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      This book is dedicated to Dee and Little One (and Broccoli).

      It is an honour to be in this family with you You are both inspirational in more ways than you’ll probably ever believe. I love you.

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      
         

        Nobody told me you can’t use toilet paper

        Nobody told me that you bleed

        Nobody told me you might need a secret place

        where you can scream.

         

        This is not a collection of polished poems. Nobody Told Me is a diary of poems written during the first few years of parenthood. Some of the poems are rushed, some are far too long and still uncut, some were written at four a.m., some on the loo, in hospital, in the car, at work, some were interrupted by cries, screams, laughs… and some were never really finished. Mostly, they were written on the floor of my Little One’s bedroom as she slept.

        All the things I couldn’t talk about.

      

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              INTRODUCTION
            

          

        

      

       

      
Glastonbury Festival

      I found out I was pregnant on the way to my first Glastonbury Festival poetry gig. In the twenty-minute break between connecting trains from Birmingham to Glastonbury, I decided to face some facts: the fact my boobs were a size larger than ever before; the fact my period still hadn’t come; the fact I had been sick every morning, afternoon and evening for the last couple of weeks, making excuses to the women at work for why I had to go and buy another stamp, just to be sick in the local café toilets.

      I had an hour to wait at King’s Cross Station. I bought two tests and took them into the toilets. Both turned out positive. I went back to the shop, bought one more and got the same result. I washed my hands, got on the train and started to write.

      
        
          
             

            After King’s Cross toilets

            after a blue cross

            after hands-in-face

            with confused then laughing sobs

            I found this spot;

            in the middle of a field

            at the back of a tent

            with no one around.

            After the train journey there

            three hours staring at three tests

            after deciding face to face was best

            and despite itching lips

            not to phone him yet,

            that gave me

            three days left.

             

            No one knowing but me.

             

            And I found this horizontal haven

            at Glastonbury.

          

        

      

      I spent the next three days around the Poetry and Words tent – staring at my stomach, trying not to throw up whilst reciting poems on the stage and then actually throwing up each morning into a damp, dew-soaked grass entranceway of a crap one-person pop-up tent. I also felt deeply guilty; although I hadn’t told Dee the news yet, I felt I needed to tell someone, just in case of an emergency. So the first other human being to find out that I was pregnant was in fact a lovely poet called Dreadlockalien; the same man whose van door I had to bang on in panic at three a.m. the second morning of the festival, after I woke up covered by a deep pool of muddy, leaking-tent water.

      When I wasn’t performing, being sick or sleeping hunched across the front seat of a renovated van, I just stared, fixated, at families and gigantic wooden flowers, watching as kids ran around amongst the jugglers, musicians, acrobats and DJs, wondering how this parenting thing all worked.

      
        
          
             

            I’d expected a weekend of no-sleep hopes

            I’d planned for Dizzee Rascal

            DJs, dancing and dope mornings

            yawning through sunrise and falling at noon

            to new tunes, burnt-out shoes, dance tents

            and who’s who.

            I’d planned to be awake at five a.m.

            as shakes of drum’n’bass busted up my head.

            instead I lay awake at three a.m.

            repeating in my head the word:

            ‘Mum’.

            ‘Mum’.

            Alone, in the tent

            I heard the hell-bent screams from Trash City slickers

            drunken footsteps pass me at sunrise

            as my heartbeat quickened

            in repetitions:

            ‘Mum’.

          

        

      

      So I started a diary there. A diary of all the things I was thinking; all the things I didn’t think I was supposed to be thinking; of all the things hidden between the pictures of every pregnancy magazine I picked up, where beautiful pregnant women walk slowly down derelict beaches as pretty flowery dresses drape from their bellies, long (normally straight, blonde, Caucasian) hair blowing gracefully in the breeze. All good. But there are no beaches near me. Most of the pregnant women I meet are too busy trying not to be sick on the commute to work; trying to find old tracksuit trousers that might still fit them; looking after their other kids; or just coming to terms with the speed at which their entire bodies are changing shape and size and how it feels for them inside and out.

