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  Chapter One


  The First Shag


  I wake up in a single bed somewhere in north London, a stranger’s warmth close to mine. The man is unfamiliar: his body is small and slight, very different from the large all-encompassing frame of my 6 foot 3 inch ex-husband. The snoring man beside me has a profile I don’t recognise, the angular edginess a contrast to the soft bearded face I’m used to.


  Whoever is lying next to me farts in his sleep, an act that in my marital bed would result in conspiratorial giggles, a result of the inevitable closeness that comes from a ten-year partnership. But in this alien situation I feel so much second-hand embarrassment from the stranger’s flatulence in the presence of my own nakedness that I want to simply die from shame.


  Anything would be preferable to what I know is going to happen next, an act I’ve abstractly read about in women’s magazines for the last decade but have never had to experience myself. I’m going to have to speak to this strange man I just had sex with. In fear I clutch his musty brown covers to my naked chest as he rolls over in the early morning light. The sheets are silky to touch but not in the high-thread-count way, the sateen-hotel-sheet way. They’re silky because they’re threadbare polyester, the sheets of a twentysomething man who uses his bed only to sleep, shag and fart in.


  I make myself glance around the rest of the room, getting my bearings and plotting my exit.


  When I retell this first post-marriage sexual encounter anecdote to my friends I’ll describe the one-room flat as a studio apartment; in reality calling it a bedsit would be generous. The battered shopfront facade hides a narrow grimy room with exposed rusty pipes, a stained futon and 90s-era TV/VCR combo the main feature of the living space. My head is two feet away from the filthiest oven I’ve ever seen, the kitchen it resides in comprising a couple of ancient cupboards and a two-pan electric hob – I wonder if this area is something an estate agent would optimistically term a ‘kitchenette’.


  I’ll tell my friends the man was an artist (unemployed), a musician (needed a hair-wash), with a dazzling personality to match (I’d had six pints so didn’t care). I’ll reimagine the story to be romantic, with the guy a starving artist type: the Christian to my Moulin Rouge Satine.


  In reality the whole situation feels more Trainspotting than Moulin Rouge.


  Past the kitchen-cum-bedroom is the bathroom, a rusty mildewed affair with a tiny shower and a stained toilet bowl. I daren’t look at the floor, knowing the sight of someone else’s filth soon to touch my bare feet might send me over the edge and into the realm of hungover gagging.


  This situation is a fitting metaphor for the downwards trajectory that my marriage, which ended four weeks ago, has taken. At this moment I feel further away from my once-loving marriage and its 2.4 children than I’ve ever been.


  Never have I wanted to be home so much. Home in my warm and comforting suburban semi with my children and soon-to-be-ex-husband, sitting on my IKEA sofa among baby walkers and wooden musical instruments, making a cup of tea in my floral-themed kitchen before going to bed in my comfy cotton sheets. Though home had felt like the most oppressive thing to me at the end of my marriage, at this moment there is nothing I crave more than my life of secure monotony and mediocrity.


  The farting turns into grunting as the stranger next to me rolls again, his single bed restricting movement so much that his entire body lies flat against mine. My feet to his. His chest to my back. Knees locked like a jigsaw. His breath on my neck smells like last night’s beer and teeth that haven’t been brushed in too long.


  As his hands snake round to grope at my chest I feel a hardness in his crotch. I am proud of my breasts: until two months ago I’ve used them to feed my eight-month-old son and they are still plump with breast milk, but in this situation having a stranger’s hands on a part of my body that feels so explicitly like it belongs to my child feels wrong. I’d obviously felt different wearing my beer goggles last night but at this moment his hands are the last thing I want on my body.


  I wriggle out of his sleepy grasp.


  ‘Good morning!’ I chirp brightly, mimicking a confidence and friendliness I don’t feel.


  ‘Hi,’ he says, looking only a fraction as bewildered as I feel. ‘Sleep well?’


  ‘Like a baby!’ is my ironic answer, as I hope my toddlers have slept better than me tucked up in their beds at home.


  I nervously chatter as I search for a way to get out of bed while covering my modesty, realising far too late that my clothes have been slung on the other side of the room. He remains lying stationary, head propped up on one elbow as he intently studies my bare backside while I burrow around his belongings, desperately hunting down my sensible mum-tum-covering Marks & Spencer knickers.


