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Dedication

For anyone who’s ever felt 

The Tower’s cruel wrath
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Dear Becky,

With 30 looming ominously over the horizon, it’s time for some home truths:


	After nearly a decade of saying your job is ‘temporary’, it’s probably time to accept you really do have a career in recruitment.

	You can no longer pretend living at home ‘to save for your own place’ is working. It’s been a  year and you’ve managed £2k, so only another £142.5k to go for the average London flat deposit.

	For a long time now, you have questioned whether you actually like any of your friends anymore, and whether they like you.

	Your dad will never call. Get over it.

	Your ex-boyfriend has moved on. GET OVER IT.

	You’ll never find another decent relationship.

	You’ll never get married.

	You’ll never have babies.

	You’ll never have a shiny career that other people are jealous of.

	You’ll never have ANYTHING that other people are jealous of.

	You’ll never be on Strictly Come Dancing.



Happy 29th birthday! It’s time to grow up.

Best wishes from,

Yourself




Chapter One

Twenty-nine. I count to twenty-nine on my fingers. That is A LOT of fingers. Have I really lived through twenty-nine years? How can that BE?! I still have pink-tipped hair, for God’s sake. I still sometimes buy WKD and listen to Britney Spears. No one who still listens to Britney Spears can be twenty-nine …

Except, that’s exactly how old people who listen to Britney are. Because ‘the youth’ don’t know who she is … do they? I start googling ‘do the youth know who Britney Spears is?’ and then stop in my tracks. Anyone googling facts about ‘the youth’ is indisputably no longer ‘the youth’.

I just don’t know when it happened. I swear to God, I blinked and ten years passed. Ten years ago I was still nineteen. Just a naive simpleton waiting expectantly for her cocktail parties, exciting career – I was always nebulous as to what exactly it would be, but I knew it would be exciting – and sophisticated dates. I’ve never been to a cocktail party, my boss still sends me to buy her sandwiches from Pret and the last date I had asked me if I’d rather have a beard or feathers for pubic hair. (I opted for the feathers.)

I groan, remembering him taking off my underwear and ‘checking for feathers’. And I still slept with him. Sometimes it’s like I’m actively trying to lower my self-esteem.

‘Becky!’ Mum calls. ‘The car’s waiting!’

Oh God. Is it time already? I look at myself in the mirror. I have one eye made up perfectly and the other is still naked. I look ridiculous, but there’s nothing I can do now. Mum gave me three warnings twenty, fifteen and ten minutes before the taxi was supposed to get here. If I keep her waiting now there will be an atmosphere for the rest of the evening. At least I’m wearing clothes.

‘Becky!’ Mum calls again, sharper this time. ‘Did you hear me?’

‘Coming!’ I yell, grabbing my handbag and racing downstairs. I’ll have to finish my make-up in the loos when we get there. It’s fine, I tell myself. We’ll have ages, because Mum is chronically early for everything. The party doesn’t even start until eight.

When I get downstairs Mum looks at my face and sighs deeply. ‘Honestly, Becky …’

I consider telling her this is just how young people do their make-up now. Make her feel really old as revenge for making me feel so useless. But then I’d have to walk around like this all evening and that would probably be cutting off my nose to spite my face.

‘I’ll do it later,’ I mumble.

She’s stopped listening and is midway through setting the alarm. It beeps ominously.

‘Five seconds!’ she urges, ushering me out the door. As if I don’t know. The sound of those little beeps have filled me with pure, unadulterated dread every day for the last twenty-nine years. What would happen if we didn’t get out of the door before the beeps stopped? We’d anger the home security gods and they’d punish us by weakening our door reinforcement hardware?

I suspect – and have suspected for some time now – that moving back in here was the wrong call. I’d suffered through so many years spending two-thirds of my pay cheque to live in mouldy hovels with housemates who eat weird amounts of mushrooms or try to get you to go for group runs that, when Mum offered, it seemed like a sensible alternative. I thought if I wasn’t paying rent I’d be able to save a decent amount and work towards getting my own place one day. But in between the cost of living skyrocketing, trying to keep up with my wealthier friends’ lifestyles because I’m too embarrassed to say ‘sorry, I can’t afford that’ and the ever-rising price of London flats, that day still feels very far away, and living with Mum has turned out to be worse than the group runs. At least then, I had some modicum of self-respect and didn’t get out of breath walking up stairs.

