
 
 
 

Sandra 
 
 
When Sandra wakes up one day to find herself dressed in mum jeans 
with stains on with, the only remnants of her old self being a pair of La 
Perlas hardly worn at the bottom of her knicker drawer, she realises a 
well of anger in herself with a volcano at the bottom. 
  
She is fucking angry.  Angry at the other parents around her for giving 
up, angry at her husband for not telling her what’s happened and most of 
all, fucking angry with herself. 
  
Alongside rediscovering her knickers, she bumps into her hot ex and the 
best sex of her life, Phil.  Meeting Phil for Sandra is like an animal 
smelling blood.  It triggers in her an awakening of her sexuality which 
she had tried to stuff down the side of the sofa with all the small toys. 
  

 
 
‘Where do we go if there’s no love? Where do we turn if there’s 
no one?’ 
                                              – Maverick Sabre 
  



Chapter One 
 
If there's one thing The Great Creator seems to have made sure 
of it's that we women can't have our cake and eat it. 

We can't have hot sex and long-term companionship. 
We may well have a pert arse in our twenties yet a woman’s 
sexual peak only arrives when she reaches forty. And ask any 
mother if she’s successfully juggling work and parenting, and 
you'll hear a resounding ‘no’ rising from the floor where she 
has collapsed. 
But, I ask myself, is Madonna busting a gut in the gym every 
day, and doing all she can to say ‘Fuck you’ to Mother Nature, 
for nothing? Isn't now the time to take our feminism to another 
level? 

After all, what's the point of having a cake if you're not 
going to eat it? 
I don't want to end up lying on my deathbed, croaking: ‘I 
could’ve been a contender.’ 
I don't want to leave this life feeling I’ve done nothing apart 
from inflicting further stress on the planet. Yes, some parents 
think they’re being so selfless and eco- committed, when the 
best thing they could’ve done for the bigger picture would have 
been not to have had kids at all, and instead chained 
themselves to whatever was left of the rain forest... 
 This was the sort of nonsense that was continually 
rattling round in my head. 
Alongside: what the hell was I going to cook the kids for 
supper tonight? 
Despite the nagging worry that I needed to do more with my 
life, I’d resigned myself to being a stay-at-home mum. Why? 
Because I’d never found an employer who was interested in my 
working for them from 9 a.m. – 3 p.m. while my kids were at 
school, the only time I had free. 

However, a chance meeting turned all this on its head. 



I wish I were able to think of a play on the word ‘head’ 
– apart, that is, from giving it – but it's 8.30 a.m. and the only 
strong, hot thing I want to put in my mouth is a coffee. 

I’m Sandra, and I guess you’d call me a facilitator, 
helping you to open the door between your old self and the 
person you turned into when you got married and became a 
parent. I know from experience that sometimes it feels like 
those two selves belong to completely different people.  

Take my own case, for instance. For me, there was 
something about the drudgery of housework and looking after 
young children that slowly calcified the person I once was, 
turning her into an isolated and frigid rock. 

Every day felt like a struggle: trying to keep the kids 
organised so that they arrived at school on time, with their 
homework done and their lunch packed; making sure they got 
to their parties, ballet classes and football games. When my 
kids were younger I would watch them running around, happy 
and unburdened. Once evening came and they were finally 
asleep, I’d find myself staring hopelessly at a single sock left at 
the bottom of the washing basket. A child will skip merrily 
along, oblivious not only to the glove they’ve dropped, but to 
the feelings of loss and despair their mother will experience 
when the child returns home without it. I once became so 
desperate looking at a single Welly – wracking my brains over 
where we’d abandoned its mate – that I ended up planting a 
daffodil bulb in it. 

There is a particular pain to losing one of a pair. That is 
until you marry, and then somehow the arithmetic takes a 
quantum shift because one-plus-one seems to halve you – and 
that’s if you’re lucky. 
 
 And now of course you want to ask me: ‘How? Please 
tell me, I’m dying here – how can I get back the person I was? 
What’s the answer?’ 



Well, listen up. You’ve waited this long, you can wait a 
bit longer. 
It wasn’t anything I’d planned. You know the joke, how do you 
make God laugh? Tell him your plans. 
 
