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Stella

The most surprising thing about my husband leaving was how embarrassing I found it.

And listen, I know how that sounds. I’m not saying it was the only hard thing about it – just the one that I was totally, completely unprepared for. I had genuinely never suspected that we might split up, but I had a sort of abstract idea that if we did it would be some grand, dramatic fight, like something out of a film. I’d have one tear running down my face, he’d have an old-fashioned suitcase and a sense of dignified resignation. That sort of thing. So when I came home earlier than expected from the ‘Under Six Plus Boppers and Groovers Mummy and Me Shake It Together!’ class that I thought I’d booked for Wednesday morning but had in fact booked for the previous Monday, and found my husband crouching on the floor going through our travel toiletries, it wasn’t quite the sexy French cinema bombshell I’d imagined. I asked him what he was doing, he said nothing. I asked why his suitcase was half packed and he said ‘no reason’ and then I went to feed our daughter for what felt like the fifteenth time that morning. He came downstairs carrying the suitcase he’d packed ‘for no reason’ and told me that there was, actually, a reason, and that the reason was ‘I’m leaving you’.

Not the easiest statement to respond to, especially while the baby, who was desperately hungry but refusing to consume any milk, was arching her back like a cat who didn’t want to get in the carrier to the vet. I think I probably laughed. The idea of Gavin leaving me, Gavin who was devoted to me and adored me and continually told me how much more fun I was than any of his friends’ wives – felt implausible. But then he stood there for a while, in our bedroom, and I realised he was serious. And I laughed again. And then, before I could say anything devastating, he was gone. Nothing else had changed. The temperature of the room was the same, the baby was still screaming, my phone was still on the same battery percentage and every world leader was unchanged, but everything about me, and my world, and my life, and the life that I was expecting to build, the family I had been talked into creating, was different. Mostly destroyed. And even though someone else destroyed it, it’s me who had to do all the rebuilding. Which started with telling people.

I told Louella, my sister, first. She heard the first four seconds of my breathing at the end of the phone and knew what was up – down to the last detail – without needing to be told. Sort of impressive, but then we have seen each other almost every day since she was born so also maybe just a symptom of overexposure. She told me she was leaving work, which was kind but less dramatic when you understand that she works for some kind of internet company where she sends five emails a day and they pay her six figures.

‘He’s an evil cunt,’ she said as she used her key to open my front door. ‘How? Why? What did he say? How did he explain it?’

‘Why?’ is a very good question and not one I thought to ask. The sum total of the questions I had asked by this point was, ‘What are you doing with all of the mini L’Occitane shower gels?’ and, ‘Why do you have a suitcase packed?’

Since then (twenty-three weeks ago, not that I’m counting), everyone has been really nice about it. People sent flowers, came over with wine; my university friends got me a massage voucher that I can’t use because I can’t leave the baby for long enough and various other child-free friends who are frightened of small babies offered to babysit in a generous and completely unrealistic gesture of love. I’m desperate to leave Rose, gagging for freedom.

Sometimes I imagine closing the front door of my house and walking down a street without a pram or a nappy bag, and it seems more exciting than any fantasy I’ve ever had. But when the prospect of leaving her becomes real, it’s gut-wrenching. She’s the only company I have, the constant companion to my life. Her wants and needs rule my life, and it’s exhausting and draining and overwhelming, and yet, if I actually stopped for a moment, I might have to think about the reality of my situation and I have absolutely no desire to find out what that might feel like.

There’s also something hard to swallow about all the sympathy. All the COOK ready meals and offers of help were their ticket price to the show. The lasagnas and bunches of flowers came with messages, and the messages always said the same thing, in slightly different phrasing: ‘What happened?’ They wanted the details, the specifics, the ins and the outs of our horrible life, because there’s nothing more reassuring or validating than someone else’s marriage falling apart. If you’re a couple, it’s delicious because you’ve outlasted them. If you’re single then it’s a refreshing reminder that being conventionally alone is much better than being someone who had a baby and a big white wedding, and then ended up alone anyway.

