                                                                                                                                                                        

upT of =ea D urisis lewa!

Woke up today to an inbox that looked like it had witnessed a war 

crime.
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Red ûags everywhere. Tabs open from last Thursday.

A note in my own handwriting that just says: <URGENT!!!=

Helpful.

I sat at my desk. Laptop blinking. Emails groaning, and the deadline 

approaching like a hungry pigeon.

So obviously I made tea. Not because I needed tea. But because tea is 

how I staF the coFapse.

"irst cup: 9Letûs centre ourselves.9

Second cup: 9Letûs get in the right mindset.9

Third cup: 9Now weûre deMnitely about to start.9

"ourth cup: -icrowaved the Mrst one. "orgot. Rezmicrowaved. StiF 

forgot.

I have brewed six cups of emotional avoidance today. I have edited 

precisely Yero pages.

I have, however, organised my pens, cleared half the fridge, and sorted 

my emails into colourzcoded folders that I wiF immediately ignore.
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Somewhere between tea bag dunking and spiraFing, I had convinced 

myself that tea was an act of professional preparation.

Selfzcare. A ritual.

I told myself: <Pou wouldnût go into ba4le without armour.=

Except the ba4le is a Word doc.

And the armour is 7G Tips.

By 3pm, the tea had gone cold again. And so had my wiF to achieve. So, 

I closed the laptop and lit a candle.

And whispered: <Tomorrow. Tomorrow wiF be powerful.=

Then made one last cup for good luck.
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Nothing says emotional maturity like microwaving the same cup of 

tea four times and stiF not drinking it.

****

b9en M =pes,a!2 8BtO bctoCer                                                                                                                                                    

d! Grain is a =aC vra3e!ar,

There are currently 3( tabs open on my laptop.

I counted.

Started with one simple article about how to store winter jumpers.

Now itûs a labyrinth of chaos:

) abandoned recipes 2including one for hummus Iûve never made but 

emotionaFy support0

( articles Iûve <been meaning to read= since 1&1q

1 mental health listicles that stressed me out too much to Mnish

q1 tabs I genuinely forgot I openedO and one very angry, blinking tab 

that just says <Update Re?uired.=

I stared at it aF today, not just the tabs, but what they meant.
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Every link a metaphor. Every loading circle a personality trait. Every 

red notiMcation dot screaming: <Pou are not okay, Qwen.=

I thought, maybe IûF close a few.

Be ruthless. Start fresh. Instead, I opened up 7interest to take a look 

at minimalist workspaces.

Then added two more tabs:

<How to "ocus When Pour Brain Is Screaming=

<Can you get a refund on adulthoodD=

EventuaFy, I shut the lid of my laptop and whispered: <Pou win, 

Chrome.=
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I sat in silence. Tabs stiF multiplying like guilt rabbits.

Because reaFy, I am but a man. A man made entirely of tabs that wiF 

never be closed.

****

-osie M =Oprs,a!2 1Sst bctoCer                                                                                

mo"eone mai, Y9opQre mo FpietY

So here it is againO HaFoween.

A sacred time to stay indoors, eat other peopleûs sweets, and pretend 

youûre not home.

Except I needed milk.

So I went to the shop. In my darkest hoodie. Not a costume, just my 

soul in fabric form.

And while I was there, ?ueuing like a civilised ghost, some stranger 

cheerful, beanie hat, way too much eye contact turned to me and said:

<Pouûre so ?uiet!=

I froYeO my brain shortzcircuited. -y soul leû the building.
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What is the correct response to thatD <Thank you=D O <Sorry=D

<Wait here while I monologue about my traumaD=

Instead, I smiled awkwardly and laughed in that polite, <please donût 

perceive me= way.

But in my mindD Qh, in my mindO I snapped. Lightning cracked.

The ceiling peeled open. I grew cartoon devil horns and stood on a 

chair, shouting:
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<PES. I A- JUIET.

AN' -PSTERIQUS.

AN' 7QSSIBLP 'ANGERQUS.

AN' 'E"INITELP -QRE INTERESTING THAN PQU.=

Everyone applauded. I ûoated upwards. The hoodie became a capeO it 

was glorious.

Then the person said, <Anyway, have a good one!=

And walked oV like they hadnût just launched me into a fuF personality 

spiral.

