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Introduction



Life Memo – URGENT, Please Read


To: Stacey Duguid


Subject: Life plan


From: The Life Department


Date: Before you hit thirty-five, preferably around the age of twenty-six


Re: Mating (finding The One), Marriage (floofy white dress incoming), Motherhood (it’ll be fucking brilliant), Money (you’ll have plenty of it), Mayhem (you didn’t see that one coming . . . )




Dear Stacey,


It’s the Life Department here.


Now, call us terribly organised, but we thought we’d give you a quick heads-up as to what’s coming your way. We have a few tips ’n’ tricks on how you might best deal with this mad ole thing called life, but, as you make your way through the decades, the way in which you respond to things will be entirely unique to you (code for: book therapy immediately).


So, here goes!





WITH REGARDS TO MATING: Everything you learnt from watching Walt Disney films as a child is bullshit. Sorry. I know. This takes A LOT of getting used to – and, unfortunately, is something you don’t figure out until much later in life. The fairy godmother says, ‘Soz.’


Finding a partner with whom to breed takes a lot more effort than running out of a nightclub high on pills, accidentally leaving a Louboutin on a staircase and hoping the bloke you danced with all night will track you down via Instagram. We’re not suggesting there’s no hope of finding ‘The One’, we’re just saying he probably won’t arrive on horseback/climb up your hair to rescue you.


As you exit your twenties, you’ll find ‘bad boys’ tiresome and recovering from heartbreak a little harder. Please take note! Should you find yourself on an endless cycle of exhilarating dopamine ‘love’ hits when aged thirty-three-ish, seek help in the form of therapy. IMMEDIATELY. Recovering from childhood wounds and filling an emotional void is, in lots of cases, entirely possible. However, facing issues head-on can be frightening and create a ton of grief you’d rather spend a lifetime avoiding. Take it from us, you’ll be much happier in the long run if you don’t stick your head in the sand. Or a bottle of vodka.


As for gay men, we can confirm they are not interested in having sex with you. Best stay far away from Vauxhall if you ever want to meet a straight man. As for that time a gay man wearing a leather harness snogged you in a nightclub in New York, he was in a K-hole. As were you.


On a side note, WITH REGARDS TO MATES (as in, platonic friends): Find good people, find your tribe, hold them tight and never let them go. Put as much effort into friendships as you do romantic relationships; they’re worth it. Communicate with your mates regularly, listen to them, and offer help when you have the bandwidth to do so. Make solo time for them – and believe us when we say that romantic relationships end, but friendships continue. Your friends are your REAL soulmates – a fact you’ll figure out much later on in life. If you feel shocked by the notion of ‘much later on in life’, we can confirm that, despite existing on a diet of beige food for forty-nine years, you make it to at least, well, forty-nine.


WITH REGARDS TO MARRIAGE: The big day, a massive dress, five bridesmaids, masses of flowers, yadda, yadda, yadda. Like a lot of girls growing up in the West, marriage is something to aim for in life, right?


No. No, it’s not.


By all means, go for it, but don’t let so-called societal ‘norms’ – getting married, having kids, buying a house – distract you from finding your true happiness.


Before signing the marriage paperwork, do your research and ask yourself what happens if the ring comes off. Before we talk about break-ups, know this: marriage requires attention, and relationships are not easy. Take the rough with the smooth and always communicate. Plan date nights, take care of one another, have sex. Are you rolling your eyes? We know, we know, ‘date nights’ sometimes feel forced, especially after having kids, but you should plan alone time together. Keep talking. Oh, and it’s essential to remain curious about one another.


As for the idea of a ‘life’ partner, word to the wise: it’s not possible to find everything you’re looking for in one person. That’s why you need friends, a career, hobbies, etc. Leave space between you, try not to become ‘one’, work on retaining an air of mystery. Curiosity could help keep the sexy stuff alive – and anyway, you really don’t need to know every single detail of their day and vice versa. This is not a green light for Hitchcock/Agatha Christie-themed rental costumes, BTW. Mystery can be low-key and drama-free. OK, perhaps not drama-free, but still – no costumes.


WITH REGARDS TO MOTHERHOOD: Apologies for the shocking news, but the stork may never fly past, and you may never find your ‘mate’. Motherhood in a traditional sense may never happen; you might have fertility issues or struggle to conceive. The good news is, motherhood comes in many forms, such as caring for other people’s children, having stepchildren, caring for your community, mentoring disadvantaged kids, and looking after beloved pets. If motherhood is your plan A, find a plan B.


If you do end up giving birth, be prepared for the following weeks to not be all cupcakes and people popping in for cups of tea. Ashamed to admit that motherhood is very far from what they’d expected, and certainly a million miles away from immaculate images of new motherhood on social media, many women keep quiet about what’s really going on.


On that, never believe a word that comes out of a new mother’s mouth. They’re lying. Wolfy is NOT sleeping through the night, and Sophie, his mum, is as shit-scared as you are. These women may not be your ‘type’ per se, but do your best to make an effort at the mother and baby groups; you’ll really regret not doing so. You need a circle of new friends now more than ever before, and these women will provide a vital support network. Time to leave your preconceived ideas at home. (And perhaps your GUCCI nappy bag. Just sayin’.)


WITH REGARDS TO MONEY: When you’re young, someone you find extremely boring will mention the words ‘savings’, ‘pensions’ and ‘investing’. Instead of faking a panic attack or looking at them blankly, as though they’ve just landed from Mars (the planet, not a new fashion brand), listen to what they have to say. Listen, learn, take action.


If you end up married or cohabiting one day, you’ll need to understand joint finances and know your legal rights. Joint ownership of a property is one thing, but what if you aren’t married and then split up with someone with whom you have a child?


And what if the house you all live in is in their name? Your partner owns the house, so – what, you’re homeless? On that note, always have your own pot of money. Save little and often every week. Save, invest and plan; I repeat, save, invest and plan. And avoid credit cards like the plague. One more time for luck: AVOID CREDIT CARDS LIKE THE PLAGUE.


As for the products social media influences you to buy, you don’t need any of them. The algorithms fed to women via social media ads is money better saved. You don’t need a whizzy new hair gadget; you need a pot of savings to fall back on. As for the miracle slimming powder as seen on Instagram, it’s just another tax on women. Financial freedom is the ultimate freedom.


The End.


