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To women in offices, everywhere.


PART ONE


1

When the company grew to over two hundred people, each with their own birthday, each with their own birthday cake, the cleaners started to complain. The excess of uneaten cake was attracting rats, and when bodies started appearing – bloated and sugar-filled and, more than once, belly-up in the stairwell – they insisted we downsize.

When I turned twenty-five, Mitchell Advertising gave me an entire carrot cake.

It’s a year later, and I have a cupcake.

It’s five past nine when I get into work, and I can see my desk cupcake winking at me from the lift, a lone candle sticking out of the middle. Becky snaps into action when she spots me, flicking her thumb desperately over the lighter’s metal roll, sparks flying out of her hands.

The girls in my department start singing for me, smiling widely in obligation. The people not in my department blush into their monitors, mumbling along in the shared agony of an office ‘Happy Birthday’.

There’s a collective wince when they reach the high bit: ‘Happy BIRTHday, dear Jane, Happy Birthday to you.’

Most of them know about the break-up.

I expect Becky has found some way to tell them, attempting to be as tasteful as possible but barely managing to control her glee. Not because she’s happy I’m alone, but because women love telling other women new and preferably confidential information. It is a great honour to be a break-up’s town crier, especially when the break-up in question is for a relationship as long and as outwardly peaceful as mine and Max’s. Most of my team have met Max. Becky herself said how lucky I was to have him.

The birthday chorus ends, and I smile weakly.

I’m expected to say something, or react in some way, but I just keep standing there, unable or unwilling to sit at my desk because if I sit at my desk, another day of work will begin and the shaky tornado of grief will be free to descend on me at any time. I fix my eyes on the wavering flame of the cupcake. In every flame there is a small, black, empty space, and if you look at it long enough, it doesn’t seem like fire at all.

‘For she’s a jolly good fellow, for she’s a jolly good fellow …’

This is not what we do here. We always stop our Happy Birthdays after the third ‘to you’. Continuing feels perverted, punk almost. A way of saying, ‘Hell, we can stand here and sing “Happy Birthday” on company time all day, who’s going to stop us?’

I scan the room for the singer: Clem Brown. His brows are straight and very black, a little bushy where they meet his temples. He’s the only middle-aged man I know who lets his hair grow past his ears.

But I don’t know him, not really. He works with the copywriters, the graphic designers, the account people. I don’t think we’ve ever spoken. I’m only ever in rooms that he is talking to. But here he is: singing for me. Singing to me.

‘And so say all of us! And so say all of us!’ He smiles, enjoying having so much control over a room that he can add an extra verse to ‘Happy Birthday’. I wonder if he’s doing this for fun, or whether he knows, somehow, that I need another minute to steady myself.

He’s just fucking around, Jane. He doesn’t even know your last name.

The two of us are the only people standing at full height – not sitting, not hunched over a printer, but straight and solid as playing cards – and it feels as though we are the only two people in the room. It takes Becky waving the cake in front of me for me to remember where I am, and to blow out the candle.

There is a card in the shape of a champagne bottle, and a bottle of cava on my desk. ‘For later,’ says Becky. There’s a heat coming off her, an agitation that says, Please, can you start eating the cupcake now?

Clem is talking to someone else, but we keep making eye contact. He crosses his eyes in a pantomime of boredom, and for a second I feel like I’m back in school, getting tiny white pieces of paper flicked into my hair.

I eat half the cupcake, and hand the other half to Becky. Sometimes I suspect that I’m Becky’s best friend. That’s not a tragedy, exactly: Becky is a good person, and I like her – but she isn’t Darla. Becky was moved to my desk two months ago, after Darla swapped departments to work in PR. Darla’s actual job has changed very little, but something about her is shinier. She walks around with a refreshed sense of purpose, a notion that her new job is both one floor up and one level up a class system that she’s invented in her own head. She is also wearing a lot of statement necklaces.

She calls me from her desk as soon as I sit down.

