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INTRODUCTION


I’m not going to lie, I didn’t ever dream it would be like this. As a girl, in my naive fantasies about my life as an adult, not once did I think about having to buy sperm or make the decision to have a baby on my own. I had dreamt of giddy first dates that I’d excitedly tell my friends about because I couldn’t keep my hysteria contained for one more second. Dates that would develop into romantic city breaks, sharing plates of antipasti bulging with local delicacies. City breaks that would lead to tightening our belts to pay for our first home together – a real doer-upper with a garden for Basil, our cockapoo. Bricks and mortar that would be the setting for an out-of-this-world proposal that culminated in me wearing an heirloom ring from his great-grandmother because his parents were so smitten with me that they were thrilled to see the glint of their history on my finger. This would be followed by elated tears from my mum to see her baby so very happy, as she immediately set about planning her mother-of-the-bride outfit and dictating who should be on the invite list before a date had even been set. A country wedding would follow, of course, with me practically skipping down the aisle, squeezing my dad’s proud hand, followed by Converse-wearing flower girls, before indulging in a lip-smacking feast, drunken toasts and questionable dancing to Whitney. The big day over, my husband and I would jet off to a honeymoon in Iceland (gifted by the in-laws, naturally), which would be documented with unintentional smugness on our social media. Then, twelve weeks later, this perfect life would be superseded by the posting of a blurry black-and-white baby scan and the happy couple beaming with Cheshire-cat smiles.


Sure, some of that has been embellished over the years, and thankfully for my pride, social media didn’t exist in the booze-fuelled nineties, but the fact remains that no matter how many times I rewrote my life script, the main elements of it were always the same. There would be a loving relationship, followed by various thrilling chapters with nail-biting twists and turns, which would end with me announcing to my parents that they were to become Granny and Grandad – or Sir, as my dad declared he wanted to be known. Not even in the footnotes of the script had I considered having to buy sperm in order to get pregnant. Fast-forward to 2016, and here I was, aged thirty-seven, fairytale smashed to smithereens, scouring the internet for ways to become pregnant alone.


According to the Human Fertilisation and Embryology Authority (HFEA), the use of donor sperm and donor eggs is on the increase year on year, yet it still only accounts for 3 per cent of those seeking fertility treatment in the UK. As I stood looking at my solo life, I decided that I was going to become part of that 3 per cent. I was going to become a mum using donor sperm, come what may, because without a partner by my side this was the only way I felt I could have a baby of my own. The only thing I knew for certain about what lay ahead was that there was no way I was the only woman in my position – there was a reason why the Bridget Jones sagas hit such a nerve with thirty-something women everywhere, and it wasn’t just the big pants. The gentle tick-tock, tick-tock of your fertility in your twenties turns into a fully-fledged cuckoo clock by the time you are thirty-five, a constant screaming reminder that your baby-making time is nearly up. So, with the Countdown jingle ever present in my head, having decided I was going to go it alone, I wanted to share my decision and my adventures via a blog, as a story for my future offspring about their conception and also as a reassuring voice to anyone else who was in the same leaking boat.


Well, that was my intention. As it happens, I wrote just five or six blog posts back in 2016, and then I dived headfirst into Instagram as @livsalone, where I quickly felt part of a community and less like I was talking to an empty room – as I had sometimes felt while writing on my blog. On Instagram I shared everything – from smashing the whimsical life plan that we’re fed from a young age that having children must follow a wedding, my grief at not getting the life I had thought I was going to have, to buying sperm from Denmark, destigmatising the taboo that is solo parenting and bringing a beautiful baby boy into the world. I discussed the highs and lows of it all. My story piqued the interest of more and more people and I knew that I was beginning to achieve exactly what I had set out to do: to show that while it might not be the ‘conventional’ way of becoming a mum, that that didn’t matter. What mattered was that it could be done and this unconventional route should be celebrated. Let’s face it, once you become a mum, solo or otherwise, your kid’s shit would stink just like everyone else’s.