  I’ve never before been the type of woman who spends her bank holiday Sunday morning rummaging around in a stranger’s things looking for her knickers: sure, I’ve chortled along with those stories of my friends and their sexual adventures, thinking they were so fun, so free-spirited, so edgy. And then I would go to my marital bed with my dependable husband in our dependable home, thanking whichever deity exists that my life was a little less fun, free-spirited and edgy. I liked it that way.


  The woman I really am is the one whose overly large underwear lives in a perfectly organised drawer in the countryside, not in a mildewed corner of a bedsit. The woman who (admittedly begrudgingly) crafts with her kids (does anyone ever enjoy glitter?), goes to baby groups in chilly church halls; the one whose idea of a special treat is a food shop at Waitrose. The one who shares life with an ambitious yet charming and supportive husband, raises two perfect kids, meets friends for coffee before returning home to cook a healthy meal full of hidden vegetables for her family.


  I’m the woman at the toddler group with the well-turned-out kids and a family car. I’m happily married, happy to be a mother. I’m you: only I’m not. Not any more.


  I grew up in a happy family. Two parents, one brother, an infinite amount of love. Dad went out to work for a bank every morning while Mum stayed at home, made us cakes and picked us up from the school bus stop. With the government’s 5 A Day campaign in full force, we snacked on carrot sticks and apple slices in front of Byker Grove – the edgiest thing we were allowed to watch on TV (I haven’t felt the urge to go paintballing since) – went on holidays to Center Parcs and the Cornish coast and took day trips to National Trust properties. I spent teenage years counting down the days until I’d replicate my parents’ marriage myself.


  Which was why I thought I’d struck gold when I walked down the aisle at the age of twenty-three with the man I thought was the love of my life.


  Will and I had met when I was eighteen and at university. Convinced that This Was It, we moved in together after six weeks, sharing a new-build flat in the centre of Nottingham with a swimming pool in the basement, a facility I could only have imagined having in my wildest dreams when I was a teenager fantasising about what adulthood might look like.


  Having grown up with the Pony Club and shandies at the village pub as the cornerstone of my social life, I felt like I’d reached my own pinnacle of grown-up maturity with Will as my boyfriend. He was my boss at the nightclub where I worked behind the bar, a manager with lofty aspirations for a career in dance music promotion. We fell in love deep and hard, creating a bond of friendship and understanding that I thought would be impossible to beat. When he asked me to marry him after nine months I was beyond thrilled, even more so a couple of weeks later when he presented me with a diamond ring to make it official.


  We married four years later at the Old Marylebone Town Hall, shrugging off thoughts of the famous failed marriages that originated there – Liam Gallagher, Chrissie Hynde. Will had quickly risen up the career ranks to become promotions manager at a new London superclub and I was working as a marketing manager for a mega-cool Shoreditch-based magazine. Making our union official at that point felt like the icing on the cake: we had the whole world at our feet.


  Our marriage didn’t get off to the most auspicious start. We’d decided to get wed in January for the sole reason that it was cheap, though having been engaged four years with no wedding date agreed, the topic of marriage had become tension-filled. I’d always dreamed of a country house wedding, a summer reception in a slightly sweaty white marquee, but in our skint and fun-loving early twenties, beer and living expenses were much higher on the financial agenda than saving to pay for a three-course meal for 150 of our closest friends and relatives.


  Which was why one evening shortly before Christmas, when we’d once more rowed about our lack of impending nuptials and dwindling bank account, I stamped my foot and said we needed to ‘just fucking get on with it’. The marriage was more important than the wedding, I said, and I hated the stupid matrimony plan-less limbo we’d arrived in. Wheels were soon set in motion: we’d invite only our immediate family and two witnesses to the ceremony, having a small evening party for everyone else. Setting aside the wedding scrapbook I’d been piecing together since I was nineteen, full of photographs of huge white weddings I’d snipped out of expensive bridal magazines, I grew comfortable with the idea of an ‘intimate’ celebration – it might have been a world away from the stately home and big dress I’d dreamed of (I bought my outfit and the flowers the day before from Monsoon Oxford Street and Columbia Road Flower Market respectively), but this was the way the celebrities did it, right?