‘Hey there, Birthday Girl,’ Darla purrs. ‘Hungover, are we?’

‘It’s my birthday week. I’ve earned it.’

I’m rolling my eyes, but she has a point. I have been drinking too much lately, and last night was an unfortunate example of how that can turn out. I reach for the day-old glass of water at my desk.

‘There’s no such thing as having a birthday week. You have a birthday day. You’re not Celine Dion.’

‘Why Celine Dion?’

‘Dunno, just seems like she’d be pretty demanding, birthday-wise. Anyway, how did it go with Max last night?’

Becky is pretending not to listen. Darla misses nothing.

‘I take it from your silence that y—’

‘Are you taking me out tonight, or what?’

‘Didn’t we just agree that you’ve been drinking too much and should stop behaving like Celine Dion?’

‘Yes, but today is my birthday day. Today being Celine Dion is appropriate.’

‘All right,’ she says, laughing. She’s used to being the mouthy one, used to me going along with whatever plan she has set in motion. ‘Piano Bar. I’ll pick you up from your desk at six. And for God’s sake, have something to eat beforehand. I don’t want you vomming up your wine or bursting into tears.’

I open my inbox and watch the number of unopened emails wind upwards. A moment of hungover anxiety snaps at my ankles. Last night, at the Kasino club, pressed up against the slot machines with one of the Finance boys, the cartoon fruit dancing in my eyes as he stood behind me with both hands on my hips.

Did we dance? We may have danced.

Did we …? I don’t think so.

No – I was too busy planning how I was going to go home and trick Max into falling back in love with me, and I was only staying at Kasino so I could get drunk enough to work up the courage.

Not that it did much good.

I had taken my shoes off in the hallway, putting on a show of not wanting to wake him up, when that was exactly what I had come home for. I undressed in the bathroom, peeling my tights off, hiking my boobs upwards, tightening my bra straps so they dug into my shoulders.

‘Go home,’ Darla had said, when I called her in tears outside the club. ‘Go home, and show him your lovely big mermaid tits, and remind him what a horndog you can be. You’ll be back together by morning.’

He was in the living room, shirtless under a zippedout sleeping bag. I stood in front of him in an orange bra and knickers that didn’t quite match but at least were the same material.

‘Hey,’ he said.

‘Hey back,’ I replied, slurring my words a little. Could he smell the vodka, the cigarettes I’ve started smoking again since he stopped being the one to stop me? Did he care?

He looked at his watch. ‘One thirty a.m.,’ he said, trying to sound amused. ‘Happy birthday.’

I lay down next to him, nudging his limbs so they were forced to cradle me, and inhaled the familiar, homey scent.

‘Go back to your room,’ he said, snatching his mouth away.

‘Our room,’ I stressed.

‘Go back to our old room.’

I got up, mortified.

‘I’m sorry I was a bitch to you,’ I said, my voice cracking slightly. ‘I’m sorry I am a bitch, but …’

‘You’re not a bitch. You just don’t love me any more.’

I felt like he was trying to cut my wrists with safety scissors. I brought my hands to my eyes.

‘Go to sleep, Jane.’

I did what he said, but slept naked in case he changed his mind. He didn’t.

This is why I didn’t want to sit down, I think. That’s the trouble with memories: if you’re still and sober, they have a better chance of finding you.

The excitement of my office birthday is quickly forgotten, and I try to lose myself in work. I am looking through six pages of focus-group testing to try to find a hook: something all the human lab rats are saying but not saying.


HOW DOES THE PRODUCT MAKE YOU FEEL? ANSWER BELOW IN THE SPACE PROVIDED

Clean

CAN YOU ELABORATE ON THIS ANSWER?

Very clean

WOULD YOU BUY THIS PRODUCT IN THE SUPERMARKET? WHY OR WHY NOT?

No, wife does washing



On and on like this, someone half-heartedly filling in a questionnaire because they were promised a fiver and a custard cream at the end of it. Unimaginable sums of money are built on these answers. If enough people from the focus group say that it made them feel ‘clean’ then you can guess that the client will go with ‘FEEL CLEAN’ as the slogan.