Best wishes – and here’s to a very happy life,


The Life Department


PS WITH REGARD TO MAYHEM: Should you, for whatever reason, not receive this memo – or, indeed, the extended version covering holiday insurance, tornadoes in Thailand (aka how to survive a tsunami wearing an Alaïa swimsuit), buying a home alone in Spain on a whim, budget planning, preventing unplanned pregnancies and the perils of recreational drug use – please head to your nearest motorbike shop, buy a crash helmet, pop it on and don’t leave the house or answer the phone.


Why? Because you’re fucked. Especially . . . sorry for laughing . . . especially when you reach mid-life. You want details? Ha ha ha . . . OK. Sorry, OK. At around the age of forty-six, having ignored ALL my well-researched life advice, should you find yourself divorced, single, homeless, unemployed, and in a short but highly toxic relationship with a married narcissist – don’t come crying to me. You may have a glorious collection of shoes, but, as I mentioned before, sadly, you’re completely fucking fucked.


Apologies, I don’t mean to laugh . . . it’s just – ha ha ha ha – sorry, it’s just SO hard to believe one woman could wreak this much carnage and chaos in her own life.


OK, I gotta go before I wet myself. Ha ha ha ha ha ha.


DISCLAIMER: I, HEAD OF THE LIFE DEPARTMENT, HAVE SENT MULTIPLE MEMOS TO WOMEN LIVING IN THE UK SINCE, WELL, FOR EVER. IT’S NOT MY FAULT IF YOU DO NOT RECEIVE – OR INDEED READ – THEM.


Erm, so, I didn’t actually get the memo – did you?


That life memo – the one that was meant to explain everything – never reached me. It’s clearly lingering in an out-of-use email inbox somewhere. Perhaps it was sent to the Paul Smith HQ, where I worked in 1997 (I say ‘worked’, but really, it was where I dragged my hungover body each morning and got paid for doing so). Could it be gathering dust in an old Hotmail account set up circa 1999? Or maybe it went to Giorgio Armani’s head offices in Milan, from where I was fired in 2002.




Name of terminated employee: Stacey Duguid c/o Giorgio Armani, Milano


Date: Circa May 2002


Reason for firing: Dancing on a podium at the Tom Ford party while wearing a ‘borrowed’ new-season Armani gown.


Further detail: A) The dress was autumn/winter 2002, and not even out in the shops yet (and we ain’t talking the Big Sainsbury’s).


B) It cost £3,000, and she’s skint.


C)There was only one sample in existence, meaning she definitely ‘borrowed’ it from the VIP celebrity wardrobe.


D)Cameron Diaz later asked to loan it, but it stank of Tom Ford fragrance and prosecco.





Apparently, Mr A hit the roof.


‘Who is the blonde from the UK?’ he fired at my Italian press office counterpart, who just went bright red and looked down at her Emporio Armani shoes. ‘She was dancing on a podium,’ he continued, at which point she knew he was talking about me. ‘Last night. At the Tom Ford party. Wearing MY DRESS! My staff! My dress! Vaffanculo!’


Sheeeeeet.


But I digress . . . So, a life memo, huh?


How unbelievably helpful it would’ve been to receive one. Exactly from whom I was supposed to glean this essential information, this precious intel that could’ve led to a far less bumpy life, I do not know. I imagine a glamorous Miss Moneypenny type, seated at a huge mahogany desk and firing off a heap of brilliant advice into a Dictaphone. She’s wearing black patent shoes (extremely high and by Saint Laurent) and a bright red bouclé Chanel skirt suit. Her hair is held up by a single pencil, and her eyes are smothered in black eyeliner, messily smudged in that way only French women can pull off. Fiddling with a pair of vintage Chanel earrings, she delivers her insightful life lessons in one hit. She’s not the PA at all. She’s freakin’ James Bond.


But I didn’t get the memo. I didn’t have a plan.


What I did have was more of a routine, one that had been passed down for several generations. I knew what life had in store for me. Everyone in my family married young, bought a house young, had kids young. No renegades here; no one buggering off to research ancient tribes in the Amazon jungle. Born into a working-class family on the outskirts of Manchester, one didn’t set off to far-off lands in search of adventure; one went to work and one ‘holidayed’ in a caravan in Blackpool once a year. And that, my friends, was that. Job done. Time to retire. Join the bowling club. Die.


At some point in my mid-teens, I knew I wanted more from life. Born in Ashton-under-Lyne, a town where generations of women in my family had worked in Lancashire factories, hard graft was definitely something I could do – but it was a career I wanted. Oh, and children, but not at the age my mother, grandmother and great-grandmother had birthed their babies (when they were still children themselves). I wanted a version of their lives minus the outdoor toilets and a doctor who murdered his patients. (Serial killer Harold Shipman murdered hundreds of his elderly female patients – but not my grandmother.)


Coming of age during the nineties, the message was clear. I could have it all – career, kids, nice house – as long as I worked hard enough. It was all within my reach. I know many women who managed to walk the tightrope of having both a career and children while in their late twenties and early thirties.


As for me, I was still rolling around nightclubs.


I’ve spent most of my life broke, but hey, that’s fashion for you. Sorry to burst the bubble of glamour, because God knows I hate to do that, but the way people dress on the set of The Devil Wears Prada and, more recently, Emily in Paris couldn’t be further from reality. From fashion assistants (whose main job it is to pack suitcases) to writers to stylists, in films and on Netflix, the cast is dressed head to toe in new-season designer gear. In real life, the majority of us magazine gals earned shit money and had to cleverly accessorise Zara to make it look like Prada/Loewe/Celine.


And so, single and earning shit money, the realisation I might never meet ‘The One’, never become a mother, never buy the happily-ever-after house, hit home hard about six months before my thirty-fifth birthday. Now what? Buy sperm off the internet? Where from? Sweden? Why would I do that when I could just book a flight to Stockholm and shag as many Swedish men as possible? Going to Stockholm for a shag sure beats ordering jizz off the internet.


If I was to be brushing organic crumbs off a wooden highchair by my mid-thirties, as opposed to dabbing MDMA crumbs off a loo seat at (insert name of party), it was time to take action. I’d have to go look for this mystical man, aka the prince I always knew was coming to rescue me. But hang on, why hadn’t he showed up? Had he got lost en route? Was there a mix-up with the edits over at Disney studios? There must have been; there’s no other explanation as to why no one – not a single person in any of the books or films – mentioned it was ME who had to go and hunt for HIM.


Well, I suppose I had sort of looked for him – at 4am in Soho. Turns out he lived in Shepherd’s Bush, enjoyed cycling at the weekend and going to bed exceptionally early.


