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Introduction


FROM GENESIS TO REVELATION
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Once upon a time, I went to parties full of a desire to scintillate, exchange gossip, meet interesting people, get drunk and come home at dawn. Those were fun times.





Then one night I went to a party and told everyone that I was pregnant. It was the right time to do so. I had reached the three-month mark, was starting to ‘show’ (something that made me equally proud and horrified) and most of my friends had guessed anyway.


Cue lots of excited hugs and congratulations. Then a hand reached out to my belly. It belonged to a woman I barely knew. Without so much as a by-your-leave, she leaned in and gave me the fullest, most experienced stomach-grope that I have ever received from a non-qualified medical practitioner. Her fingers practically twined around my kidneys.


Simultaneously, two women began to talk over me about their pregnancies and what they had felt/craved/developed. Someone else asked when I was due and instantly followed up with questions about whether I had a changing table, nappy sanitiser, cot, yadda yadda yadda, before telling me that what I really needed was... At that point, I switched off.


Within the space of just a few minutes, I had been manhandled, ignored, talked over and lectured.


Perfect.


Right there was all the training and experience I needed for being a mother.


Except that I didn’t know it.


I still rashly believed that my life would continue as normal. That I would continue as normal, only with a small, adorable child at my side. It has taken me ten years to fully recognise the things that happen to us when we become mothers. Some we do ourselves, some the children are responsible for, and some Society imposes on us. Actually, reverse that – most Society imposes on us, some happen naturally and some we complicate our own lives with.


I am not a childcare expert or a ‘guru’, but I am a mother – of two boys, aged ten and six, and a three-year-old girl – and fascinated by everything to do with children. This means I have had a ringside seat for nearly ten years of the particular type of mess that is modern motherhood. I have lived it, discussed it, reflected on it, read up on it and torn my hair out over it. And my conclusion is that any preparation for motherhood that we are encouraged to make is totally inadequate.


To my astonishment, the reality of having children turned out to be quite, quite different to what I had expected. Everyone goes on about how tired you will be, but they don’t often mention the isolation, boredom, insecurity, guilt and fear that come with the more expected stuff, like overwhelming love and joy.


I was pretty familiar with the mechanics of small babies, thanks to my own crazy childhood – second eldest of six, brought up in a bizarre world of expatriate insularity. There were always little ones to be changed, dressed, wiped, read to, saved from falling, fed and walked. But I was only a foot soldier in this, following orders. I wasn’t the general. There was no danger I would be court-martialled if things didn’t go right. The realities of life at the top of the responsibility hierarchy took me completely by surprise.


So, How To Be A Mother. For most of us, that statement actually needs a question mark. How to be a mother? How to really be a mother?


How on earth can we switch from career-busting Mistress Of The Universe, or even just average-but-perfectly-happy Career Girl, to Mother in one earth-shattering moment? What bit of being a whizz at spreadsheets and job interviews is going to carry over and be of benefit in our new lives? And how can we reconcile the old and new Us into a happy, uniform whole?


There is no greater reality check than a baby. No matter how fabulous or dynamic you think you are, how expert in diplomacy, beguilement or client pitches, a baby will crash through all of it. You can’t fool a baby, flatter it, tell it half the truth, dazzle it with science, charm it or bamboozle it. If you are not funny, a baby will let you know. A baby is not interested in projections of you. It wants what it wants, and if you don’t provide, it will yell.


It’s Not Just Juggling, It’s an Entire Circus Act


This isn’t just about fitting into your pre-pregnancy jeans and needing a good night’s sleep. It goes deeper than that. This is about the dislocation that occurs after having a baby. The way you go from You to something Other, even when you know that You are still in there somewhere. The way it is all more boring, difficult and unrewarding than you expected, but you don’t dare say this to the other mothers you meet in the playground or at coffee mornings. Instead, you smile and coo about how lovely it all is and how you’re simply dreading going back to work. This book shares the secrets you might mutter to a very close friend, admitting just how inadequate the whole thing makes you feel, but you will always finish with ‘of course it’s wonderful really and I know I’m very lucky...’


You say this to reassure her, and convince yourself.


This is not a calm look at the issues surrounding motherhood. It’s the account of someone living through it, someone who is often frustrated, uncertain and insecure. There are few definite answers and a lot of admissions.


There is also plenty of irritation that motherhood in the modern world should be so intensely pressurised – ‘get it right or your kids will suffer for ever’ (cue manic, witch-like laughter) – at the very same time as economic and commercial forces are making it almost impossible to do much more than fight fires.