The real horror storyD Being noticed for not talking.

****

b9en M Nri,a!2 Sst (o3e"Cer                                                                                                                                

uanceye, Pwans uwpC H)oste, C! de&

7hone buYYed tonight.

Was supposed to meet up with a uni mate for a drink. Nothing wild. 

Kust <a ?uick pint.= 2Lies. There is no such thing.0
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Then the text came through:

<Hey! So sorry going to have to rain check. Workûs manic!=

-y response:

<No worries at aF!=

-y actual response:

Serotonin. Euphoria. Inner Mreworks.

Like winning the lo4ery and Mnding the last bag of Thai Sweet ChiFi 

crisps!

I stood up, lit a candle like I was honouring the gods of Avoided Social 

Qbligation, and rearranged my snacks into neat li4le bowls.

I even put on a playlist. -ood: Gently triumphant.

Some people go out clubbing on "ridays.

I am the club. The lights are soû. The crisps are many. And the dress 

code is strictly <whatever youûve been wearing since 1 p.m.=

Thereûs no awkward smaF talk here.
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No forced <catchzup= conversations where youLre both pretending to 

remember each otherûs lives.

Kust meO a clean hoodieO a perfectly arranged biscuit pyramidO and 

the smug  joy of plans that no longer exist.

I should start a movement. CanceFed 7lans Club.

-embership: selfzappointed. Head?uarters: this ûat. -ission: never 

any mingling.

Applications not open. 

Weûre already at fuF capacity.

****
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-osie M matpr,a!2 8n, (o3e"Cer                                                                                                                                            

mociaw )ango3er2 la! 1

Iûm stiF in bed.

Not in a fun, <treat yourself = way.

-ore in a <brunch was now three days ago and Iûm stiF emotionaFy 

dehydrated= kind of way.

It wasnût even a dramatic social event. Kust eggs. SmaF talk. That weird 

moment where Lisaûs friend hugged me goodbye even though weûd 

only exchanged Mve sentences.

StiF, here I am horiYontal. Hoodie on. Blanket level: burrito.

I tried to reply to Lisaûs foFowzup message:

<So nice seeing you! Letûs do it again soon=

I stared at it forO twentyztwo minutes.

Typed: <Peah, reaFy lovely! I= O deleted.

Typed: <Sorry just saw this!= O deleted.
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Typed: <Ahhh ha ha yes!= O deleted.

Blank screen.

7hone judging me.

TypingO bubble popping up and vanishing like a ghost of obligation.

EventuaFy I put it under the piFow like it had personaFy betrayed me.

Because honestlyD

I feel jetzlagged.

Like Iûve just returned from an alternate dimension where people talk 

freely, and touch each otherûs shoulders, and say things like <What 

have you been up to latelyD= with genuine interest.

I donût need rest.

I need social recovery leave.
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Like an actual medical note that says:

<Kosie cannot engage with humans today. She recently smiled too 

much in public and her serotonin reserves are criticaFy low.=

Social jet lag is real.

Time Yone: introvert.

****

-osie W b9en M mpn,a!2 1r, (o3e"Cer                                                                                        

Ae :cci,entay! )a, : do"ent. lisgpsting.

b9en8                                                                                                                                                        

We were just doing what we always do.

TM on, volume low. Crisps and biscuits laid out with Yero ceremony.

Kosie had brought one of those overly niche herbal teas that smeFs like 

sadness and damp leaves.

AF very normal.

Then I ruined it.

I said:
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<'o you think weûF be like this foreverD=

KustO lobbed that into the room like a rogue INEA catalogue faFing 

from the sky.

-osie8                                                                                                                                                                                                        

He said it so casuaFy.

Like he was asking about the weather.

And I, being a rational adult woman with a stable emotional interior, 

panicked immediately.

InternaFy, I aged six years.

I took a sip of tea. It burned my tongue.

I said, <What, likeO snacks and no eye contactD 7robably.=

b9en8                                                                                                                                                           

Then we just sort ofO stared into the middle distance together.

Not in a bad way.

-ore like two people ?uietly realising that this strange, lowzvolume, 

highzcarb friendship might actuaFy be it.
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Like, capital I It. No party. No grand declaration.

Kust a shared blanket and the occasional emotional biscuit.