On the ride to the restaurant Mum is deathly quiet. The driver asks us where we’re off to and a look of confusion crosses his face when she answers ‘birthday party’ in the reverent tone one might use if they were going to a funeral. We hit some traffic and she starts looking at her watch, muttering about ‘not setting off on time’.

‘What?! Do you mean that ten seconds it took me to come downstairs?’ I demand.

‘I don’t know why you can’t just be waiting at the door,’ she mithers.

I don’t know why you keep organising events when they make you so anxious, I think. It’s definitely not for my benefit. I’d much rather have stayed in and watched Heathers for the tenth time – you can never watch Heathers too many times – and eaten my body weight in lasagne. But I don’t say anything. At least the taxi driver gives me a sympathetic look in the rear-view mirror. I cling to our secret mutual understanding like a sad crumb of comfort.

We pull up outside Antonio’s. My stomach clenches and I suddenly feel a bit sick. It’s like I’ve been keeping the reality of the situation at bay until I see the glint of balloons from inside the window. This is real. It is happening. A birthday party. Organised by my mother. What was I thinking? Why didn’t I say no? Why am I so weak?! WHAT IF NOBODY COMES?! And how old do I have to get before I stop worrying about no one showing up to my birthday party?

Probably when I’m ninety and all my friends are dead. Then I’ll know for sure that no one’s coming. I might be a bit lonely but my God, I’ll be relaxed. 

It’s very … sparkly … inside the restaurant. And balloony. I can barely move. Why did Mum order so many balloons? Oh God, was it to make the room seem less empty in case no one turns up?! No. Don’t be paranoid, Becky.

‘I ordered extra balloons to make the room seem less empty,’ Mum says.

Oh good. It’s always comforting to know your most neurotic thoughts might be entirely accurate. I head to the bathroom to finish my make-up.

When I get into the loos and reach inside my bag, my heart sinks. No. No no no.

Nooooooooo.

I tip the contents out and scrabble around. Lip gloss. Tampon. Condom (optimistic but you never know). Fiver. Tissues. Pen. Emergency Maoams. No eye make-up.

How can that be?!

I think back to my bedroom. UGH. I’d just finished off my right eye when Mum called me downstairs. In my desperation not to piss her off I must have left it on the sidetable. I stare at myself in the mirror and move my head from side to side. Could I pull this off? Act like I was going for some sort of alternative Clockwork Orange look?

No. I’m nowhere near cool enough for that. I sigh and prepare myself for battle.

‘Mum,’ I venture, stepping out of the bathroom. My soul feels heavy. She is going to kill me. ‘I need to run back home.’

Mum’s fiddling with the giant ‘2’ and ‘9’ balloons. Her neck snaps towards me.

‘What for?’ The storm brews in her voice.

‘I left my make-up at home.’ I point to my naked eye.

She sighs deeply. ‘Honestly, Becky.’

There’s a silence. I let her disapproval hang in the air for a moment and try to look repentant, so she can feel like she’s punished me sufficiently before letting me go.

‘Why didn’t you just finish your make-up before we left the house?’ she continues.

‘I’m sorry,’ I murmur. Maybe if she hadn’t rushed me to get here several hours early.

‘Can’t you ask Angie or Damilola to bring something?’

‘Well, Dami says she’ll be here at seven thirty, but you know that means at seven she’ll try-leaving-work-but-just-answer-a-few-more-emails and then it will be nine. And Angie’s coming from Clapham.’

‘For God’s sakes. Why is she in Clapham?’ Mum accuses, as if this is all Angie’s fault.

‘A meeting. I don’t know.’ I shrug.

 ‘Well, you can’t go now.’ She goes back to fiddling with the balloons. ‘There’s too much to do. You’ll just have to put up with it.’

‘But …’ I start. ‘I look like I’ve escaped from an asylum!’

Mum smirks.

‘What is there to do, exactly?!’ I know I should keep my cool. I know I’m going to regret this in a matter of moments. But it’s too late. I’m already flailing my arms around wildly and raising my voice. ‘All the balloons are blown up. The booze is bought. Someone else is making the food. Why are we even here?!’

Mum doesn’t answer and keeps her eyes fixed on the balloons. A waiter peers through the window in the door to the kitchen, about to bring a tray through. He clearly thinks twice after seeing us arguing and his head disappears.

‘I’m sorry that my throwing you a party is such an inconvenience for you, Becky,’ Mum says coolly.

There it is. Hello, Regret, my old friend. I’ve been expecting you. Regret shakes his head at me and wags his finger. I shouldn’t have said anything. The truth is, this is an inconvenience. I never wanted a party but instead of just telling Mum no, like a grown-up, I went along with it to avoid a fight, but have been grumpy and unhelpful and made everything as difficult as humanly possible every step of the way.