Like the old days of the Circus Maximus, mothers have been fitted out into different archetypes – Routine Mother, Working Mother, Attachment Mother – all with their particular accessories and foibles, thrown into the arena and pitted against one another. Simultaneously, we have been sold a rubbish notion of what motherhood should look and feel like, transmitted via endless pretty pictures of an ideal domestic life. We’re too busy turning on one other and fighting it out over what age to wean and what degree of separation is acceptable, as well as agonising over our own perceived failures, to confront the fact that Society is busily destroying motherhood.


That was the revelation that came to me somewhere between Baby Number Two and Baby Number Three. It’s not that we mothers are bad at what we do, it’s that Society likes to make us think we are by holding up a distorting mirror to our lives, a mirror in which nothing we do can ever be good enough.


Some women are naturally incredibly good at motherhood; they don’t feel the outside pressures of what to do and be. But for most of us, having children is hard in ways we didn’t expect. Here we are, looking over our shoulders, reading childcare books and comparing ourselves with our peers, convinced that there’s a trick we have missed or that someone else is doing it better. But you know what? There is no trick and very few of us get it completely right, just as very few of us get it completely wrong. That middle ground is huge; it’s where most of us operate, and it’s fine. If we all relaxed a bit more, expected a bit less and refused to go head to head with one another, wouldn’t we find life easier? And then maybe we would be a little bit better than ‘good enough’.


This book contains the kinds of thing your mother might have told you, except that none of our mothers coped with quite as much as we do. Mostly, they didn’t work outside the home. Some even had help within the home. Certainly no one expected them to look fabulous, raise geniuses and choose between chess club and Mandarin Chinese, all while absorbing endlessly changing information about nutritious food and how everything that happens to our children is directly attributable to us mothers.


This is a book to take the sting out of motherhood – all those times when you feel at the end of your tether and your wits, when the delicate balance you’ve contrived starts to tip into chaos and despair, when you feel like you’re getting it wrong while the rest of the world gets it right and worry that your children will suffer the consequences.


And it’s for the few times when you feel you’ve got everything right – family healthy and well fed, laundry done, house tidy, educational but fun games played, quality intimate time spent with your partner – only to find a new feeling struggling inside you, a tiny voice that whispers, ‘Is this it?’


This book will set you right, because this one tells the simple truth – that we are all the same, really. We all feel like this, which means that ‘this’ is normal. And just as we all go into it, we all come through it, emerging stronger and more confident at the end. We learn to recognise what are real concerns and what are silly notions given to us by the world at large – prescriptive nonsense about how we should be handling our roles as mothers. This book will speed up that process.


Yes, parenting is a blood sport, and yes, it’s the most important thing any of us will do, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t also hilarious and absurd – something to be laughed at, mocked, pointed at, turned into funny anecdotes and passed around. This is also a book to give a laugh about it all.


It is possible you don’t quite know how you got here (I don’t mean the birds-and-the-bees bit; it’s the psychological bit I’m talking about), but you are, I hope, about to discover that this doesn’t matter. Tracking your progress is much less important than enjoying the journey. Grab a glass of wine or an herbal tea and drag your eyes away from the baby monitor (if you’re actually clutching it, now is a good moment to gently put it down). Let’s take our first steps together.


But just before we do, I should say that if I start trying to count the ways in which I love my children, we will all be here forever. I love every scrap, every bit, every sound of them. I love the way they smell, the things they say. I love the way they have put a rocket under my world and blown it sky high, and the way they have watched, with me, as it re-forms into something much more interesting. They have, each of them, exponentially increased my enjoyment of life. Every time I mention being frustrated, annoyed or challenged in this book, that is only the surface. Underneath it, unchangeable, is the enormous love I feel for them.


Now, we can really begin.
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PART I


BIRTH
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Chapter 1


THE BIG BANG
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In which I have a baby and They actually let me take him home






















I went into labour at around midday. That seemed like a good time to invite my sister round for lunch. An hour later, in between emitting the screams of a pig having slices of bacon removed while still alive, I had to ask her to leave. Between howls of pain, I was deeply apologetic at my failure of hospitality.





Once the baby was born, my mother came to stay. Her arrival was like the cavalry. She stayed a week, then when all seemed quiet on the battlefront, went to visit her mother down the country. She had only been gone a few hours when the baby began to howl and wouldn’t stop. My husband adopted the long-suffering stance he was to maintain for the next year – patiently walking the floor, screaming child over his shoulder. Up and down. Up and down.


‘What’s wrong with him?’ I asked my sister in panic. In my mother’s absence, she was keeping the supportive female commune going.