      I started a diary at Glastonbury:

      
        
          
             

            A diary of all the things

            I couldn’t talk about.
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              PREGNANT
            

          

        

      

      
        

        
          Dress

          All Right

          Banana Baby

          Sorry

          Sunrise Sickness

          Instinct

          Meat

          The List

          Hollow

          Kick Me

          Ice and Dirty Potatoes

          Snow Baby

          Marketing Motherhood

          Probably

        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              3 JULY
            

          

          
            1 month pregnant

          

        

      

      Glastonbury was good. This week not so good. But not terrible. I always find it easier to deal with things if I sit outside and look at the stars. Or at least stare at them out of the window. Because they’re much bigger than me and the night is cool and I’m tiny and, well, stars make me realise that this sort of stuff, it’s just not that fucking important in the grand scheme of the universe. I love the stars for that.

      I remember sitting at my window at night after fights at school or broken teenage hearts. Pen in hand, pad of paper, writing poems and staring at the stars, thinking ‘Fuck it, it’s not so bad.’ It’s a good place to be, at an open night-time window when everything seems a bit tits-up.

      Stood at the sink, hands in the washing-up. It’s taken me a day to work out how to do this. This wasn’t the moment I’d planned but he’s there behind me and it just comes out now – ‘I’ve got to tell you something Dee.’

      I breathe in, prepared.

      ‘Me too,’ he says.

      Smiles. Tensely. Silence.

      ‘You go first then,’ I say, glad to have a bit more time to prepare, thinking perhaps he knows already.

      ‘I’m so sorry Hollie, I’m not in love with you any more.’

      Lump in my throat. Ah, shit. I’m thinking about the maternity dress I just bought. I’d imagined wearing it at this moment in my life. Imagined his face kind of excited by the fabric and yellow tones as I broke the news. But I’m in my jeans, hands in the washing-up instead, now not sure if I feel stupid or embarrassed or OK or happy that he’s got the guts to just be honest with me. Eyes welling up, either way. Not sure what I should say. But I say the only thing I can.

      ‘I’m pregnant. That’s what I had to say. That’s quite bad timing, eh?’

      We stand in silence. We look at each other. We cry. We swear. We hug. And we laugh too. Because this is shit. But it is almost so ridiculously shit that it is verging on comic. The baby is here to stay, that I know for sure. We both know that immediately. We just have to decide on the rest of it. The practicalities of these two pieces of important news working themselves out together. This is a bit awkward.

      I’ve always begged him to be honest with me. Even if he’s just a bit bored or not feeling things the same – just say. Because it’s normal life, and I hate the idea of people sticking together when they don’t completely want to – then, well, getting old and dying. I don’t see the pride in it. I’ve always begged for honesty. I just didn’t expect this now. I feel a bit like I’m in a film, not sure if it’s a dark comedy or an overacted drama. Either way, this moment will stick in my mind for a very long time.

       

      So we’ve spent the evenings this week mainly talking and crying and then sitting in silence. Work has been tricky but a good distraction from a slightly wrenched heart and stomach. Tonight the air is really fresh. I go to the window and open it. Stare at the stars. I cannot complain. I’m twenty-six and I’m healthy. I’m pregnant, which is a magical thing. I’m possibly going through a break-up, but everyone’s all right. And if not in love with me any more, he’s already in love with this kid. There is still a lot of love here.

      If my nurse of a mother has drilled anything into my brain for the last twenty-six years it is that there is a lot of shit going on out there, below the stars. A lot of people are ill. A lot of people are struggling. I am neither. Neither is Dee. Our eyes are a constant sore red and I feel in quite a daze but the stars are still twinkling very brightly. I stare at the sky for a bit, then check for the dress receipt. I’ll take it back to the shop tomorrow. I didn’t like it much anyhow.

      
         

        Dress


        
          