Over the last three years, I have had literally thousands of messages from women who were feeling how I did four years ago – desperate, scared and alone. They have told me that my story has given them courage to believe that motherhood could still be a possibility for them, just when they were beginning to give up hope. One person even let me know I had confirmed to them that they absolutely didn’t want to have kids, that it was societal pressure she was feeling rather than the primal ache I had spoken of. Just this week, two people have sent me their positive pregnancy-test photos via Instagram, women I have never met, but who want to share their happiness with me, as I am likely to be the only person they know who can wholeheartedly understand every emotion they are feeling.


It is utterly amazing to me that posting a few home truths online has allowed women who have been struggling to find the words to have honest conversations with their friends about how they are feeling, to genuinely open up. I am told all the time that people have given my details to their friends by way of shining a torch on what could be their future. While I am by no means an authority, I have lived this experience, and the community that has grown over the years has given me as much support in my darkest hours, if not more, than I have ever given to it.


So, this book is the tale of why that thirty-seven-year-old girl added sperm to her shopping list in order to start a family of her own, and all that followed once that momentous decision had been made. Maybe it will shed some light on the first tentative steps of the fertility journey once the ‘hilarious’ jokes in your late twenties about turkey basting are no longer quite so funny because you have become the punchline, and once the deep primal longing to become a mother is suddenly laid bare, legs akimbo, in a sterile fertility clinic. How does it feel to be the only person walking into NCT classes alone? What on earth do all the fertility acronyms mean?


I can’t tell you if becoming a solo mother by choice is something that would work for you – that is not my right, nor what I want to do. However, if you have ever felt that the deafening cries of mainstream media, your parents or your blissfully happy friends telling you ‘YOUR EGGS ARE IMPLODING LIKE POPCORN!’ are all becoming too much, this book may feel like a friendly hug to let you know you aren’t alone. So whether you think solo parenthood is the next step for you, or you want to find out how to support a friend who is about to go it alone, or perhaps you just want to know how the hell one person deals with the whirlwind of toddler tantrums because you and your partner are finding it hard enough, then perhaps this book can show you that it really is possible to complete the jigsaw puzzle of life, even if all the corner pieces are missing.


This is my tale – a truthful tale, declaring that 2.4 doesn’t have to be the answer to life, the universe and everything.




CHAPTER 1: 
THE TIME IS NOW


I was sitting, legs crossed, in the middle of the garden with my back to a large group of friends. The usual clatter of noise that comes from a summer barbecue filled every inch of the air around us – drinks being poured, cutlery scraped, infectious laughter, hyped children and the chitter-chatter of adults excitedly catching up. My friend’s daughter ran past me with a kite that was merrily dancing through the sky, and there were at least three children on the squeaking trampoline to my right and one hiding from his sister in the Wendy house, even though she was unaware of the game. The vast garden was literally a hive of cheery activity, yet I was sat in the middle of it, silently sobbing. My eighteen-month-old godson was on my lap, oblivious to the fact that my face was leaking, and his mum was beside me, brimming with concern. She knew why I was crying without me saying a word: I wanted a baby. I desperately wanted a baby.


My maternal instinct didn’t jump into my life unexpectedly in my thirties. No, it had been successfully bubbling away since I was a child myself. I became an auntie at the age of thirteen and from that moment on I knew, really knew, that I wanted kids of my own. My university yearbook had me down as the ‘Person most likely to . . . turn into Pippa Ross from Home & Away’. You may not be au fait with the characters from Antipodean soaps in the nineties, so let’s just say that Pippa Ross was the matriarch of Summer Bay. Any waif and stray who so much as dipped a toe into the coastline of that fictional town would end up being adopted by Pippa. Her house was overflowing with drama and love in equal measure. I had been thrilled to be thought of in such high esteem!


Yet, I was single. Well and truly single. The sort of single that doesn’t even get a ‘plus one’ on a wedding invite anymore, nor had done for around a decade; it was deemed futile by the bride and groom because they knew I’d come alone anyway. I had spoken to my friends about looking into sperm donation on many a boozy get-together, yet I always found excuses for why I hadn’t taken it any further. I would say it was financial when actually it was due to fear and grief; I was grieving the life that I had always believed would be mine – an exciting life filled with love, a partner and children. Here I was, aged thirty-seven, and there wasn’t even a whiff of a shit Tinder date on the romantic horizon. At that moment, as I sobbed while clutching her baby, my friend knew that I had to take my parental destiny into my own hands, and with just one very knowing look and clasp of my hand, she was, without saying a word, gently and reassuringly pushing me towards the cliff edge, encouraging me to leap into the unknown despite the invisible bungee rope of my angst that was always pulling me back – rather like Thelma & Louise, but with a less tragic ending!


