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‘Darkly voyeuristic – but with heart’
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‘I don’t think I’ve ever turned the pages of a book so quickly. This is the first book I’ve read that really captures life online – the satire is so sharp, but the emotional core of the story is so tender and pulsing. Truly excellent storytelling’

DAISY BUCHANAN

‘Captures the depth and complexity of female relationships under the glare of social media’

STYLIST

‘I barely breathed in the last few pages. This is more than a page-turner, it’s unputdownable, it will stay with you long after the last page. I’ve never read a book that so perfectly encapsulates the complexity – and belly-laughing heart – of female relationships’
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CHAPTER 1

I’m sure his tie was knotted by his wife. Some poor woman who has no option but to pander to a man that resembles a gammon, both in colour and consistency. He could do it himself, as an adult with opposable thumbs and functioning digits. And he manages to clip his nails very neatly, so I imagine a tie is within his skill set. But as with all men like him, his mother will have done everything for him, and he grew to expect these acts of female service, and now his wife has adopted the role.

I imagine her standing in front of him every morning, turning the perfect Windsor knot, popping the collar down, smoothing his shirt and giving a dead little peck to his flabby pink cheek. I wonder if she is repulsed by him or has reached that level of submission where everything feels a bit numb.

I’m not sure exactly where he lives, but he’s mentioned Kent before, calls home ‘the barn’ and drops in the price where he can.

‘Hard to believe an old barn costs two million quid these days.’

He’s very comfortable in this vast conference room on the third floor of Foster, Cambridge and Partners, as he splutters over recovery rates and billing targets, all compiled by me, in colours chosen by me, from numbers sourced by me, all collated in spreadsheets checked and cross-referenced by me. But when he talks, he says ‘we’:

‘We’ve really picked up the pace on this over Q2.’

And when the news is very good, he says ‘I’:

‘I’m so proud to have the billings up.’

The partners sit before him and watch quietly. They are exclusively men, which is rare, even within the niche world of shipping law. There was a female partner, who they secretly called Diversity Jane – ‘DJ’ for short, which jarred even more in the confines of this grey office – so she wouldn’t be confused with Jane the tea lady. But she left for a company with less of a pay gap.

The partners like looking at him.

They feel relaxed, because he sounds like them and is telling them how much money they’ve made. They sometimes loosen a tie or lean back, spread their legs, genitalia straining against Savile Row cloth. When he says a particularly impressive number, which I have provided for him, they nod happily and sometimes raise an appreciative brow.

I stare at him. I’ll give it to him, it’s hard not to. He has no real neck. Just a crisp collar, peeking over a charcoal-grey suit, with that slightly pig-eyed look of someone with high cholesterol. I imagine he has a small member. While I never like reducing someone to the sum of their private parts, it must be, for him to have such a loud voice. The louder a man is – the more he talks over a woman – the smaller the penis. Like the man who drives the fastest, flashiest car often boasts the smallest, most shrivelled pecker. It’s a universal fact. Not one I’ve tested myself in this case, having been married to Iain throughout my legal career, but yes, I’m certain it’s insignificant.

And the conference table is large. The partners are at one end, leaning back in chairs, some cross-legged, some with notepads. They have reached a level of seniority that means they do not need to carry iPads with those magic pens impatiently tapping screens. Instead, a younger man at the back of the room taps away, taking notes. He is the incubator version of them: less belly, less pink blush to the nose and cheeks, but the same side parting to his hair, the same fondness for a signet ring.

I sit below and to the side of the big screen, looking up at my figures and charts like I’ve got a seat too close to the front of the cinema, while my boss stands at the head of the table, legs widened in a power pose, as if to command the room with his crotch. He waves an open-palmed hand at the screen.

‘Next slide, please.’

He looks just over me – not at me – with those bulging eyes. Like I am not worthy of direct eye contact. I click and imagine when the last time he had sex was. With his wife? An escort from one of those cards Sellotaped to phone boxes? I never know why these thoughts land, because I’m not remotely attracted to any of the bovine grunts emanating from this room. But sometimes I look at their porcine faces and swollen fingers and wonder when the last time was. Or what poor soul it was with.

Was it the sort of annual event that required a full scrotal scrub-down by his wife before she ventured near? Or was he quite a goer? My stomach turns at the thought and I wonder how I’m contained in this glass-walled office showing my boss how to present by numbers.