I’m about to respond when there’s a tap at the door. A dark mop of ruffled hair emerges, followed by grinning brown eyes.

‘Knock knock.’ Max’s voice reverberates around the room and my heart leaps into my throat. Why is he here?! Suddenly my limbs feel very meaty. My arms are no longer arms but big, fleshy noodles I have no idea what to do with.

‘Max!’ My mum beams. Her whole manner softens now that we’re in company. ‘Becky said you weren’t coming until later.’

‘Yeah, the shoot finished early. It’s looking good in here, Ms A.’ Max changes the subject as he pulls away and looks around the room. His gaze finally lands on me and a bemused expression crosses his face. Shit. My hand flies up to cover my left eye.

‘Thank you, Max. You don’t think it’s too much glitter?’ Mum carries on.

‘No such thing.’ Max shakes his head solemnly.

‘You’re looking tanned,’ Mum says. It sounds like an accusation. ‘Have you been away?’

‘Not since the summer.’

Mum makes no reply, hiding a glittery balloon behind a plain one. She often stops listening partway through conversations.

‘Your shoot must have finished very early.’ I change the subject back, now that Mum is distracted by balloon placement.

Max shrugs. ‘Well … yeah … okay. I took some quick snaps and pegged it out of there. Said something about losing the light.’ He laughs awkwardly. ‘I thought you might need help setting up.’

‘Did you get everything you need?!’ I panic. This was a big deal for him. He’s been talking about it for months. I can’t believe he left an important job to help set up my stupid birthday party. But also … I can’t believe he left an important job to help set up my stupid birthday party.

‘Ngegh.’ Max makes a non-committal noise and shrugs again. ‘It’ll be fiiiiine.’

Mum leaves to go and inspect the caterers. Max moves closer and leans over me. I can smell his aftershave and my body turns even more noodley. I tilt my head up, keeping my eye covered. ‘Everything all right, Becky?’ He grins.

‘Yeah, um, got something in my eye,’ I say.

‘Huh, let’s take a look, shall we?’ he says, peeling back my fingers. He brings my hand down to my side and we look each other in the face. We both burst out laughing.

‘It’s a good look,’ he teases.

‘I left my make-up at home.’ I don’t need to explain to Max why I can’t go back and get it. He knows my mother.

‘I’ll go to the shop.’ He smiles, still holding my hand. ‘What do you need?’

‘Mascara, liquid eyeliner, some sort of grey eyeshadow.’

He looks at me like I just spoke Spanish. Eventually I write it down for him and he heads out. He’ll probably get it all wrong anyway but oh well. Max is here. Running around helping me because he cares about me.

The quiet, unhinged part of my brain whispers: these are definitely the vibes of a boyfriend, right? Not just a friend? Friends don’t show up early at parties to hang out with people’s mothers, do they? UGH. Shut up, brain. Yes, they do. Because you are just friends. You have been just friends for a long time. Because YOU BROKE UP WITH HIM, remember?

Max returns with the right make-up and I sort my face out. Mum feeds Max about a million different entrées and he humours her with an in-depth discussion about the tones, flavours and textures of each one. Mum’s boyfriend, Gavin, arrives and starts scoffing them until she slaps his hand away and he laughs. Gavin cracks open the champagne. For a beautiful moment I stop worrying about whether people will turn up. I stop worrying about living at home, my lukewarm feelings towards my job and having zero interest in every date I go on. I stop torturing myself with the fading, hazy dream of what my life should have been, versus the reality of nearly thirty years on the planet with nothing to show for it.

Then Dami arrives with The Folder.




Dear Damilola,

I truly think you’re a nice person and a good friend, and I’m sad that we’ve grown apart over the last few years (I know you’ve noticed it too). I’ve been thinking a lot about why that is, and I can’t help but trace it back to when you started at KD.

With the late nights, the last-minute cancelling of plans, and – when you do turn up – the eye constantly on the inbox, it became hard to reach you.

And once wedding planning began, I didn’t stand a chance. Any spare moment you get from work feels like it’s focused on flowers, chairs, flooring. Do you really care about any of this? Because the Dami I knew was non-materialistic and it seems more like Phil’s big, splashy wedding than yours.

I just want the old Dami back. I don’t know who you are anymore and I miss you.

Love,

Becky

P.S. I had a dream that The Folder got roasted in Angie’s new wood-burning stove and I woke up really, really happy.