How the bloody hell did I get here? How on earth had my childhood dreams of introducing my parents to the love of my life, going on to become a blushing bride, followed by the flush of pregnancy and a big house in the country crammed with children, turned into me living all of my adult life alone and ordering sperm online as easily as if it were a leopard-print scarf? Well, getting here was quite the rollercoaster, a real big dipper, one that takes you crashing down just as quickly as it launches you to dramatic heights, and once it is over you are thrilled you decided to get on it in the first place.


Getting to this point had started thirty-seven years ago in Buckinghamshire. I was born the youngest of four in the late seventies. There are fifteen years between me, the youngest, and my brother Mike, the eldest, with my two sisters Sal and Annie, sandwiched in the middle, so our house was always busy with the varied commotion that comes with childhood of all ages – from ­blaring Howard Jones, tinkering with motorbikes, all the way down to me playing with my plastic Fisher-Price record player. My parents were immensely sociable and the phone literally never stopped ringing. I always remember the screams of ‘I’LLLLLL GET IT!’ as someone sped down the stairs to the dedicated phone table with its notebook and pen always poised and ready for writing down messages. More often than not it was ringing for Mum, who would sit next to the little table in our hall opposite the rarely used piano, her red nails clasped around the cream receiver as she made arrangements to see her friends. This very often culminated in some sort of dinner party, where the children of the pack would patiently wait for the grown-ups to leave the table so we could knock back any booze left in the plentiful array of glasses scattered about the freshly stained tablecloth that had been starched just hours before. Or we would hit the jackpot by finding an undiscovered After Eight camouflaged by its black paper housing. Like any child of the eighties worth their salt, you could also often find us in the back of my dad’s Scirocco in one of a number of pub car parks, overjoyed with the bounty of glass bottles of Coke and packets of prawn cocktail crisps that had been passed through the window by my dad to keep us entertained while he and Mum enjoyed a night out with friends sitting at the bar inside.


My childhood was a really happy one; I have wonderful memories of huge Christmases with big tins of Quality Street and perfectly decorated trees. Of Easter treasure hunts that took five or six cars of all our friends around the county, with the final clue always taking us to a pub before we exchanged Easter eggs. Of playing in my treehouse that Dad had built for me (to be fair, ‘treehouse’ is quite a grand term for a sheet of MDF wedged between some branches to create a platform, but I didn’t care because my dad had built it for me and I loved it). Of amazing holidays in the sun where all I wanted to do was eat chicken and chips and laugh at my friend Emily making a bikini out of coconut shells on the beach. Of having picnics from the back of our car boot at the point-to-point horse race. Of great hugs from my grandparents who lived in the neighbouring village and whom Mum had somehow managed to convince to come to our house every Friday so my two grannies could do the cleaning while my grandad would do some gardening with half a Lambert & Butler hanging from his lips. There was always something happening, never a dull or quiet moment. Like I said, my childhood was a really happy one. Until it wasn’t.


I knew something had changed. The whispers around the house were getting more intense and the sobs were getting louder. Mum gently held my hand as I sat on her bed looking out of the small window to the garden. I was eight years old and I remember feeling really uncomfortable with how often she was using the word ‘boob’ as she told me that she had breast cancer. I have no idea if I knew what that meant, if it was explained to me with brutal honesty or with the gentle tact you use when you discuss with children things that they should never have to understand. I started to stay with friends for long periods, not realising that I was actually being shielded from what was happening at home. Mum didn’t ever lose her hair or look any different through my rose-tinted eight-, nine-, then ten-year-old eyes, she was always as seriously glamorous as she had ever been, painted nails, with full make-up on and fashionable clothes. Even visiting her in hospital after she had various treatments didn’t unnerve me. In fact, to this day, being in a hospital makes me feel really at ease, I love them. Which, let’s face it, is a bloody good job, as I have so often relied on the reassurance within those disinfected walls throughout my pregnancy.