Thanks to Disney discourse soaked up as a child, then, I assumed life would unfold like a fairy tale, but it didn’t. Six months before meeting the father of my children, having made the decision to embark upon motherhood alone, I fell pregnant. When I turned forty, I had a one-year-old daughter, a three-year-old son, a dog, a partner and a house. TICK! I thought. I did it!


Not for long, though.


Life isn’t simple or perfect, nor does it always have a happy ending (not that kind of happy ending). It’s supposed to be big and bonkers, miserable and messy, chaotic and funny, difficult and sad, bewildering and amazing. ALL that and then some.


This collection of short essays, divided into five parts, tells the story of a life that, until my marital breakdown, looked absolutely fucking fabulous. I’ll talk about everything that is taboo in today’s society, some of which you may have gone through, too: miscarriage, abortion, debt, affairs, divorce, depression, sex in midlife. The cracks in my life were glossed over with a big smile and an outfit I definitely couldn’t afford. And then, in September 2021, fuelled by several glasses of wine, I took to Instagram and told my truth.


There’s only so much I can squeeze into an Instagram caption, though, so I thought I’d write a book. Actually, I never dreamed I’d write a book and, having now written one, I can totally see why! To say it’s been emotional is the understatement of the century. But I suppose that’s the point. Life is an emotional roller coaster, one we are all too often ill-prepared for. Had someone told me not to worry about meeting a man, and to stop blowing money on credit cards just because the ‘spirits’ (as in dead people, not vodka) told me I needed ‘a new wider-shoulder jacket’, despite it being a week before payday and not having enough money in my account to pay rent, would I have listened? I’m not sure.


Had someone (or a spirit) mentioned that the so-called ‘happily ever after’ might not end up so happy, would my life be any different now? I doubt it, but in writing my story, I hope you’ll feel less alone in yours. Over the past three years, I’ve connected with hundreds of women via Instagram: women who, in the middle of the night, when life felt unbelievably dark during the first months after my divorce, provided deep comfort. Some nights, I felt so afraid I thought I couldn’t carry on. By sharing their vulnerability with me, these women made me feel less alone.


In many ways I wrote this book for them, and so, in the same way their messages helped me, I hope you’ll find comfort in these tales. As for me, given this book is now officially ‘out there’, I should probably figure out what to wear to court.


Message me, get in touch! Assuming I’m allowed Instagram in jail.


Love,


Stacey x










PART 1



Mating




‘We have been poisoned by fairy tales.’


– ANAÏS NIN, A Spy in the House of Love





‘We have been polluted by Hinge, Tinder, Raya . . . ’


– STACEY DUGUID


Perhaps it was lazy to allow Disney to be my guiding light, my North Star, the preordained trajectory showing exactly how life would play out. All that ingrained Disney shit is so unhelpful, especially when it comes to love.


In MATING, I tackle my life-long obsession with finding a partner, something I blame entirely on Snow White and her mates, the seven dwarfs. The message was clear: ‘One day, my prince shall come.’ But nobody mentioned when, where and how this prince would appear. Via toyboywarehouse.com? In a toilet in Ibiza? Will he arrive carrying a bag of chips on the last tube home?


Born in 1974, I’m part of Generation X, meaning I came of age in the you-can-have-it-all 1990s. Ladettes, pints, parties, strip clubs! I went from devouring fairy tales about princesses and finding true love, to approaching adulthood at a time when the wider culture was telling me to work and play as hard as the lads. Wait, so if I down as many pints as my prince, he’s The One, right?


Erm, probably not, love. He’s probably The One to Avoid, you muppet.


Shall we blame Disney? My parents’ divorce? Not one but two absent fathers? Who knows? All I know is I’ve spent four years in therapy unpicking it all, and it’s time to move forwards.


That said, low self-esteem resulted in many wasted years chasing men who weren’t worthy of my love. When I found myself slipping back into old habits post-divorce, I decided to tackle what I now understand to be ‘love addiction’.


Having never received the long-lost fertility memo – perhaps Mr Armani has it? – I reached age thirty-four and embarked on a mad rush to meet someone ‘normal’. Oh my God, how I panicked. Actually, forget Disney; I blame the Daily Mail. They told me my ovaries were dying, and I believed the headlines. Cue screaming and arm-waving panic in the offices of my local GP. Waiting lists for fertility treatment were so long, I almost called an ambulance. Wary of the lack of NHS resources, I charged off to Harley Street brandishing a credit card instead.


I also joined Guardian Soulmates (an actual website, not an app; it was the closest thing we had to Tinder back then).




ME: ‘Hi, are you normal, or are you going to ask me to do a line of cocaine off your penis?’


HIM: ‘Oh, well, I wasn’t going to ask, but now you mention it . . . ’





I now understand the root of my attachment and codependency issues. I also know my ‘triggers’: a passing cat meowing too loudly, a pigeon flying too low, the dishwasher beeping – and romantic relationships. Thanks for that, Snow White.


In MATING (and throughout this book), you’ll meet my mates, as in the girlfriends who, as proven by the divorce tornado (plus that time I got into a fight with a drag queen after he accused me of stealing his ‘lewk’), are my rock.


MATING also takes a look at the revelatory news that – hold the front page – it’s actually OK to be single. Someone call a medic! Actually, scrap that – it’ll take too long. Call Deliveroo. Nothing wrong with sipping a reviving glass of wine while laid out in the recovery position. I’ve done it before. 
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Fantasy Mating


Fairy tales, fables and Fendi


Forget Cinderella – hot like Snow White, now that’s a beauty ideal to aim for. As opposed to her wicked stepmother, whose daily raging in the mirror proves that A) ALL women beyond a certain age lose their looks; B) older women are majorly cranky pants; and therefore C) is it any wonder Hollywood directors don’t know what to do with us? Yes, I know, I too can name at least five older female actors still getting great roles. However, I cannot name twenty.


Thanks to exposure to Disney discourse and the patriarchal structures neatly laid out in every single one of Walt’s nifty little fairy tales, by the grand ole age of five my internal narrative was set. By eight, I subconsciously knew that if I were to win at life, I had to be beautiful, passive, slim and, most importantly, quiet.


And young – for ever.


Thanks also in part to Disney, I internalised that being an older woman equalled looking like a witch. Already born with a slightly crooked nose, all I need now is a huge wart the size of an eyeball hanging off the end.


Oh, to be a man. Those cunning creatures don’t age, they ‘mature’ into heavily shaggable silver foxes. Phwoar! Eighty and still hot.