 



Chapter Two 
 
The first thing I’d remember when I thought about Phil was his 
smell. I’ve read that  the way someone smells to you – and I 
mean really smells, up close and personal – is an infallible 
indicator of whether the two of you are compatible. Did you 
know that if, for some reason, Mother Nature dictates that you 
and the one you are getting intimate with aren’t right for each 
other, they’ll smell of slightly sour milk to you?  
However, I digress.  

Phil and his smell… it always seemed so perfect and 
right to me. It didn’t matter how bad he should’ve smelled – 
maybe he’d not slept all night, or he was living in a shit hole, or 
he’d just had sex – he always smelled so good to me, I would 
want to inhale him. I put this down to his pure heart. I don’t 
know why the smell of him was the first thing I’d think about 
when I remembered Phil, but for some reason it was. I guess 
our minds don’t always confine themselves to thinking. 
Sometimes it’s our senses that kick in first when we remember 
someone. 

At one time Phil to me was not just a friend, but my 
family as well – although, in the final analysis, what he was 
most of all was a great fuck. This was years ago, of course. A 
lifetime at least, I sometimes thought. Now I realise I didn’t 
appreciate the happiness I had then. In fact, I’d go so far as to 
say it was perfect, which was probably because I played a little 
hard to get, and Phil had to chase after me a bit. So add to that 
delicious three-layer cake – friend, family, fuck – the icing of 
knowing he was totally into me, and you will be able to 
appreciate how truly blessed I once was. 

Give me youth at forty, will you, please? Youth and job 
opportunities are wasted on the young. 
 



Now everything I’ve just said about Phil is still 
perfectly valid, but only in a kind of parallel universe. In the 
one I went on to live in, Phil would have been massively out of 
place because he was the sort of person who thought that 
Lambrusco was a good wine, spelled the abbreviation of ‘there 
is’ as ‘theres’, and believed a Wagon Wheel to be the highest-
quality chocolate available. Moreover Phil was the only person 
I’ve ever known who would dine on the Christmas-dinner-
flavour pot noodle every 25 December.  
 I, on the other hand, later found myself living in a 
middle-class cage, the bars of which, weirdly, seemed to be 
made from hummus and Gruyère. 

Phil was the freest person I ever knew.  
I wasn’t always the same as I am now, but when we 

were lovers I knew Phil would remain exactly who he was. 
There was no trace of ambivalence in him, and  
I should know. I met him when I was eighteen and working in 
the cloakroom of a strip club. He was nineteen and a barman. 
 The women who worked there had the usual stories to 
tell. They’d mainly had a shit time of it and thought the punters 
who came to the place were scum, which most of them were. 
But all the girls who worked there loved Phil. Somehow he 
could override their negative attitudes towards men. I think 
they were happy to have found at least one male who was 
unequivocally good. 

When we worked at the club, the highlight of every 
night for us was to leave together after the place had been 
locked up and go to this all-night café on the Fulham Road 
where we’d eat cheesecake together. Looking back, it was 
probably just some shitty synthetic cheesecake, but this was 
before I ended up in HMP Finesse, remember. Phil and I would 
sit opposite each other, mouths full, savouring the cakey 
moment and making ‘mmmmmm’ noises. 



 We would leave as dawn was breaking and make our 
way either to his shit hole or mine. They didn’t feel like shit 
holes at the time – on the contrary, they seemed like palaces 
given the homes where we’d been brought up. I often wondered 
later on if having a house that needed constant cleaning, with a 
husband who was a virtual stranger through working long hours 
to pay the mortgage on it, was an improvement on my life then. 

All I needed to cover with my salary at that time was 
my low-ish rent. My studio flat had all I needed in it: this 
included the latest Vogue, eight pairs of heels, some cheap 
flowers, tear sheets from magazines and newspapers pinned on 
one wall, a small fridge and table, and a big fucking bed in the 
middle of the floor. It was the most important piece of furniture 
in the room  – the feature – and if that doesn’t tell you 
everything you need to know, I give up.  
 Sometimes Phil and I would lie there in it, putting the 
world to rights. I would snuggle into his chest and he would 
kiss my forehead. He was my safe haven; when I was with him 
I had complete peace of mind that I was where I should be, 
doing what I should do.  