Chapter Two

The Folder was once just a folder. An innocent sliver of a thing, meant to contain ‘a few ideas’ for Dami’s wedding. Then a few weeks after Dami got engaged (six months ago but it feels like I’ve been talking about cake forks for at least six years), Angie took joint ownership of The Folder in the name of being ‘helpful’, but I’m pretty sure it’s partly so she can make unsubtle hints at her commitment-phobic boyfriend, Jacob. Across the months it grew and grew to the size of a poodle, and then a small child. Now The Folder might as well be a fourth person in our friendship group. I’m thinking about buying it a little hat.

Dami taps on the window, carrying it underneath her arm. Old Dami never would have brought it to my birthday party … But apparently, New Dami, who has been taken over by work and by Phil, would. At least she hasn’t started dressing like Phil yet (an unsettling amount of V necks, badly fitting jeans and pointy shoes). She looks the same as ever: understated, classy, her black hair drawn in a smooth, high bun.

‘Hi, Dami.’ I smile as she enters, eyes on The Folder. Sometimes I feel like it’s watching me. ‘You’re on time!’

‘Of course!’ She looks confused, as if she’s not constantly running late because she will never leave work at five thirty. She runs forward for a hug and squeezes me into her chest. The Folder gets pressed in between us and sticks into my rib cage. ‘Happy birthday! Have you had a nice day?’

Despite having become increasingly absorbed in her inbox, and now her wedding, Dami is genuinely lovely. She, Angie and I have been friends since we were at school. I sometimes feel like we don’t have anything in common anymore and she nods at things I say with a faraway glaze in her eyes, like I’m an alien creature who she’s intrigued by but in no way understands, but she is lovely.

She follows my gaze to The Folder. ‘Sandra just wanted to see a few bits,’ she says.

Oh, so Mum asked her to bring it. Of course. I can feel Max shaking beside me, trying not to laugh. I’ve spoken about it so much it’s like a legend to him. He didn’t believe me when I told him how big it was.

‘I’ve chosen the white dress now, but I still need some help with the gele.’ They’re having a hybrid British ceremony with traditional Nigerian elements baked in, so there are a few outfit changes across the night.

Dami goes to put her things in the cloakroom and Max grabs me by the shoulders. ‘BECKY,’ he hisses. ‘Holy fuck. That thing is GINORMOUS. I think it grows by eating human souls. It’s going to devour us all.’

I snort, instantly comforted. Max and I always see things in the same way. I never meet anyone else that makes me laugh as much as he does. I silently wish that I had had this foresight at twenty-four, before ending things and making the biggest mistake of my entire life.

As if to remind me, Dami returns from the cloakroom and says, ‘So, Max! How are you? How’s Fran?’

Fran is Max’s … ugh … I can’t even say it in my head. Girlfriend. They’ve been together about five minutes. Before I can hear his answer, I pretend to go and help Mum with something. It’s not like I’m not aware of Fran’s existence, but that doesn’t mean I want to hear about her. Kind of like Trump being president; you know he is, but that doesn’t mean you want to scroll through his Twitter feed.

I would have invited her, if Max had been planning to come on time. But as he said he was just going to put in a late appearance and has showed up last minute, it’s a bit late for that, thankfully. I don’t think I could have withstood the pain of watching them together at my own birthday party.

I note with relief that quite a few people have started arriving. Not because I actually enjoy parties – I’d much rather live vicariously through Booksmart or … Animal House – but at least it looks like I have friends. For all anyone else knows I’m just another normal, functioning member of society. There are some neighbours and a few family friends … mine and Max’s old pals from the bar … Phil, Dami’s fiancé … and at about eight Angie arrives with her slimy boyfriend, Jacob.

‘Happy birthday, poochie!’ she trills. Blonde hair cascades perfectly past her pale shoulders. Her silk blouse is tucked tightly into her short, black leather skirt, showing off her tiny waist. Even after a day at work, her hair and make-up are the kind of perfect I could never achieve after hours getting ready. Angie is always immaculate and, being a personal trainer, spends most of her time in the gym.

‘Hi, Angie.’ I let myself be enveloped in her warm hug. Angie can be one of the most loving, fun and attentive people you will ever meet, if she likes you.

‘Oh. Hi, Max.’ She shoots him a false smile.

Not so much if she doesn’t like you.

‘Angie.’ Max nods.

‘Max finished early,’ I explain.