            I feel like my mind has been shaken a bit

            I don’t really know what to do

            for the first time imagining futures

            and convincing myself they’d be true

            I always thought girls shouldn’t indulge too much

            in fairytales, rom coms or vows

            but I realise I started to do that a little

            as soon as the blue cross made out

            On a toilet staring wide-eyed and scared

            from excitement to panic to glad

            and the only thing stopping me weeping out loud

            was the thought of him being the dad

            Never broody like others, not desperate for kids

            I felt sickness out floating to sea

            and the only thing stopping the panic attacks

            was thinking how happy he’d be

            And I didn’t want to tell him then

            until two more blue crosses had shown

            ’cos I thought he’d be more disappointed

            if I told him and then I was wrong

            Two tests later, locked in a toilet,

            staring like ghosts at the door

            even felt bad at the passion he had

            and the thought that he wanted this more

            Spent a weekend at Glastonbury, gazing about

            adjusting my senses to try

            to imagine a life with a child by my side

            without fearing I’d not learnt to fly

            Not broody like others, desperate for kids,

            wondering how I’d make a mum

            calming myself with comments he made

            imagining me with a bump

            I planned walks on pebbled beaches that weekend

            I planned the length and style of maternity dress

            hand in hand, us, sand on palm,

            waves washing the sand from our legs

            I imagined the look he might give me

            the glint that shook in his eye

            I imagined the smile his face would stretch into

            as my bump became stretched on all sides

            I imagined the tears

            he’d be peacefully yelling

            the warmth of his hand

            pressed onto my belly

            Four days alone

            I plotted it all –

            escaped my urge

            to jump up and flee

            And all inside my head

            his jokes

            of breeding

            starting three

            Of talk of having families

            how I’d start at twenty-six

            I always said girls shouldn’t rose-tint the world

            and now I’ve learnt my bit

            Now I’m not really sure what to do

            skin colder

            mind to rock

            and the dress that I thought

            would suit this moment

            I’ll take back to the shop.

          

        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              20 JULY
            

          

          
            1½ months pregnant

          

        

      

      
         

        All Right

        
          
            It’s gonna be all right

            Just a different kind of life

            Not burnt or blackened light

            ’Cos the night still shines as bright

            The stars come through the glass still

            Silhouettes still pass like ink quills

            and though sleep’s not quite as still, still

            you’re here beside me still

            And it’s gonna be all right

            Just a different kind of life

            Not comfort picket-fence white

            But then I never had that sight

            It doesn’t mean it’s all to shite

            We’re both here and still alive

            And all feelings don’t just die

            Tripped switch and cold, dark plights

            And the air’s still in our lungs here

            Deep breaths to break the fear

            and though tears still fall as fast

            now they’re paced by heavy laughs

            ’Cos it’s gonna be OK

            Just a changed sun dawn new day

            Like the interlude is played

            second part not quite the same

            But it’s gonna be OK

            Not the standard, boring way

            Not fairytales but truth

            I’m still thrilled I met with you

            And as friends or more or less

            I’m still blessed I’m here with you

            So let’s sweep it up and smile

            or pour more mess on the pile

            of broken thoughts

            and hurting hearts

            and just be thankful time is healing ours …

          

        

      

      I look at the stars and smile. Dee joins me and we cry and laugh a bit more.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              2 SEPTEMBER
            

          

          
            3 months pregnant

          

        

      

      We are finally telling people. After twelve weeks of talking and crying and hugging and calmness and decision-making. After twelve weeks of excuses and lies, we can tell people. It’s been stranger than I thought. Telling Dee was not how I’d imagined. Telling everyone else hasn’t been, either. It’s really strange. Embarrassing. Awkward, even. But exciting. Tingly. Scary. Difficult. Really difficult to tell people around us that I’m pregnant.

      I am pregnant.

      Hello. I am pregnant. 

      Hello. How you doing? Oh, yeah, by the way, I am pregnant. 

      Mum guessed ages back, of course. She asked me like ten times already. I hate lying to her.

      ‘Are you sure, Hollie? Your boobs look bigger. Are you sure?’

      ‘No, Mum.’

      ‘Why are you being sick?’

      ‘Hungover, Mum.’

      But she’s a nurse. I knew she’d know. So I told her first. She was in bed. I walked in, deep breath, and said, ‘Oh, by the way Mum, you’re right, I’m pregnant.’ Then I sprinted out of the room before she could reply, having flashbacks of the day I told her my periods had started and made exactly the same immature but necessary manoeuvre away from any more questioning. She already knew then, as well. I’d been stealing sanitary towels out of her top drawer for over a year.

      A lot of my mates guessed too, mainly because I refused a drink at the pub a few times. Said I was on antibiotics. ‘Whatever,’ Julie said. ‘Whatever,’ they all said, and let me carry on with the lie, smiling.

