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To my dad, thank you for always believing in me.




Before Age Mattered
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Moira sits opposite me, transfixed to her screens.


I close my mouth, slightly breathless, having spoken my last word with what one can only describe as a little gusto. 


It was the sort of speech where, in my mind, the audience is giving me a standing ovation, or at the very least a resounding clap. It’s a sore reminder of how many times Luke and I practised this promotion speech together. He would whoop and cheer at me finally saying my piece to the rabid beast in the glass cage, and I would momentarily feel like I was part of a female powerhouse until I remembered that saying anything positive to Moira is like dressing up as a clown at a funeral.


But right now, I’m still basking in the thrill of a perfectly worded speech, clinging to the possibility I may have moved my boss to tears, perhaps wondering if she might even clutch me tight and weepily announce that of course I can have a promotion, I can have anything I want. That hope lasts all of two seconds. 


‘Can you repeat that?’ Moira doesn’t avert her eyes from the screen, a far cry from Luke’s reaction, many moons ago. ‘I saw your lips move but I wasn’t listening, emails are firing in my inbox faster than you can swipe left at a wedding.’ My efforts to capture Moira’s attention have been about as successful as asking your partner to throw away the fifty empty loo roll tubes on the side in the bathroom or to put the seat down when he’s finished or to stop shaving his balls over the toilet. Aaah Luke, stop shaving your balls in my brain.


I take a deep breath, ready to repeat the last five minutes of my Oscar-worthy promotion monologue. 


Moira holds her hand up, my breath halting so abruptly it sort of expels itself anyway with a deflated rasp. 


‘One sec. I need to respond to this urgent email.’ Moira pushes her glasses up the bridge of her nose and click-clacks furiously on her keyboard. Her nose scrunches and gives a little wiggle, like she’s smelt something out of place – a child in the workplace or something equally as ­jarring to her, and her bottom lip moves fervently from left to right. Almost like she’s eating a fantasy croissant on a no-carb day.


I close my mouth, cross my legs and make myself comfortable in the chair opposite. I smile to stop myself snarling.


Moira’s teeth are bright white apart from a few flecks of her Sexy Sienna Charlotte Tilbury lipstick which she wears, without fail, every day. I’ll give you this little titbit Seff, you can thank me later. One of my proverbs to live by. Go bold or go home. You’re a woman in a man’s world – command and demand their attention. And nothing short-circuits a man’s brain like lipstick. You want to be powerful in a boardroom? Wear something bold. Have you ever seen a woman of stature wearing some wishy-washy neutral? 


Only every single Kardashian but Moira always knows best.


Suddenly, out of nowhere, she screeches like a deranged banshee who hasn’t eaten in, well, forever.


‘Elliottttttt!’ The tinniness reverberates off the glass box we’re confined in, and I close my eyes as if the room is about to shatter. Note to self – never shut yourself in a room with a starving, carnivorous creature; it simply cannot end well.


A timid knock at the door ceases the vibrations and brings my eardrums back to ground level.


‘Don’t fucking knock, I invited you in here. Idiot,’ she barks, eyes still glued to the screen. 


Elliott pushes the door open and walks in. Moira’s office is soundproof, although, based on how much she shouts, she remains totally unaware. He must be as good at lip reading as I am.


‘Hi. Erm . . .’ Don’t stutter, she hates stuttering.


‘Where’s that pitch deck I asked for? I told you it was urgent.’ Elliott’s doing his best to politely smile but he could be wearing a Ronald McDonald mask and Moira still wouldn’t avert her glare from the bright lights of Excel and Outlook – it’s like Vegas for workaholics.


‘Do you mean the one you briefed in to me just before you met with Seffy? I don’t mean to be . . .’


‘Don’t be belligerent, Elliott. What other one would I be talking about? Yes, that one. Get on with it. Chop-chop.’ 


She waves him out. Poor guy. This behaviour doesn’t faze me. In the Moira-working-world, this is normal. 


Moira’s not the worst boss by any stretch. She seems to like me, kind of. Or I know how to manage her. I don’t really like her, she’s not the likeable type. She’s crass, demanding and loud, but once you get used to that it’s ok. It’s not 
personal, it’s work, she often says, although more often than not it is personal. Very personal.


I look out of the window into the grey abyss of Canary Wharf. Soulless. Tiny, male, obedient ants scurrying around below. 


My eyes flick back to Moira’s office. She’s a career woman, like me, I guess. Her office is minimalistic at best. The only decoration other than a couple of pot plants (which the office horticultural team tend to) are her papers. Stacks of papers everywhere – it only adds to the busy/important ambience she likes to bathe in. Other managing directors have photos of their families on their desks, smiling gap-toothed children swimming with dolphins in Dubai or drawings of decapitated obese cats that say Love you Daddy. These smudged, artist interpretations of what a cat in hell looks like are never going to match Picasso’s cubism but I guess you hang them on the wall to remember that you have a family at home that loves you.


‘Right.’ Moira stops typing and stares at me. ‘Where were you?’


I take a deep breath, clasp my hands together and hope to dear God that this is the last time – I’m starting to bore myself. I speak as concisely and as quickly as I can. I don’t want another email shot to be fired and distract Moira again. 


‘I was talking about the business I’ve won over the last year. The SIERRA capital account was worth three million pounds. I’ve been working with Matthew in FX sales, and we’ve nearly secured a new hedge fund mandate as well which is another potential two million in yearly revenue.’


‘What you’re saying, Seff, is that you deserve the promotion, am I correct? You want me to put you forward? Be your sponsor?’


No one calls me Seff apart from Moira – to mouth the extra syllable takes up too much time. To me, Seff sounds too much like Jeff, which is a name for middle-aged potatoes that walk around in suits from the 1980s.


I swallow.


‘Well, yes. I think I deserve it.’ Own your words, Seffy. This time Luke pops into my head saying something useful as opposed to shaving his balls.


‘You know, you do deserve it. You work hard, late and you are always extremely busy, which I like.’ The B word is like crack to Moira. ‘There aren’t many women in our line of work, are there? And do you know why that is?’


She pauses, but I know her question is rhetorical. Moira’s questions are either commands in disguise or ones which she likes to answer for herself.


‘They’ve got families. They prioritise family, kids over their own success. Subservient to men.’


I remain silent.