‘Yay.’ Angie delivers flatly, clapping her hands together. Max opens his mouth to ask her a question, but she’s already heading for the booze. He shrugs at me and I smirk.

Angie, unlike Dami, would never be described as ‘lovely’. She’s fiercely protective if you’re her friend, but mildly scary if you get on the wrong side of her. Basically, she doesn’t bother to hide her feelings and she’s never liked Max very much. Probably because they’re both quite outspoken and have conflicting points of view on almost everything. Angie isn’t a fan of being disagreed with.

She notices Dami and Mum with The Folder and rushes to sit down with them, instantly entranced by whatever dress or floral arrangement they’re looking at. Even though I’m annoyed they’re doing this on my birthday, for a moment I feel a rush of warmth looking at the three women I love most in the world sitting around a table together, and I long to be included.

I send Max off to chat with our old friends from Scintilla – the cocktail bar we worked at in our early twenties – and go to join them.

‘I find wood panelling very oppressive,’ Mum is saying as I sit down.

‘Hmm, yes, I see your point …’ Dami says politely, looking down at her venue options, all of which feature wood panelling. ‘What do you think, Ang?’

She doesn’t ask me.

‘I think they’re all classy, but I especially like this one.’ Angie points to a semi-gothic stately home with a moat. Dami smiles.

‘Very Saltburn,’ I try.

No one says anything.

‘I meant the building, not like, we’ll be drinking each other’s cummy bathwater,’ I add.

Mum rolls her eyes.

‘Did you decide on the family colours yet?’ Angie interjects.

‘Phil’s keen on lime green.’ Angie wrinkles her nose and Dami adds, ‘Don’t worry. My entire family are already talking him out of it.’

‘What about the cake?’

‘Oh, let’s have a look.’ Mum flips to the cake section. ‘Gosh, this one’s unusual.’ Mum points.

‘It’s cheese,’ Dami answers.

‘Cheese?’ Mum repeats.

‘I love cheese …’ I try to interject, but Mum cuts me off.

‘Still, I suppose you can do whatever you like these days. Cheese instead of cake is probably just the tip of the iceberg. I’m a bit out of the loop.’ She glances at me.

‘My mum’s not a fan of the cheese stack either. It’s gone.’

‘Gosh, your mum must be having so much fun helping you plan this.’ Mum sighs deeply.

‘She’s very involved,’ Dami agrees tactfully.

‘Well, thank you for allowing me to throw in my two pennies. It’s unlikely I’ll ever be helping to plan a wedding.’

I wait for Angie and Dami to deny it, but Angie just presses her lips together, and Dami looks at me like you would a homeless puppy. Okay. And I’m out. Any warmth I was feeling evaporates and I want to be as far away from all three of them as possible.

If you’d asked me ten years ago where I’d be romantically, at twenty-nine, I’d have said ‘engaged’ or at least ‘in a stable relationship’. I’m painfully aware of how far away from that I am and I don’t need them to make me feel any worse about it.

It’s not like I haven’t tried to meet someone. I have tried hard. But if the date’s not truly horrendous (feather guy) then it’s lacking in chemistry (woman who was clearly so bored by me she started playing Royal Match on her phone waiting for her Uber). Most of the time it feels like there’s so much choice that everyone’s constantly looking for something better (woman who organised another date during our date) or like they’re trying so hard to counteract the disposability of the dating scene, they’re willing to commit to just about anyone (man who asked me to adopt a shared dog on date number three).

‘Right, got to make the rounds.’ I stand up and make my way over to Max. None of them follow me.

Half an hour later, they are still crowded around The Folder. So much for ‘a few dresses and then it’s away’.

Thank God Max is here. We sit in a corner, mocking them from afar.

‘On my birthday,’ I rage. I’m on cocktail number six by now. And it’s only nine thirty. ‘What is the definition of a birthday, Max?’

‘The anniversary of the day on which a person was born, typically treated as an occasion for celebration and the giving of gifts,’ Max answers dutifully.

‘And does a birthday, by your understanding, have anything to do with weddings?’ I drain cocktail number six and reach for number seven.

‘By very definition, no!’ Max slams his fist on the table.

‘Answer me this. Can you order a HAPPY WEDDAY card, or a HAPPY BIRTHING card from Moonpig?’

‘Maybe … if someone got married on their birthday?’

‘But who would DO that?’

‘Only a psychopath,’ Max reassures me. He puts his arm around me. ‘It’s out of order, Becks. They’re wankers. Fuck ’em.’

Yeah, fuck them. Max is here. Max is the only person that I need. If everyone else on planet Earth died except Max, I’d probably be pleased because then he’d have to get back together with me.