Other times we would make love, and I really do mean 
make love. It would involve looking into each other’s eyes, 
reaching orgasm, stroking, pulling, holding, kissing, more 
kissing, even more kissing, more sex, more holding, biting, 
squeezing, sweating, wetting, looking... you get the picture. 
Now wipe the drool off your chin and put your tongue back in 
your mouth. How long did you say you’d been married? 

I would never take it to the next level and become Phil’s 
girlfriend because, frankly, I was shit scared I would lose what 
we had, and living without that was unthinkable. He was the 
only family I had as my real one sucked. Phil would ask me 
intermittently if I would be his girlfriend, marry him, run away 
with him… and I refused and refused and refused. 



I know this may be difficult for you to understand but, 
to me, what we had was so great, I didn’t want to risk changing 
it in any way in case it ended up ruined. If I am being totally 
honest Phil also came across as a bit thick sometimes and I was 
a pretentious ass in waiting. 

He wasn’t thick, he was actually more switched on than 
most people. But judging everything against the middle-class 
tick chart, he probably couldn’t have sat at a dinner table and 
talked about house prices and schools for three hours. Now, of 
course, I wonder why any poor fucker would want to do that. 

Eventually Phil and I came to an end. I was studying 
law and after qualifying I moved on to work as a paralegal. I 
gradually started to spend more and more of my free time with 
my colleagues, and kept Phil well away from this group of 
people and my new life. I suppose I was in some way trying to 
climb the social ladder. Appalling  as I know that sounds, it 
wasn’t just for the sake of appearances. I’d come from a 
background of absolute poverty. I’d looked after my mother for 
years as her mental state swung back and forth, and we never 
had enough money. I wanted more out of life. I wanted to feel 
like I could be a normal person, not some misfit on the fringes 
of society, and I was driven by fear of failure. Look into your 
own heart, reader, before you judge me too harshly. 

Sometimes I’d wake up with Phil, feeling his warm, soft 
body next to mine and looking into his honest, open eyes, and 
sometimes I’d be alone in my simple studio flat. It was 
somewhere I loved because I could make it look tidy and clean 
in about ten minutes. My life consisted of seeing Phil, smoking 
cigarettes, drinking whisky, fucking Phil, eating cheesecake, 
having long chats deep into the night with Phil, kissing Phil, 
walks in the park with Phil, talks in the park with Phil, fucks in 
the park with Phil and eating more cheesecake, buying new 
dresses, putting on make up and perfume and deciding what 
underwear to wear to show Phil, buying more underwear and 



then taking that underwear off for Phil, music, books, 
possibilities, hope and excitement. 

And all of that somehow became this. 
  



Chapter Three 
 
The alarm clock went off next to my ear and I tried to convince 
myself to wake out of a heavy sleep. That would be where 
caffeine came in – if I could just make my way downstairs to 
the kitchen to get myself some coffee then I would find the 
energy I needed to get my kids to school. My back hurt as I 
rolled out of bed and I cursed the crappy old mattress we slept 
on. My husband Daniel had refused repeatedly to buy another 
and I didn’t have the money. We had a joint account but every 
penny I took from it was analysed and questioned, and ‘we’ 
couldn’t stretch ‘our’ finances to a new bed – a bed would’ve 
been a waste of money apparently. 

On my way downstairs I walked past the bathroom and 
heard the shower running – my husband was under it. I 
wondered when I’d last had time for a shower in the morning. 

But I couldn’t allow myself to go there, I couldn’t 
afford to sink any lower then I already was. Once downstairs I 
walked past my kids who were watching television. My 
daughter was eleven years old but seemed to be regressing into 
infancy. Her thumb was pushed through the fabric of her 
nightie and she’d repeatedly stroke the groove in her upper lip 
with this. She lay curled up and still as she stared at the screen. 
My son, who was thirteen and threatening to morph into an 
adult at any moment, had his feet up on the pouffe and his 
shoulders rounded over in a onesie. They both watched too 
much television; I knew I shouldn’t let them. I told myself 
every day, many times a day, that I must do better. But first I 
had to make their lunches and their breakfast, unload the 
dishwasher, make sure they were dressed in time and had what 
they needed in their bags to take to school. With all that and the 
depression that was pulling me down, it was an effort for me 
sometimes to hoist my eyelids. I needed my kids to be looking 
at the flashing screen, showing adverts and vacant, teen actors, 



so I didn’t have to pretend to them that I was happy with this 
shadow of a life.  