‘I started to like you more, Seff, when you got divorced. Well, it’s on the way. Have they come through yet, your papers?’


I stare at her, barely blinking. Flashes of my past exuberance come to the forefront of my mind – lazy sex in the afternoon, ceviche and white wine on the balcony. Luke. I open my eyes wider, hoping the whistling air con will dry them out.


She doesn’t seem to care that boundaries are being crossed because Moira’s a woman of no limits. She continues.


‘It demonstrated to me that you have an opinion, and you won’t let a man rule your life. I like that. Shows strength. I was worried you were going to tell me you were pregnant that day you came in crying. I must be honest: if you were going to start working four days a week, your career here would have been over. Obviously, I wouldn’t be able to tell you that because of the legality of the whole thing but we both know that’s what would happen. You would become more interested in nursery rhymes than the stock market. All that Hickory Dickory Dock garbage.’


Sometimes I wonder if Moira puts an act on at work to make herself seem tough, but other times, like now, I realise that no, she’s just a total bitch. There’s no escaping it. 


She’s really on one of her rants this morning. I wonder what happened in her past to make her so negative about EVERYTHING or if she simply enjoys this stale, corpor­ate life so much she genuinely can’t imagine anything that might derail her thrilling opportunities to work until midnight. She’s got a thing about being pregnant too; she’s never been the mumsy type, or even soft, caring; how most people imagine a mum to be. Moira’s career is her baby. Whenever a ‘congratulations’ email comes through for one of the new dads, her ovaries coil in disgust, another knot in the fallopian tube for safety. Not that there’s anything wrong with ­focusing on your career, believe me I know. It’s just that Moira’s so negative towards everything else that isn’t career focused –  holidays, friends, family. Any moment that you’re not working is a moment wasted, in her opinion.


I hope I’m not like Moira. Replacing night-clubs with the bright lights of Microsoft 360, the shake of ice and cocktails with the dull whirrs of the community coffee machine and getting my monthly flirt-in by being nice to Tom in the IT department who seems to enjoy turning things off and on.


Moira hasn’t finished.


‘Anyway, I think we will promote you this year. Seff, you’ve assured me it won’t be a wasted promotion. There’s obviously no chance you’ll be getting pregnant anytime soon – it’s going to take you at least a couple of years to get back on your feet, then you’ll have a wedding, the honeymoon period etc. By the time that’s all over, it might even be too late.’


I sit in silence. I’m trying to ignore her words. She’s trying to make herself feel better, that’s all. That’s what bullies do.


Moira is such a dick, but I need her to promote me. Unfortunately, she holds all the power, so I don’t dare bite back. Not even a nibble at the end of her stiletto. I’m nearly thirty; I need some sort of medal to my name. Promotions are like a metaphorical trophy – although the only people that really care about them are the fifty leeching recruiters on LinkedIn. None of my friends seem to care about my career success. You don’t get two hundred likes on Facebook if you post, ‘I’ve got a promotion!’; people only care about buying a house, getting engaged, married and finally having children. People care more about smushed-up banana over darling Olivia’s chubby cheeks than me working seven-fucking-years to make director. Olivia’s been alive seven months. If I can’t have children, I need to be a director by next year. I have to. If I can finally tick off ‘promotion’ on my To Do list at least that will be some sort of achievement. 


Suddenly, Moira lets loose another banshee wail. If I stay in her office long enough, she might go full attack mode. I don’t think there’s been a zombie investment bank movie yet.


‘Fuck’s sake, Elliott! Bloody wanker.’ She slams her hand palm down on the desk. ‘We’ll have to continue this another day, fucking Elliott’s sent the wrong cost to the client, what a twat. See yourself out.’ She waves me away, droplets of spit furiously spraying as she types like a maniac, her hands flailing in the air between each hurling bang on the keyboard. I turn my head as if the keys might fling off in some sort of assassination attack.


I stand up, straighten my pencil skirt and click-clack in my heels out of Moira’s office back to my desk.


I’ve done it. I’ve got my promotion before I’m thirty. 


I’m successful. 


Why do I feel so shit then?


Get eggs-ercising those muscles - only five days until you ovulate. Try to have sex in the next five days when you are most fertile for the highest chance of falling pregnant.


If only you could impregnate yourself from a dildo.


Not that it would make any difference. My fallopian tubes are about as knotty as Moira’s. A big Double Carrick Bend in the middle of my chances of procreation. 


If all else fails, maybe I could start selling my twisty old tubes as some sort of obscene macrame art.
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And that’s it, completed. Another day ticked off the list. Fabu­lous. 


I twinge, thinking about what Luke would say at my ability to turn everything into a task, even the process of living life itself.


Why do I keep thinking about him? It’s like he’s a bad omen sitting on my shoulder, except he wasn’t really awful, was he?


I close my eyes to cleanse Luke from my mind and get back to the safety net of my routine. I should be home about 8.30 p.m. Usual time. 


My alarm electrocutes me into action around 5.00 a.m. Monday to Friday. I go to the gym before the office, usually for a spin class but sometimes I enjoy pulling weights to some thumping beat. Moira demands that we’re on the desk no later than 7.30 a.m. and often it’s a twelve-hour day so if I don’t want to look like one of those city-slicker-potatoes-called-Jeff crunching numbers at his desk, it’s crucial I do some sort of sweat-inducing activity prior to the start of the working day. I buy a flat white and fruit salad from Grind as soon as I exit the tube. Every day, without fail. A fruit salad – without apple in it, I really hate those. The apple always tastes sour and bitty, and it’s only included because apples are cheaper than melons. Fact. Chocolate croissant on a Friday. For lunch I devour a boring chicken salad from 12-12.10 p.m. at my desk and have a protein bar to perk me up at 3.00 p.m. Most days I have three coffees, but I try to have the other two without milk because of calories. I’m not obsessed; I like routine, structure and rigidity. I’m all for pizzas, burgers, cocktails, you name it, at the weekend. Those days are planned in, that’s why I eat chicken salad the other five.


Sometimes it feels more like existence than life but that’s what happens when you work hard – you live for the weekends, the nights out, the holidays. Work hard, play hard. 