-osie8                                                                                                                                                                                         

Then one of us, I genuinely donût remember who, said <Gross.= 

And we both laughed. Which, for us, is basicaFy hugging.

b9en8                                                                                                                                                                      

So yeah. We accidentaFy had a moment. 'isgusting.

****
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Chapter 10

Wheelie Bin Woes

Josie - Monday, 4th November                                                                                                                          

Bin Night Breakdown

There9s something about bin night that always feels like a personal 

aca.kd

The &raggingq the sIueaky wheelsq the publi. &isplay of your weekly 

shamed

Tonight was peak bin traumad
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Ot was rainingd

vb,iouslyd

O was alrea&y in a moo&M hormonal an& tire&M somewhere between a 

nap an& a .rimed

-i&j!ourneyq !ust before O ma&e it to the binq the bag brokex

On the mi&&le of the &ri,ewayq O swear the bin was laughing at mex

The one working streetlamp lit me up like O was on stage in some tragi. 

suburban operad
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Tea boEesd Crisp pa.ketsd Ampty bis.uit traysd

-y life spi:e& a.ross the pa,ement in re.y.lable shamed

Ot looke& like O was being haunte& by the ghost of my own sna.king 

habitsd

Wn& then .ame the worst partJ

O .oul& feel themd

The neighboursd Pat.hingd ?u&gingd

Drobably from behin& their net .urtains with bino.ulars an& a moral 

superiority .ompleEd

Os she .rying<

=i& she !ust say Gyou9re &oing great sweetieY to a soggy boE of Aarl 

Brey<

Lesd

LesM O &i&d

ûe.ause this isn9t rubbishd
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This is my emotional support trashd

A,ery empty pa.ket te:s a storyd

-ost of them start with GRisa in,ite& me outY an& en& with GO sai& yes 

an& imme&iately regrece& itdY

A,entua:y O s.oope& it a: ba.k in an& powerjwalke& insi&e like O was 

Heeing the s.ene of a .rimed

Phi.hM in a wayM O wasd

FOD the last shre& of &ignityd

Pe har&ly knew yed

****

Owen - Tuesday, 5th November                                                                                                                           

Reconnected, Regre7ed

O ma&e the rookie mistake of replying to a teEt from my siblingd

Ot starte& simpled

?ust a GNeyM long timed Lou ali,e<Y
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Classi. sibling .o&e for GO nee& something but ha,en9t worke& up to it 

yetdY

O replie& with a pi.ture of toastd

ûelt safed Seutrald

Toast .an9t trigger anything &eeper than a .ra,ingd

ûut then .ameJ GPe shoul& .at.h up properly soond Things ha,e beenq 

roughdY

Cue emotional implosiond

O stare& at my phone like it ha& betraye& med

Phi.hM to be fairM it ha&d

There9s this moment when someone you shoul& be .lose to a.tua:y 

tries to be .losed Ot felt like my insi&es were ma&e of .ling zlm an& they 

ha& !ust poke& a hole in itd
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O &i&n9t know what to sayd

=i&n9t want to say the wrong thingd =i&n9t want to feel anythingM 

a.tua:yd (o O ma&e more toastd

Ot9s my ,ersion of a pani. roomd ûut warmd Wn& .run.hyd Two sli.esM 

pre.isely bucere&q bit of saltd

(tare& at them like they were an.ient s.ro:s of wis&omd

ûe.ause family is .ompli.ate&d

Toast is notd

O .hewe& slowlyd

Ognore& the bu))ingd

Ret the toaster hum be.ome white noise for my braind

O9: replyd

A,entua:yd

ûut for nowM .arbs are &oing the hea,y liVingd

****
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Josie - Thursday, fth November                                                                                                                                                                            

Too Tired For 8eelings

O9,e entere& the Gblanket burrito an& .an&le shrineY phase of the weekd

RaptopJ .lose&d

DhoneJ fa.e &ownd

Can&lesJ lit like O9m summoning pea.e at a ,igil 9or at least pre,enting 

a break&ownûd

-oo&J &o not per.ei,e med

The messages are sta.king upd
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Risad -umd W .lient who use& the phrase GIui.k turnaroun&Y with )ero 