In fairness to these people, I asked for it. I was the smuggest smug married since Bridget Jones’s dinner party mates. I married Gavin – handsome, slightly older, successful – aged twenty-five. A child bride, I joked at drinks with my friends, acting embarrassed to be getting married at an age more commonly seen in a tradwife mommy blogger than a London-based creative who worked as a writer for an interiors magazine. The first of my friends by about half a decade, being engaged became my entire personality. And as my friends passed my ring around, putting it on their right hand rather than their left for fear of jinxing themselves, I felt like I’d done the only really important thing I’d ever do. I liked my job and my gym, and nights out with my girlfriends, but there was a small part of me that had always privately, a bit ashamedly, been waiting for the ‘real’ part to start – the part where I could have a house and babies. Before we were engaged, I had the good grace to hide those feelings but the second I got a diamond on my hand, my restraint just disappeared.

Because Gavin was five years older than me, and because we were getting married young, we did everything else young too. I was the first to buy a house, the first to get a big, grown-up car, and eventually, when I turned thirty and decided that I was finally ready, just as my friends were moving in with their partners, I was one of the first to get pregnant – the first who had intentionally got pregnant. Once again, I floated through life being un-fucking-bearable, telling people we couldn’t believe how easily I’d got pregnant, that we thought we’d have months of trying like all the blogs I read said but, mysteriously, it just happened on our first go. When Rose was born, almost eight months ago, via an easy and uncomplicated birth, I looked down at her and across at Gavin and thought, I wish everyone could be this lucky. And then two months later, when Rose was literally eight weeks old, he left and in a matter of minutes I became a single mum to a tiny baby.

When you see it all written down like that, you can’t help thinking that maybe I had it coming to me. I really wouldn’t blame anyone who thought I’d had more good luck than anyone deserved, and I’d invite that person to take a look at my life today. There are six drying racks of baby clothes in my house because, in a brief spurt of trying to get my life together, I decided that not having enough drying racks was the organisational issue with my laundry system. I was wrong. The prospect of putting everything away is too overwhelming and I’ve decided that I’m just going to use things straight off the racks and cut out the middle man of putting them back in Rose’s bedroom. I’ve told myself it’s basically like having a hanging rail, which is a perfectly respectful and accepted way to store clothes.

The health visitor, the woman who comes to see us intermittently to check that Rose is growing and not being given Red Bull in her bottles, told me that it’s ‘extremely unusual’ for a dad to leave that early. She said it with total neutrality and I had absolutely no idea what I was supposed to do with that information. ‘They usually wait a while,’ she told me. ‘Until the kids are older.’ I just nodded and then sat in silence while she weighed Rose and then repeated the same facts about breastfeeding I’d been told seven times that month and confirmed that I was on maternity leave and would be going back to work when Rose was one year old.

Anyway. Last night I accidentally went to sleep with damp hair so it’s now a surprising look that’s sort of frizzy on one side and completely lank on the other, which is especially unfair because Rose woke up nine times, so I slept for about ninety minutes total. I’m also wearing dirty leggings from my ‘back when I had money’ wardrobe that are too small, so there’s a band of fat hanging over the top, and if I were to bend over, which I’m going to avoid, you’d be able to see my underwear, which is thigh to belly button and made of a sort of industrial cotton. Rose is clean, her toys are clean, the house is sanitary and other than that, everything is a fucking disaster.

And, as if that wasn’t bad enough, I’m about to see my ex-husband (technically, legally, still my husband, in real terms my ex) for the first time in six months.