      My work colleague Emma knew because I stopped having normal tea. She winked and asked me every morning why I had changed my mind about caffeine so suddenly. When I finally admitted she might have a point we laughed in whispers because I was terrified to tell my boss. When I first got the job, my boss made a joke – ‘You’re not planning a baby, though, are you?’ The same jokes appear at the start of new projects – ‘As long as you don’t get pregnant!’. I understand that it’s tricky for business and even more so for small charities like this, but it’s not my fault that women might have babies at some point in their life. But I feel bad about it. I shouldn’t but I do. My friend said maternity leave was the worst thing that happened to this country. Bah.

      How does anyone keep this stuff hidden?

      Other people had different reactions:

      My boyfriend Dee’s mum: ecstatic. That was really, really nice.

      My dad: ‘My God!’ And hugged me. Really tight. He was more excited than I’d expected. He had that cheeky grin on his face that makes him look about thirteen years old.

      Phone call to my brother:

      ‘I’ve got news. Big news.’

      ‘Oh my God,’ he also said, ‘did you dye your hair pink?’

      ‘What? No. What? I’m pregnant.’

      Silence.

      ‘Shit, for real!’

      Laughter. I laughed too.

      Grandma Number 1:

      ‘Oh love!’

      Followed by a sympathetic ‘Was it a mistake?’

      Followed by ‘I thought you were on the pill?’

      And a well-meaning but slightly awkward questioning of my contraception arrangements. I was expecting that. I know she’s worried about my job. She is also from the generation of women that was made to think pregnancy, a pregnant body especially, was something pretty gross.

      Grandma Number 2:

      ‘Is it his?’ (After six years with one boyfriend, I’m not sure why this was the first question my gran asked me.)

      ‘Yes, it is Gran.’

      ‘Oh. Do you think you might get married?’

      ‘No, Gran.’

      ‘OK, love.’

      Aunties and cousins: all lovely. Smiles and congratulations and ‘Don’t worry about what people say’s’.

      Other reactions have been:

      Shocked face: ‘You?!’

      Both me and Dee have had this in equal measures.

      And again:

      ‘You?!’

      ‘I can imagine anyone but you two having a baby!’

      ‘I didn’t think you wanted kids.’

      ‘I just can’t imagine you being a mum!’ (I got that one a lot.)

      ‘Amazing!’

      ‘Are you getting married?’ No.

      ‘Not even for tax purposes?’ No.

      ‘It would be good for your child, to get married – it’s not just about you now.’

      Other things I’m not writing down because I don’t want them in my memory.

      And hugs. Nice hugs and awkward hugs and guilty hugs that followed slightly too shocked first reactions.

       

      It wasn’t really what I had imagined. I’ve only seen this stuff happen in films. And I always see it the same. A smart middle-class married couple, usually Caucasian, usually North American, always attractive, wearing clean, white linen shirts have been trying for kids for a while and are finally pregnant. Knowing everyone will be happy about it, they stand holding hands and announce to a room full of eager and excited family: ‘We’re pregnant’ – always ‘we’. Everyone is over the moon and everyone cries. The couple look at each other and smile sweet as saccharine.

      It wasn’t quite like that. But it was still pretty exciting.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              28 OCTOBER
            

          

          
            5 months pregnant

          

        

      

      I’m starting to regret having signed up to these online pregnancy updates – one email every week since week eight telling us what stage of development the baby should be at; telling me what to eat, how to look ‘chic’ whilst pregnant, and on and on.

      Today, the baby should be the size of a large banana, apparently; last month, it was a medium-sized aubergine; the first time I got the update, it was a cherry. I imagined a maraschino stuck on the side of a massive cocktail I cannot drink any more.

      I bought a fruit bowl from the market today, thinking it would turn our flat’s small kitchen into the sort of cottage where Italian families sit around a big wooden table and share homemade tagliatelle together. I realise not all Italian families do this, or even like tagliatelle, but the ones with large kitchens and wooden tables I imagine might. I used to have a recurrent dream when I was a teenager of a naked baby toddling through vineyards shouting ‘Mama, mama’ at me. I don’t even know if that’s the Italian for ‘mum’. I think it was after watching repeats of A Place in the Sun. Or a Dolmio advert. If I’m honest, it is likely a backlash from my teenage obsession with watching Stealing Beauty on repeat from the age of fourteen to sixteen; a film in which a teenage girl loses her virginity in a vineyard by an old tree in Italy. I fucking loved that film. More than was healthy. I wrote heaps of terrible, terrible poems about how I was the last leaf on that olive tree just waiting to be plucked or swept away in the warm Italian breeze. The worst lines I remember are possibly:

       

      I am an ice cube waiting to melt

      I’m a flower waiting to be smelt

       

      Basically, I just wanted to shag in a vineyard, but I hid it in bad – and pretty easy to decode – metaphors. I’ve still never been to Italy. And I now realise the film is as bad as my poems, with one of the worst titles I’ve ever heard. But back then, for me, it was the shit.