He could probably operate a clicker, even if he can’t tie a knot, but he prefers to have his hands free while taking credit for my work.

My bottom teeth grind gently below my lips. He has made me invisible from the moment I walked through the Foster, Cambridge and Partners doors. I’m not pretty or young enough for him to flirt with, and I know more than him about best practice in accounts receivable collection policies, so fast emerged as a threat.

He once said to me: ‘Every task has its place, Alexandra, and that place is off my desk.’

I wonder how many women in meeting rooms right now are quietly being written out or written off in boardrooms that smell of HB pencils.

How many are spending an unhealthy amount of time thinking of their boss’s meagre package? It’s a cathartic thought. I’d love to type it on the Influenza chat board, an underground platform for the capitalist-wearied to gather anonymously. An intelligent underworld that dissects anything from the patriarchal concerns over the coil to shady influencers and power-guzzling egotists.

I’d open up with:

Have you considered the size of wanger to dickishness of behaviour of your boss? Or am I being unreasonable?

He goes on in his endless patter, randomly putting stresses on certain words and stretching out others.

‘Recent surge in BILLINGS … how we CHOOOOOSE to PROceeeeed …

Next slide PLEASE.’

He does this because he finds the idea of explaining himself degrading. He adds these little barks and flourishes so that the world knows he can do as he pleases. In conversation with me, he often begins a sentence by saying ‘NOW’ or ‘SO’ very loudly, to ensure I focus my attention on him, a Very Important Man who is about to say a Very Important Thing like, ‘Will you be going past Pret?’

If he doesn’t like what I say, he makes a little snorting sound. The partners understand, because they speak in exactly the same way. They are men that people should listen to, and when those people listen, they should do as they are told.

‘Alex–AAAN–dra …’

He is staring at me, and so are all the partners.

‘Next SLIIIIIDE?’

I click, and he grunts some more.

I don’t think I am being unreasonable when I want more for his wife than this.

In the end I click at his instruction twenty-seven times, to save his poor trotters from overexerting themselves. I know this number because I made the presentation, though only his name is on it.

‘That’s great,’ one partner tells him at the end. ‘Excellent work, Jonty.’

‘You’re very welcome,’ I say, though he obviously wasn’t talking to me.

It comes out sharply. I want them to know that the work is mine, because really all of his work is mine – all the reports, all the digging around in the figures and triple-checking them, all the new ideas, the accounts receivable procedures that have brought billings above the standard industry target of 9%. All the worrying and obsessing over what can be done better, thinking of ways we can improve and how I can impress and show my talent. All while he edges ever upward through cosy chats in the bars and slapping his name on presentations I have created. It never goes unnoticed by the women in the office how all FCP social events are on a Friday at 5pm when most of the un-nannied head home and pick up children or loose administrative ends before the weekend. This tends to be where promotions are determined through a fog of whisky-breath and cheap aftershave.

But my words sound shrill, my tone high-pitched and sharp. Blood rushes to my face, my shoulders slump and I try and make myself as small as possible and kick myself for making a sound.

The partners look at me like I’m some long-divorced mother-in-law that they have to put up with every other Christmas, and find a bit much. All of their little eyes squint with lordly sorrow. Jonty does his near-smile, though his eyes are all contempt.

‘We’ll catch up later, Alexandra.’

No partner speaks. Conversation is paused to allow me to leave so the big boys can tickle each other’s egos and fluff each other up.

‘That’ll do,’ he continues firmly. Like I’m a dog or serving wench to be dismissed.

I walk out, close the door and hear a muffled laugh from Jonty, followed by a big round holler from all the partners. It’s one of those laughs that groups of men do when they’re en masse. Like suited and booted, ageing stags on the 6.10am EasyJet flight to Amsterdam.

I know for a fact Trey, Jonty’s right-hand man, doesn’t have a law degree. It’s all covered up, mind, because Trey is American so ‘different system’ apparently. Sweep sweep, hush hush, ask no questions tell no lies. But I know because I am always interested in who I can learn from at work. How I can be better, do better.

I got a first in my LLB at Warwick and, yet, golfing prowess seems to swing promotions here.

A deep, rolling sound that shakes the air and claims it as its own.

Animals.

I stand in the corridor and my skin feels warm. I can hear the throbs of their conversation going back and forth, but can’t make out the words.