Oh God. I’m drunk. And as Angie once said, ‘Drunk Becky is just the opening act for Desperate Becky.’

I’m about to say something else to Max when his phone rings. ‘Sorry, I have to take this,’ he apologises, standing up. I grab his arm.

‘What?! No. You can’t abandon me.’

‘Becks, it’s your party.’ Max grins. ‘You know everyone in the room.’

But you’re the only one I want to talk to, I think, as he leaves.

I can’t believe everyone is still poring over The Folder. I unsubtly stare at them. Mum and Gavin are nodding intently at everything Phil is saying. Phil, as usual, has his arm around Dami in that way that looks like he’s got her in a chokehold. You can barely see her little head peeking out from his big, stifling, muscular arms. Angie’s sitting gracefully, perfect posture, occasionally laughing, playing with her hair and brushing Jacob’s leg. Jacob is perched on the edge of the seat, looking around the room, obviously waiting until he can go home. I dislike Jacob but, if he has one upside, it’s that he’s about as interested in The Folder as I am.

I think about going back over there. Then I remember the ‘I’ll never plan a wedding’ comment and no one jumping to my defence, and stay where I am.

‘Your parents are so cute!’ A sing-song voice interrupts my self-indulgent marinating. Sara, one of mine and Max’s friends from Scintilla, is pointing towards Mum and Gavin. Sara was a crazy drama student who was always leaving you stranded at the bar to rush off for last-minute auditions and, when she was there, was mostly role-playing with kitchen appliances. She once made me try to vent my ‘pent-up frustrations towards my mother’ to a spoon.

Max and I don’t see that group often, but it’s always nice to catch up now and then and get tickets to Sara’s bizarre performances. In the last one we saw, she played the shoe of a Nazi. I’m not certain I fully understood the play but I’m pretty sure it was something along the lines of ‘Nazis are bad.’

‘That’s my mum’s boyfriend,’ I correct her. ‘Not my dad.’

‘Oh, sorry!’ Sara puts her hand to her mouth. ‘Well, they’re cute, anyway. Oh, I almost forgot. Birthday present!’

She rummages in her bag and I’m expecting her to bring out some flowers or a bottle of gin to add to the pile, but she produces a dark blue, shimmering gift card covered in stars. It reads ‘Spellbound’ in lettering that I recognise.

‘Oh, is that … ?’ I join the dots. Spellbound is a magic shop – magic shop? witchy lair? occult cave? what does one call this sort of establishment? – on the next street over from the bar we used to work in.

‘Yes! Right by Scintilla!’ She claps. ‘I’ve been going to Sue for readings for years.’

Max and I always laugh at how Sara never has money for food, but always has enough for psychics. I’ve sometimes secretly wondered if there’s anything in it – on some level, I’ve always liked the idea of there being some sort of wise, omnipotent magic that has all the answers, plus Sara was told she would meet someone who’d cause trouble in her life right before she met Toxic Tina – but Max would disown me if I admitted that out loud.

‘She’s been so helpful for me with … well, everything, to be honest. I finally dumped Toxic Tina after a particularly cathartic reading. And found the courage to keep auditioning for things when I was having a massive crisis of confidence. Then I got the goose!’

Sara is currently playing the goose in a children’s production of Charlotte’s Web.

‘So this is for … ’ I falter.

‘A tarot reading!’ She beams. ‘I mean, you can use it for anything. They do all sorts in there. But I’d really recommend tarot. It’s especially great when you’re feeling a bit …’ She doesn’t finish her sentence and bites her lip. I’m guessing she was about to say ‘lost’. Wow. Even Sara thinks I need to get my act together. I’d be offended, but she has a kind heart and is genuinely trying to be nice.

‘Fun!’ I say. ‘Thank you so much!’

‘And enlightening and informative,’ she replies seriously.

‘Of course.’ I nod, tucking the gift card away in my bag, alongside the gift card for a massage from Ang and Dami and the BFI membership from Max. I’m surprised and touched – Sara is incredibly sweet to get me a gift – and I’m secretly a little excited, too. I would have felt foolish booking something like that for myself – I can already hear Max’s laughter pealing in my head when I tell him about this – but as Sara got it for me, I sort of have to go, right?

‘God, can you believe we’re all nearly thirty?!’ Sara goes on. ‘There’s Seth with his tooouuur.’ She gestures to Seth, beside her, who is too wrapped up talking to his date to notice. ‘And Max with his flaaaaat. When did we all get so fucking old?! Oh, did you know Andi Summers had a BABY?’