shamed

O ha,en9t replie& to any of themd

Sot be.ause O9m busyd

ûe.ause O9m tire&d Too tire& to form thoughtsd Too tire& to peopled Too 

tire& for feelingsM rea:yd

-y brain9s running on a kin& of soV stati. like those ol& T5s when 

the .hannel stoppe& working but you kept wat.hing anywayM hoping 

it woul& sort itself outd

O brieHy .onsi&ere& teEting ba.kd

(tarte& typingJ

GNeyx (orry for the &elayM !ust been a bitqY

Then O got emotiona:y win&e& by the wor& GbitdY Dut my phone ba.k 

&ownd

Prappe& the blanket tighterd

Di.ke& up an& hel& a .an&le like it might grant me three wishesd

143



vne of them woul& beJ

GDlease let me .an.el e,erything fore,erM without .onseIuen.esdY

O9,e now &e.i&e& that ignoring messages is a form of we:nessd Ot9s .a:e& 

Amotional Wirplane -o&ed W: my apps are sti: thered

O9m !ust notq boar&ing right nowd

****

Owen - 8riday, Dth November                                                                                                               

Bus Ride oF &oom

O got the top &e.kd

Soisej.an.e:ing hea&phones on 9not playing anythingM ob,iously !ust 

for so.ial .amouHageûd

vutsi&eM the worl& was autumnal an& smugd

144



Onsi&eM O was .on&u.ting a onejman performan.e of Phat Wm O =oing 

Pith -y RifeJ The -usi.al 9(a& ?a)) 5ersionûd

There was a group of people behin& me laughingM s.ro:ingM eEisting 

like it was easyd

Rike they9& a: been han&e& the Onstru.tions for Rife leaHet in Lear 4 

an& O9& !ustq misse& that &ayd

(i.kM probablyd

vr hi&ing in the library toiletd

They ha& reusable .oKee .ups an& layere& outzts an& energy that sai& 

GO know what O9m &oingdY

OM meanwhileM was pani.king be.ause O forgot to press the stop bucon 

an& now the bus is going past my stopM an& possibly into my mi&life 

.risisd

O9,e .ome to the .on.lusion that e,eryone else is on (eason F of their 

lifed

They9,e got plot twists an& personal growth an& theme& playlistsd

O9m sti: stu.k on the pilot episo&ed
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There9s no bu&getd

The lighting9s ba&d

O think the protagonist is !ust me in a hoo&ieM staring out of win&ows 

an& waiting for something to make sensed

ûy the time O got oKM O9& imagine& z,e &iKerent ,ersions of my futureM 

mourne& three para:el li,esM an& &e.i&e& to buy hummus on the way 

home be.ause if O9m going to spiralM O may as we: &ip something in itd

****

Josie S Owen - 9aturday, Pth November                                                                                                                                            

8lat-(ack 8eelings Uxnep)ected:

Josie*                                                                                                                                                                                                                      

Ot was meant to be a shelfd ?ust a freestan&ing shelfd Lou .li.kM 

you s.rewM you a&mireq maybe put a .ouple of books an& a .an&le on 

itd

Onstea&M it be.ame a fu:jblown nightmare e,ent starring meM vwenM 

an& an W:en key we imme&iately lostd

Owen*                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          

(he sai&M GCan you help me with this<Y
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O hear&M GPoul& you like to emotiona:y implo&e in my li,ing room<Y

ûut O .ame anywayd ûe.ause saying GnoY felt worse than manual 

labourd

ûarelyd

Josie*                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               

The instru.tions were in (we&ishq possibly an.ient (we&ishd 

The &iagrams a: looke& like a robot s.reamingd

vwen trie& to make a pland O trie& to make tead

Seither worke&d

Owen*                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            

Wt one pointM O sat on the Hoor an& whispere& GO9m !ust tire&Y to 

a plank of -=ûd

Pe both spent G0 minutes assembling three i&enti.al pie.es before 

realising they were not meant to go togetherd

O may ha,e sai& GThis is why O li,e aloneY out lou&d

?osie threw a &owel ro& at med
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Josie*                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                

Ne laughe& so har& he &roppe& the s.rew&ri,er an& we ha& to 

take a breakd          

Owen*                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

Ot was ri&i.ulousd Ot was lou&d Wn& for some reasonq it helpe&d 

Rike a: the tension that9s been li,ing un&er our hoo&ies zna:y got a 

licle released

Josie*                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

Pe znishe& itd Hin& ofd Ot leans slightly leVM an& it wobbles if 

you breathe near itM but it9s stan&ingd ?ust like usd

Owen*                                                                                                                                                                                                                       

O &i&n9t .ry about my lifed O .rie& about a shelfd Drogressd

2222
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Chapter 11

Therapy9s Great Until You Feel Things

Josie - Sunday, 10th November                                                                                                                       

One Good Therapy Thing

I made the fatal mistake of saying something honest in therapy.