I look around to make sure no one can see my screen, and log into JollyPolitely.com.


Dear Jolly,

My twin sister graduated as a doctor and is getting married next year. I would be happy for her – I AM happy for her – but my mother can’t stop comparing us. I have a steady but unremarkable and badly paid job in the civil service, and am single. As you can probably guess, I don’t come off that well in these comparisons.

It’s not just my mum either: as soon as anyone finds out about my sister, my ordinary life suddenly seems like a massive failure. Do I need to take this as a nudge to improve my circumstances or do I need to stop mentioning my sister?

Yours,

Spinster Sister



When I was a kid my mum used to slip a letter under my door a few minutes after the clock struck midnight on my birthday. Usually it would be about the day I was born: what I looked like, what everyone thought of me, why they decided to name me Jane. (The nurse said you would be tall, she wrote once, like Jane Russell.) One time, she wrote about the day she found out she was pregnant.


I wasn’t ready to be a mother, but I felt ready to have a friend.



She doesn’t compare me to anyone because she doesn’t have anyone to compare me to. When she married Paul she inherited two stepkids, two blonde bowl-cuts called Polly and Allie. Eight and ten then, fourteen and sixteen now. Their lives are a puzzle to her, I think. It’s like she has walked into a living room where a movie is already playing, and there’s no space for her to sit down. So, she hovers: Oh, is that the guy from the Bond films? No? Why is he— Who’s that? Okay.


Dear Spinster Sister,

I couldn’t care less about your sister. Honestly, she doesn’t sound all that impressive. So she’s engaged – anyone can be engaged. So she has a better and more meaningful job than you – do you know what you have? Weekends, and evenings on the couch, and the flexibility to not risk a human life every time you go to work. Meditate for a moment on how fabulous a life that is.



If there’s one thing I’ve learned from answering strangers’ problems on the internet, it’s that people like to be reminded of how brilliant they are. It is the adult equivalent of going to see a shopping-centre Santa Claus. You have doubts about his legitimacy, sure, but once he’s looking into your eyes and telling you that he’s heard amazing things about you, you’re sold. It doesn’t matter that his beard is fake.


Let’s look at the rest of your letter. Here are some of the words you use to describe your life: Ordinary. Unremarkable. Failure. These are not the words of someone who is completely okay with how their life has turned out. Should you improve your circumstances? Maybe, yeah. Take a night class, or tell your mum you’re taking a night class. Either will get her off your back for a bit.

Also, if your friends think your sister is better than you, well, they can go be her friends. If I were your friend, I would sit on your couch and talk shit about your sister all day. I’m sure it can’t be that hard to find other people like me.

Love,

Jolly Politely



I don’t know if it’s the right answer, or even the most appropriate answer. I don’t have any qualifications for being Jolly. Some of my readers think she’s a retired therapist, and some think she’s a fourteen-year-old boy. I don’t tell them anything.

After about an hour of answering letters, I start house-hunting on Gumtree. A part of me wants to believe that this thing with Max will blow over, and in the meantime I’m merely window shopping. This allows me to be picky and judgemental. One flat has a shower in the kitchen. There’s a house that has six bedrooms and one toilet. A man who says he will let a woman live with him rent free, as long as she is beautiful and quiet and cooks well. I send that one to Darla, gleeful, and pretend I’m going to request a viewing.

I’ve never done this before. I moved to London when I was twenty-two, lived with some girls from uni for six months, and then moved in with Max three weeks after meeting him. He was twenty-six then, the same age I am today.

I hated our flat when I first moved in: all sharp edges and black furniture and chrome bathroom fixtures. It’s near Canary Wharf, and maybe for that reason it reminded me of a high-class prostitute. You are not meant to love this flat. You are not meant to kiss this flat on the mouth. I sat on the hard sofa and I thought: Someone has paid a lot of money to make you look this anonymous.