So I walk to the loo, to find my little place to hide. When I go down these corridors, I keep my shoulders back and my head up, try to stride. It doesn’t matter where I’m going or what has happened. Whether I’ve been humiliated in a boardroom for sounding like an old shrew, or am going to find a working scanner, or buy myself some crisps, I try to walk with purpose. It’s an old building, an early Georgian terrace of big beige stone just on the outskirts of the City of London and a few minutes’ walk to the Thames. It’s decorated like a gentleman’s club, which of course it is, but just for a moment, if you puff yourself up, it can feel quite West Wing as you stride down the carpeted corridor.

The toilets are less glamorous, all peach fittings and scented bleach, but this is the one place they can’t get at me, and for a minute I can exhale. They installed a tampon-vending machine recently, and it quietly taunts me: no more bleeding for you, dear. Its installation was the second item on a recent edition of the monthly all-company HR update, called Full Steam Ahead, but might be better titled Bull Stream Ahead, such is the wash of effluent within it. Top item was one of the partners finishing second in an iron man race in Germany.

The tampon-vending machine arrived after the anonymous ‘HR suggestions box’ got three requests in a year, which felt like the kind of momentum they couldn’t resist. Jonty and one of his work pals thought it was very funny, and had a loud and sarcastic chat about ‘how modern we’ve become’ and that, ‘of course the girls couldn’t be expected to just bring their own’.

‘It could provide some vital HR data,’ Jonty concluded, ‘because if the girls here are anything like the wife, there will be a direct correlation between usage of that machine and the best times of the month to try working from home.’

I look in the mirror. I often avoid them, just stare down at the tap and turn on my heel. But today I look, need to adjust myself after the meeting, see if any hair is awry, make a practical assessment of my face. Instagram blathers on about self-worth, but that’s easy to say when you have a face that doesn’t resemble Play-Doh. And when you’re not forty-nine, teetering on the edge of half a century. My jowls hang, my forehead is creviced. I don’t care about looks, but I didn’t used to look like this.

I move my hair around, pull it tighter, but it’s so dry and frazzled it’s like trying to sculpt wire wool. I pull my skin back, lift my eyes, let go and watch it all sag.

I have spent eight years in the firm just trying not to be defeated, and sometimes it feels like each tiny humiliation along the way has left a microscopic crevice somewhere on my face, the whole process of being and living and working etched across my skin.

Because all I’ve ever wanted here is a little acknowledgement. Just to feel admired for a moment, and well thought of. For people to see that I have done a task well, and better than they probably would themselves, and for them to see that and appreciate it. I got the job on pure merit. Joeli, the other finance hire, a rosacea-cheeked girl from the valleys who seems to own one pencil skirt, has always looked up to me in that regard. She asks when she’s stuck or needs a second opinion on a time sheet or a tricky bit of legislation. She always brings in a packet of garibaldis and shares them with me. We could be described as work friends I suppose. I like Joeli.

It’s just not that hard for Jonty to say, ‘Well done, Alex,’ and to tell others what I’ve done to prop him up. To prepare him for big meetings where he’d otherwise be floundering because senior lawyers don’t know how to count.

I go into a cubicle, sit, pull out my phone as though I have a frenzy of digital people seeking my time. But no one is, of course. It’s just me in search of entertainment after staring at my grey face.

I sit here sometimes, on the closed seat, staring at my phone, just to let the low moments pass. I work twice as efficiently as anyone else in the team, so have no guilt about taking a little time for myself.

I have a few favourites. Margaret Atwood and Joyce Carol Oates on Substack are my prestige international dramas, like time with your sharpest friends. Instagram is my guilty pleasure, like an evening spent shouting at Married at First Sight.

I only really follow women other than one hot young, floppy-haired chef who provocatively whips up tiramisu among other traditional Italian treats. His frangipani tartlets were mesmerising coming to fruition.

Up pops one who I’ve been following for a while. A psychotherapist called Gen Rylan. I think her name is Genevieve but she chooses to actively confuse it with ‘Gen’. Like the woke coolness of ‘Gen Z’ with the banality of ‘Jen’. She smiles a lot but has hard eyes, which feels about right. Like she wants to help and has seen enough bad things to know how. She does a bit less of the pouty camera stuff, but is still a little too juvenile to be taken seriously. She looks to camera to suggest coping mechanisms for panic disorders, which I suppose might be helpful for some people. But then she points to these star-burst rainbow-hued captions that pop up: ‘Close your eyes!’ or ‘Focus on breathing!’ with this fairly gormless taped-on grin. I only fleetingly scan the app.