  With six weeks to go before the big day we still lacked the time (and inclination) to send out paper invites, so low-key Facebook event notifications were dispatched. The thirteen members of our wedding party expected at the ceremony received a phone call, and a round robin email was sent around our respective workplaces to let them know they’d be welcome at the free-for-all post-wedding party at a Farringdon nightclub.


  On the day, our register office ceremony went by in a flash, with the technical term for my overriding emotion being ‘shit scared’. There were tears from all in attendance and I was so overwhelmed by the entire day that my décolletage came up in angry red blotches, my chest predicting the outcome of my marriage more accurately than I could.


  Amid confetti-laced beeps from traffic on the A40 we jumped in Ubers to take us to our reception lunch at the inevitable Shoreditch House, where we toasted our union with their cheapest house white in a private dining room we’d hired for half price (thank God for cheap Monday weddings). The lunch went by in a blur of chinking glasses and raucous laughter as we all necked lethal yet delicious espresso martinis in lieu of pudding.


  Looking back, you’d be right to write us off as young and irresponsible from the off. How can a couple who can’t be arsed to save up for their wedding day be expected to excel in marriage?


  But we had optimism and youth on our side and a year and a half later we also had the surprise of our daughter’s arrival, followed quickly by that of our son.


   


  That morning in the grimy bedsit my role of dutiful wife and mother felt like a million miles away as I scurried around, searching for both my belongings and my dignity. With a soundtrack of mindless chatter directed at the man I’d woken up with – I still had no idea what his name was – I finally located those elusive knickers of mine.


  Once my underwear had been firmly replaced on my body I locked myself in the cold loo, carefully placing the last scraps of the toilet roll on the cold seat as a barrier to the unsavoury germs lurking beneath. I sighed as I peed, my eyes roving over the mildewed shower, the rusty taps, the almost-empty bottles of bright blue Radox.


  With the unmistakable furriness of last night’s beer and burgers on my teeth, I longed to brush them; but the only toothbrush in the bathroom was perching on top of the cistern, and all I could think of was a newspaper article I’d read about the spread of faecal matter when you flushed. With my hangover settling in for the day I myself felt like faecal matter; the last thing I wanted to do was put someone else’s in my mouth. I settled instead for a finger-ful of Colgate swished around my teeth.


  I’d expected my first sexual encounter as a single woman to leave me feeling empowered, sexy, excited. Having been with only the father of my children for the last ten years, I’d been conditioned to believe all my single friends were having wild swinging-chandelier sex. Their stories left me wide-eyed and more than a little jealous, marvelling at the apparent in-the-sack skills of their boyfriends, lovers and fuckbuddies.


  In contrast, my sexuality had deserted me the moment I’d laid eyes on a positive pregnancy test: once I’d learned that the direct consequences of unprotected sex were pregnancy-related piles, bulging varicose veins and all-day sickness it’s no wonder I ceased to feel like a sex kitten. And anyway, who wants their nipples sensually caressed when there’s a chance of them erupting with breast milk? I’m sure there are people out there for whom that’s their number-one sexual preference, but I certainly wasn’t one of them.


  The one and only date I’d been on before meeting the man who became my husband was with a boring postgrad physics student from my university: we drank two-for-one cocktails at the Pitcher and Piano and stumbled home to halls after a terrible snog, an experience that was a million miles away from the fancy dates of Sex and the City I felt I was owed. Meeting Will and falling in love with him so young, I’d felt lucky to be exempting myself from the terrible relationship experiences that my friends were all going through, though nine years on as comfort turned to complacency I was eager to get back out into the dating world, eager to have some new experiences.


  At the age of twenty-seven this new world of men, flirting, nuance and innuendo had a funny effect on me. I felt like a caged tiger, a dormant volcano, and though I was ready to rediscover the way I vaguely remembered feeling when I first met Will, I was also terrified of what might happen. I was desperate to live my life by my hormones and the whims of my libido once more, rather than having each day of my monotonous and repetitive life dictated to me by the family responsibility of two tiny people who couldn’t even speak yet; but I also craved the security I had found in going to bed with the same man each and every night. I didn’t know how to reconcile these two things into a life that would bring me eventual happiness.