I do have to keep reciting that motto. I love my job and I mean that. To be a director before I’m thirty is everything I ever dreamed of – well, nearly everything. It’s just, sometimes. Oh, I don’t know. I do wonder what comes next on the list. Managing Director? Do I re-add Find a Man and Get Married? I need to have something to work towards. I can’t merely exist.


Would you be proud of me, Luke? Or are you happy to finally be free of Seffy and her ergophilia?


The tube pulls up, I sit down. I’m currently listening to a podcast about feminism. It’s called ‘Shut The Feminist Up’. It’s ironic and I like that. 


I always need to be educating my mind, to be doing something. Listening to a podcast about issues that affect the world is a sure-fire way to ensure that my forty-five-minute tube journey isn’t wasted.


I shut my eyes and lose myself in Kat Clark’s monologue, instead of memories of my soon-to-be-ex-husband. Win-win.


The sudden move above ground ignites my phone signal and I receive a flurry of erratic WhatsApps.


Gemma: What time shall we do drinks on Saturday? 


Aurora: Are you wearing heels to the brunch? My order on ASOS STILL hasn’t arrived. I’m getting angsty.


Harry: I’m thinking of quitting my job and becoming a gardener. I CANNOT take another picture of a Crunchy Nut cluster. I’m having nightmares that I’m drowning in bowls of Kellogg’s helppppppp!


I cover my cackle with a cough as the other commuters glare at me for interrupting the solemn vow of silence all Londoners take as they enter the Underground.


Seffy: How many professions do you think you can try out before you’re thirty? Also, you would be the world’s worst gardener. You don’t even have a garden.


Harry: I might become a patio-culturalist. It’s like a horti­culturalist only I would specialise in tiny metre-square patios for people in London. That’s if the Crunchy Nut doesn’t get me first. Is it even possible for a cluster to have a good angle? I’m resigning.


Seffy: You fed that cactus I got for your birthday champagne! Stick to the clusters babe x


I smile and pop my phone back in my pocket.


Harry’s my best friend. We met at school when we were eleven. She drew all down my arm which made me mad but then she smiled at me, held out her arm and said, An arm for an arm? I angrily scribbled in biro all over her left arm and we became pen-sisters. We’re total opposites. I like to plan, she’s spontaneous. I care about work and money, Harry cares about happiness. Harry’s like a laxative for the anal in me. I help bring her down to earth when she’s about to catapult herself into space.


I pour myself a Pinot Grigio and soda, my drink of choice. Cheers to me. Congrats on your promotion, Seffy. 


I sit for a while, lamenting the day. Listening to the gentle chink of the two large ice cubes against the glass. Savouring the acidic bitterness of the cold liquid, allowing the soft bubbles of soda water to sit on my tongue.


Sorry, I didn’t see your message I was just putting the baby to bed. Congratulations! What happens now then? X


Thanks, Maria. 


My mum replies to a text I sent earlier: Well done! You should be so proud of yourself my darling – a director before you’re 30! You are still at that banking job, aren’t you? Sometimes I lose track . . .


Not that I actually have the promotion yet, but Moira basic­ally said it was mine and I need something to celebrate.


I do want the promotion. I just wish I was sitting with Luke on the sofa celebrating with a Diet Coke in my hand and a baby in my belly. 


He’d say something like, I knew you’d get it. Now, let’s take the money and run. I’ve always fancied bringing up a family somewhere hot, like Bali.


Or maybe we would have gone out for dinner somewhere fancy to celebrate, for steak, our favourite. A magnum of champagne, crisp, cold and bubbly – we’d get drunk on happiness. I could do that now, with Harry if I wanted. A big ‘show and tell’ about my promotion. Or maybe that isn’t what I want and really, I’m searching for a hug at home, a release, a warm embrace after the corporate struggle . . . I bet Luke and I would have had amazing sex that night, an orgasm of success, shared success, given he did help me get there. In his own way.


The divorce papers are on the side; they arrived a couple of days ago. It doesn’t take very long to draw the curtains on a marriage when they were barely open. It’s been four months since we decided to divorce. We don’t have any shared assets, so it really is as simple as signing a couple of papers and clapping the dust from your hands.


I will sign them. I’m not going to make things difficult and there really is no point in trying to rectify anything. I can’t get a new womb fitted so I’ll never be right for Luke.


I will sign them because that’s what I should do. 


Sometimes I wonder what would happen if I didn’t, though. Well, maybe not if I didn’t sign them but if we’d never started trying. If we were just one of those couples who had decided children weren’t for them. 


At least I don’t have to worry about losing the baby weight or having too many white wines on a Friday night or explaining to a child that cigarettes are very bad but sometimes Mummy needs them to calm down: they’re like dummies, but for adults.


Eurgh. I don’t need to stew over it anymore. I’m really not one to wallow in my self-pity. I move forward, strategise how to be better, make plans on plans on future plans. Come on, Seffy, pull yourself together. You’ve been promoted – that’s ­basically cancelled out the divorce.


I switch on something mindless on Netflix, pour myself another Pinot and soda and do some scrolling.


Maddie Peters posted a new life update.


On the 16th of March we welcomed our gorgeous baby girl Emmy-Rose Peters into the world.


259 likes.


JamDodge1991 posted a new photo to the album Fam-a-lam.


A photo of Finian with his two-year-old, both dressed up as hula girls.


57 likes. 


Carly Clay changed her name to Carly Macintyre.


Thank you to all my friends and family for the most incredible wedding, it really was the best day of my entire life. Now for the rest as Mrs Macintyre!


199 likes.


And that’s my Facebook feed. No one uses it anymore other than to amplify the status of their stability. Births, weddings, engagements, photos of children, babies, partners. Love, love and more love.


If I posted: ‘Just got that promotion! Huge pay-rise coming my way!’ people would call it gloating. Is it not gloating, showing me photos of your biological children when that can never be me?


No one cares about promotions or career success. It makes people jealous. They only care about: when are you going to get married? Thought about having children yet? Are you pregnant, is that why you’re not drinking?


I have had a slight hiatus in that line of questioning, for a while at least. It wouldn’t be very considerate to ask a recent divorcée when they were going to get married for the second time in two years. It would be verging on inconsiderate, rude even, but when it comes to your own body, your own womb, your own desires, other people don’t seem to have any qualms in diving straight into the nitty gritty – as if you physically share a womb with your Great-Aunt Ida.