       

      Anyway, I bought the bowl.

      The market craftswoman was pregnant too, and when I bought the bowl she cried. Looked me in the eyes and wept.

      I thought she was crying because I was her only customer for the day, the week, the month maybe, battling with Habitat factory-made fruit bowls.

      But maybe, she was also thinking that day:

      
         

        Banana Baby

        
          
            ‘Your baby should be as big as a banana by now’

            ‘Your sickness may calm down now’

            ‘Your stomach may be sorer now’

            ‘You should feel more tired now’

            ‘You should put on a pound a week now’

            ‘You may be more forgetful now’

            ‘You should think about your finances now’

            ‘You should consider birth classes now’

            ‘You should book your next scan now’

            ‘You should start pelvic exercises now’

            ‘You should clench between each wee now’

            ‘You must clench between each wee now’

            ‘You should get the maternity leave form now

            and fill it in and hand it to your boss now’

            ‘You have to tell your boss now’

            ‘You should start thinking about names for the baby now’

            ‘You should decide whether or not you are going to use

            disposable or cotton or semi-disposable

            or eco-company nappies now’

            ‘You should try to keep the baby happy now’

            ‘You should play the baby classical music now’

            ‘Classical music will make your baby brainy now’

            ‘No Mr Whippy ice-cream now’

            ‘You might have trouble weeing now’

            ‘It may be hard to reach round’

            ‘You should pack your birth bag now’

            ‘You should pack your hospital bag now’

            ‘You should buy sanitary pads now’

            ‘You should buy breast-leak pads now’

            ‘You should buy big pants now,

            I mean really, really, really, really big pants now’

            ‘You shouldn’t sleep on your back now

            or your right-hand side now

            and sleep may be uncomfortable now

            and you may wake in the night now

            and your ribcage may ache now

            and your left arm and shoulder blade and leg

            may hurt a little now

            and you may think about buying

            a sculpted pregnant-woman cushion now’

            It said:

            (discount code below)

            ‘But don’t do too much’

            ‘Remember … to … relax’

            ‘Stress can be very harmful for your baby.’

            Maybe she was thinking that.

            
              Your baby should be as big as a banana by now.
            

          

        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              5 NOVEMBER
            

          

          
            5¼ months pregnant

          

        

      

      The midwife visited today. She’s a total gem, but fucking obsessed with ice-cream. She keeps talking about it. The particular conversation today went:

      Her: ‘How are you?’ (It’s really nice to have someone visit just to ask me this.)

      Me: ‘Yeah fine, thanks.’

      Her: ‘Have you remembered the list of no-go foods?’

      Me: ‘Yep, I’ve got it.’

      She ignores this comment and starts to list them:

      ‘Seafood, certain cheeses, red meat, Mr Whippy ice-cream.’

      She stops at this last one, pauses and repeats it:

      ‘No Mr Whippy ice-cream.’

      She has already told me this. I know I can’t have Mr Whippy ice-cream. I don’t get the option that often, anyhow. I tell her ‘No problem’ again. She then stares deep into my eyes as if she is about to reveal to me why I am on this huge spinning planet and the purpose of bringing another life onto it. She leans in, puts her hand on my shoulder and says:

      ‘Don’t worry though, you can have Tesco ice-cream, OK? Any tub, any flavour – chocolate, vanilla, anything. It’s only Mr Whippy you can’t have. OK? Tesco ice-cream is totally fine.’

      It was a moment between us, for sure.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              6 NOVEMBER
            

          

          
            5¼ months pregnant

          

        

      

      Today we found out the baby is a girl. I cried. In fear, mainly. I panicked. I don’t know why. Now I feel stupid. I’m so embarrassed to even write this down.

      
         

        Sorry


        
          
            I don’t know why I was feeling so bad

            scared that without a wee boy he’d be less want for dad

            thoughts coming into my head like acid rain soaking

            my brain with stereotypes, bitching and posing.