I was taking Mum’s illness in my stride. I am sure this is because I really had little clue of the gravity of what was actually happening, and also because I was at a school that I absolutely adored. Truth be told, what was happening at home wasn’t my main priority, I just longed to go to school and play Koosh ball with my friends. That is not to say school didn’t come with the same playground drama for me as everyone else, though. Like when ‘my boyfriend’ responded to a letter I had written him in the Easter holidays, in which I had told him I was getting fitted for a bridesmaid’s dress for my sister’s wedding and he simply replied to me by writing over my letter in a childish scrawl in red ink, ‘bet the fitter had a hell of a job’ and returning the letter to me. Not before closing the envelope with ‘S.W.A.L.F. – Sealed with A Loving Fart.’ Hysterical now, but absolutely crushing at the time. I remember insignificant incidents like this with so much more clarity than how I was feeling about the enormity of the fact that my mum was dying, because I had no real concept of what was on the horizon. I did not know what life without cancer was like at that age, so everything felt very ordinary.


To me, life was carrying on much as normal, because that is exactly what my parents wanted me to feel. Every Saturday Dad would still make me go to piano lessons. I hated them so much and was entirely useless, but Dad was adamant he was going to have a musician in the family and, as his youngest, I was very much his last hope. The very silver lining of these weekly piano lessons was that when Dad picked me up, we would go to the local Italian deli, in his car that always smelt of brand-new leather, to get exotic treats for lunch. I loved these trips so much; rare moments of just him and me together. I would constantly fidget with the enormous eighties car phone, which would drive him wild with irritation. In truth, I didn’t care too much for this modern technology, I was just trying to keep my hands busy in a desperate bid not to rip open the paper packaging housing the salty salami that sat on my lap and snaffle every last morsel before having to share it with everyone else when we got home. Dad would ignore my restlessness by singing along to Meatloaf as if his very existence depended on it.


I don’t ever look back and feel like regular life had been halted, as if I was missing out because of Mum’s illness. Quite the opposite – reliving those years makes me feel exhausted with how much we crammed in. With the benefit of hindsight, I really believe this was partly due to the fact that my parents shielded me so well and also that life as they knew it was constantly flashing before their eyes. The Easter treasure hunts were soon to be one passenger less, the chink of glasses on the Spanish veranda would be a note lower, with one person missing from the family photo, Father Christmas was to be a man once more and my grandparents were going to have to kiss their daughter goodbye forever. Mum was no longer going to be the skipper of the boat leading me to calm waters after teenage heartbreak.


Yet, no matter what landscape we thought we were going to have to navigate without Mum, nothing could have prepared us for the fact that, despite her cancer diagnosis, it wasn’t Mum who died prematurely, but Dad. Through my hazy memory I remember that at some point, not too long after Mum got the initial all-clear, Dad, an uber-fit and healthy man, started to feel his body change. He knew something was wrong.


It may have been that it was a stifling hot day when I was told, at eleven years old, that Dad had asbestos poisoning, or it was just a long, hot, uncomfortable summer, but I just know that whenever I think of that time, I feel too hot. The type of heat that makes you feel itchy, that there is nowhere to hide, no shade, no escape. In stark contrast to Mum’s previous illnesses, the decline in Dad was obvious and rapid. His rugby player, marathon-runner body was constantly changing shape, becoming weaker and thinner, while his handsome face gained the gleaming puffiness that comes with steroid medication. The asbestos he had used to insulate a barn on the family farm thirty years before had mutated into a disease that was ravaging every single part of his body. Despite the initial prognosis being that he had just three months to live, Dad managed to survive the aggressive torment for eleven months. Those months gave us all time to say goodbye, allowed him to walk my eldest sister down the aisle, enjoy crabbing on the Cornish coast once more and take me to our Italian deli just a handful more times.