I remember Max, in the doorway, the first time I went over. He had been living there a year, but his face when he saw my shopping bags, bursting with Lidl wine and Arborio rice told me that this was the first spark of clutter the flat had ever seen. I remember his eyes when I told him I would make him dinner, his mouth when he told me he had never had risotto before. His hands when he didn’t know how to cut an onion properly.

‘If you lived here, would you make me risotto every day?’

‘Maybe,’ I said. ‘If you were good.’

‘I would be good,’ he said. Then he lifted my bra strap from where it had fallen, between my elbow and my shoulder, and placed it carefully in its rightful place. He kissed me on the curve of my neck. I was skinnier then, with elegant, protruding clavicles. We would both become softer and rounder over the next few years, our lives filling up with risotto and grated parmesan and bottles of white wine. ‘Happy-fat,’ I called it. We would tuck in our chubby limbs and sleep soundlessly next to one another like two strays who had been rescued and re-homed as a pair. We would discover what it was like to feel full.

A tight little tear falls to my keyboard, hitting the spacebar square in the middle. I rub my face, hoping I can limit it to just one drop. I will not be the girl who cried at work on her birthday.

Becky notices. Like it or not, Becky always notices. But for once, she knows the exact appropriate way to deal with this situation.

She clears her throat. ‘Jane, do you have a minute? I need your eye on this.’

She leads me into an empty meeting room, and without one word passing between us, I burst into tears.

A few hours later, Becky, Darla and I are squeezed around a table for two. There’s an enormous champagne bucket full of prosecco taking up almost all the table space, so we have to hold our glasses. We each take awkward, second-long micro-sips, our lips pursed tight. The Piano Bar tables are too close to the floor, so we’re all sitting sideways, our legs sticking out like we’re on a DVD cover for a show about interesting single women.

Darla is annoyed with me for inviting Becky. That’s what you do, isn’t it, after you’ve collapsed on your desk neighbour in a fit of vodka-infused tears? You invite them to have a drink with somebody who hates them.

Darla would jump in here and stress that she doesn’t hate Becky, she just doesn’t want to spend any of her spare time with her.

‘Not enough people understand the distinction between work friends and friends who you also work with,’ she would say. I know this, because she’s said it a million times – fag in hand, aghast that not everyone understands the myriad informal social cues that she has invented.

‘People need to understand the difference. I’m more than willing to grab a sandwich with a work friend, but there are very few people at Mitchell who I want to hang around with after work or at the weekends. Maybe I need to start handing out badges, to let the work friends know. Not everyone can be a weekend friend.’

‘What do you think all that was about earlier, then?’ I say to Becky, who has been twitchy since we got here. ‘With Clem Brown singing?’

I’m partly trying to make conversation, but I’m also still dazzled by the gesture. After my cry in the meeting room, the image of him standing, singing – to me, for me, at me – was the first one that settled in my mind.

‘Sorry, who?’ says Darla.

‘Clem Brown. You know, he works in—’

‘I know who he is. I mean, what was he doing singing to you?’

‘He sort of picked up on the “Happy Birthday” song. Did the extra verse. The “jolly good fellow” bit.’

‘You know what they say about him?’ she says, after a second. ‘HUGE flirt.’

‘I’ve never heard that.’

‘Well, you wouldn’t, would you?’

She has a point. Underneath everyday Mitchell, there’s Single Person’s Mitchell. The single, glamorous, most attractive members of staff who spend every Thursday night in one of the terrible clubs on Carnaby Street, and who seem to operate via an information black market of kiss-and-tells. I haven’t been single since I joined Mitchell, so much of what happens on these Thursdays is a mystery to me. But something about Darla’s tone makes me think that this is less about Clem, and more about someone else receiving attention that she hasn’t coordinated, and on the floor she used to work on. Darla doesn’t suffer from Fear Of Missing Out so much as a Rejection Of Missing Out: if she wasn’t there, then it didn’t happen.