It just& slipped out.

One second we were talking about weather, smax talk and the ne<t I 

said&
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9I think I=m just reaxy lonely sometimes, but I make myself too busy to 

notice.A

Snd she nodded.

Tmiled.

Taid, 9What=s important.A

When paused so I could sit with it.

:hich is code forM let the emotional nausea marinate.

Ey brain immediately sounded the panic alarm.

NEOWIOLSX NPUOTRHN.

HNUNSWM TDN TSIQ WDN GRINW WDILv ORW XORQ.

HNWHNSW. HNWHNSW.

I took an aggressizely long sip of tea.

Ttared at the biscuit plate like it held the meaning of life.
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Considered climbing into my tote bag and puxing the 'ip closed behind 

me.

I get it.

Wherapy=s good.

DealingBs helpful.

-ut sometimes I think I=m just a sentient bax of repressed feelings 

wrapped in a hoodie, and if I loosen the drawstrings ezen a li?le, I 

might unrazel entirely.

Ttix& I said the thing.

Snd the world didn=t e<plode.

Snd I didn=t dissolze into a massize pile of emotional goo on her 

ethicaxyFsourced rug.
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To& that=s something.

One good therapy thing.

Xook at me. vrowing. Nw.

****

Owen - Monday, 11th November                                                                                                                                                                                           

End-of-Autumn Energy: 3%

I made a toFdo list last night.

S good one.

Ttructured, colourFcoded, motizational headings.

Wick bo<es so perfect they practicaxy begged to be completed.

WodayJ

I=ze stared at it for two hours.

Dazen=t ticked a single thing.
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Lot 9laundry.A Lot 9email that person back.A Lot ezen 9buy more crispsA 

despite currently eating the last bag.

Ey only real action today has been& thinking.

Whinking about doing the things.

:hich must count for something, rightJ

Xike, spirituaxyJ

St one point I got up to start the washing.
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Opened the machine door. Xooked inside like it might be whispering 

encouragement. When closed it again and sat back down.

ûorezer.

Snd yes, the list is stix there. Waped to the wax like it=s superzising me.

3udging me, mocking me in Wimes Lew Homan.

I think the problem is autumn. Or possibly capitalism. Qe%nitely not 

me.

Nither way, I=m currently at 0û ba?ery and too proud to admit it.

To I=ze declared today a success based on the fact I=m upright and 

wearing cleanish socks.

I didn=t fail the list& the list failed me.

****

Josie - Tuesday, 12th November                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              

Burnout in a Blanket

I am currently operating at the emotional bandwidth of a potato.
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S tired potato.

:rapped in a duzet.

What may or may not smex faintly of biscuits.

I=ze missed three client emails.

Wwo friends messaged me days ago.

Ey mum leé a zoicemail that included the words 9concernedA and 

9zitamin Q.A

Ey laptop is somewhere inside this blanket pile.

I think.

I hazen=t seen it since Taturday.

It pinged at one point, but I just roxed ozer and pretended I was a 

mossFcozered rock.

I=ze told myself this is rela<ing.

What cocooning is healing.
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What ignoring ezery noti%cation and surzizing on toast is a wexness 

ritual.

-ut mostly it=s just& not hazing the capacity.

Ueople keep talking about 9burnoutA like it=s this dramatic coxapse.

ûor me, it=s more like being gently smooshed by a zery soé sofa until I 

become one with the upholstery.

Nzery time I think about replying to someone, my brain goesM

Xoading... Ulease wait...

ûorezer.

To here I am. Ttix here. :rapped like a badly folded burrito. 

Wrying to recharge in 1qû increments.

****

Owen - Wednesday, 13th November                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   

Too Much Noise, Not Enough Crisps

Whe library=s heating broke today.
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:hich meant I was relocated to the 9ozerûow spaceA, a euphemism for 

the communal work area near the caf( where silence goes to die.