  As I sat on the cold toilet seat somewhere in north London all I could recall from the night before, my first groundbreaking and terrifying step into singledom, was a perfunctory shag, a ‘wham, bam, thank you ma’am’-type encounter. It had felt robotic and automatic, with zero thought given to my needs or pleasure.


  Why didn’t the earth move? I wondered. Where were the fireworks to symbolise my independence from my marriage, my own private bed-based Fourth of July? They weren’t to be found in the shameful pits of that London bedsit, that’s for sure.


  I wondered if my feelings of empowerment would come later, because all I felt that day was shame. Shame on me for getting drunk and going home with someone I wouldn’t look twice at sober. Shame on me for having to face the Saturday morning train home in last night’s knickers. Shame shame shame. I could have cried but I didn’t: anything to get me on my way home as quickly as possible.


  Not able to hide in the chilly bathroom any longer, I flushed the loo and, after a fruitless search for soap, washed my hands with the dregs of the blue Radox. Taking a deep breath, I faced my new acquaintance with more small talk, faking awkwardly bright conversation about the beer festival we’d been at, the tenuous mutual friends we barely had.


  To end my own incessant nervous chatter I dressed quickly, finding my socks under his guitar, my camisole looped over his skateboard, my phone in the toe of my boot. Seemingly not caring that my teeth were dirty or last night’s clothes were creased and beer-stained, he half-heartedly asked for my number before enquiring if I wanted him to walk me to the bus stop. Hoping he’d forget I ever existed, I gave him the wrong number, politely declined his escort to the bus stop and hurriedly made my escape.


  Newington Green, a pleasant leafy area of London a little way north of Hoxton, was a haven compared to the oppressive flat I’d spent the last ten hours in. Though my mouth was fuzzy and my head just as much, I enjoyed the walk to the bus stop, processing the enormity of what had just happened.


  The area was familiar, having been my home once upon a time, before motherhood. For a moment I slowed my pace and pretended this was still my neighbourhood, that I’d turn the corner and see my local pub, my old front door with my welcoming husband waiting behind the stacks of junk mail in the communal hallway. It felt comforting to think I could dig my keys out of my handbag and open the lock back into a life that was altogether way less complicated than the one I was currently living. I’d walk back into that big one-room space and flop on to the rented couch in the rented living room, thinking of nothing more than which takeaway I would order to sate my standard Saturday hangover.


  Instead my thoughts turned back to my kids, my broken marriage and the day’s responsibilities. Hangover be gone: I had to forget my inner turmoil and power home to take over childcare duties.


   


  Walking through your front door when you’ve got small children waiting to greet you is one of the most special feelings on the planet. To them you are a celebrity, a hero . . . you may as well be made from chocolate, such is the excitement your sudden presence can prompt. The viral videos you watch on Facebook of men coming back from tours of duty to overexcited loving labradors? They’re nothing in comparison to the frantic happiness of your kids when you’ve been away for twenty-four hours.


  As they threw their arms around me I immediately thrust my nose into their downy heads, inhaling the scent that was undeniably them, a mix of sweetness and their lavender baby shampoo. Elfie at almost two was padding around in the pink pyjamas I’d bought her for Christmas that year, her light brown hair a bedhead mess that only small kids can get away with: her arms held tightly to my thigh as she cried ‘MAMA!’ Hux was still crawling; at only just a year old he followed Elfie with the empty feet of his grey onesie trailed behind him, a smear of Marmite over a gummy smile that displayed two bottom teeth. Will, my grim-faced ex-husband, followed closely behind.


  At this point, the beginning of our split, Will and I didn’t really speak, and when we did there was a certain lack of decorum. Despite our amicable separation there was still a huge amount of ill feeling on both sides: I felt short-changed that, even though he was 50 per cent responsible for the creation of our children he wasn’t left with half of the responsibility for looking after them, citing work and commuting pressures as a reason to move from our Buckinghamshire home back to London. In turn, although our split was the right thing to do, I felt he blamed himself for moving away from his children, upset at the thought that it was necessary to be apart from them. Though ours had never been a volatile relationship before, now we took these feelings out on each other, resulting in a couple of arguments that could be kindly described as ‘humdingers’.