            Lipstick-thin pictures in Heat magazine

            red circles on blemishes squashing our dreams

            I wanted to scream, ‘It’s a girl! Oh no, please!

            This world isn’t good enough yet for another she!’

            I thought about bleach creams and bullies and beauty

            and adverts designed to make girls feel unpretty.

            I thought about politics – more dicks than hot dinners –

            I thought of a world that makes men likely winners

            Until I remembered the people I know

            and how none of them fits this same stereotype.

            Dee up on stage, I’d imagined a boy there,

            rapping son–dad team like Remus and Farma

            What a sexist I am! Why am I thinking this shite?

            Forgetting Jean Grae, Arianna, Ms Dynamite

            Realising the brain-washing media projections

            splitting young kids into gendered obsessions.

            Forgetting the traumas a young boy can have

            forgetting male tears and male heartbreak’s as sad

            forgetting that boys can have things just as bad

            forgetting the girls who hang just with their dads.

            Matching tracksuits, I always saw Dee and a son

            forgetting a girl can wear just the same one.

            For a second I worried about missing out footie

            I’d pictured a son and me pass keepy uppies

            Forgetting it’s me who plays in a team

            and I’m female

            for fuck’s sake

            and if I had a son

            he might hate football too

            like my big brother does

            What a fuss

            I feel sick

            I feel stupid and tired

            Whether a girl or a boy, the only thing now

            is to keep their heart happy and healthy somehow

            I feel I’ve already let my child down

            when I should have been nothing but proud.

            Sorry Dee. Sorry kid.

            I don’t know why I thought what I did.

          

        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              30 NOVEMBER
            

          

          
            6 months pregnant

          

        

      

      
         

        Sunrise Sickness

        
          
            You show me the rainbow inside me.

            You force it out of me every day!

            Sick on my bike, sick out the car

            sick in the office or at the café.

            Bright yellow sick in the sink every morning

            bright yellow sick and I’m constantly yawning

            like the gold at the end of the rainbow, you’re calling

            and I’m sick and I’m crying as the birds call the dawn in

            and when you come out crying

            and I pray you will cry

            I will try to calm

            the screams of mine

            and when you come out crying

            and I pray you’ll be crying

            I promise

            to show you the rainbows outside.

          

        

      

      OK, so I’m trying to be positive but I still feel quite sick. I also can’t stop saying ‘motherfucker’. I’m trying to stop. I hate the word. But for some reason I have been saying it a lot. In my head, when in public. Out loud, at home. When I wake at five fucking a.m. each morning to be sick. Motherfucker. When I pull over on my bike on my way to work to be sick. Motherfucker. When I pull over at the side of the road in the car to be sick. Motherfucker. When my boobs are sore. When I feel sick again. Motherfucker. Motherfucker. Standing at the end of my bed again at five a.m. feeling miserable, Dee repeating the phrase with me in guilty solidarity.

      ‘Sorry, Hollie. Do you want some ice? Can I do anything?’

      I smile, then run to the bathroom to be sick. I try to focus on the positive. I am fine and the baby is fine so far and Dee, well Dee is an absolute legend. Whatever happens, it has been good to be sharing the flat together still. And even though it’s gross, the sick is a wee bit fascinating. It’s acid sick, the type that people (me, I mean) throw up at parties when they have drunk far too much cheap alcohol, after all their food and drink and insides have been emptied out and all they have left is stomach acid. But somehow my body is keeping the food and drink inside my stomach and only getting rid of the stomach acid. How is that even possible? My body is amazing! And rather than looking like the cold Heinz lentil soup of normal sick, it is a bright, smooth, sunshine, daffodil yellow. Yeah, just like daffodils, Hollie! Like a rainbow! What am I going on about? It is sick! And it is making me retch louder than I knew humanly possible.

      I need to stop swearing. But it helps. More than all the fucking ginger beer in the fucking world. More than nibbling like a goddamn field mouse on a piece of shitty, tasteless dry toast. This is harder than I thought it would be. Sickness and guilt: for swearing so much and for feeling like a fraud. Am I really ready to be a mother? I don’t feel like one. A woman last week told me she could feel the spiritual presence of the baby in her womb. How beautiful, I thought. I’m glad you’re finding it so fucking enlightening. I’m just jealous though, I know that. All I feel is sick and scared. The sickness was meant to end months ago. I’m not sure when the fear will end.