What the fuck is this Netflix show? I switch to Sugar Rush, my favourite baking show. The on-screen stress calms me.


At least Instagram is a bit more glamorous than Facebook. The photos of people’s kids are edited with nice lighting and their faces are clean. The stream of smiling children is infiltrated with models in bikinis or meals at fancy restaurants – things that I can achieve – making it more bearable. 


Where shall I go next on holiday? South Africa? Barbados? Los Angeles? 


I’m my own person. No strings attached.


I could plan a route around America, cram everything into my two weeks core leave. It would be stressful, but I could manage it with careful consideration.


@Celine72 has changed her name to @ThirtyismyNumber.


A photo of her swinging her legs at the edge of the Grand Canyon, about to bungee.


Caption: I did it! Completed my 30 under 30 bucket list before my thirtieth birthday! It was magical, scary, myth-busting – follow my blog to see my crazy adventures and make sure to tag me in yours! #LifeIsForLiving #ThereIsNothingDirtyAboutThirty


I click on her blog and scroll through her posts, photos and videos. Wow. I pour myself another Pinot – there’s only ever three decent-sized glasses of wine in a bottle; if you can pour four, you’re not doing it right. Alarming to take your advice on this, Mum, but the wine has already been poured.


There are photos of Celine with tigers in Thailand, bungee-
jumping off the Grand Canyon, white-water rafting, pythons around her neck, eating scorpions in Mexico. 


Comment from A. Non: This looks great but who has the time OR MONEY to travel to thirty countries in a year? 


True. How am I going to manage to take off enough days from work to travel to thirty different countries? That would be a country a day based on my annual leave. I don’t think I could even plan for that.


I absorb myself in Celine’s life for an hour or so. 


Maybe that’s what I should do. My own thirty under thirty bucket list. I love a list. I’m drooling just thinking about it. Something to keep me occupied, take my mind off the fact I’m a young divorcée. In the 1950s it was all eligible bach­elors, parties, cigarettes and whisky. Today it’s Netflix, a family-
pack of Wotsits and a scroll through the UK’s most eligible fuckboys.


Sometimes, with Moira so close to my neck, it’s like we share a lung; I feel like I never take time to focus on myself. I can make myself into a better, more rounded person. Stop worrying about parts of my body that I can’t change, like the part that’s supposed to be the beating heart of procreation but in my case, it might as well be made of stone. 


Thirty is quite a lot of things to tick off on a list. Maybe I’ll find some things that are easy to achieve and some that are a little more eccentric. #Balance.


I’m excited. My fingers feel electric.


I open up the notes section on my phone and type enthusiastically.


Thirty Under Thirty Bucket List


Hmmm. What’s something I can start tomorrow? I need to start immediately. There’s no point in having a list you can’t action.


I should start doing my pelvic floors. Gravity is a bitch when you get over thirty, or so my mum says.


1 Do twenty pelvic floors a day – that’s easy. They can’t all be too adventurous, or I’ll never complete any of them. I only have a year and I work full-time. And I’m not wild, or outdoorsy or spontaneous, I’m Seffy, the now nearly single banker from London.


I type some more out.


2 Read ten famous books – the novels you’re supposed to read in English classes, Lord of the Flies, The Catcher in the Rye – those ones.


3 Watch ten cult movies – I’m not very good with those types of movies, I prefer chick-flicks or comedies, ones to unwind to. I need to buff up my movie knowledge – watch The Godfather. Some real grit.


4 Host a dinner party and make everything from scratch – I mean everything, even down to the bread or the little blinis which I’ll serve the salmon on.


5 Go to an overnight festival – I’ve never been to a ­festival. The thought of not showering for days scares me.


6 Find a hobby – I swear at school everyone had a hobby. A sport they played at weekends or something they were really good at. I have zilch. What could mine be? Running? Flower arranging? What hobbies do thirty­-year-olds have? Laundry? Botox?


7 Do something that scares me – sing in front of a crowd? 


8 Do a dancing lesson – my dancing is as good as my singing. It’s sexy being able to dance. I just need to learn one signature move.


9 Get on a TV show – even a game show? I think I’d be good at a game show.


10 Change a tyre – this is purely down for practical purposes. I can do what any man can do.


11 Learn how to start a fire in the wilderness – again, another life skill. What would happen if I got stuck in the woods on the common?


12 Do a community service project – I really should start giving back.


13 Complete in a running race – this goes alongside the hobby, but I would love to have a photo of me with a big badge.


14 Climb a mountain – now that would be an achievement.


15 See one of the seven wonders of the world – I really should aim to see all seven by the time I’m 100.


There’re a few to get my teeth into. Things I’ve always wanted to do, skills that I should learn now I’m well into adulthood. I can always change them over time, and I need to leave gaps to add things in. Knowing me I’ll probably hit fifty before I’m thirty.


This WILL be fun. A project. Lists make me happy; I can already feel my heart beating faster.


I need to leave my old aspirations behind me and set some new goals.


I walk over to the counter where the divorce papers are and sign. I almost sign S Coates before remembering she doesn’t exist anymore.


I don’t need Luke. 


He’s already left me. 


I’m a strong, independent woman and I’ll be fine on my own.


I reach for the corkscrew and pull another bottle of Pinot from the fridge just to make sure.


But I will be fine.


I’m ninety-nine-point-nine-nine-per cent sure of it.
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Harry: What’s the plan for your bday then, babes? 


Me: I don’t know. You know I’m not big on birthdays. Maybe we can go for a few drinks or something?


Harry: Not big on birthdays? Don’t make me laugh. Says the girl who drank turbo shots on the river ferry two years ago, dressed up as a football hooligan.


Me: That was a rogue year.


Well, it is now. When will I ever wear Luke’s Chelsea outfit again?


Me: I guess we could go for a bottomless brunch.


Me: If you want.


Harry: It’s YOUR birthday. It wasn’t rogue, you’re like that every year. If you don’t have your one day letting off steam, you’ll implode.


She’s right, but that was the old Seffy. The fun side that Luke brought out of me.


Harry: Bottomless brunch? Unlimited alcohol, food, music, friends who want to celebrate with you? How utterly fucking BORING :D


Me: Sorry. Now you say it like that . . .