  I imagine few men enter into the decision to procreate lightly and I knew he’d always aspired to be the best dad possible. Although our separation was patently mutual I felt abandoned, felt he’d taken on the role of part-time parent all too quickly, and I was aggrieved that I couldn’t move my life forward in the same way as him. He’d swiftly moved back to our old home area of east London to build a business and further his career, with the children spending only two weekends a month at his house, and I felt left behind, a dowdy suburban single mum with little hope of achieving the dreams I’d once had for myself.


  Having found motherhood hard enough as part of a couple, I was terrified about how my life would pan out with a bi-weekend dad as the other parent in my equation. I felt stuck and suffocated in my situation. We’d happily relocated to Buckinghamshire as a family, but he’d left a single man while I picked up the pieces of our union. Plus I was deep in the thick of post-natal depression with a massive case of loneliness on the side – try getting out of the house to make friends at awkward baby groups when you can’t even make it to the shower to wash your hair. I felt abandoned, left to sink in a sea of nappies, chapped nipples, resentment and limited child maintenance.


  Before I’d had kids I felt like I’d been a person worth knowing. I worked for one of the biggest media brands in the world, managing a team of publishing professionals who all worked hard and partied harder. I spent days in meetings and evenings in restaurants, attended Fashion Week and spoke at conferences. I had the world at my fingertips.


  And then I got pregnant.


  I went from socialising in a domain of sycophants hanging on to my every word to taking care of a baby who only hung on to my cracked nipple. I no longer partied all night, but kept the same hours winding, changing nappies, feeding. I no longer worried about my shoes matching my dress, but became obsessed by the exact amounts my tiny offspring were eating, mithering over the colour and consistency of their stools with a fervency I’d previously only ever applied to who I’d be meeting backstage that weekend. My life was a monotonous cycle of activities that I got absolutely no thanks or recognition for: budgeting, bathtime, burping. Full of literal baby shit, it was foreign and boring . . . I felt like I’d gone from hero to zero in the space of a Caesarean section.


  So when the divorce was decided upon I was at least a little thankful that I’d regain what I thought would be some independence. I knew I’d never regain my previous life of wanky media hobnobbing – the way my heart exponentially grew with childbirth put paid to ever being selfish again – but I was thrilled at the idea of all the fun and socialising I’d do. I’d get to drink interesting drinks with interesting people, go on my first date in ten years, actually see my friends in places that weren’t our living rooms or the local Costa. It felt thrillingly fresh: to pinch the book title from my son Huxley’s namesake, it was my very own brave new world.


  Only that freshness was a long way away that Sunday as I dragged my hungover feet through my front door to be confronted with a fairly mute ex-husband and two children thrilled to be reunited with their mother. Lifting them into the air for a cuddle with my Radox-washed hands, I felt trashy and cheap, not liberated and independent as I had expected after my first (not-so) great sexual adventure.


  I felt ashamed that I’d chosen a stranger’s company over my children’s, indulging my lust when I should have been at home reading them a bedtime story and tucking them in for the evening. I was a mum now: didn’t that mean I shouldn’t crave sex or passion? The whole point of parenthood was that you’d only ever have sex with the man who helped you create your children (and sometimes not even him). Now, separated, I felt like my genitals should have an impenetrable sheath over them, like a Barbie doll but a nun-type motherhood version, one who should be so busy concerning herself with her children’s well-being that she ignored the call of her libido. Why would I be thinking about sex when I had my children to worry about?


  This shame added an extra unwelcome layer to my hangover as I prepared my children’s lunch in the kitchen I’d lovingly decorated with kitschy Cath Kidston touches only a couple of months before. Enlisting the help of my mother-in-law’s sewing skills, I’d turned floral fabric into curtains and tablecloths, but now the bright and joyful flowery pattern of the signature print made a mockery of the last twenty-four hours, the children oblivious to my misery as they chatted baby nonsense to each other in their high chairs. My headache intensified as they banged their bright plastic spoons upon their bright plastic bowls.


