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To Mum and her mum, to Kim, Sara, Jill, Claire, Kate Spicer, Nicole and Natalie for our precious school years.

To countless strangers met via Instagram in the dead of night, I wrote this book for you.

In memory of Rory.
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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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