Harry: Please DON’T apologise Miss birthdays-are-sooooo-last-year, I’ll count it as one of your Seffyisms. I’m writing them all down so I can reel them off in your eulogy – hates birthdays. Scroogier than Scrooge. I hate to say it, but clearly you’ll die before me because of stress. 


Me: Purlease, we all know that reckless behaviour leads to death, it’s like Grim Reaper 101.


Harry: ANYWAY, there’s a huge reason to celebrate this year.


Me: Why?


Harry: It’s your last year of your twenties.


Me: Don’t remind me.


Harry: AND . . .


Harry: You’re divorced! So, it’s a divorce and a birthday party. You’ve freed yourself from the shackles of a man. We should have been wearing black veils every day until you signed the papers then we could have ripped them off on your birthday and be like born-again-virgins. Some sort of feminist ritual. What do you call the opposite of a hen party? Get back in the egg? All cock no balls?


Harry: We could bring back the masks of Luke’s face but this time, heavily vandalised?


Me: You get carried away sometimes, but ok let’s do a brunch. 


Harry: Great I’ll organise. Bring your leftover dick straws and maybe I’ll book a stripper.


Me: Who keeps leftover dick straws?


Harry: They’re one of those items you never know when you might need. Always keep a dick straw handy my mum used to say.


I cannot stare at Excel anymore. All I can see when I close my eyes are tiny little rectangles. 


*Briiiiiiiing!*


I can see Moira with the desk phone to her ear as I pick up.


‘Seff. Where are you with that document?’ Her voice ­quivers with unnecessary urgency.


‘I’m about halfway.’ 


‘Well, I need it.’ There are a lot of things you need more than a pointless Excel document, Moira, believe me. Happiness, something to turn you on other than work, food.


‘I’m still waiting for info from Mandy, Felix and Jose. I have info from the others, but I still need to input and format . . .’


‘I needed it . . .’ Don’t say it, don’t say it. ‘Yesterday.’ She spits the word as my insides coil.


To be clear, the brief was set less than twenty-four hours ago.


‘I’ll get back on it straight away.’ I probably should stand to attention and give a salute.


Moira hangs up. 


I look at her across the office, catch her eye and smile. Naturally, she doesn’t respond but instead stands up and starts pacing around the room. She doesn’t leave the office, so she needs to get her step count in one way or another.


Luke and I always made jokes about Moira and every time she hisses some stupid remark, it takes all my inner strength not to send it as a homemade meme to Luke. Mocking her made working with her more bearable. Now what am I supposed to do to cope?


I look back at my screen. Rectangle, rectangle, rectangle.


Eurgh, Excel eyes.


You have one new email.


Dear all,


As you’ve probably noticed (!) Christine is pregnant and will be on maternity leave for nine months as of next week. 


Jane’s organising a whip-round and we will be doing a cake in the floor two cafeteria at 12 p.m. on Wednesday.


For anyone concerned about what will happen to Christine’s position while she is on leave, speak to Martin.


Regards,


Stephen


Stephen’s email could really have used someone checking it for misogynistic statements but as at least eighty per cent of the office are men, I’m sure they will go undetected. 


I divert my stare to Moira who, if I’m not mistaken, appears to be rolling her eyes. She picks up her black virtual assassin­ator and holds it to her ear.


*Briiiiiiiiing!*


‘Have you spoken to Elliot?’


‘Erm, no?’


‘Have you seen the email?’


‘Is he pregnant?’


I can’t resist.


‘If people spent their time sending actual emails rather than telling each and every single one of their colleagues that they’ve had sex recently, we all might get better bonuses. Of course he’s not fucking pregnant, Seff. He’s pissing all over this mandate and I need you to step in. If we lose this client, then you’ll both be to blame.’ She hangs up before she’s even taken another breath.


These pregnancy emails really rile her. It’s as if a little bit of her happiness is sacrificed with every new life on earth. I’m sure I’ll understand that feeling soon, too.


I decide to go to the toilet for a break. It’s the only time when I don’t feel like Moira’s undressing me with her eyes, not in a good way, but as if she’s preparing me for sacrifice.


I sit on the toilet, scrolling as an alert goes off on my phone.


Reminder: Pelvic Floors


I start squeezing. How do people do it without anyone noticing? It’s hard to get the perfect squeeze from back to front. It’s quite tiring. I’m not sure if I would be able to do this at my desk without someone thinking I’m 
masturbating. 


I mean . . . desk masturbation? Totally not office appropriate – one of the bank’s hard-boiled potatoes might convulse into mash.


Why do you get nine months leave only if you’re pregnant? What if you can’t have children or don’t want to have children – are you not entitled to a career break? 


Each squeeze gets more vigorous and more intense, as I contemplate the injustice of it all.


I message Harry:


Me: Why should you get nine months off just because you’re pregnant? 


God, I sound like Moira. I can imagine the words coursing from her lips as she spits them in disgust. When on the flip side there’ll be a tired mum sobbing that people think maternity leave is like some five-star holiday. I’m such a bitch.


Harry: LOL #babyshamer. You don’t. A guy at work last week left for a six-month sabbatical and I’m pretty sure he wasn’t pregnant.


Me: I didn’t realise people actually did those. Surely your whole career gets put on hold. You’d never be in the same position again. Like, who would promote you?


Me: And unlike maternity leave you DON’T GET PAID.


Harry: Life’s not all about money you know. It’s ­people like you that make having a LIFE more difficult for 
people like me. Life’s not all about working, some people choose to do things for FUN – like drinking their morning coffee out of a dick straw – try it.


Harry: P.S you’re starting to sound like a Jeff and they’re realllllly boring. They look like they could accidentally be buried alive and wouldn’t even notice. 


I’m such a square. Why am I such a square?


I wish I could be a bit more rounded; I’m not asking to be a full circle; I’d be happy as a hexagon.


Could I take a sabbatical?


Is that something Seffy could do? I’m about to be promoted. My promotion. No, it’s too risky.


But I have no husband. 


No children. 


No ties. 


I have money.


And I do need a break. 


I would like to have some enjoyment. 


But my career? Stop being such a square, Seffy. Rounded people surely don’t have these arrows of negativity continuously puncturing their thoughts of fun.


I feel an urge to message Luke and find out what he would do in my scenario before remembering that this whole situ­ation is because of us no longer being together.