  I took a break from chopping cucumber and Cheddar into tiny palm-sized batons and leaned over the sink, gazing out to the garden where I’d planted spring bulbs in a therapeutic effort to make myself feel better about life and my marriage. I felt sick and wanted to heave, but instead I turned to the children and brightly presented them with the fruits of my lacklustre labours. If I’d learned anything about children in my two and a half years as a parent – and sometimes I felt like I really hadn’t – it was that a lunch of cucumber and Mini Cheddars every so often wouldn’t kill them.


  I turned back to my sink safe haven. The shame now fitted well. I knew more of it was to come.


  The man I’d chosen to make my first conquest, the guy who’d spent the previous night prodding my pants as if he was playing on a PlayStation, the one whose name still evaded me?


  He hadn’t worn a condom.


  Chapter Two


  The Shame, Oh, The Shame


  Child-wrangling with a hangover is a unifying experience. I imagine it happens the same way the world over: the pounding headache, the day-old gin or beer mouth, the aching eyes. The incredibly and unnecessary incessant LOUD NOISES from the people you created, the ones who on this day seem hell-bent on hurting you with their questions, their banging, their whining. I love my children as much as the next person, but when I’m nursing a head full of booze-induced pain and regret I will cry over the un-tuneful bashing of a wooden xylophone.


  Whenever I am that hungover mother having to let her offspring happily ride her like a horsie I always think of the other parents going through exactly the same experience. It’s a fact of life that whether in Milton Keynes or Marbella, on the odd occasions us parents forget we’re unexciting responsible adults and knock back booze with the youthful recklessness of a nineteen-year-old it almost always ends in tears. Ours, our kids’, and whomever’s we moan to about our unrelenting hangovers.


  The world over there were mothers whose stomachs undoubtedly churned with last night’s excesses as mine did now, and that thought comforted me no end.


  But comfort wasn’t something I was feeling much of: though the bank holiday weekend shops were the last thing I wanted to tackle with my self-induced headache, I was off to find a pharmacy. And, because I was now a single mum, my kids would be coming with me.


  At that point the morning-after pill was one of those abstract things I’d heard about in passing. It was a thing that girls who had crazy adventures with men they didn’t know bought, not responsible mums like me who spent their lives with the same man, either pregnant or on the pill. Emergency contraception was something that happened on late night Channel 4 documentaries and Radio 1’s Newsbeat, not in my house of sanctimony and virtue.


  Not wanting what I was about to research to be traced by even my future self, I opened up an incognito browser on my laptop to search down the answers to the pressing questions I had about the morning-after pill. A quick google told me that I could get it from Boots, it’d cost me about twenty-five quid and the sooner I got it in me the better. Though I was agog at the price of it – I could have bought myself a couple of nice bottles of wine with that cash, though ironically it was about that much booze that had got me in this mess – I was somewhat comforted at one of the search engine’s auto-complete options that presented itself: ‘Morning-after pill twice in one week’. I might have been stupid but I vowed this would be the one and only time I’d make such a shameful pilgrimage to the pharmacy.


  I left the remnants of the cheese and cucumber lunch on the kitchen table and strapped Elfie and Hux into their car seats ready for the twenty-minute ride into town. I was aggrieved, sure that in the cases of contraception mishaps I’d read about in Glamour magazine the chivalrous other half of the equation offered to pay for half the cost of the treatment: at that point I probably would have shoved twenty-five pounds in my own vagina to make sure a pregnancy didn’t happen but I was sad that I didn’t even know my guy’s name, let alone feel able to ask him to PayPal me £12.50. Even with two babbling babies in the back of my car the thought made me feel lonely and upset; I turned the CD player on, thinking a rousing rendition of something by Mr Tumble would help lift the spirits, but nope, it just made my already-intense headache worse.


  Reaching the shopping centre, I unloaded Elfie and Hux from the car, Hux’s tiny hand stickily clasped in mine as I heaved him into the baby carrier. Pushing Elfie across the car park in her pushchair, I abstractly wondered how many seemingly responsible mothers of two had made just such a stride of shame to their local Boots. I hoped I wasn’t the first but this wasn’t exactly something I’d be bringing up with the married mums at next Thursday’s sensory baby group.