I’ll get my coat – sorry, I mean wimple.


In 2015, Phoebe Philo, the then creative director of Celine, cast writer Joan Didion to be the face of Celine sunglasses. The campaign featured a close-up shot of Didion’s flash-lit face that had barely been retouched. Celine didn’t attempt to eradicate fine lines and a sagging jawline. A celebration of grey pride, the campaign eschewed standardised, sexually objectifying imagery for something altogether cooler.


Under the creative directorship of Kim Jones, Fendi’s catwalks and advertising campaigns have featured many a 1990s supermodel spinster. As have those of Versace.


Spinster: a word conjured up by some genius in the late Middle Ages to describe an older single woman whose job it was to spin wool. Can you believe such a word still exists? Throughout time, single, divorced and widowed women have had a rough deal. An elderly woman burned at the stake may not have been a real witch, but she was probably single.


It is about time we started to worship women of all ages, but it’s not just age that’s an issue. It’s singleness. We’ve been told we can’t ‘do life’ alone for centuries.


Way back in Ancient Egypt, circa 3100 BCE, women shared the same financial rights as men. They were legally allowed to strike business deals and sell, buy and inherit property without the permission of fathers, husbands, brothers – or any man, come to think of it. Well, they were until 700 BCE, when some bloke in Ancient Greece decided women were no longer allowed to run or trade a business, nor were they allowed to inherit property. By the late Middle Ages, unmarried women not only earned less on account of their marital status, they were only permitted to work in lower-status jobs.


In 1974 (which also happens to be the year I was born), the UK Parliament passed the Equal Credit Opportunity Act, allowing single unmarried women to obtain mortgages without the permission or countersignature of a man. Prior to 1974, it was legal for a bank to refuse credit, loans and mortgages based on a woman’s marital status. That included widowed women. If you were a widow, regardless of available funds, you had to find a man other than your dead husband (for obvious reasons) to add his signature to the paperwork.


In the case of a single woman making a mortgage application, her income-to-loan value was calculated based on only 50 per cent of her salary. Even a woman with high earnings could only take out a much lower mortgage than her male counterpart earning the same salary.


Thank God for men, to be honest. Can you imagine how silly we’d get if we had full financial autonomy? (More on this in Part 4: MONEY.) Of course, basing a mortgage on only half a woman’s earnings makes total sense. Taxi to Bond Street, darling!


As I’ve explained, I spent my childhood immersed in the fantasy of Disney, of princesses and handsome saviours, concepts spread around via some sort of magical fairy dust (societal diffusion). I came to understand meek women objectified for their infinite beauty always got the guy. They also got the castle, the baby, the happy ever after, the incredible couture gowns, the fabulous shoes, the great hair, the tiny waist (someone’s obsessed), the amazing interiors and a fuck load of chandeliers. I fucking love chandeliers!


I filed this handy information under ‘G’ for girls.


[image: illustration]


My mind’s library of unhelpful information: Girls – how to win your prince!




Must have a tiny waist (even when pregnant) and long hair – preferably either jet black or golden blonde (no gingers, especially fake ones). Must be of mild disposition; must collapse in a heap of dust at some point (from hunger, but also because you’re so delicate and the slightest thing sets you off, like the smell of pigeon poop at Charing Cross station). Must have an array of small animals following you around singing. And you must NEVER argue. OH! And don’t be too clever; it’s embarrassing for you, for men, for everyone.
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In addition to the list above, it’s also worth mentioning that no one likes a show-off, especially in Manchester. Or, as my grandmother (whose doctor, as I’ve mentioned, was the mass murderer Harold Shipman), once said:




NANNY: ‘I knew ’e were a wrong-un, that Shipman.’


ME: ‘You knew he was a killer capable of murdering 250 of his female patients?’


NANNY: ‘Well, ’e didn’t murder me.’


(We both laugh for a good minute at this perceptive observation.)


ME: ‘Well, clearly, otherwise we wouldn’t be having this conversation, Nanny. But you only survived because you weren’t rich enough to murder!’


NANNY: ‘Cheeky devil! Bloody cheek of him! Any road, what an absolute wrong-un.’


ME: ‘Killing all those old women. Yeah, truly awful.’


NANNY: ‘Nooo, I meant when I used to go int’ his office. Always bloody showing off. No one likes a bloody show-off.’





Proof, as if it were needed, that to be a show-off in Manchester is a crime worse than murder.


Court adjourned. Actually, no – case closed. Solitary confinement for the show-off.


So, how did I envisage this all playing out?


One day, my prince would appear and whisk me off to his kingdom. All frail and frazzled from being trapped up a tall tower my entire life, I’d ride side-saddle in a lady-like fashion, dress fluttering behind me in the wind. After a quick change into glass slippers by Jimmy Choo and a long, lavish white gown by Saint Laurent (that’s my outfit, not his – this isn’t Strictly Come Dancing) he’d bend down to kiss me, confirming the sex we were about to experience was guaranteed to be nothing short of electrifying. And we’d have a good old twirl and dance beneath a firework-lit sky.


The following year, a child would be born, sweet-faced, courageous and kind. And so, the story would end, and we’d all live happily ever after. Safe from harm, I’d have everything my heart desired. I’d be home; I’d be secure. I’d have the happiness I’d spent my whole life searching for. I’d be happy. I repeat, I’d be happy.


* insert sound of a needle screeching across a record player*


Sorry, sister – not ugly sister, obviously, I’m not that cruel – life ain’t all Jimmy Choo slippers, hot marital sex and firework-lit skies. Newsflash: no one is coming to save you.


Oh, but until recently, I really believed they (he) would, in fact, turn up. But no longer. Not now – which I guess is thanks to a bucket-load of very good therapy.


Am I the only one to have believed such unhelpful-to-the-point-of-harmful things?


It makes me sound terribly old-fashioned. Sorry, can you hear me over the sound of my crinoline rustling as I pass through the hallway in search of my smelling salts?


No, of course I’m not old-fashioned; nor am I someone who believes the world owes me a living. Actively seeking out a man with whom to mate never crossed my mind, though, because . . . OK, I admit it (cue trumpet sounds in the far-off distance, possibly coming from yonder turret): I just sort of assumed that sometime around thirty, a good-looking geezer on horseback would gallop through Soho and lasso me on to his horse.* In short, I assumed meeting someone was an absolute given.


Let’s recap, because even I’m confused.