Gavin has seen Rose during that time, just to be totally fair to him. One Saturday a month, his mother, Sue, formerly (though again, still legally) my mother-in-law, arrived – tight-faced and apologetic, also clearly very embarrassed about the situation – and took Rose out in the pram to see Gavin, who apparently met them in the park. I spent that ninety-minute window pacing up and down in the house, thinking about all the things I could be doing with my free time, achieving nothing because I felt queasy about being away from Rose, and happily the whole thing was over quickly. It wasn’t a good system, not compared to the system where Gavin and I spend Saturday mornings walking in a sun-drenched park, sipping on oat flat whites and taking adorable candids of each other with the baby, which is how I’d envisioned our life playing out. But it was a tolerable system. Just about. Better, by a fucking mile, than this new system where Gavin comes to my house – our house – and I have to talk to him while wishing he would wrap his arms around me and tell me that everything from the last six months was his evil twin and that he is back and so is our life together.

The door goes and I’m standing literally behind it. He can see the outline of my body, so the entrance I’d planned (I leave him waiting a couple of minutes then come down, pretty and flushed, in jeans and a white blouse, holding Rose) isn’t possible. I open it and I’m knocked sideways by the bizarreness of seeing a face that I’ve studied in every possible light, moment, attitude, a face that I saw basically every day for a decade and then suddenly didn’t see at all for six months.

‘Hi,’ he says. ‘Can I come in?’

He still has keys to the house, I assume. He didn’t give them back. I’m glad he hasn’t attempted to use them.

‘Sure.’

He takes his shoes off, toeing them off, then pauses for a moment. Instead of leaving them in the middle of the floor like he would historically have done (to my annoyance), he puts them in a neat pair, to the left of the door. He’s wearing socks that I bought him. Well, a pair from a five-pack of striped socks from Waitrose that I bought on a Sunday morning on the basis that we might as well just share socks seeing as we shared everything else.

Rose squawks.

‘Hello, my love!’ he says, reaching for her. I want to grab her and smack his hand away. I offer her out to him. He takes her, supporting her wrongly – or if not wrongly, awkwardly. To my absolute delight, she cries.

I take her back. ‘She’s a bit clingy at the moment,’ I say, trying to pretend that I’m not pleased. ‘She really only wants to be on me.’

‘Sure,’ says Gavin, looking distraught. Now I feel guilty, and sad for him, and still completely delighted that she patently prefers me.

‘Do you want a coffee?’ I ask.

‘Yeah,’ he replies. ‘That’d be great.’

We got the coffee machine for our first wedding anniversary, our present to each other so that we could make lazy brunches at home. Balancing Rose on my hip, I scrabble one-handed in the door of the fridge, among jars of baby food, trying to find the packet of grounds. It’s still got a clip on it to keep it fresh. A yellow one. Gavin put it on there, the Sunday before he left. Did he know that he was leaving me by then? Did he open the new packet of coffee grounds on that Sunday knowing that he’d make one coffee from it, put it in the fridge and then disappear from my life?

I try to open the clip while holding Rose and wobble. She slips slightly on my hip.

‘I’ll do it,’ Gavin says eventually, after watching me struggle. I don’t argue. I sit on the sofa at the far end of the kitchen, Rose on my lap, playing with my necklace, and watch as Gavin brings the coffee machine back to life.

‘The tank’s totally empty,’ he says, after a few moments of silence.

‘Yeah,’ I say.

‘You’re supposed to refill it fresh every time you make a coffee.’

I haven’t touched the coffee machine since he left. I couldn’t.

‘Yeah,’ I say. ‘I know.’

He makes the coffees. I put Rose down for her first morning nap and we sit holding our coffee cups like props at the opposite ends of the sofa, as if we haven’t seen each other’s arseholes.

‘I wanted to talk to you,’ Gavin says eventually, looking into his latte. ‘About Rose.’

‘What about Rose?’

‘About visitation.’

I think I probably knew this was going to be about that. It didn’t seem likely that Sue was going to play baby steward every weekend until Rose was old enough to take an Uber over to wherever Gavin ends up living. But also, quite a big part of me had been hoping we might be able to just keep things this way forever.