Ey job is usuaxy a soothing cycle of shelzing, barcodeFbeeping, and 

)uietly judging people who dogFear pages.

-ut not today.

Woday I was seated ne<t to a group project of si<th formers 9studying,A 

aka taking turns ozersharing about their weekends.

-ehind me, someone had leé the photocopier open like itBs catching 

ûies.

In front of me, an elderly man with no zolume control was asking the 

assistant how to spex 9dysfunctional.A

I didn=t haze the heart to chime in with 9It=s me.A
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I reached for my crisps, my last defence.

vone.

Wurns out, I=d already stressFsnacked through them during the great 

bookmark reordering of 11 a.m.

Lo big deal, I thought.

I=x just buy some from the caf(.

:HOLv.

Out of stock.

Nzen the dusty oÿFbrand ones that taste like stale regret.

St one point I genuinely thought about taking my break inside the 

returns chute just to hear myself think.

Instead, I spent ten minutes sketching a comic strip titled Whe Qay 

Tilence Qied YSlso I TtarzedV.

Tilence is golden.

Crisps are silzer.
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Woday, I had neither.

****

Josie - Friday, 15th November                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  

Cried Over a Cartoon Fox

Wonight I did the sensible thing.

Ttayed in.

Xit a candle.

Eade tea.

Uut on a 9gentle background %lmA so my brain could melt in peace.

Rnfortunately, that background %lm&
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&was about a cartoon fo< who gets abandoned by its cartoon family 

and has to lize with strangers in the woods.

I am not okay.

ûize minutes inM mild sniKe.

Wen minutes inM fuxFbody sob.

-y the endJ

I was actizely mourning a %ctional animal that doesn=t ezen speak 

it just looks at things sadly with big, round eyes and whimpers in 

highFdef animation.

:hy did I think this was safe ziewingJ

Dow do children surzize these %lmsJ

:hy does Ui<ar want me dead insideJ

Tomewhere around the third goodbye hug, I whispered 98ou=re not 

alone, li?le guyA out loud.

Wo my W2.
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When paused the %lm so I could sob respectfuxy, without missing the 

ending.

Nzentuaxy I voogled 9can you die from empathyJA

YLot helpful. Ei<ed results. One Heddit thread just saidM 8es.V

I=m not sure if it was the fo<, or the loneliness, or the weather, or the 

fact that I hazen=t spoken to another human today unless you count 

yexing 9LO WDSL!TA at a delizery scam te<t.

-ut my face is now 7qû tears and Nqû biscuit crumbs. Ui<ar owes me 

emotional compensation.

In the form of lifelong therapy and a weighted blanket shaped like that 

fo<.

****

Owen - Saturday, 16th November                                                                                                                                                                                                 

New Book, New Crisis

:ent to :aterstones for a 9browse.A
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Xeé with a bag of self loathing dread wrapped in a pastelFcoloured 

cozer.

Whe book promised answers.

Clarity.

Wransformation.

Uossibly abs.

WitleM Rnlock 8our -est Telf Y-efore XunchOV. I made it three pages in. 

Chapter OneM 93ust be yourself.A

I stared at the sentence like it had personaxy insulted me.

-e myself J

Whe entire reason I bought the book is because being myself has so far 

resulted in an<iety sweats, azoidance spirals, and a fear of answering 

the doorbex.

:hat if I=ze nezer been myself J

:hat if I=ze just been a coxection of social defence mechanisms in a 

hoodieJ
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:hat if the real me is stix waiting to be downloaded like an emotional 

soéware update I missed in NqqPJ

Tat in the caf( trying to read, surrounded by super productize people 

journaxing and la?eFarting their way to peace.

Eeanwhile, I=m voogling 9Dow to %nd your authentic self without eye 

contact or group actizities.A

I bought a second book just in case.

It=s caxed Dow Wo Ttop Ozerthinking.

I=ze ozerthought ezery paragraph so far.
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If being myself actuaxy worked, I wouldn=t need the book.

Or the backup book.

Or the receipt& which I kept, because let=s be honestM I=m going to 

return one of them and pretend I bought it for 9a friend.A

****

Josie & Owen - Sunday, 17th November                                                                                                                                                              

Unexpected Hug (It Was Awful)

Josie:                                                                                                                                                                                                                 

I knew we shouldn=t haze come.