Despite the overwhelming evidence to the contrary gathered over the course of two decades spent dating douchebags, I assumed for reasons outlined above (I’m looking at you, Cinders) that one day this mythical ‘he’ would show up regardless. He would arrive in the nick of time, saving me from a lifetime of aforementioned douchebags, occasional drug binges, daily booze binges and a shopping addiction, and then he’d impregnate me. And (cue trumpets becoming louder as a Plantagenet-style band gathers . . . ) we’d live happily ever after.


Beat that, Cinderella.


Together, we’d canter into the sunset and get married (obviously). I’d wear a huge dress (clearly), and a year after the wedding, a perfectly chubby baby would be delivered by a stork as opposed to via my vagina. (Am OK with the last point, TBH.)


No fairy tale ever mentioned IVF, embryo freezing, egg donation, miscarriage, stillbirth or cocaine-addicted boyfriends whose sperm stopped swimming in their early twenties thanks to a rampant class A addiction. Or the fact Mr ‘Prince’ clearly got lost by the roundabout just off the motorway near the big Sainsbury’s, because he never even turned up. If only horses had Waze.


*


The fairy tales I absorbed, loved and returned to, time and time again, both onscreen and in books, damaged the way I viewed my gender’s role in society. Fashion-wise, don’t even go there. Aged five, I nagged Mum daily for a pair of plastic princess-heeled mules. Teetering on the brink of insanity, desperate to shut me up, she bought them. I’ll never forget the sheer joy of the sound of a plastic heel clattering across stone. Up and down the garden path in bright red plastic-heeled mules I’d go. Clatter clatter clatter, swish swish swish. (Cut to twenty years later, when I have a shoe collection to rival the dressing room of RuPaul’s Drag Race. Even today, the mere sight of a clattery heel is enough to send my nipples into an hour-long state of electrifying erectness.)


Despite her initial reluctance to buy me the shoes, my mum would greet me each morning by whispering softly in my ear: ‘Wake up, it’s time to marry a prince!’ Eyes slowly opening, happiness radiating within my chest, I’d stare at her, knowing she was telling the truth. Of course I’d marry a prince! All girls do. Especially girls from a shit part of Manchester.


Post-divorce, I’ve only just begun to consider how much damage this inner narrative caused growing up. In order to be rescued and saved, I knew I needed to be slim at all times, beautiful at all times, obedient at all times. For God’s sake, be quiet, woman.


These days, I’m trying to break with the ‘prince rescues his princess and they live happily ever after’ BS – inside my own home, at least. A brilliant bedtime read for little girls (and boys) is Gender Swapped Fairy Tales by Karrie Fransman and Jonathan Plackett, a book of traditional tales with a twist. The writing is wonderfully old-fashioned, but the female characters play the role of hero, and sometimes some of the men are even a bit objectified for their good looks. Just a teeny, tiny bit.
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Five Thoughts On . . . Women and Beauty by Anita Bhagwandas


Anita is the author of Ugly: Giving us back our beauty standards


1.   Beauty standards have meant that women are given this invisible job of ‘beauty upkeep’ that we didn’t ask for, and aren’t being paid for. Imagine if we were reimbursed for all the hours we’ve spent shaving our legs, for example – all to groom ourselves to a standard set by a patriarchal society and a capitalist agenda that, essentially, wants us to buy more and more.


2.   We have to decide for ourselves if we want this extra job, and how much time and money we actually want to dedicate to it. So, I’d suggest doing a beauty audit: how much time and how much money do you spend on beauty and grooming? That’s everything from putting on make-up each day, to having waxes or getting injectables. Tally this up for a month, a year, and then for five years. How does it make you feel? Is it more or less than expected?


3.   During the audit, think about if you genuinely enjoy this routine. If doing your nails is something you love, or a place to catch up with friends, then that’s fine, but if it’s an hour that feels like wasted time, then those are the things we could gradually start to ease out of our lives, and replace with something we perhaps have always wanted to do or try but feel like we never have the time or money to do so.


4.   Part of this audit could also include looking at what really influences you to feel like you have to look a certain way. Perhaps it’s social media, your peer group, or even your upbringing. It’s confronting to be honest about these things, but if looking ‘acceptable’ to a certain standard is taking up too much of your time, money and headspace, then maybe, just maybe, there is another way. I always suggest that people remove or mute anyone who makes them feel lacking in any way on social media, but you can also hack your feed by following people who are growing out their hair colour and going grey, if that’s something you’ve been thinking about, or if you loathe hours spent in the salon each month. Maybe it’s relaying to friends that you’re opting out of the weekly nail session this time. Even just trying a few of these things is a great way to work out what your personal non-negotiables are – and a way to take some beauty admin off your plate.


5.   Finally, it’s so easy to get caught in the treadmill of beauty admin that zooming out a little and thinking about the wider context can be helpful to shift our mindsets on beauty standards. Have you ever wondered where this pressure to look ageless, thin or like you ‘woke up like this’ has come from? Getting curious and informed about these things gives us the knowledge to set our own beauty rules, and to stop societal beauty standards from controlling our lives, time and finances. Because if we don’t set our own standards, then others will absolutely do it for us.
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I’ll be honest: it’s not all your fault, Walt. Even without Disney and fairy tales, the dominant role of men – both culturally and socially – was the background music played in my childhood home, and I can assume it probably was for you, too. In the 1970s, we lived in working-class Manchester (or should I say Hyde, close to Ashton-under-Lyne, the nearest town to the city – just so we’re clear, never, ever pronounce the ‘H’ in Hyde).


On 29 May 1970, the Equal Pay Act 1970 – described as ‘an act to prevent discrimination, as regards terms and conditions of employment, between men and women’ – became the giant leap womankind had been waiting for. Despite this, in my home, the message was loud and clear: men went to work and earned ‘proper’ money, thereby earning the title of ‘Boss’. Women, on the other hand, regardless of working full- or part-time, were in charge of the children, the cooking, the cleaning, the ironing, the everything. Even my style icon, Snow Freakin’ White, had to cook and clean for seven men. All the women in my family worked hard, only to return home, where they worked even harder.


I watched them as they placed home-cooked meals on tables, put neatly folded clean clothes into skilfully stacked laundry cupboards, vacuumed beneath tables, washed up dishes and even turned off the lights and closed the curtains before bed, before checking doors and windows were securely locked. Tickety-boo.


Having witnessed an imbalance of power throughout my childhood and beyond has meant that whenever I’ve lived with a partner, I’ve naturally adopted the same role.