      
         

        Instinct


        
          
            You can’t hear me but I want to say sorry.

            I try listening but I can’t feel a thing.

            They say some women know like an instinct.

            I just hope you keep living.

            Resting on my bed I feel raindrops splash.

            Running through my head with each lightning flash.

            One time struck and I’m crying again

            hands pressing ice cubes on my stomach.

            They melt, thaw on boiling skin.

            Swollen breasts too sore to kiss.

            My craving hands ache to touch

            for affection

            but body turns

            scared of rejection again.

            Dawn wakes up to my head in the toilet

            matching the sun shades of acid enjoyment.

            Showering pleasures tell me I’m blessed

            but I feel too weak to feel it.

            Midday flushes, ice cubes again

            clinking in glasses and cooling my tongue

            hands on my stomach hope you’re OK

            but I still don’t feel very motherly.

            I’ll be happier if I’m back in love maybe.

            Happier when I wake after sunrise.

            Happier without my head down the toilet.

            Happy when I’ve seen in your eyes.

            Till then I’ll smile like I mean it

            hoping your dad’s lips on mine were for real.

            Matching the bile with bright rising sunrays.

            Trying to guess how you feel.

          

        

      

      I really hope this sickness ends soon. It’s rubbish. Working in a tiny office going back and forth between my desk and the toilet making loud noises that everyone can hear. What if I was a teacher? What did my mum do in the surgery when she was pregnant? ‘Please excuse me, I’ll be back in a minute to do your smear test, madam, I just need to vomit for the five-millionth time this morning.’ At least my job isn’t with any members of the public. At least I’m not trying not to gag and do smear tests at the same time. Or on a perfume counter. Or handling food. So many jobs that would be terrible to be pregnant at. Four people in the office. I should be bloody grateful. It’s really fucking hard working when you’re pregnant. I didn’t realise it would be.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              15 DECEMBER
            

          

          
            6½ months pregnant

          

        

      

      My belly is still so hot. The ice cubes that I’m rubbing on it are now melting in approximately ten seconds flat, quicker than the refill and freezing process can possibly keep up with. I’m glad I’m pregnant in winter. So glad for the cold air. For the frost. What I’m less glad about now is all the advice I’m being given based on these ice cravings.

      Since the start of my pregnancy, my cravings have been a pretty hot topic. I imagined peanut butter and gherkins, both things I love. But most people around me had other advice:

      
         

        Meat


        
          
            
              You should eat meat.
            

            
              You need to eat meat.
            

            
              It’s really important now to eat meat.
            

            
              You can’t have a healthy baby if you don’t eat meat.
            

            
              You’ll get cravings for meat.
            

            
              I bet you’ll crave meat.
            

            meat

            meat

            meat

            fucking meat

            meat.

          

        

      

      Nearly seven months in and I still have no cravings for meat. My mum says I don’t need to eat meat, and she’s a nurse. My gran says I do.

      But I only want ice; to put it in my mouth and rub it on my hot, stretched belly skin, over my forehead and in every drink I order. I look like a weirdo but I do not give a toss any more. I can’t do that with a lump of meat. I can’t go to my friend Anna’s fancy fridge, press a button and have a glass full of cool, crushed meat to refresh me.

      Still, the conversations carry on:

      Them: ‘Are you craving meat yet?’

      Me: ‘No.’

      Them: ‘Are you craving meat yet?’

      Me: ‘No. But the doctors say the baby is healthy so don’t worry.’

      Them: ‘Are you craving meat yet?’

      Me: ‘No, just ice.’

      I shouldn’t have admitted this last bit to anyone, because now all I’m getting is:

      
        
          
             

            
              I think you might be anaemic.
            

            
              Craving ice can mean you have an iron deficiency.
            

            
              You need to eat meat.
            

            
              Meat is full of iron.
            

            
              You need meat.
            

            meat

            meat

            meat

            fucking meat

            meat.

          

        

      

      I can’t count how many times I’ve been told this in my life. I turned veggie at four years old, according to my family. For two weeks, my brother supposedly set the farm toys up for me to look at, then told me exactly which of my favourites I was eating – at one point squirting a McDonald’s Happy Meal toy fish, flounder, at me as I munched on a fish-finger sandwich. I cried, and never ate meat or fish again. Nothing against it, I was just traumatised. My brother was vegetarian for a good month before re-succumbing to Ronald McDonald’s charms.