Whe inzite said 9just a casual gathering.A

WranslationM people standing in clusters talking about mortgages while 

I grip a lukewarm drink and wish for inzisibility.

Owen:                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                

I wore my safest out%t. vrey hoodie. Leutral jeans. S 

don=tFtouchFme aura.

Qidn=t ma?er. Whe hug stix happened
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Josie:                                                                                                                                                                                                              

The came at me with arms open. Xike a social missile.

I fro'e.

Tome part of me whispered, 9Qon=t make it weird,A but it was already 

weird. Ey body went stiÿ like I was being arrested.

Owen:                                                                                                                                                                                                                                

I tried to sidestep it. The adjusted midFair. I got caught in a 

diagonal halfFhug, halfFclap situation.

Our cheeks touched. I felt my soul leaze my body.

Josie:                                                                                                                                                                                                      

When she mozed on to Owen.

De looked at me like I=d betrayed him. Xike I should=ze warned him. Xike 

I had time to build a human shield.

Owen:                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               

I=m stix replaying it.

:as my arm meant to go ozer or underJ Qid I accidentaxy pat her 

back like a smax childJ
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Qid I make a noiseJ I think I grunted.

Josie:                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               

:e spent the rest of the ezening hiding near the snack table, 

saying things like 9mmm hummusA just to azoid further contact.

Owen:                                                                                                                                                                                              

Whey say trauma bonds people.

:ex& now we are bonded. -y one hug. One horrifying, une<pected 

hug. 

Consent isn=t just for dating& it=s for hugs too.

****
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Chapter 12

Supermarket Chaos... TroyeG irdlcoJk

-osde M no,laG1 8Nth vobemIer                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

9 -ust Ca,"t PAeopceP O,Gmore

It was supposed to be a simple shop. A reset.

Tidy list. Calm vibe. Maybe even a smug post-shop tea with my <I9ve 

got my life together= face on. But no.

The universe said: Supermarket Chaos Edition.

Kids screaming. Trojey gridlock. Someone arguing on speakerphone 

about a stolen vape.
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A man in pyWama boHoms shouting <DOAT YU NUR MEAF DE9QE 

URT U? ,RUQFx=

I stood in the condiments aisleG clutching a basket of good intentionsG 

oat milkG hummusG bananas and thought: Fope.

Fot todayG Satan. Fot today.

I eLecuted the kind of stealth eLit they reajy should teach in survival 

training. Abandoned the basket mid-aisle.

qrabbed tea bags and digestives on the way out like it was a hostage 

situation. I swear the basket was Wudging me.

zike: <Nou9re Wust going to leave me herex A&er aj we9ve been throughx= 

I didn9t Puit.

I strategicajy retreated.
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Dith carbs.

As I departedG the automatic doors whee(ed open like they too were 

eLhausted.

I feel youG doors. I reajy do.

Back home now. Ooodie back on. Tea brewing. Fo regrets. Rnless you 

count the hummus) I might regret the hummus.

****

w9e, M TueslaG1 8Uth vobemIer                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

wberhearl Someo,e SaG PChd, WpP

ûopped downstairs to coject a parcel.

!Dhich turned out to be pens I forgot I orderedG but that9s another 

tragedy.J

Un the way back upG I passed the ûorist.

UutsideG two people chaHingG one of them fuj of sunshine energy.

The other: clearly mid-life meltdown.
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And then it happened. The phrase. The curse. <Chin up#= she saidG aj 

teeth and optimism.

I spirajed.

Dhat does that even meanx Chin upx Oave you seen what the world 

looks like with your chin upx

?luorescent lighting. ûigeon bejies. Social dread.

I didn9t say anythingG obviously. But in my headG I launched a fuj 

courtroom drama.

Delcome to: The ûeople vs. ToLic ûositivity.

ûrosecution ELhibit A: <It could be worse.= UbWection# Qelevancex
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ELhibit B: <qood vibes only.= Sustained as evidence of the emotional 

repression.

ELhibit C: COIF Rû. Criminal. MaLimum sentence. OonestlyG I 

should9ve worn a powdered wig today. ?elt like a Wudge.

Back upstairs nowG hoodie hood restoredG pens unpacked.

Stij not sure why I ordered ten. ûrobably emotional damage control.