Despite not exactly being domestic goddess material, during the three relationships in which I cohabited with a boyfriend, I certainly knew how to make a home feel cosy and inviting. I just didn’t quite know how to do the rest. ‘Fancy some nachos and hummus for dinner? More beige food, anyone?’


‘Are you waiting for a man to come along and save you, Stacey?’


Those were the memorable words delivered by The Therapist one Thursday in spring 2022, post-divorce.


‘What I mean is, I feel helpless,’ I told her. ‘I just can’t imagine my future. It’s just . . . ’


A minute of comfortable silence passed between us. Finally, after four years, I felt safe in this room.


I found the words.


‘I’m older, and I’m single, and whenever I try to imagine myself even older than I am today, all I see is this lonely figure seated at a small kitchen table, her featureless face resting on the palms of her hands. It’s scary. She looks lost. There’s only one dining chair.’ I could feel tears about to flood the room.


‘I don’t need a man. Well, a nice one – yeah, that would be, well, nice, I suppose, but that’s really not the point. I can’t fathom how I’m going to do it all alone. Any of it. All of it.' Tears shoot from my eyes like a fast-moving waterfall. ‘Am I old-fashioned? Is it stupid to miss having a man around the house, even one who never took out the bins? Am I a terrible feminist . . . ? Don’t answer that,’ I added, balling up a sixth or seventh tissue, ready to grab another. ‘Is it so bad to want – or rather, need – the support of a man? Like, really need it, as though your life depended upon it?’ I asked.


‘Perhaps it’s not the support of a husband or boyfriend your life depends upon, Stacey. Perhaps it’s the love of your father.’


Ah. Jackpot.


Man, I love my therapist. When I’m not consumed with hate for her.




Dear Therapist,


After four (often emotionally uncomfortable) years sitting in your front room, I’m writing to let you know, I’ve finally figured it all out. You won’t believe this latest revelation, but it was Cinderella’s fault all along.


Am now cured of anxiety, and my sense of self-worth has soared! Needless to say, you won’t be seeing me again.







Best wishes – and thanks!


Stacey


PS Four years!? You really do deserve a medal. Strict ‘boundaries’ aside, I thought I’d buy one as a ‘thank you’ gift for all I’ve put you through on a weekly basis. The only medal I could find was one of those crappy (pun intended) flimsy things off Amazon, the kind you give to toddlers for doing a poop in the potty.


Fearing you may think the gift represented an enactment of some sort of ‘Freudian’ poop-related psychosexual developmental theory, signalling I’d officially entered the ‘anal’ phase, thereby relinquishing parental dependency on you, I deleted it from my shopping basket and bought a chocolate one instead. That’s when, thanks to Google, I discovered ‘chocolate trait theory’. Freaking out, I ate the medal myself, hence this written note instead.


And just to say, I know it’s been four years, but as of this Thursday, I shall no longer be attending our regular 5pm slot. Wait, I already mentioned that.


Anyway, cheers!








_______________


* Please note – if ever a man cantering through Soho on horseback tries to pull you on to his horse, you’re either at Gay Pride or he’s a police officer and you’re under arrest. Do not attempt to kiss him.
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Fantasy Mating B (or Bis, as They Say en France) – Or Should I Say D, D for Dad


Where did ya go, Dad?


Hello, my name is Stacey Duguid, and I’m a love addict.


Thanks for coming.


Goodbye,


Stacey x


If only it were that simple. If only I could close the book and breathe an almighty sigh of relief and say, ‘Thank fuck that’s over.’


The label ‘love addict’ is a headline drenched in shameful connotation.


I guess if I were to suddenly announce, ‘I’m an alcoholic,’ your rational brain would easily understand I have an issue with alcohol – and, if I were in recovery, I’d need to do everything within my power to avoid being around it. What you wouldn’t know, however, is the underlying root cause of the alcoholism (unless I told you). Nevertheless, you’d easily understand alcohol is an addictive substance I can’t live without. That’s where this is different.


Love addiction is the constant need to feel loved – romantically or otherwise – to fill a void inside, and telling a human who, for whatever reason, did not have their needs met as a child to turn away from love permanently as a way of healing themselves is not only counterintuitive, it’s simply impossible. With effort, time, therapy and rehabilitation, humans can recover from consuming addictive substances such as booze, cocaine, coffee and sugar. Humans cannot give up love. Nor should we.


For me, this issue developed in childhood as the result of an avoidant bond, and, like many love addicts, I’ve spent a lifetime craving, needing, wanting, desiring, yearning for love. Erm, that, and looking for a person to couple up with (roll up, roll up, anyone will do!). It’s not my parents’ fault – they were absolutely right to split up – but when a child goes through a parents’ divorce when they are very young, their experience alters their view of attachment in relationships. I actually prefer the term ‘attachment dysregulation’ to the label ‘love addict’, but it’s a bit of a mouthful. So, for argument’s sake, let’s call me a love addict. Way punchier.


This love addict has spent a lifetime not feeling good enough in relationships. When I’m in love (I use the word lightly, as I fall in love very easily), in the back of my mind there’s always this creeping feeling of unease, as though I’ve done something wrong, as though I am not enough. It sets in after a few weeks, once all the hormones have settled down a bit. I manage to convince myself the person will see me for who I really am, and then I start acting up. Although it applies mostly to romantic relationships, I see this pattern in EVERY relationship, from those with work colleagues (especially bosses), to friends, social acquaintances, classmates and even family. I’ve blown up more work opportunities and friendships than I care to think about.


The idea of being single (alone) used to set my insides alight, rendering a part of me dead. Whereas a new love? Ooooh, swoon! Nothing short of electrifying. The first few weeks feel euphoric. In the arms of a new lover, I can fly. Alone, I can barely make it out of bed.


But what is love addiction? Well, quite.


[image: illustration]


Five Thoughts On . . . Love Addiction, by Lucinda Gordon Lennox


Lucinda Gordon Lennox is a mentor, coach and trauma therapist, and author of Nobody is Broken


1.   Love addiction is not a technical term nor a clinical diagnosis, but it is a phrase that is used when an aspect of our trauma is playing out in our romantic relationships, to the degree that the connection with our partner is not healthy or balanced and there is a high prevalence of codependence in the relationship. In love addiction, usually the addict will be terrified of being abandoned by their partner, will people-please, will change their life to work around their partner’s needs at the expense of their own, will be susceptible to abuse such as narcissism from their partner (or other emotional, physical, or sexual abuse), will have feelings of not being good enough in their core, and might put their partner on a pedestal. They will not have a strong sense of self from which they can allow their partner to come to them; they will step out of themselves in order to meet their partner where the partner is.


