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    Whether approaching thirty, hitting forty, or heading for ninety, birthdays can be fraught affairs. Birthdays are a source of inspiration, desperation, and clever deception in this entertaining short story collection from best-selling novelist Jane Wenham-Jones. With laughter, tears, cake, and champagne – these five birthday tales will leave you longing to blow out some candles of your own …


    
      

    

  


  
    Happy Birthday


    ‘Go on! Put it on!’


    They are a chorus, all laughing, and so I unpin the brightly coloured badge from the card in my hands and fix it to my dark, slinky dress. ‘Still Flirty at Thirty’. My friends continue to chuckle and I fix my smile too. Wider and brighter. Happy to be surrounded by those I love on my birthday. Except there isn’t anyone to love.


    Oh, these are all wonderful people–these friends of mine. They have filled the wine bar with shiny balloons and brilliant banners and colourful streamers. Champagne corks pop and they slip arms around my shoulders, press warm lips against my cheeks, put gifts and cards into my hands. They are precious and special and I would not manage without them. So I am trying to have the evening they have planned for me–the time of my life. I am willing myself not to cry.


    ‘Good old Jan.’ Roger throws an arm around me and nods towards my chest. His wife smiles at me so warmly I want to look away. I glance down at the silly little metal disc; I don’t want to be flirty at my age, I’d like to rant at them. I want to be in love. I look around at them all. All in pairs. Married or living together or at least holding hands. Everyone has someone special. Someone to whom they are the one. The most important. Except me.


    I didn’t expect to be affected like this. Never thought the memories would come crashing back so painfully. My friends were not to know how a cluster of balloons and the clink of a long-stemmed flute could squeeze at my throat and bring self-pity rushing to my eyes.


    I take a deep breath and make another big smile and wonder nervously who they’ve brought this time. Which poor stray man is for me. I haven’t spotted him yet but there is always one. Every time these good people invite me to dinner or to a party, he’s there. Hey Brian/Kevin/Sebastian/Gordon, come and meet Jan! Respectful silence while they all hold their breaths and wait for love-at-first-sight to take us in its clutches. It never has. I’d like to tell them to stop trying. That I’m happy on my own. But I know they won’t really believe it and I don’t either. I grin at Roger and Sarah, make some flippant comment about crows’ feet and excuse myself to circulate.


    As I move around the room amongst my nearest and dearest, I feel tense and emotional. Caught on a delicate knife-edge between laughter and tears. So I crack jokes and swill the fizzy stuff someone keeps adding to my glass and soon I am sparkling on a surge of adrenalin.


    ‘She’s on form,’ I hear one of them say and I know I am. But I recognise this feeling in myself, this precarious high. The stab of dark despondency that twisted in my gut when I woke up this morning–alone and far older than I’d ever imagined I could be–is blunted and distant now. But I have to keep laughing and twirling. I tell myself, keep the banter going and do not think of the last time you were surrounded by friends and drinking champagne.


    I see Jo–huge and smiling behind her orange juice–and feel I am safe to sit beside her. ‘You look fantastic,’ she says. I look at her glowing skin and bright eyes. ‘So do you,’ I say. She always looks radiantly beautiful when she’s pregnant. It’s her third. Greg walks past us and touches her softly on the shoulder. She’s a year younger than me but she always seems older and wiser. She never tells me how those of them with children envy my freedom and clothes and opportunities. She just makes coffee and puts a fat baby in my arms and understands the entire story from the first sentence. I didn’t know Jo on my twenty-first. There were other faces then. I trembled all night–so happy I could barely speak. I couldn’t stop looking…


    ‘Bloody birthdays,’ Jo says now. ‘Nothing worse for making you maudlin.’ I’m getting that quivery feeling around my mouth again and I curse myself for drinking too much too soon…I give Jo a hug and disappear to the loo.


    It’s empty when I get there. I rub the smudgy bits away from my eyes and put on some more lipstick and sort out my hair a bit and I feel better. I hear the others come in only when I’m in one of the cubicles. I’m surprised they don’t check out who’s there before they start the discussion, but they launch straight into how clever and attractive I am and how odd it is that I have no luck with men. I’m about to call out to them, to make one of the witty ripostes for which I am famous, when they suddenly start talking about him and I am shocked into remaining silent.


    ‘I’m not entirely sure of the details,‘ Clara is saying, ‘but she was terribly in love with him and he went off and married someone else…’ Married! A cold sickness grips me and I wonder, panic-stricken, how I can get out and go home without anyone seeing me. I have been dreading this moment for years.


    ‘No, no, he’s never married’ Karen is authoritative. ‘That’s the whole point.’ I am weak with ridiculous relief. I realise I am clenching my fists and I lean against the wall, trying to be calm. What does she mean: it’s the whole point? Karen is still talking.