‘Maybe he’s hungry.’


‘I just fed him.’


‘Feed him again?’


I fed him again. He still wouldn’t stop crying.


‘Do you think he’s sick?’


‘Where’s Mummy? She never should have left us,’ my sister said angrily.


On my face, I’m pretty certain, was a certain look that I have since become used to seeing on new mothers. It’s not just the black circles under the eyes – you would expect those. It’s the stunned, rabbit-in-the-headlights stare; equal parts confusion, fear and exhaustion, mixed with a daze of delight.


I remember it well. To my astonishment, after nine months of expectation and abstract anticipation, The Miracle came to pass. I had a baby. And I found that I wasn’t remotely ready. The part of me that wasn’t in a dizzy dream of love badly wanted to say to anyone who would listen, ‘Look, that’s all very well, but actually, I’ve just realised that I’m not really quite up for this yet. I couldn’t even get the car seat into the car at the hospital. Now that I better understand the terms and conditions of this pregnancy thing, could you just take the baby away for another few months while I get my head around it properly, then bring him back and I’ll be ready to go?’


What really took me by surprise, you see, was that the baby was a baby. He wasn’t a doll, or a toy. He didn’t belong to anyone else – I couldn’t realistically expect to hand him back to the rightful mother after a few hours. He was mine, to keep. And They (midwives, doctors, people employed to keep society safe) were letting me go home with him, just like that. They hadn’t even seen my home. How could They know it was suitable for a baby?


In fact, it wasn’t. He was two weeks early, and everyone had told me that first babies are always late, so I didn’t have anything ready for him. Not even a babygro. Luckily, my wonderful mother-in-law had a few in the attic so she brought them to the hospital, along with a borrowed car seat and far more confidence about holding him than I had.


That feeling – of being caught on the hop, on the back foot – never quite left me. For the next two years, I felt I was somehow playing catch-up, that I wasn’t getting it right, that there was a trick I was missing. So I faked it. That’s what we all do when confronted with new, challenging situations, right? We put our best foot forward, adopt a confident tone and brazen it out. This fakery never fools the baby, of course. My son could tell that his parents were rank amateurs from the very first second.


Sometimes we dissolve in a heap of snot and tears (in my experience, this happens on Day Three, after nine weeks and the first time you cut their fingernails, because somehow, no matter how careful you are, you nearly always manage to nick the skin and draw a tiny bead of blood. Seeing your baby’s blood on the outside, not inside where it’s supposed to be, is one of the all-time unpleasant feelings). But after a short weep, we pick ourselves up and carry on. Becoming a mother means taking on some of the attributes of the Foreign Legion.


Richard Scarry’s Great Big Maternity Book


Doing full justice to all of the many strange, overwhelming and wonderful things that happen when you give birth to a baby, especially if it’s your first baby, requires one of those great big activity books, like something by Richard Scarry, where the entire page is covered with hundreds of little figures all busily working away, except these figures would all be versions of You. Some would be feeding, crying, rocking newborns, others would be lying in bed with the covers over their head, sterilising stuff, putting on laundry, walking round the park, staring enviously at women lunching in cafés with their mates, dressing, bathing, changing babies, wrestling with buggy straps, struggling with car seats, staring in wonder, laughing, crying again, snapping at partners, struggling to fit into a pair of jeans, lying to friends about how well everything is going, tickling tiny chins and standing still in a corner with a speech bubble saying, ‘Is it supposed to be like this?’


That kind of panoramic view would just about begin to cover the first few weeks Post-Baby, when the landscape of your world, inside and out, has changed so completely that you don’t know what firm ground is any more. So much of what you will have been told and expected will turn out to be misplaced, ineffectual or just plain wrong. Unless you’re the kind of person who regularly buys into Ponzi schemes or orders Miracle Cure-Alls from the internet, I doubt you will ever before have been intimately involved in such a process of disillusionment as the first year Post-Baby.


The con starts as soon as you conceive, in my experience. All during the nine months of pregnancy, you’re encouraged to find yourself interesting – to minutely examine every quirk and minor reaction your body has, to muse over your cravings, your revulsions, the state of your skin, hair and nails. And everywhere you go, people are very interested in You and what You need/feel/think. Young men even give you seats on public transport and old ladies smile sweetly at you as you waddle down the street. Society tricks you into believing you have suddenly become fascinating, and you make the mistake of believing this will continue.


When I was pregnant for the first time, I was so damn interesting. It was as if I carried around an Oscar or a Nobel Prize with me for those nine months.