2.   To avoid love addiction, we need to have a very solid sense of self before we enter into a relationship with another person. There is an element of ‘losing oneself’ in a relationship, especially at the beginning when the chemicals are running high, and in many ways, there is nothing wrong with this at all – it can be fun and really lovely. But this has to be examined and kept in check. If we do not check ourselves during this process and we have a propensity towards addictions and codependency, then we will probably become lost in, and codependent with the relationship. We need to continually give ourselves time to step out of the dynamic and back to ourselves, to check in with ourselves. ‘Is this absolutely working for me? Am I in the truth of who I really am in this relationship? Am I able to speak my truth in this relationship? Am I continuing with my own inner growth and my own life while I’m in this relationship? Am I absolutely not neglecting myself, my family and friends while I am in this relationship? Am I proud of myself in this relationship?’ These are all really good questions to ask ourselves to ensure that we do not step into codependency within a relationship.


3.   True love addiction comes from a deep, unresolved childhood attachment trauma. And when we have a lot of unresolved trauma, we will probably be in denial when answering these questions. The best way to protect young girls – and boys – who might be vulnerable in this way is to provide a safe, nurturing, nourishing, empowering and boundaried childhood at home. The feminine energy is soft, and holding, but it does not require ‘saving’ – and neither does the masculine! Support? Yes. Saving? No. The fairy tales imply that a girl will be ‘saved’ by a boy (or a young woman by a young man). This implies that the girl is not powerful enough to save herself and will thus need a man in order to be able to conquer life. If we provide the 4 Ss of attachment to our children – Seen, Soothed, Safe, Secure – then our children will grow up with a deep inner knowing that they are enough exactly as they are, and that they do not need to be saved. Nor do they need to save anyone else. [They will understand] that loving romantic partnerships can be just that – loving partnerships.


4.   It all starts at home, and it all starts in childhood. For many in our generation, as children, we were, on the whole, very much and very subtly left to our own devices, seen and not heard, ignored, belittled, shamed, put down, expected to be raised by our schools, invalidated, disrespected and not honoured in the truth of who we were. This is, of course, no fault of our parents; they were simply doing what they thought was best for us, and it was probably an improvement on how they were parented. But over the past few decades, science has caught up and we now know that this rather abstract and apathetic type of parenting is not in the best interests of the child with regards to developing a strong sense of self. We want to be educating young girls and boys about the feminine and masculine energies and how incredibly beautiful and important they are in their own right, and how they make both sexes different, and how they can support each other to create a wonderful partnership.


5.   We need to be educating young girls (and boys) on the importance of developing a strong sense of self, a good relationship with oneself, feelings of enough-ness without the need for validation from another, feelings of worthiness without having to prove anything, abilities to trust themselves in their core, and belief in themselves as powerful beings with ultimate control over their lives; we need to be educating people on the beauty of remaining whole. We need to educate young people on how extraordinary and incredibly beautiful a romantic partnership can be when each person comes together to complement the other as a whole being, rather than to ’save’ the other as a fragmented and wounded being. Once this is mastered, a young person will not even entertain a relationship that could be potentially unhealthy or love addictive.
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A strong sense of self? Until embarking on ‘The Work’, I had no idea who I was. Nor did I know my father at all well.


Dad was always very bright – not that I knew it, given I didn’t grow up with him. At the age of eleven, he was awarded a place at the local grammar school. He lived in council housing, and his parents worked at ICI, the local paint factory. Like many working-class parents of children bequeathed grammar-school places, they found it a struggle to pay for his uniform.


After grammar school, Dad took an apprenticeship and slowly made his way up to ‘draughtsman’. As I was to discover many years later, had the family been able to imagine such a thing as university, Dad might have trained to be an architect.


Mum has always been canny and hardworking. Her unwavering and relentless work ethic flows through me like a fast-moving river. She inherited her work-yourself-to-your-bone modus operandi from her mother, who inherited from hers. Working hard wasn’t optional in our family. It’s called survival. If you didn’t work, you didn’t eat. Simple as.


My earliest memory is of being three years old. Mum was still married to Dad, and the three of us lived together in Hyde (Eyed). Mum and Dad both worked and needed to share childcare, so Mum took a job at the local supermarket, where she worked as a checkout operator in the evening. Years later, when I was a teenager, I discovered Mum had really wanted to be a hairdresser, but no one took her seriously. To be a hairdresser, you needed to train, but in northern working-class towns in the 1970s, girls didn’t train; instead they went to work in cigarette factories.


Dad was famously tight with money, but, to his credit, he was also a keen saver. One winter, despite her working hard and earning her own money, Dad apparently told Mum she wasn’t allowed to buy a camel coat she’d fallen in love with. Dad should’ve known what he’d signed up for, considering they were both well-dressed mods.


Heavily into music and fashion, the mods formed one of the most important subcultures in England at the time, involving scooters, parkas, immaculate clothes and an obsessional eye for detail. Dad’s hair was cut into long sideburns, and he had a fringe to rival Noel Gallagher in the nineties. With his big blue eyes and skinny zoot suits, he was ‘dead’ handsome. Mum, meanwhile, was all long bleached-blond hair, fake eyelashes circled in black kohl, and long legs in micro miniskirts sitting on the back of Dad’s scooter. I mean, wow. They looked amazing.


Aged three, I’d lie in bed, listening to Mum and Dad shouting downstairs. Then, one morning, Mum and I took the bus to my grandparents’ house. Although I didn’t realise it at the time, the two plastic carrier bags Mum was carrying contained the sum total of our worldly belongings. As we sat on the bus, she said, ‘We don’t live with Dad any more; it’s just us now.’


Apparently, I replied, ‘OK.’


Dad was just twenty-four, and a lot of women found him attractive. I remember Mum saying he was good-looking, but she hated him, with a disdain she couldn’t possibly hide. Dad allegedly refused to pay her enough – or any – money towards my upkeep, according to the conversations between Mum and Nanny I overheard as I lingered in doorways, trying not to be seen.


‘It’s because he works freelance; the CMS can’t force him to pay,’ Mum would say, thinking I couldn’t understand. Of course, I could.


I remember being very happy at my grandparents’ house, sharing a bed with Mum. At the weekend, I’d stay at our old house with Dad. Always late by at least an hour, he’d come each Saturday morning to my grandparents’ bungalow to pick me up. As I waited, my stomach twisted like trapped moths. Dragging a shiny black leather stool with dark wooden legs towards the window, I’d stand on it, looking out for his car. A lifetime perched precariously on polished leather. By the time he arrived, I’d be in a state of heightened anxiety. Anxiety I managed to internalise, so nobody noticed.