‘Right,’ I say. I panic-Googled this morning about how to talk to your ex-husband and it said to try and say as little as possible, to get him to do the majority of the talking, and to communicate exclusively about the child. ‘What were you thinking?’ I ask. How many times a month are you going to take my daughter away from me after abandoning us both?

‘I’d like to have her every other weekend.’

The oat milk burns in my throat and I think I’m going to throw up all over the green velvet sofa that I told him I didn’t want us to buy because it was such a millennial cliché. Every other weekend? He’s seen her for twenty hours in the past six months and now he wants her every other weekend? She’s only just become aware that my body isn’t a part of her body, she can’t spend every second weekend miles away from me.

The article I read said that you have to be calm, measured and restrained in how you speak to your ex, that you must not say an outright ‘no’ to anything. ‘No,’ I say, trying not to cry.

‘No?’

‘No. You can’t take her every other weekend – she’s too little. She’s only just stopped breastfeeding. She’s not even one yet. She’s a baby. And you don’t know how to do it, you don’t know which spoon she likes or which That’s Not My book she likes—’

‘I’m not going to learn those things unless I spend more time with her,’ he interjects.

‘She’s not a project for you to learn on, she’s a person, and these are, like, the most formative years. She’s a baby, she needs her mum.’

‘She needs her dad too, Stella.’

I mean, I was inclined to agree until he left. I always thought that having two parents was better than having one. But is it actually an asset to have a relationship with a man who, with absolutely no warning or explanation, just decided to disappear from your life? Does Rose really need to spend regular time with a man who abandoned her? Because I’m not finding it a particularly enriching experience myself. ‘Then why did you leave?’ I snap. ‘If she needs her dad, maybe you should have stuck around?’

He takes a deep breath. ‘You know why I left.’

I don’t, actually. I’ve got some badly written WhatsApps where he attempts to spell it out and I’ve got the working theories of my various friends. But I don’t know why, and, honestly, I’m really not sure what could have been so completely horrific about our situation that it would have induced him to leave. I can say with absolute certainty that I’d have changed anything he asked me to change, fixed anything he asked me to fix, done basically anything imaginable to convince him to give it another go. But I wasn’t given the chance to do any of that because his decision was made without consultation.

‘Look,’ I say, trying to sound calm. ‘I know she needs both of us, I want her to have both of us, but she’s too young for weekends right now and you don’t have the experience you need, you’ve got to build up—’

‘Okay, let’s build up.’

I have a horrible feeling that he might have used some LinkedIn negotiation shit on me because I can see exactly where this is going and I don’t know how to stop it. ‘Yeah, we can build up, but slowly—’

‘Okay. Look. Why don’t I take her one evening a week?’ he says gently. ‘I’m staying at the cabin in Mum’s garden. It’s a two-bed, it’s nicely done, it’s all childproof. So Mum can be around the first couple of times to make sure I know what I’m doing and then we’ll be in a routine. I’ll pick her up in the afternoon, take her home, do her bedtime routine, get her up, give her breakfast and then drop her back with you. How does that sound?’

It sounds worse than sticking a cotton bud all the way into my eardrum until it hits my brain.

‘I don’t think you’re ready,’ I say, weakly.

‘We weren’t ready when we had her,’ he argues. ‘It’s a learning curve.’

‘If you wanted more time with her then why didn’t you just. . .’ I trail off. This isn’t dignified. I’m about to make the same point I’ve already made and it’s not going to change anything.

Gavin looks out of the window, clearly unable to meet my eye as he says, ‘I’d really hoped you’d be able to do this with me, without us needing to involve anything legal. But she’s my daughter too. And if I have to, I will.’

‘Okay,’ I say, eventually.

I want to say, ‘How is it fair that you left me, you took away my husband, my security, my stability, and now you get to take my baby away from me once a week?’ But of course, I don’t. I say again, ‘Okay.’ I sigh, because I need him to leave before I lose the ability to hold back my tears. ‘We can try it.’
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