Anyway.

My verdict: Chin upx Absolutely not. Chin eLactly where it wants to 

be.

****

-osde M 2el,eslaG1 0:th vobemIer                                                                                                                                                                           

Ocmost nale a Aho,e Cay

TodayG I nearly did something brave.

Something reckless. Something deeply out of character. I almost) 

made a phone caj.

I know.
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I9j give you a moment to recover.

It wasn9t even an emergency. 4ust a boring admin thing con7rming 

delivery details for a proWect. Could9ve sorted it in thirty seconds ûat.

But insteadG I stared at the screen like it was a countdown to a live 

bomb detonation.

?inger hovered over the glowing CAzz buHon. Sweat gathered at my 

hairline.

Oeart doing that thing where it tries to Wog away from responsibility.

I swear the air got thicker. I could hear my own internal narrator 

whispering: <She knew the risks. But she diajed anyway...=

ELcept I didn9t.
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I deleted the number.

TeLted instead: <Oi# 4ust checking the delivery ETA :J= The smiley was 

a panic decision.

It9s passive-aggressive nowG isn9t itx Stij. I sent the teLt. They replied. 

The world didn9t end.

And thatG my friendsG is what we caj character growth. Fot the kind 

where I9m suddenly doing yoga at sunrise.

But the kind where I didn9t vomit over a voicemail boL. Smaj wins.

ûhone cajs: the eLtreme sport no one asked for. TeLting: Ulympic gold 

in emotional dodgebaj.
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****

w9e, M ThurslaG1 08st vobemIer                                                                                                                                                                                        

Su,laG SJardesE x&te,lel Cut

It9s Thursday night.

Dhich apparently means it9s now Sunday in my nervous system.

I was lying on my bedG with hoodie strings drawn like some medieval 

drawbridgeG Wust) eListing.

ThenG somewhere between crisp =" and crisp =HG it hit me.

Emails.

The ones I9ve ignored since Tuesday.

Meetings neLt week I haven9t mentajy rehearsed for.

A library shi& where someone wij de7nitely ask me where the <books 

with the vibes= are again.

And Wust like thatG the Scaries arrived. Fot Sunday Scaries. Fo. These 

were Thursday Scaries.
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Early access horror.

Dhich means ?riday wij now be ûre-ScaryG

Saturday I Total ûeak YreadG and actual Sundayx ?inal Boss zevel: 

EListential.

OonestlyG I think I9ve developed a new calendar system.

Deekdays rebranded by mood swings.

Somewhere in a parajel universeG someone9s inventing a mindfulness 

app for this.

Mine would Wust scream so&ly every time you hit Thursday. I tried 

calming down by sorting my hoodie strings by length.

Yidn9t help.

Might start a petition to remove Thursdays altogether. Skip straight 

from Dednesday to blanket.

Turns out Sunday Scaries have siblings. Their names are ThursdayG 

?ridayG and Saturday. And they9ve aj moved in.

****
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-osde F w9e, M (rdlaG1 00,l vobemIer                                                                                                                                                                           

The OJJdle,tac Aca, )wops4

De were packing up snacks at my ûatG digestives in TupperwareG 

the  hummus sealed like it was going into deep storageG when Uwen 

casuajy muHered:

<See you tomorrowx=

And like idiotsG we both nodded.

Then fro(e.

Tomorrowx

Dhat) what did we Wust commit tox

Cue inner spirals. 

-osdeE My brain created a fuj ûowerûoint deck on JBoundaries 

and Dhy De9ve 4ust Betrayed ThemJ. 
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w9e,E I started wondering if there9s a polite way to move 

countries overnight.

It went Puiet. Rncomfortably Puiet.

Fot our usual comforting Puiet. Fot <shared hoodie silence= Puiet. This 

was new Puiet.

The kind where something might be happening. Emotional growthx 

Early-onset co-dependencex Oorrifying.

-osdeE I reached for my tote bag like it was a 7re escape. 

w9e,E I backed toward the door holding le&over crisps like a 

shield.

De made eye contact.

It felt like the ghost of that awful group hug had returned to haunt us.

Somewhere in the backgroundG the keHle clicked. That was it. The sign. 

Fo turning back.

Tomorrow eLists.

And we9re in it.
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De9ve made accidental plans. This is how it begins.

****
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