Sara’s eyes widen. She clearly thinks this is juicy gossip, even though I can’t remember who Andi Summers is. All I hear is ‘Max and his flat’. What about it? He’s had his flat for ages.

‘Max?’ I repeat. ‘I mean, yes, the man has a mortgage, but he still has his Pokémon card collection, so …’

‘I mean Fran moving in!’ Sara delivers the words casually, taking a sip of her drink, like I must already know.

It takes a second for my brain to catch up. Thankfully, Seth leans over to ask Sara the name of Andi Summers’s ‘foxy baby daddy’ and she’s too distracted to notice the sheer soul-devouring horror that’s swallowing me whole.

Fran … moving in? With Max?

Since when?!

It’s like someone turns down the volume button of my life. Every conversation around me fades into silence as I process this life-altering information. I retreat inside my own imagination, picturing Fran and Max cuddling on the sofa together. Pouring wine after a long day’s work. Making dinner together. Taking baths together. Having sex in the bed they sleep in together. Spending the rest of their lives together.

I abruptly leave the table and dash for the bathroom. Every single sausage stick I ate this evening is threatening to come back up. I make it to a stall and lock myself inside, trying to take long, deep breaths, but they’re ragged. Now that I’m alone, behind a closed door, the tears I’ve been holding back start to burn. They spill down my cheeks.

Can this be right? How does Sara even know? Why would she know and not me? They haven’t even been together very long. How long has it been? Not long enough to move in together, surely? That’s a huge, stupendous, cataclysmic life-changing decision that requires significant rumination?! Max is usually a thoughtful person. This is so unlike him. Maybe this is all a big misunderstanding. That thought doesn’t stop me feeling nauseous.

I lean over and vomit into the toilet.




Dear Max,

Hi. I love you. I love you so much that if you told me the end was coming and the only way to survive was to follow you to the desert and let you lead me into the new world, I would drop everything IMMEDIATELY and tattoo a giant ‘M’ on my forehead, no questions asked.

That is all. Just thought you should know.

OK bye,

Becky




Chapter Three

Locked in my cubicle, I do something that on some level I know is pointless and emotionally reckless, but I do it anyway. I search Fran’s name in my WhatsApp to check when she and Max first started dating, to find evidence that their decision to move in is ridiculous. What, how long can it have been? Eight months tops?!

I scroll back through the mentions of her name in my thread with Max – there aren’t many, I don’t ask about her often – and with a horrible, lurching sensation, I see the date. The first time I heard her name was two years ago.

Two years. No. It can’t be. Did they really meet two years ago? How can it have been two whole years?!

On paper, I have to recognise that does sound like a perfectly reasonable amount of time to know someone before agreeing to cohabit. That’s nearly as long as Max and I were together. This shocking discovery is almost worse than finding out they’re moving in. I stand up abruptly, knocking my knees against the wall. I don’t want to be here. I need to go home. I stumble out of the loo, the taste of sick fresh in my mouth.

I try to maintain composure as I walk past the line of people waiting for the toilet I’ve been hogging, but my ankle wobbles and I totter on my heels. I am but a sad, weak-ankled clown, and they my nightmarish audience of shame. How am I going to do this? You can’t leave your own party without everybody noticing, thus drawing attention to yourself and inviting unwanted questions.

It’s not like Dami and Angie don’t know I’m in love with Max – everybody does, except Max – it’s just one of those things we don’t talk about. We used to, before Phil was on the scene and before Angie moved in with Jacob. But now they’re in real relationships, with an actual wedding on the horizon, nobody wants to hear about how I’m still pining after the boyfriend I broke up with five years ago.

I move stealthily past my table of friends, where it looks like The Folder actually has been put away. For once I’m disappointed. It would have been a good distraction.

I can hear them talking about Dami’s ridiculous workload.

‘Yeah, wow,’ Dami is saying, ‘it’s never-ending. And we’ve just got a new intern, so it’s that thing where asking her to do something takes longer than just doing it myself—’

‘Babe,’ Phil cuts across her. ‘You just gotta throw her in the deep end. Trial by fire.’

‘But there are so many things that—’

‘How is she ever gonna learn?’ he interjects again.

My blood boils. I don’t entirely disagree with what he’s saying; Dami is nearly incapable of delegating. Partly because she’s so polite she ends up offering to do everything for everyone else. But must Phil always interrupt her? Must he always boss her around? Must he always project?! The sound of his voice makes my ear-drums bleed.