  The pharmacy counter was vast and busy. The queue snaked around the shop, almost reaching a display of eye care near the doors, and I pretended to study the contact lens solutions and eye baths while trying to covertly observe the chattering customers and staff. The last thing I wanted to do was bump into a relative or, even worse, a mum friend, so I skulked around quietly until I could be sure the coast was clear, then timidly joined the back of the queue. Elderly couples picking up their prescriptions looked on with smiles as I played peek-a-boo with Hux and mindlessly answered Elfie’s questions, while I wished time would hurry the hell up so I could get back to the car and take myself home to the safe haven of my sofa.


  I felt my face go hot as my point in the queue approached the counter.


  ‘Next customer, please!’ announced the pharmacy assistant, a woman who looked about my age.


  I stepped forward. ‘I need to speak to someone about the morning-after pill,’ I all but whispered.


  ‘The what?’ she said, in a voice that sounded sixty decibels too loud. I cleared my throat and tried again.


  ‘The morning-after pill, please.’


  She looked at me with what I told myself was understanding but may well have been derision, and motioned for me to step aside. ‘I’ll get the pharmacist for you’, she said.


  In a move that at that moment could only be comically punishing, a wheel of the pram locked as I tried to move to the side of the counter: I stumbled and tripped over my feet, cradling Hux’s head to keep it safe, turning bright red as the pram’s wheels crashed noisily against the side of the counter.


  ‘WHOOPSIDAISY!’ Elfie announced, enjoying the overly wobbly buggy, grinning at the queue as she clapped her hands. Old ladies cooed back and I wanted to die. I grimaced a smile and hoped the ground would swallow me whole and transport me to a place where nobody ever required emergency contraception, even if that meant going to actual hell.


  The middle-aged pharmacist approached, an efficient yet kindly look on her face. ‘How can I help?’ she asked, in a way that I hoped meant she dealt with much more embarrassing situations than this one on a daily basis. There was no point wishing a quick verruca or ingrown toenail on myself. I was going to have to tell this woman I had had sex with a stranger.


  ‘I need the morning-after pill,’ I said with a decisiveness I didn’t feel.


  She side-eyed my children and I could see her brain ticking over.


  ‘Of course,’ she said. ‘I just need to ask you a couple of questions first.’


  She asked me when I’d last had sex (ugh), whether I’d used any contraception (no, duh), when my last period was and whether I had any pre-existing conditions. She enquired about my health, my age, my medication. I felt naked, stripped of a shield that I’d been using to protect myself: standing at that pharmacy counter being questioned by a stranger with an MPharm degree brought up an inner vulnerability in myself that I hadn’t felt in a long time.


  I wanted to grab the woman in front of me and shake her, make her look me in the eye while I forcibly confirmed that I am a good person. I wanted to explain that I don’t do this thing, this one-night-stand thing, that I have a family and a good moral compass. I wanted to outline the fact that although I loved the father of my children very much we just weren’t in love any more, tell her that nobody could hate me any more for my marriage break-up than I did already and that I felt completely vile for sleeping with a stranger in some kind of misjudged quest to put my broken self back together again.


  I wanted to ask for her help, not just for the morning-after pill but for the wisdom and grace to work out exactly what the hell I should do now that the man I had thought was going to be by my side for ever was sleeping in a house I’d never been to forty miles down the M1. I wanted to ask her how I could stop looking for comfort and answers in the wrong places.


  But I didn’t grab the pharmacist by the shoulders, as not getting arrested for assault was the one good thing this otherwise completely bleakly grey day had going for it. Contraception duly dispensed, I thanked her and left the counter with nothing more than a small packet of tablets


  The ordeal had exhausted and broken me but I felt I must do something for my children to make up for unwittingly putting them through such a seedy experience, so decided that ice cream was the answer. Isn’t ice cream always the answer?


  Stopping only for me to swill back one of the two pills I’d been instructed to take with a glug of water, we grimly soldiered on to the ice cream shop. I brightly chattered to Elfie in her pram about the shopping centre’s indoor palm trees and dinosaur displays, internally cringing as my tummy turned with hunger and shame.


  At that moment I knew one thing for sure: after that experience I’d never feel embarrassed to ask a pharmacist for thrush cream again.
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