I sit at my desk, pondering. Basking in the sun on some luxurious career break or wallowing in Excel sheets. Where would I rather be right now? 


I type in ‘Sabbatical’ on the HR portal.


Each employee who has five years of service with the bank is entitled to a nine-month sabbatical under PP LEWES Right To Leave initiative.


I’ve worked here for seven years, and I don’t think I’ve known a single person to leave for a nine-month sabbatical and, more importantly, return.


If you are interested in the scheme, please speak to your
Line Manager and the Human Resources Team. The amount of notice required is dependent on your workload and at the discretion of your Line Manager. 


Moira’s my line manager. 


Decision made.


I close the HR portal and go back to militantly typing out sales figures in an eye-watering display of commitment and, perhaps, cowardice. 


Normally, I watch Netflix while eating my dinner but tonight I’m reading a book. I often eat ready meals in the week because cooking eats into my relaxation time, scheduled from 8.00 p.m. till 10.00 p.m. Monday to Friday.


The first book on my top ten reading list is Lord of the Flies, so in my usual uniform fashion, that’s exactly what I’ll read first.


It’s good, I’ll give Golding that. Drilling down on civil­isation and metaphorically symbolising the pulls on society through a few kids, a shell and a pig is genius. 


I lose myself in Golding’s descriptions and pour myself a wine.


I delve deeper into his words – civilisation versus savagery. Ralph’s idealism, Piggy’s naivety, and Jack’s militant views.


The wine flows in my blood and Golding’s ink imprints on my brain. Am I Ralph? Is PP Lewes my conch? Is Moira Jack? Then who is Piggy?


I’ve had too much wine.


I’m divorced. Drinking too much alone. I’m a carbon copy of my fucking mother.


My arm vibrates. I startle. My eyes feel sticky and dry at the same time. It’s midnight. I must have fallen asleep on the sofa.


Harry: I booked Biggy Smalls for your birthday brunch. I LITERALLY begged for a table. It’s going to be fantastic. Call me ASAP tomorrow so we can discuss outfits. 


Thank God for friends. Thank God for Harry. I’d be so fucking boring otherwise.


I pour myself a glass of water and go to bed. I don’t even remove my make-up.








One Month No Baby




Dear Aunty Aphrodite,


I’m not usually one for anything fluffy. You know, supernatural powers that transparent gems might hold or praying to superior beings. 


I’ve seen people talk about it on Instagram. Well, mainly celebs. They manifest something, like being the most successful singer in the entire world and it just kind of happens. 


It’s not really me. Surely if it worked, we’d all be happy, successful, rich?


I like to be in control. Understand the cause and effect. Newton and Einstein are more my kind of guys. 


I usually don’t believe in all that stuff but sometimes you must think outside the box.


Things don’t happen by dreaming; they happen because of hard work. I learnt that from my mother. She’s one of those women who doesn’t dress up a turd, she shoves it straight in your face. You have to be tough because the world isn’t made of marshmallows and puppies. 


My father got an A in Hollywood clichés when he had an affair with his secretary and my mother was left to look after me and my two younger brothers – Chris and Justin. My father came back begging my mother to forgive him (apparently – I was too young to observe) but she said – you’ve done it once, how do I know you won’t do it again? 


I say that as if I admire my mother. I don’t. My admir­ation is whittled down to the single point in time when she didn’t take my father back; that’s where it begins and ends. Maybe if she had taken him back she wouldn’t be so awful. But that goes against all my feminist views and puts power to the patriarchy, so I refuse to acknowledge that it was ever an option.


I didn’t study Classics or Latin, so I don’t really understand all the gods, goddesses or mythical creatures of the supernatural underworld. HOWEVER, I want a baby and I’m impatient. 


Aphrodite, you’re the goddess of fertility, please help me. 


There’s a clear science behind conceiving – you need to have sex. That’s how I see it anyway. Sperm plus egg equals baby. A teeny, tiny foetus with miniscule fingers and toes, and let’s not forget their delicate little nails and the rhythmic beat of their miniature heart. I’m doing all the practical things to make myself get pregnant, mainly having sex at every opportunity, but now, Aphrodite, I’m at my wits end – I need to be in bed with you as well as my husband.


I’ve had eight periods. EIGHT. That’s eight eggs, eight chances of procreation down the toilet. That’s why I’ve started this diary. As I’m starting it now, it begins at One Month No Baby. That’s the title. We weren’t trying, per se, just not not trying. If you get me. Well, Luke wasn’t, and I was trying to take it easy, be relaxed, but that’s just not me. I’ve been trying to get pregnant ever since the evening of the wedding. It’s already becoming such a slog. So, this month, I ramped it up. Locked the accelerator into place, as it were.


Yes, I’m fully aware that eight months of unprotected sex is not very long; it can take years to create a human. I like things done when I want them done and it’s eating away at me like a gnat, that I can’t be standing on the other side of conception already. I dream about standing next to the toilet and looking down at that little white plastic stick with two blue lines on it. Having a feeling of overwhelming happiness seep from my brain down to my toes and a smile spread across my darn face. Messaging Luke a photo of the lines with a caption that I’ll remember forever – There’s three of us now, Baby Coates arriving down the fast lane.


Luke and I had the most glorious wedding in Tuscany, about eight months ago. Everything I’d always dreamed of. The heat from the Italian sun gleaming down on our guests as they sat in the vineyard waiting for my arrival. All my friends and family there. The dress of my ten-year-old dreams. Guests smiling, laughing, photos of us all living our best lives. The dancing, oh the dancing, into the early hours and finally, a pool party the next day where we lounged around reminiscing about the party of all parties. It felt like confirmation that I’m doing well in life. If you looked at me you probably wouldn’t think I need confirmation (I’m not trying to be conceited), a twenty-seven-year-old, married, nice flat, good job, friends. I’m still insecure, like everyone is. You think you’re doing well and then someone comes along and trumps you – sticks two fingers in your face and says, ‘can’t catch me now’. Well, I’ll catch you.