Dad died, aged forty-nine, when I was twelve years old. I was on a week-long school trip on the south coast and remember being asked to go to the office of the youth hostel, where I was told on the phone that he had died. I have absolutely no idea who it was on the other end of the line that broke that news to me. I do remember, though, being told that my best friend’s parents were to collect me and drive me back home, so that I could say goodbye to him before his body was taken from our living room where he had spent his final weeks dramatically demanding cornflakes. It was the longest car journey; I remember feeling so far away from everything that felt normal, and as if the motorway beneath us was never going to end, that we would be on it forever, going faster and faster and yet never getting home.


Obviously, I did get home, I got to say goodbye and I got to feel my mum’s arms around me in a grip that I had never felt before.


Dad’s funeral was vast; it was a bright sunny day filled with laughter and bittersweet storytelling in a marquee in the garden at our family home. We ate a giant pork pie, as his food distribution company had started out making pork pies and quiche, and anyway, who wants quiche Lorraine at a funeral when you can have a giant pork pie with your name emblazoned on it? His gravestone reads, ‘He had a go’ and I can assure you he most certainly did.


Dad’s death was the start of me ensuring my mind never remembered anything I thought would cause me pain – like who it was that told me he had died. The immediate aftermath is not something I can remember at all, as I didn’t allow my mind to register it. I know I went back to school pretty quickly after, which would have been my choice, and my boyfriend dumped me as soon as we saw each other on my first day back. I was brimming with excitement to see him, believing the news of my dad’s death may even make him give me a hug (the peak of childhood affection!). What I hadn’t expected, though, was for him to tell me that he wanted to dump me on the school trip but hadn’t got round to it. I was twelve years old, so obviously we weren’t in an actual relationship, and I am not sure we had even held hands, yet I remember my insides doing cartwheels when I saw his beaming face in the school corridors. So for him not to feel the same, crushed all my pre-teenage romantic hopes. I suspect I poured my grief into the sadness I felt about being dumped, because that was far easier to explain to myself than the fact that I was never going to see my dad again.


Soon after Dad died, Mum and I left the sprawling Buckinghamshire countryside for a beautiful townhouse in Oxford with a tiny courtyard garden. I was constantly trying to find the happiness I had had at my primary school, so I went to three schools in less than two years, hopelessly seeking somewhere I felt content. My poor mum was desperate to do anything she could to ensure I was happy, and I knew it. As a typically selfish teenager, what had never dawned on me was the fact that Mum was maybe dealing with her own demons too. Less than two years after Dad died, Mum had to tell me that her cancer had returned. She had secondary breast cancer, the ultimate prize for the Grim Reaper.


Again, life shifted, and we knew what was coming as we had literally just watched it happen to Dad. My worries were all rooted around me, like the A-grade self-absorbed teenager that I was. Who would walk me down the aisle? Where would I live? Who would pay for my holidays? Who would hold my hand when my heart was broken? I cannot even imagine how this time was for Mum; she had already watched her husband of twenty-seven years have to say goodbye to their children and now she was going to have to prepare for the same shitty fate. I am not sure what would have been worse – the mental or the physical pain she had to endure over the next couple of years. There was nothing we could do to ease her pain, and time and life ploughed on regardless.


I went to an all-girls school in Oxford, which offered me little to no support for what was happening at home. I was often branded a troublemaker and singled out as an example of bad behaviour when all I wanted was a teacher to ask if I was OK, if I was really OK, and if they could offer me any help. But nobody did. My mum was paying through the nose for my education, primarily in order for me to get some additional support and space away from the fact she was at home dying and that I had lost Dad so recently. However, the support I was offered was nothing short of comical in the fact that there was none. Back in the mid-nineties, mental health wasn’t so openly discussed as it is now, so how I was coping wasn’t on their pastoral radar. I don’t know where the circle started or ended but the school treated me badly and I treated them badly in return, by permanently being what they often described in my reports as ‘spirited’.