‘When does she start singing?’ Becky asks, twisting in her seat, searching for the performer, the living jukebox who sings old hits every night while standing uncomfortably close to you. ‘I can’t wait to see what she sings.’

‘She doesn’t start till later, usually,’ says Darla, seeing her chance. ‘So if you’ve got somewhere to be …’

With that, the singer stands up and starts belting out ‘Life on Mars’. Becky’s face lights up. She looks like the inside of an orange, the very moment after you cut it in half.

‘Oh, I love this one. It’s so sad, isn’t it, him being dead? I know he wasn’t really our generation, so it feels a bit false to act very sad about the whole thing. But I remember, when my dad used to sing “For the Longest Time” when I was little. And when I heard that he’d died, I just cried and cried, thinking about my dad singing that song.’

‘That’s a Billy Joel song.’

‘What?’

‘The Longest Time.’ Darla turns to me, a smile rippling across her face. She looks into my eyes like a long-lost lover, grabbing my hand in faux-desperation, and starts to sing.

‘Woah-oh-oh, for the longest time.’

We giggle, and Darla – being Darla – takes it as encouragement. She keeps singing, keeps clutching me, and commits fully to being Billy Joel. She talk-sings about her innocence being gone, and how happiness does indeed go on. Another hot, choking cry rises through me like spit before vomit.

She wraps her arms around me, and sings over my shoulder, her body heavy with devotion. I sink into her, happy to be in the arms of the last person in London who loves me.

I tell her then, with her black hair brushing my cheeks, the thing I have been too afraid to tell anyone. I whisper it to stop my voice from cracking.

‘He met someone else.’

Her head moves sharply to Becky, to make sure she’s not listening, then back at me.

‘What?’ she says, disgusted. ‘What? Max? That’s why you broke up? Because he’s fucking somebody else?’

I nod, but even I know that’s not the whole story.

‘Her name is Kim. He says they haven’t done anything yet, but that they want to.’

‘Oh, Jane,’ Darla says. She’s not afraid to hold me for a moment and say nothing.

She pulls away and puts her hands on my face.

‘Let’s get fucked up.’

With that, Darla drops her coldness with Becky, and Becky’s nervous talking dries up as a result. We drink, and we make friends with strangers. We sing loudly, and badly, and happily. There are moments when I think: This is better. This is better than staying with a man you don’t love, just to feel the other side of the mattress sag.

Every few minutes some newfound friend of Darla’s grabs me by the arm. ‘So it’s your birthday,’ they say. ‘How old are you?’ And I tell them, and they shake their heads and say how I’m only a baby, and how it makes them sick to think about it.

We relocate. We find ourselves at a bar, then another bar, and before I know it we’re in a burger bar and it’s one in the morning. I turn to Becky and Darla, grinning with deep, meaty joy. I want to tell them I love them. I want to tell them I need them.

‘I am buying your food,’ I announce, gesturing with my debit card. ‘Because I love you. And because it’s my birthday, and I’m an adult, and when one is an adult, one pays the bill. One entertains their friends. One holds exquisite dinner parties in the middle of crowded restaurants.’

I head to the counter and I see a familiar head in front of me in the queue.

Max.

Without thinking, I pounce. I do that thing when you try to surprise someone from behind by pretending to be a mugger.

‘BOO!’

He spins around, panicked, and then relaxes into a new state of unease. ‘Jane,’ he says uncertainly. ‘Jane.’ He tugs a woman into view, and I am dimly aware of her saying hello.

Max is with someone. And then, as a dark yellow queasiness rises through my body, I realise that Max is with the woman that he left me for, four days earlier. This is Kim, Kim is real, and mere feet away from me, accompanying my boyfriend to a burger restaurant on the night of his ex-girlfriend’s birthday.

‘Oh, uh, hello,’ I say, and some crude and masochistic element of my emotional make-up forces me to stick my hand out and shake hers. ‘I’m Max’s ex-girlfriend but we still live together. We don’t have sex, though.’