    ‘He was going to marry Jan but she wouldn’t because of her job or someone else or something…’ She’s less certain now and I am shaking my head because she’s got it wrong.


    ‘Anyway, Sarah doesn’t think she’s ever got over him. It’s so sad.’ I am hot, flushed with embarrassment and outrage that they discuss me like this, touched that they care, churned inside out at the blatant use of his name after years of silence. Someone else comes in and they all start joking about gathering in the loo like teenagers and water runs and toilets flush and I stay quite still and miraculously they all leave without anyone noticing that this door has remained closed throughout.


    I am shaking but I have to go back to the party. I emerge just in time, as Sarah is coming to look for me. She puts her arm through mine. ‘We wondered where you’d gone…’


    As we go through the door the lights have been dimmed. They all burst out singing as I’ve known they would at some point and Louise totters forward giggling under the weight of an enormous flaming cake. I shake my head in love and amusement and I’m really crying now. They’ve actually lit thirty candles. No wonder Louise can hardly hold it.


    Paul is taking pictures and they hold the cake out for me to blow at. ‘Make a wish!’ someone cries and I see Sarah and Karen exchange glances and a sort of dread grips me and I make myself keep smiling and smiling so they know I’m thrilled with it all. I keep puffing and it takes ages and I remember other candles when I was laughing so much I couldn’t blow at all.


    ‘You rotters!’ I say, ‘Someone get me a drink,’ and Richard puts a glass of champagne in my hand and they all start singing again. ‘Speech!’ they shout and I shake my head, not yet ready to entertain them all in the way they’ll expect. It was after those candles he’d pushed the ring onto my finger. Fiery with colours caught in the light. He’d made the speech I shall never forget. I swallow hard. And then I glance round to see if Jo is still sitting down and I see him.


    He’s leaning against the bar, turned towards me, watching, smiling, a glass in his hand, leather jacket over white shirt. I turn back quickly, stomach knotted in elation and horror. And my friends are all turned to each other, deep in sudden conversations and brittle laughter. Only Sarah meets my eyes. She looks anxious, almost pleading. I stare at her, shocked, not believing she has done this to me.


    ‘Go and talk to him,’ she says quietly. I glare at her and then I do.


    I take a big gulp of champagne and I stride over to him, taking refuge behind my chirpiest tones.


    I say: ‘Well, it’s a bit like This is Your Life. Who’s coming in next–my old infant school teacher?’


    And he laughs and leans forward and kisses my cheek and almost as a reflex I lean forward too and accept it in the warm and affectionate way I’ve been kissing my friends all night, and then I step back and drink everything in my glass.


    ‘Happy Birthday,’ he says, and takes it and waves it at Carrie behind the bar.


    And I stare at his hands, the backs of his wrists, dark hairs curling beneath white cuffs. And I look at his face, away from me now. His hair is shorter, his profile sharper than before. And then he turns back and smiles and places the bubbling glass gently into my hands and something inside me drops into place.


    I am aware of a tightness unfolding as I exhale. I feel suddenly lighter. I smile back. In fact I am grinning wildly; it is the first time I have felt real joy for ages. I climb onto a bar stool and settle beside him, feeling at last that things have come right. I am calm again.


    I’m still on the stool when the last of my friends are weaving their way to the door. Sarah stops by me.


    ‘Have you forgiven me?’ she says, ‘I thought I was doing the right thing.’


    I fling my arms around her jubilant. ‘You’re wonderful!’ I tell her. ‘You’ve given me the best birthday present possible.’ She looks at me, pleased but curious, waiting for more.


    ‘I’ll call you,’ I say.


    I sit in the back of the taxi looking out at the dark streets, loving everybody, smiling to myself in a champagne haze, listening to the taxi driver, who can’t believe I’m really thirty, explaining how working nights plays havoc with your social life but at least he hasn’t got a wife and kids at home like some of the other blokes.


    I realise he’s chatting me up and the thought makes me smile even more. I suddenly long to tell this warm, friendly man all about my evening. About the miraculous thing that has happened to change my life. How I’ve wasted eight whole years, stuck, unable to let go. Holding on to a memory of how love should be. How I’ve made comparisons. Measured every man I’ve met and how no one has ever lived up to my shining vision. And how tonight someone brought him back to me. And how I’m now free. How I looked at him and I knew it was all a fantasy. I didn’t have the feelings I’d imagined at all.


    When we finally draw up outside the flat, the driver turns around in his seat to tell me the fare. He has the most amazing dark, shining eyes. He grins at me and an old forgotten energy hums inside me.


    ‘Are you?’ he asks. I don’t understand and look at him questioningly. ‘Flirty!’ he says.
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