Mum and I lived next to one of the busiest pubs in Oxford, and from the age of fourteen my best friend Jen and I would drink in there every Friday and Saturday night. We had elaborate stories ready should anyone ask us what we did, to ensure our cover was never blown and they would not realise we were wildly underage. I would tell people I was a radio DJ in the evenings on Mix96 in Aylesbury, which is why I could never go out during the week, and Jen would say that she was doing an art foundation course at Oxford Brookes. I had done a short work experience stint at Mix96, so I had some background knowledge should anyone ask me any questions. Honestly, sometimes we were so convincing even I believed us! The arrogance of my youth never once allowed me to think that I would be caught. I had been drinking there so long that on my sixteenth birthday they held a ‘twenty-first’ birthday party for me. I mean, they must have known I wasn’t twenty-one, but no one let on. Two years later I came clean about my age because I was coming up to eighteen and I wanted to start working there, which I knew meant I would have to hand over some official documents that would blow my cover. Everyone pretended to be shocked, yet I am sure they were just as relieved as I was that the weak stories about my DJing life could stop. So a couple of weeks later, they held an official eighteenth birthday celebration for me and I started work there the very next week.


Those nights in the cellar bar of that pub in the mid-nineties, with Jen by my side, were some of my very happiest memories, despite the turmoil of what was happening at home, just metres away. Our house was so close that I would take one of the handsets of our home phone with me to the pub, and if Mum wanted or needed me to come back, she would press the button that you use to find the phone when you lost it down the back of the sofa. It would beep and beep and beep in my handbag until I realised and rushed home. The pre-iPhone mobile phone! I am sure she allowed me this kind of freedom because she knew I was happy and seeing me happy would have meant the world to her. Also, I didn’t get in trouble with the police, didn’t take drugs or bring boys home, I would just go to the pub next door and drink as much Mad Dog 20/20 as it was possible to do in three hours and chain-smoke Marlboro Reds. It was my way of relieving all the tension at school and my fear of losing my mum to cancer in the not-too-distant future.


At one point, during my GCSE year, Mum went on holiday with her boyfriend (who I of course hated at the time but have since realised is a gem of a man), and I saw that as the opportunity of a lifetime to take the week off school. I told my teachers that Mum was in the hospice and that I was going to go and spend some quality time with her. Instead, I went home and set about telling everyone at the pub that I was having a week off my relentless DJ schedule and I spent the days mixed between having pints and stuffed potato wedges at the pub and Ribena and stale sandwiches at home. I was having the time of my fifteen-year-old life. That was until the house phone rang and I stupidly answered it – it was my brother. At fifteen years older than me he was always the one person who could strike fear into my very core! The call went something along the lines of:


‘Why are you at home?’


‘Oh, I was just nipping back to get a book.’


‘Liv, I am sat with Mrs Barbour in her office, they have not seen you all week.’


Oh. Shit. Well and truly rumbled.


I am sure my punishment was bad, although I have no idea what it was. I was the living embodiment of being given an inch and taking a mile. I was getting away with murder.


I didn’t help with Mum’s care at all, in fact, I actively avoided it, just getting by with minimal offerings like putting her tablets that had already been dosed out on her bedside table ready for her to swallow. Or, if I was feeling really kind, I would help her up to the loo. That was the extent of it. I would rather spend my time escaping home life by being at the pub or spending hours and hours trawling through the CDs in HMV, while everyone else had to deal with the complexities of Mum’s care. Much like my early childhood, I don’t have particularly harrowing memories of that time in my life. I had become a true master of convincing everyone I was doing just fine, thank you very much. I recently asked my sisters if I was ever given or offered counselling. Of course I had been. I had had counselling at Mum’s brilliant hospice, yet I convinced the doctors that I was absolutely fine. Nothing to see here. Move along please. And I have been doing that, with Oscar-worthy ability, ever since.


Mum had a lot of fun in the few years leading up to her death. Dad had left some money and she knew she was going to die, so she made sure she enjoyed every second of the time she had left. We had six-week-long summer holidays with the whole family, including the grandchildren that had now joined our clan. She took me to Harvey Nichols so that the incredible M.A.C make-up artists, who had just reached our shores, could teach me how to apply my make-up. She went on girls’ trips to New York, bringing me back a bottle of the perfume that I still wear to this day. She hired Chewton Glen for her fiftieth birthday celebrations, where we all, including my beauty-treatment-averse brother, had various spa treatments so that we were on sparkling form for the big blow out. She knew how to have fun and she squeezed out every last bit that she could until her body just couldn’t take it anymore.