Then I flick to Influenza, a guiltier pleasure still. The chat board where like-minded women gather to dissect the famous with scalpel-like precision. Everyone is anonymous, but it’s obvious we’re all girls together. We really get into the detail. I call myself Lady_Pi, a little nod to my numerate mind. New threads steadily pop up. Lots are junk, but some really zing. No one skewers a subject like a group of angry women.

One complains that a social media platform has told her that her account has been ‘Permanently suspended’. I tap a comment.

@Lady_Pi
I’m most annoyed they called it ‘permanently suspended’, like saying you’re banned ‘temporarily forever’.

My phone lights up and I feel a light flutter in my veins as people pepper my words with hearts and laughing emojis. Yesterday I authored a thread about the injustice of menopause in the workforce. The hot flushes, the misinformation and ultimately – in many cases – the residual redundancy. It struck a chord and my rating on the site went from amber to green. Which basically means I’m a trusted voice there. It might be in the depths of the internet but these are my people. An underworld of reason.

I wash my hands, dry them, adjust my dress. I’m presentable, as long as no one looks too hard, and I think today can still be OK. I like my job, and I like telling people what I do. I like walking these halls.

In this place I get their little sneers, of course, the hints of condescension that always happen when privately educated boys speak to state-educated women. But I can take that. I can take that and wear it, and let it sit in little crevices on my skin, because I get to be Alex Day, Deputy Finance Manager for one of the largest shipping law practices in London. I get to sound intimidating and powerful and important to people who don’t know much about what I do. And without this, I’m just a wife to an increasingly silent husband and a mother to an angry daughter.

I breathe deep, let my shoulders relax and step back into the corridor as Jonty walks past, head tilted to the side, brow knotted.

‘There you are,’ he tells me.

‘Correct.’

We lock eyes. Not sure there’s much for me to say after a statement as bland as that.

‘I’ve been looking for you.’

‘And you’ve found me.’

‘Could I have a word?’

He doesn’t wait for a reply, but begins to walk away, expecting me to follow like his little collie.

I keep pace behind, my low heels and his brogues making a heavy clump on soft carpet. Much as I despise the man, I like the place. The fittings, the crackle of money and contracts for £80 million shipping deals. I like being able to walk to the Thames and tell people that I’m in law. Even if I’m technically on the administrative side, I work for a law firm.

He reaches the boardroom, turns sharply around and holds out his arm to his side like a flag. His face is blank. I go in first.

Sitting at the table is Shanti, our HR Manager.

And in front of her is a white envelope.

‘Please sit down, Alexandra,’ says the man-gammon.

I do, and Shanti smiles. Is this a raise? It’s been a couple of years.

‘Thank you for your help in the meeting earlier …’ he says.

‘There was quite a lot of help before the meeting too.’

I say this for Shanti’s understanding.

‘Yes,’ he says, a little tetchily. ‘I had hoped to speak to you before the meeting, but Shanti was unavailable.’

‘It was my “Me Morning”,’ she smiles.

Me Mornings were Shanti’s ‘flex initiative’. Once per week, every employee is allowed to start at 09.30 instead of 09.00. No one bothers except Shanti because we’re all too busy. I smile back at her, and there is a moment of silence.

Jonty looks at her and she slides the envelope before me.

I look at it, then back at them.

‘If that’s a birthday card, it’s very late. So it must be my raise?’

They look at each other. Jonty’s face crinkles up in the way it does when he wants to convey disappointment.

‘Following your verbal warning of 7th February this year …’ says Shanti.

‘I thought we’d straightened that out.’

‘… And our formal written warnings of 21st and 28th February …’

‘Wait!’

I stand up.

‘This is an ambush!’

‘Alexandra,’ says Shanti, ‘we feel we have been very clear about certain issues …’

‘You can’t do this!’

‘We have followed procedure exactly,’ she says, an apologetic little smile across her face. ‘We are a law firm, after all.’

And by her side sits that piggy little man, leaning back, tie knotted by his wife, belly straining his shirt, hands folded across his gut and legs stretched out.

‘You get three months’ money,’ he says, ‘but you go right now.’
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