      My mum lied to me for a couple of years, feeding me ‘vegetarian mince’ and ‘mushroom sausages’, but then felt bad and gave in to my refusal to eat ‘my farmyard toys’.

      In fairness, it definitely increased my popularity at school, as people learnt that going to McDonald’s with me meant that they’d get a free extra burger, as I took out the meat from mine and stuffed the sweet, gherkinned sugary bun full of fries instead. Anyway, people have worried ever since about this non-meat-eating problem. Everyone else in my family eats meat. I’ve been told loads of times I must be anaemic, by family and friends alike. So I’ve checked loads of times. I’m not. I never have been.

      But this meat love sticks. It’s a strong opinion based, I think, on health recommendations made by people with a massive stake in the industry. And now that I’m pregnant the meat love has really turned up a notch. Now guilt is added:

      
        
          
             

            
              I know you don’t eat it normally 
              Hollie
            

            
              but it’s not just yourself
            

            
              it’s your child you’re endangering.
            

            
              When you’re pregnant, you just have to be extra careful.
            

            
              It’s not about you any more.
            

            
              It’s about the baby.
            

            meat

            meat

            meat

            guilty meat

            meat.

          

        

      

      Dee doesn’t eat meat either. Just fish. The best comment he got went like this:

      Friend: ‘Hollie’s pregnant?’

      Dee: ‘Yeah.’

      Friend: ‘Did you start eating meat then?’

      Dee: ‘No.’

      Friend: ‘How did you get her pregnant then?’

      So I’m anaemic and he’s unable to produce sperm. All down to a lack of meat.

      Don’t get me wrong, some meat is a good source of iron. And iron is important, in life generally as well as in pregnancy. And eating ice can be a sign of anaemia. I’m not knocking that.

      So I did another iron test today. Turns out, I’m not iron-deficient.

      So I will keep crunching ice and sticking it down my T-shirt everywhere I go till it melts in beautiful trickles along my belly. And while it is running down my skin easing my sickness, I will sing:

      
        
          
             

            Ice

            ice

            fucking

            ice

            ice

          

        

      

      to anyone else who tells me the baby needs meat.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              17 DECEMBER
            

          

          
            6½ months pregnant

          

        

      

      I keep getting little shakes of excitement. Tremors inside my body, building up. I am actually pregnant. I have told everyone now and I am slowly starting to believe it myself. I’m not imagining it. I bought a flowery maternity dress today on my lunch break. Took it home, tried it on, for a minute imagined myself walking down a beach in it, then realised it was just an advert knocking around in my head, and took it off. I took it back to the shop the next day. It just wasn’t right. But for a second, I had felt a bit like it was a possibility again.

      I worry a lot about these expectations. But in between the worry and pain and sickness and panic, when everyone else is away, when everyone else shuts the hell up, there are definitely little frissons of excitement sparking in my veins, making me feel a little bit special. Like something special is happening. Like when my mum used to tell me I’d grow an apple tree in my body if I ate the seeds and I used to dream about the branches slowly taking shape and growing from my fingers into huge, shiny, red, juicy apples, my hair made of leaves, my body stretching to the skies above a huge forest. For some reason I never thought about the fact that if that did happen, the apple tree would slowly push through my internal organs and skin and maim me as it stretched until I was a heap of broken bones and ripped flesh.

      I read James and the Giant Peach again recently. I know it’s a kids book but I am in still love with Roald Dahl. Rereading that moment after the mysterious man gives James the magic bag that will change his life, and he stumbles and drops it and all the green worm-like seeds dart into the ground, and James is so scared and sad but then the next day he sees that huge, beautiful peach hanging from the tree’s branch, bent over with the weight, overshadowing the misery of life with Aunt Sponge and Aunt Spiker. I imagine that peach, the flesh and the juices inside and the magnificence it created in that derelict garden. But most of all that feeling of magic, that something in the ground is stirring and you have no idea where it will take you or what it means but you just know that there is magic in it.

      That’s how I feel sometimes about this. Like this baby is going to fly with me on a gigantic juicy peach powered by thousands of squawking seagulls over the ocean – like there is life growing inside my body. Right now. Inside my flesh.
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