Kim’s eyes widen. Did I want her to look like me? Maybe. Maybe so I could say: He couldn’t handle me, so he got a no-fuss model. So I could say: Well, he certainly has a type. But she looks nothing like me, although she doesn’t look enough not like me for it to be interesting. I can’t say: He must have been sick of my shit, so he went for my opposite. So I can’t think: Well, I was one of a kind.

She looks like an ordinary twenty-something woman in the way I look like one. She has too many coats of mascara on, so her lashes are spidery and brittle under the restaurant’s strip lighting. Her mouth is the kind of mouth that only happens when you apply lip-liner, and an undercoat, and then blot with a piece of tissue paper like grown-up women do. It’s a first-date mouth. It’s an ‘I’m meeting someone’ mouth.

‘I know,’ she says. ‘I think it’s great how you guys are managing to get on while you sort your living arrangements out.’

‘It is.’ I smile gamely. ‘It really is. So great.’

Silence hangs between the three of us, a moment of mutual appraisal, to size up what role everyone is playing. Who is the drunkest? Me. Who is the most awkward? Max. Who is going to tell her friends later about her horrible date with that new guy she’s seeing? Kim.

‘I have to go now,’ I say. ‘For ever. Goodbye. Enjoy your date.’

I whip by my table and bundle my coat and bag into one hand.

‘Max is here. I’m going. I love you. I hate me. Bye.’

I run onto the street, lighting a cigarette and tugging my jacket on as I go. My name is being shouted behind me.

‘JANE.’

I keep walking.

‘JAAAANE. TALK TO ME. PLEASE.’

I turn around and there he is. Hands in his pockets, beard trimmed to a perfect right angle around his jawline. Max has new trainers on.

‘Do you want to share a cab?’


Me and my partner have been together for two years and have always had sex with a condom. Now we’re moving in together and he wants me to go on the pill. Only thing is I have the herpes virus and I don’t want to give it to him in case he gets mad and dumps me. What do I do?



Max may have signed the death warrant on our relationship, but I was the surgeon who butchered us. It’s hard to know when it started, except that one day I began to hate him. Or, at least, I acted like I hated him. If I had known how to stop, I would have. If I had known how to push the growing black contempt to the bottom of myself, I would have done it. But it was like I couldn’t help myself: when I wasn’t criticising him, I was ignoring him. When I wasn’t raising a condescending eyebrow at his work stories, I was picking a fight over nothing.

There isn’t a court in the country that would convict him for fucking someone else.

I let him get in the cab with me, and we both pretend like Kim was never there. I turn her over in my mind endlessly, though, committing her appearance to memory. She’s thinner than me, I think. The ‘happy-fat’ that Max had told me never to worry about – the curves that made me softer, sexier, plusher – seems to expand in the taxi, rising like dough as we sit in silence.

When we get home, I try not to embarrass myself.

‘I’m not going to try to have sex with you again,’ I say. ‘And I want you to know that it wasn’t your fault, what happened. I know it’s a cliché to say it, and I know it doesn’t count because you broke up with me, but – it really wasn’t you. It was me. I’m the one who wasn’t right for this relationship. I don’t know why, but I wasn’t. Maybe I’m too young to be in a serious thing. Maybe I’m too young to feel married. I—’

I sway a little, and keep one hand on the door frame to steady myself. I’m confident that I’m doing a good job until, moments after the word ‘married’, I run to the bathroom and vomit into the toilet bowl.

As I hobble to my feet, I feel another warm pool of spit form in the corner of my jaw. A warning that more, much more, is on its way.

I slump on the bathroom floor, and Max scrapes the hair off my face, rubbing my back very gently. I vomit. We manage to laugh a little, between retches, and I think: if I were a film director, I would use this shot. I would zoom out on us on the tiles, letting the open door frame us, letting the darkness of the flat surround the scene as I zoom out further and further, until we are two dots in the middle of the picture. It feels like the perfect way to signify the end of my relationship with Max, and it is, because in the morning he is gone and a week later I move out.
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