I loved the wedding. Letting my hair down a bit. Sometimes I think I forget how to relax and be silly. But then I surprise myself. I was stressed of course; everything had to be perfect. I had quotes about love embroidered onto cotton napkins – I don’t see the point in doing something half-heartedly. I know some people might think of me as stuck-up or at the very least a stickler for detail, but I work hard at everything I do and I deserve it. I want to be ­successful, so I guess it’s like manifesting but less airy-fairy and more early mornings and late nights. Everything can be planned – a structured life is a ­perfect life. I try not to let Luke see quite how anal I am about planning but some of the anal-ness slipped out at the wedding. I couldn’t help it – the way Lucia was folding the napkins was driving me insane. I wanted chic, not ­fucking toddlers practising origami. Swans, not geese, if you get my vibe. 


I know I’m lucky. Fortunate, even. I spent YEARS looking after my brothers, with no father and a drunk mother. I’m not someone who doesn’t recognise their own fortunes. See, told you I’m not arrogant, Aphrodite, I’m just being to the point, stating the obvious.


Luke looked gorgeous. He is gorgeous. He’s the total opposite of me in terms of our character traits but cut from the same cloth in some ways – our ambitions, our love of good food and travel. If you could orgasm over list writing, I would. While Luke has never written a list in his life. I don’t know why it doesn’t bother me; I don’t even want to ‘fix’ him like people probably think I do. I’m happy with him, and he makes me check myself, like an onsite therapist who you fuck and love all at the same time.


I thought the wedding was the crux of my happiness but then there was the honeymoon. Luke and I lounged around on Sugar Beach in St Lucia, drinking pina coladas and having sex in the afternoon. We read books that have been on our reading list for years, played cards on little wooden tables and chatted late into the night putting the world to rights. We’d wake up with the only worry on our minds being what time we should have breakfast, lunch and ­dinner as part of our all-inclusive deal. It was like planning in a world where no planning was needed – orgasmic.


People talk about the post-wedding blues, when you return to your day job, but I have a post-wedding ecstasy. I feel euphoric. Being invited to events as Mr and Mrs Coates, people finally taking me seriously as I introduce myself as a Mrs, having a life partner. I’m even enjoying the arduous process of removing my maiden name from every single document I’ve ever owned, and I’ve created a family email for us – hello@costadelcoates.com. I enjoy admin because it’s structured. I can plan it; I know what’s coming next.


I’ve always enjoyed lists; shopping lists, to-do lists, goal lists. I almost started salivating when I got to put a big green tick next to the ‘Married before you’re 30’ line. The next one is ‘Promoted to Director’, closely followed by ‘Get pregnant’. I’m hoping to move ‘Get pregnant’ to before my promotion and hide my ever-protruding stomach until I receive my cheque, that way I’ll get more maternity pay. See? Everything can be planned.


I don’t have any particular reason for wanting to achieve this set of things before I’m thirty, other than it being a milestone in my mind. It’s just something I decided once. Maybe it’s because when you’re fifteen, being double your age sounds really old and it feels like the sort of age where you’d want your life to be in order. Luke thinks I’m silly for essentially putting a timer on my life, but we’re different and that’s ok.


And now I’m married, it seems stupid waiting around, or having a baby in a few years because I want one now. I’d already allocated a few months post-­wedding to just enjoy being newlyweds but that time’s drawing to a close.


What I’ve realised is that trying to get pregnant is the total opposite of enjoyable. Luke and I discussed trying for ­children post-wedding and it was agreed that we would just take it slow. Stop using protection and let it happen when it happens. But I can’t. Taking things slow just isn’t me, like trying to teach a fish to walk – it ain’t gonna happen. Every time his penis enters my vagina, my mind screams ‘BABY, BABY, BABY’. Images of tiny, screaming humans in nappies sit on my eyeline. I fake an orgasm and then desperately try to get him to come really hard, so it shoots up into my fallopian tubes like an arrow securing its target. I’m sure the speed of the ejaculation must make a difference. It’s got to, hasn’t it? Come on, Aphrodite, you’d tell me if I was doing the basics wrong, wouldn’t you? Send me a sign or something?


I’ve been tracking my periods for eighteen months, ever since we got engaged, but I’m not sure how reliable it is. Instead, I’ve downloaded Eggly and synced it up to my Apple watch to find out when my basal temperature increases and the days on which I’m ovulating. We started having sex every three days because I wasn’t sure just how much I trusted Eggly. It was every day at first but that got a bit much. I’d sort of lie there with my legs up (heard that’s the best position for fertilisation) and wait for Luke to finish. I’d keep my legs up for a while to check his sperm knew the way to my golden nugget of an egg and then that was that until the next day. When Eggly sent me my first notification – Congratulations Seffy, you’re ovulating! – I basically pulled Luke’s pants down as soon as he opened the door. Luckily, he thought it was sexy.


I know the hormones won’t show up for two weeks (I’ve done my reading) but I take a pregnancy test immediately just in case one of my previous eggs has decided to fertilise itself from last month’s ejaculation. 


Nothing. 


I’m already bored of having sex. Luke’s happy to oblige, for now. Maybe I should start upping the sex to every day again just in case? ANSWER ME, APHRODITE. It’s not sexy anymore, it’s a task that needs to be completed and ticked off my never-ending To Do list. I’m not even bothering to buy nice underwear; period pants will do. I wonder if Luke finds it monotonous too. I don’t want to ask him in case I highlight how dull our sex life has become overnight. It’s gone from horny newly-weds to a narcoleptic romp. I still do all the relevant actions and sound effects but the only thing I really want to say is – Did you come? And if so, how much? Do you think there’s enough to fertilise an egg? Have you eaten enough protein today? Please to God say you’ve been taking your vitamins.


I don’t even know when the shift happened. When I stopped wanting to be sexy, desirable and just wanted to be pregnant. It’s all fine though, I know deep down everything will be ok, it’s just that feeling of waiting. You know, when you want something so badly but you have no control over it. 


We still go out for our weekly date night, which does help with the feeling sexy part but even then, instead of lustfully looking into Luke’s eyes for pure love, a tiny part of my brain is whirring, working hard to ensure we don’t get home too late so we can get back on the procreation train.


This morning, Luke asked me if I’d started my period. I had, two days ago, but I feel guilty admitting that one of my eggs has escaped his militant sperm. I just told him it was late and hid my tampons underneath mouldy bananas in the kitchen bin. I will have to admit that an unfertilised egg is slowly seeping from my womb at some point but maybe he’ll just forget.