At least when Phil’s talking it’s easier for me to get past them unnoticed.

I scan the room, checking for Max. I don’t know what I’d say if he asked what was wrong. I’m relieved to see he’s engaged in one of his heated arguments with Angie. Thank God. That will keep him preoccupied.

‘Yeah, not everyone’s going to get it …’ he’s saying.

‘What is there to get?!’ she shrieks.

‘Look, it’s okay, Angie. Art can be challenging …’

‘Max, there is nothing challenging about an eight-foot photo of an anus.’

I slip past them into the coat room, where I bump into someone blocking the rack. It’s Angie’s boyfriend, Jacob. Talking to Sara’s friend Something-Or-Other whose name I can never remember. They look at me like I’m intruding. It feels like I’ve just walked into a bedroom, not a public area for hanging outerwear garments.

‘Errr … sorry,’ I say, pointing behind Something-Or-Other’s head. ‘Can I just … ?’

‘Oh, sure.’ She steps out of the way.

I rummage for my coat in silence. I feel the pressure mounting. They want me to find it and leave so they can get back to their unsavoury-but-just-about-socially-acceptable flirtation.

Eventually I find my coat and hurry past them, mumbling a goodbye. I’m too drunk and sad to think too deeply about Angie’s boyfriend being holed up in a space the size of a broom cupboard with someone else. Tonight, I’ve only got space for my own mess.

I escape without anyone seeing my red-rimmed panda eyes and find my Uber, where I manage to keep the tears at bay. There’s something too bleak about crying in the backseat of an Uber and either having to explain your life story to the driver or have them awkwardly pretend not to hear you. I text Mum saying, sorry, felt ill and had to go home.

When I get home I run to my bedroom and throw myself onto the bed. I let my mind return to events I’ve gone over more times in my head than Dami’s gone over her future wedding: my break-up with Max.

Max and I met on my first shift at Scintilla. It’s small, dark, underground and prides itself on making fine cocktails, so God knows how I – or, for that matter, Sara – got a job there. It was my first job out of uni. He’d been working there a couple of months and was instantly amused by my inability to do even the most basic of tasks, like successfully cutting lemons. He helped me practise the recipes outside of hours and, when people sent my inadequate cocktails back, would redo them for me. I’d probably have been fired without him.

Within a week we were having sex. Within a month we were exclusive. We spent the vast majority of our time drinking and spending money we didn’t have on takeaways in the middle of the night, getting to know each other’s favourite films. Max has a very specific taste in cinema – David Lynch, Jordan Peele, Tarantino – and marvelled at my love of all movies; the good, the bad, the downright terrible.

For a couple of years after university, our lifestyle felt exciting and tinted with a kind of destitute glamour. We were officially ‘struggling in the city’, bartending alongside out-of-work actors, models and writers – serving people with vastly more disposable income than ourselves – and enjoying feeling young and hard done by. But two years later, the post-uni bubble was popping. I knew I wanted to be ‘successful’, but still had no idea what I actually wanted to do with my life, and everyone else seemed to have plans. After a lot of internships, Dami had landed her first PR job. Angie was getting into personal training and was already plotting how to go about one day setting up her own business combining fitness and wellness. And then Max got his first gig as a photographer.

A small travel website wanted someone to go around Europe on the cheap, photographing ‘off the beaten track’ destinations. It was perfect for Max, who wanted to see the world. I desperately wanted to go, but I had no money saved on a bar worker’s salary and paying extortionate rent.

We avoided the subject until just before he left but, in the cold light of day, the realisation hit me that I didn’t know when I would see Max again. Six months? A year?

He was leaving. I was staying. In my mind that equalled a break-up.

I can still see his hurt face as I delivered the news. Him looking like he’s about to cry but saying, ‘Yeah, that makes sense. Obviously. Don’t worry about it, dude.’

Don’t worry about it, dude.

And you know what? I didn’t. He went off and I didn’t think about him much at all. He was doing his thing and I had my own thing to find. In my head it was just inevitable that we’d go our separate ways. I would see his pictures, doing fun things in different countries, and feel okay about it. The right decision had been made. I accepted a job at We Work, You Win and at that point, even though I knew it wasn’t what I wanted to do, I was just enjoying the novelty of being employed somewhere that gave me paid annual leave and health insurance. I was getting drunk with Angie and Dami, using dating apps and meeting all kinds of people. I’d figured out I was bi and was exploring the novelty of dating women. I was relishing the feeling of
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