I was on holiday with my godparents in Spain when I was told that Mum was very ill and being flown back to the UK from her holiday, also in Spain. We had had this sort of scare before, but this one felt different. All the emotions I had when I was away from home and told that Dad had died came flooding back. I just wanted to be back in Oxford – I needed to be with my brother and sisters and to hold Mum. I didn’t want to go out and drink Malibu and Coke and unsuccessfully flirt with boys at Discoteca He-Ho anymore. I suddenly decided, having shunned any involvement for so long, that I wanted to be part of the discussions at home about what was going to happen next. I didn’t leave Spain early, though, it wasn’t deemed necessary, and I got home, as scheduled, a few days later, desperate to hold her. We all got to spend time with Mum, reminisce, brush her hair and say our goodbyes, but eventually there was just no stopping the cancer that was clawing at every organ and bone in her body. She died peacefully aged just fifty, when I was seventeen years old, knowing that she was so very loved. I had just managed to tell her that I had got a U in the one A level I had taken that year. She must have been so proud!


Immediately after Mum died, we all went to her favourite restaurant, which opened early for us so that we could celebrate the way she would have wanted us to: with food and booze. We were shell-shocked, but I remember very clearly the feeling of relief that she didn’t have to go through all that anymore. That she was no longer in pain and neither were we, as we were no longer waiting for the inevitable outcome. We stayed at that table in that light-filled restaurant with the huge lemon tree in the middle for what felt like hours, surrounded by the thick debris of our mournful consumption. I am the master of eating my feelings and that day was no different. We shed tears, we told stories, we laughed, we hugged, we celebrated our darling mum. My brother, now the head of our household aged just thirty-two, picked up the bill. He has been picking up the bill for us ever since.


The next year or so was a huge blur – like a sped-up film montage, where I can remember certain things that happened but not with clarity and not in a cohesive timeline. While Mum was alive, one of the many conversations we had had about The Future was where I was going to live when she was gone. Somehow, offers from my siblings and godparents were pushed aside and Mum and I had decided together that I was going to live with some family friends. They weren’t in my parents’ inner circle and we saw that as a really good thing, like a new beginning rather than trying to cling on to the past. They had sons a little younger than me, so their house was already full of hormones and it seemed that lil’ ol’ me joining their gang wouldn’t mean the end to anyone’s retirement or anything, just an additional bum on the sofa. The real clincher was that they had dinner together every day, as a family. Mum and I loved the thought of this as it was something that we had struggled to do, what with her often being bed-bound and me very busy pretending to be a local radio DJ and failing my exams.


When we sold the house Mum and I lived in, I moved back to the countryside with my New Family. Their house was being renovated and I remember it feeling very chaotic, very busy, very not like home. We were all trying too hard, yet simultaneously not hard enough. I learnt to drive so I could come and go with freedom, yet still I felt so detached from what my life had been just months before. I could hardly neck pints of Kronenbourg with all my friends at the pub before hopping into my Peugeot 106 and driving back to my new house forty minutes away. There was literally nothing that felt the same. I had no anchor. Except for my brilliant array of eclectic friends at college . . .


I ended up studying for my A levels at a sixth form college mainly for those retaking their exams, students from outside the UK hoping to have a better chance of being accepted into a British university if they gained a British qualification, and for education fuck-ups like me. There was the most amazingly diverse crew there – from Spanish royalty to American athletes. Coming from my all-girls boarding school a mile down the road, this was like having all my senses stimulated at the same time.


I had been completely besotted with one of my friends for quite some time and we finally got together fairly soon after Mum had died. He had known Mum and was truly sad when he found out she had died that summer. He used to call her the Dog’s Bollocks because he thought she was so cool. It was maybe not the elegant nickname she would have hoped for, but I know she would have bloody loved a hot Spanish boy thinking she was a winner. It was so important to me that he knew her, as I had realised the chances were that only a very few people in my future would have known how incredible my mum was, so those that did I wanted to keep close.