I know it will happen soon. My Facebook feed is full of pregnancy announcements; if everyone else can do it, surely, I can. I’m my mother’s child so there’s no reason why I can’t bear my own. If she can get pregnant (while drinking herself into oblivion), then surely a respectful, law-abiding, well set-up woman in her late twenties with a good job and a loving husband can too?


I know if I said that out loud to anyone, they’d think I was a massive twat, but this is a private diary. People have children in all sorts of ways, under all sorts of circumstances but sometimes I wonder if my mother should have had us three at all. I mean, she really didn’t do much in terms of raising us. We’d have been like three caged ­battery hens destined for the slaughterhouse if it wasn’t for me ­taking the reins.


It’s just the anxiety of it all and the waiting. I bought a cute outfit for baby Coates on the way home from work last week. Totally neutral as I don’t know what the ­gender will be (obvs). A gorgeous oat-coloured knitted romper with a matching bonnet. It’s the cutest thing I’ve ever seen. It makes my ovaries burst when I look at it. 


I showed Luke when I got home but he didn’t seem to have the same reaction. He told me to stop buying things for a human that doesn’t exist yet. We had a bit of an argument after that because I told him that I didn’t feel like he cared enough and he responded – You always do this Seffy, get obsessed about everything. I want a baby too, but you can’t go out buying things for something that doesn’t exist yet because then there’s nothing to look forward to anymore. Baby Coates’s outfit is stored away for safe keeping, unfortunately in the same drawer as my dildos but that’s life! 


I keep peeking in the window of Bibs & Bums – everything is so adorable. I have an argument with myself every day, but I can’t, I just can’t buy anything else yet. Luke’s right. Maybe a pair of matching oatmeal booties but then I’ll really have to stop.


Due to my menstruation cycle, Luke and I get a bit of respite from our three-daily romp schedule, which is great because I’m tired. I’m hoping our little five-day holiday will make it all the more exciting when we get back to it. Maybe that was the sign, hey Aphrodite, my period?


I’m going to cook us a nice dinner of roast pork and dauphinoise, maybe even have a Pinot and soda. It will be like old times. Luke and I will drink our way through a bottle, laugh over the chinks of ice cubes, he’ll tell me I’m beautiful and I’ll thank my lucky stars that he chose me when he could have his pick of the girls. Take a break from my sudden conception sobriety. I’m sure it will do us both good to relax. I’m more free-spirited when I take a break, I know that. And hotter. Luke said he gets a hard-on when my eyes sparkle.


Anyway . . . my dearest, DARLING Aphrodite, if you are the goddess of fertility, PURLEASE can you swing by my ovaries next month and make them pop? I’d be ­eternally grateful.


Hugs, kisses, a bowl of fruit for the gods etc etc.


Seffy xxx




Twelve Months Until Thirty
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*Bzzzzzzzzzzzz*


*Bzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz*


*Bzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz*


I’m in a haze. Did I leave my vibrator on?


My eyes feel sticky, wine conjunctivitis, according to my mother, when I used to bring her a morning cup of tea. My mouth feels arid. 


*BZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZ*


My brain starts to come to. I was having one of those weird sex dreams again. It’s my phone ringing. Since my vagina’s stopped engaging in sexual activity my mind seems to be doing more of it. Metaphorical shagging. It’s great.


I move my hand violently from left to right trying to find my phone from somewhere under my pillow.


My phone stops reminding me that the last penis I saw was fuchsia and made of silicone, and I see it was a call from Harry.


I gulp the remnants from the glass of water by my bed before my phone starts incessantly vibrating again.


‘What have you been doing?’


‘Sleeping,’ I reply with that dry croak that always coincides with your first word of the day. That moment where you’re not sure if you’ve actually woken up a mute.


‘It’s your bloody birthday – WAKE UP!’ she screeches down the phone. ‘Welcome to the last year of your twenties, my gorgeous, fabulous bestie.’ Harry’s definitely not become a mute; she’s risen a decibel.


‘Don’t remind me.’ I sigh.


‘I’m stopping you right there. I’m having none of your negativity today. Every time you say something vaguely nega­tive Nicholas, you’re having a shot.’ Harry and I decided to replace all the negative idioms, adjectives and nouns associated with women with men a few months ago and I’m all for it. Why should all negative people be called Nancy? Why not Nicholas, Nathaniel, Noah? 


‘Fine. Yipppeeeeee, my birthday, I can’t wait to celebrate!’ I shout down the line. ‘That better?’ I laugh – it does make me feel happy.


‘You need to get up, have a coffee and some food and get ready for brunch. There’ll be no skimping on the alcohol this year, so I’m advising you to have some carbs asap. A coffee 
and two croissants will be arriving on your doorstep in twenty minutes, and I’ve paid the driver extra to watch you eat one of the croissants.’


‘You haven’t? Don’t they do that on TikTok?’


‘Might do, I’m not sure. Anyway, get ready because brunch is at 11.30 in Soho. DO NOT BE LATE.’


‘Harry, when have I ever been late for anything? You can’t be late if you plan for traffic.’ I dismiss the urge to roll my eyes seeing that I’m alone and they still feel heavy from the wine.


I hang up and stare at the ceiling. 364 days left to complete my bucket list, a year minus a day. I was born at one minute past midnight, prompt – you can’t get any earlier.


The red book lies placidly on the bedside table – who spends their birthday-eve reading an allegorical novel?


A recent divorcée, that’s who.


Happy Birthday.


That’s the message Luke sent me. A full stop! There’s nothing more passive aggressive than that. And no emojis. At least it was before 10.00 p.m. so it doesn’t look totally thoughtless. 


I try not to think about how I would normally spend today – lazy sex, breakfast in bed, presents still in the cardboard delivery box because Luke hated wrapping, but my throat tightens and suddenly I’m trying not to cry.


I blink back a lone tear as the doorbell rings and open the door to a young guy, looking awkward. He holds out a paper bag and doesn’t leave when I say thank you.


‘I have to film you eating one of the croissants or I won’t get a tip.’


‘Film me?’ Fuck’s sake, Harry. I thought she was joking.


‘Can I not pay you the tip myself?’


‘No, she said you’d say that. She’ll leave me a negative review if you pay me and she doesn’t get a video.’


‘But I hate eating in front of people.’


‘She said that too.’ He passes me a blindfold. ‘Wear this and then you can pretend I’m not watching.’
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