This happened every week. Perhaps he was late in order to coincide with pub opening hours? Climbing into the front seat of his car, my usual spot, we’d head to The Rising Moon, The King Bill, The Cheshire Cheese. They all looked the same to me, as did the chain-smoking locals with whom we hung out all day. Not that Dad actually spoke to the chain-smoking locals – or to me. Occasionally stretching out his hand to stroke a passing dog, the only regular sound coming from Dad’s direction was the rustle of a newspaper.


Crossword completed, Pepsi drained, last ale for him, my lunchtime packets of empty crisps littering the table, it was time to go. On our way out, I’d stop to marvel at the gloom of cigarette smoke hovering above. Over the course of the afternoon, smoke formed a horizontal line above our heads, dividing the pub in two.


After a short while, staying at Dad’s house became less boring, because now there were new girlfriends to meet every Saturday. I got to know some of the women, but a few I met only once. One, a blonde woman called Cathy, stayed a bit longer. Someone, I don’t remember who, mentioned she was only nineteen. That wasn’t something I could really contextualise at the time, but I knew deep within that she was different, somehow, to my mother.


One Saturday afternoon at the pub, Cathy took hold of my hand. ‘Come to the toilet with me. We’re going ice-skating; let’s get changed,’ she said, apparently oblivious to the fact I had nothing to change into.


In the cubicle, Cathy undressed revealing a type of underwear I’d never seen before: garters and a suspender belt. I found the strappy sexiness of it all unsettling and strange. I stared at her in confusion, an odd feeling rising in my tummy.


I remember imagining this feeling as a bouncy ball, the brightly coloured one I’d lost ages ago and still couldn’t find. When I felt stressed, the image of the ball would appear, its kaleidoscopic colours soon overtaken by the sensation of loss, shame and guilt. I was the one responsible for losing the ball; therefore, whatever terrible thing was happening in that moment, whatever uncomfortable situation I faced, it was all my fault.


Forty or so years later, thanks to therapy, I now realise that, as a young girl, I blamed myself for a lot of things – including my parents’ divorce, the fact my father’s house was messy and cold, and many more out-of-my-control scenarios – as a form of self-protection. If it was my fault, I could control it. By blaming myself, knowing the divorce was all my fault, I could do something about it. Not that I could ever do anything about the young women I met each weekend.


After ice-skating, the three of us drove back to Dad’s house to watch a film and have our tea. (‘Tea’ is northern for dinner – and, even more confusingly, up north we serve dinner with a cup of tea. I grew up being asked, ‘Do you want tea with yer tea, love?’)


Back at the house, I sat on the big chair in the corner, while Dad and Cathy snuggled up on the sofa. They began kissing. I tried to focus on the film, but all I could see was the colourful lost ball. Cathy was giggling, whispering in Dad’s ear. I’d never heard anyone giggle like that before. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see she’d sat on top of him, both legs straddled across his hips. The room began to spin, and as I looked over, I saw she’d changed out of her ice-skating jeans and into the dress she’d been wearing earlier that day at the pub.


Cathy’s dress was hoicked up, and I could see her thighs and the strange strappy black suspender belt I didn’t know had a name. The ball bounced in my tummy, and I ran out of the room towards the front door. I rattled the door handle to get out. It was a 1970s double-glazed special, and I had no clue how to open it.


Dad and Cathy came running in from the lounge.


‘What’s the matter, love?’ asked Cathy, running after me.


‘I want Grandad.’


‘Why?’ she said.


‘I want to go home to Nanny and Grandad.'


Picking up the receiver of the wall-mounted phone, Dad didn’t argue or protest. He jabbed his left forefinger into the holes of the circular dial, and one by one, he slowly swished to the right. The silence in the small hallway was claustrophobic.


‘Hiya, Ralph. Stacey wants you to come and get her,’ said Dad, in a monotone Manc accent.


Grandad arrived faster than Superman, and I hopped into the front seat of his Ford Capri. That car was his pride and joy. As was I – and as was my mum. Nanny would often say, ‘ I wish Grandad would look at me the same way he looks at you two.’


Cathy was still there the following weekend, smoking as many fags as Dad. She seemed to have lost interest in ice-skating or fun adventures, so we just sat in the smoky pub all Saturday afternoon, with nothing to do but watch northern men play darts and pool.


Bored of the lovebirds, I waited for my favourite TV show to come on the telly above the bar. Transfixed by the audacious outfits and dramatic posturing, I was obsessed with wrestling. For a good hour every Saturday afternoon, Big Daddy and Giant Haystacks would chuck one another across the ring.


Cathy wasn’t there the following weekend. In celebration, I took my dolls’ pram out for a walk around the estate. Instead of dolls, it held the two large pottery dogs Dad kept by the gas fireplace, wrapped in tea towels.


During this time, Mum, still working nights at the supermarket, met a man named Ron, who happened to be the manager of the store. Imagine the gossip as the night-shift checkout girl shags the BIG CHEESE!


One day, she introduced me to Ron, her ‘new friend’. Then, on another day, he popped over to meet my grandparents, bringing with him an autograph book for me containing not one but two autographs. On the first page was Rod Hull. I couldn’t believe it! Emu was my third favourite puppet after Kermit and Miss Piggy.


The second autograph was none other than the legend that is Noel Edmonds! I knew Ron worked at Fine Fayre as store manager, but this was proof he was also a celebrity.


In 1979, Mum and Ron announced they were finally ‘together’ together. When I was six, they bought a house that felt like a palace, located on a corner on a nicer housing estate than the one we’d lived on with Dad. The day they were married, Mum was hugely – and I mean massively – pregnant with my little brother.


We weren’t destined to live there long, and I only have a few memories of that house. One was her morning whisper of, ‘Wake up, it’s time to marry a prince,’ which eventually changed to, ‘Wake up, it’s time to marry Prince Charles.’


At around this time, I told Mum I didn’t want to go to Dad’s house any more.


‘I don’t like it there, it’s cold and dusty,’ I said, using my asthma as an excuse.


‘We’re moving to Scotland soon, anyway,’ replied Mum.


This life-changing news was delivered in the upstairs bathroom, as Mum folded bath towels and I brushed my teeth, watching pink toothpaste gunk mixed with clean water swirl down the plughole.
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