He and I had a very messy, naive, funny, drunken, mistake-riddled relationship. I absolutely doted on him; I knew he was really fond of me, but to be honest he smoked so much weed he would have been numb to anything too deep. After college we knew we were to go our separate ways – if not different countries, then very definitely different universities – so despite me wanting so badly to cling on to those sloppy and chaotic months, I knew they were coming to an end. He wrote me a goodbye letter so beautiful that it still makes me cry when I read it. I cried even more when I found out about ten years later it was actually his best friend who had fired up the huge computer in their grubby shared house and written those words on his behalf! Our break-up also coincided with me leaving my New Family. I felt like I was letting Mum down and I hated the thought that she wouldn’t know where I was anymore, but for one reason or another, things were just not working out and I didn’t have the energy to pretend they were anymore.


So, at just eighteen years old, I was orphaned, single and while not exactly homeless, I didn’t have my own home. I moved in with my sister closest in age to me, Annie, and her husband, who had recently got married so that we could make sure Mum got to be mother of the bride one final time. They were both just twenty-four and suddenly had what was essentially an un-housetrained eighteen-year-old daughter. They lived in Oxford and I was so thrilled to be back. While I felt a sense of security when the dreaming spires were looming over my every move, I also thought I should go to university. That is just what happened in Middle England: you got your A levels, you went to university and then you moved to London, with little thought of how privileged your gilded life was. No Gap Yah for me, though, there was no way I wanted to put myself a plane ride away from my family – I wanted to be as close as possible to them after everything that had happened.


The problem with assuming I should go to university, however, back when it was a free privilege, is that I had monumentally fucked up my exams. Actually, it wasn’t the exams as much as the very fact I had completed little to no work throughout sixth form at all, and the exams were just the mouldy cherry on the unsatisfying cake. The only thing I categorically knew was that I wanted to be Chris Evans, as his effervescence, his zest for life, really lured me in. The years of lying about being a radio DJ had almost convinced me that was the life I was going to lead one day. The problem with wanting to be Chris Evans and having one A level to my name was that the only university that would take me was in Warrington. The degree was awarded by the University of Manchester, but everything relating to the degree was based in Warrington. The only things I knew about that place were that it was very, very far away from anything I knew, and also that Chris Evans grew up there. It was a done deal. We trundled up the M6, my ever-supportive sisters and I, in two cars full to the brim with all my stuff. I needed my room in halls to feel like home. We exited the M6 and went around 358 roundabouts until we came to the old army barracks that was to be my new base, where we set about making my room feel less like a prison cell, with fairy lights, my cardboard cut-out of Tintin, photos of Mum and Dad and more CDs than HMV. We giggled and laughed, anticipating how much fun I was going to have over the next three years. Just what I needed. They poured me a large gin and tonic and waved me a teary goodbye. After they shut the door, I continued to polish off most of the bottle of gin to try to muster the courage to talk to the people milling around outside. Having had so much confidence in my ‘old life’ in Oxford, this was the very moment that I can say I started a lifelong, deep-rooted and complicated relationship with depression and anxiety.


While nothing specifically bad happened to me in Warrington, they were the three most unhappy years of my life, no contest. I made some great friends and I met some really good, funny, kind people, yet nothing felt right as I was so far from my family, from Oxford, from my friends. Not to mention that Mum had died less than a year before and my grief must have been so raw. I have very few regrets in my life but going to university gets the gold prize. It was categorically the wrong thing for me to do at that time. I was very much the outsider, which is not something I had ever experienced before, as I had usually been the one connecting all the dots between groups of friends, never the outlier. Keeping in contact with people at home was hard, too, there was no social media, mobile phones were around but hardly ever used and so everything felt very disparate. In my first year I still had to queue to use the phone under the stairs, the air around it always thick with hot farts and stale cigarettes. I used to cry down the phone to my sisters, explaining how unhappy I was, and yet I wasn’t sure what alternative I had but to ride it out. It was not like I could go home to Mum and Dad.


In the holidays I would split my time between my sister’s house, which was now in Hackney, and a pub that some friends were managing back in Oxford. They were always happy to have me there, and for the next few years, that pub felt like home, where I was welcomed back from Warrington with excitement and plates of cheesy chips. Inexplicably, I had lost contact with all my friends from school apart from a couple, so when I was back in Oxford, I literally spent my whole time at the pub. Therefore it seemed sensible that when that long, hard, lonely stint up north finally finished and my 2:2 in radio production (no joke) was added to my list of incredible academic achievements, I should move into the pub.
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