Every morning it felt like I had a mountain to climb to 
get everything done, but every morning somehow I scaled it. 
My husband left the chopping block smeared with crumbs and 
the butter with a dirty knife on it. Strange that I noticed this in 
particular among the other debris, but still the sight provoked in 
me an overwhelming anger that I experienced in the core of my 
body, and it scared me. I didn’t know what to do with it and I 
didn’t know what it might become. 

I ignored it and pushed on.  
Eventually I heard the door close as he left the house 

without saying goodbye. The relief that I experienced once he 
had gone felt almost like joy and I breathed in deeper than I had 
all morning. 
 Eventually, after many more things were done and 
checked and packed, I left the house with my beautiful kids in 
tow… and, believe me, they were BEAUTIFUL. My daughter 
was darker than my son, like a gypsy; she resembled my dad, 
and was the only reminder I had of the man who’d left me to 
look after his home and wife at the age of six while he returned 
to India. I’d watch my daughter’s long limbs and would envy 
how at ease she looked inside her body. My son was fairer, like 
my husband, and walked as though trying to contain himself – 
as if he couldn’t predict what his body would do next if he 
stopped paying attention to it. I knew so much was going on for 
him, and would wonder if he was masturbating, and how on 
earth I’d deal with it as and when and if I ever saw any 
evidence of it. I could’ve done with discussing this with my 
husband – getting a man’s view. But we didn’t discuss sex, as 
if we did we would have had to stray dangerously close to the 
forbidden subject of his penis not working. That is, 
occasionally it went up but then would very quickly come 
down. The problem had grown worse and worse until I just 



couldn’t bear to endure the awfulness of our attempts at sex any 
longer. Stubbornly, I could not shake off the belief that sex 
should be fun and not anxiety-ridden. The worst thing of all 
about the situation was that he’d never done anything to try and 
resolve it.  

All these thoughts were simmering in my mind as I took 
the twenty-minute walk with my children to their schools. 
Despite the background hum of anxiety and resentment I fought 
to drown out, these kids to me were the meaning of life. And 
although every day I’d berate myself for missing my calling, 
every day I’d looked at these two miraculous beings and feel 
warmth in my heart as I thought: you for me are life. You are 
the meaning of it all. 

 
On we walked, alongside all the other parents in my 

area, mainly other mothers, leaving houses with the kids they 
thought were wonderful. Some of these parents would have 
ripped your hair out of your head, or your nails from your 
fingers, if you’d done ANYTHING, but ANYTHING, to make 
them feel threatened. They would fight savagely to make sure 
their kids were the best, had the friends they chose, got the 
grades they wanted, were in the football teams or ballet classes 
that they desired, and represented their parents in the way they 
saw fit. To these people the role of the children was to cover up 
the shame and self-hatred of their parents. Have you got that, 
kids? Now go enjoy your childhood. 

ChildHOOD – it felt like a fucking hood out there. I tell 
you, those gangsters would weep if confronted with the school 
run. This was warfare, deadly but subtle, lurking under the 
surface. You have a fucking good day now, won’t you? 
*    *   *   *   * 
The day my life suddenly veered in another direction appeared 
to start the same as any other. It involved the same crying in the 



bathroom while the family slept, the same hazy, sleepy moving 
through the motions, the same sun coming up.  

But later, as I took my kids to school and contemplated 
this strange world of parenting I had found myself in, I noticed 
him, dressed in a high-visibility uniform, sweeping the streets 
while listening to an iPod. Probably the only surprise in it for 
me was that it wasn’t a surprise. As he turned round and looked 
into my eyes, it was all I could do not to run to him and hug 
him without any intention of ever letting go.  

However, twenty years of working to transform myself 
into a middle-aged cliché took some undoing, so instead I said, 
‘Wow, Phil! What are you doing sweeping streets?’ 
  



 