Because I had a bump. And inside the bump was a Baby. Strangers stopped to chat – ‘boy or girl?’ – and advise – ‘oh, it’s definitely a boy, with that shape’. One neighbour called by specifically to check that I intended to breast-feed. ‘It’s the best possible start for your baby,’ she said righteously. She and I had lived two doors from each other for years and never spoken before. Old ladies offered remedies for morning sickness – ginger ale, peppermint, dry crackers – and everyone got stuck into the ‘pain relief or no pain relief’ labour debate. Apart from feeling sick and tired, it was a fantastically merry time. Certainly in comparison with what happened next.


Being fascinating lasts until the exact moment you go into labour, when you are suddenly, spectacularly demoted. And once Baby arrives, you’re immediately consigned to a kind of also-ran status. You become ‘Baby’s mother’ and zilch in your own right.


Marathon Runners Get a Medal


Let’s start with the physical. It’s standard issue to equate giving birth with running a marathon, particularly when it comes to post-event exhaustion. Except that after running a marathon, most people are minded, cosseted, congratulated and told to take a good long rest. Some of them even get a medal.


Whereas having a baby, which is at least as physically draining as a marathon race, is simply the overture to the real hard work. You have delivered the baby. Good for you! Now you have to care for it, feed it, change it, stay awake for it, burp it, walk it, worry about it. Gulp! In fact, having a baby is far more like being one of those crazies who run five marathons in five days. Or maybe ninety marathons in ninety days. Except that women who have had babies aren’t invited onto talk shows to prattle on about how they trained, what they ate and how they managed such a remarkable feat. Instead, they’re largely left alone to get on with things. And trust me, it’s the being left alone that’s really the hardest thing.


Let’s not forget all the attendant unpleasant stuff. You are undoubtedly still sore somewhere, even if it’s only your arms from grabbing the gas and air tank so hard you nearly dislocated your shoulder. You will feel mysterious pains deep inside, which you largely ignore. And emotionally, you’re like a slug crawling over salt.


Apocalypse Now (and Tomorrow)


First time round, everything is personal. Baby won’t feed? It’s obviously your fault for eating too much garlic and contaminating the breast milk, or holding the bottle wrong, or offering the feed in an unconvincing manner. Won’t sleep? You made him over-tired, or failed in the bedtime routine. Won’t stop screaming? Oh, that one is easy – Baby hates you, of course.


When your efforts at comforting the yelling child come to nothing, you will feel as if you are being personally spurned. As if a speech bubble had appeared above his or her head, you will just know that Baby is thinking, ‘You moron! Of course I don’t want the soother. Any fool could see I’ve got an itchy leg and my pyjama sleeve is wet.’


You may also find, as I did, that just by being born and therefore physically detached from you doesn’t mean the baby has been uncoupled from your emotional self. Actually, it’s a bit like removing your soul from your body, dressing it in a fluffy babygro and bonnet and sending it out into certain danger. That child is you, and your inability to protect him or her from what suddenly feels like a world fraught with appalling danger will destroy your peace of mind completely. It will raze it to the ground and you will have to start all over again, slowly rebuilding confidence as you learn to trust that nuclear war will not break out unexpectedly, leaving you to survive in a post-apocalyptic world. That gusts of wind will not appear from nowhere to lift the buggy and baby over the edge of the pier. That wild dogs will not erupt, slavering, from the bushes of the local park and charge towards you.


Because you have never before had so much to lose, your faith is shaken, your bravado silent before the overwhelming realisation that you cannot entirely protect this child. A mother’s love should be powerful enough to shake the world, to create Harry Potter’s rebound lightning scar every time danger threatens. The sad thing is it can’t, and that’s where the fear comes from.


You will feel whatever hurt your child suffers, even if it’s nothing more serious than a cold wind blowing into their face and making their eyes water, or another, older child laughing at their inability to sit up. The visceral tug to your insides, by the way, will be felt in inverse proportion to the age and understanding of your child.


Everything my first child felt, I felt; when he cried, I cried. Oh, and just to complete the circle, I projected most of what I was feeling onto him. If I thought he would be lonely if he was put into a room by himself or even taken out of my arms for ten minutes, I assumed that he felt the very same, and so reacted with appropriate hysteria to his cries. He could well have been yelling because the light was in his eyes, but I always presumed that instead of a simple, practical matter, it was existential – a howl of pain at the fundamental terror of abandonment.


How useless is that? The poor kid needed someone responsible to be in charge and manage things for him. Instead, he got a terrified, flailing amateur.


‘I’m Just Going to the Loo...’


The deep well of love you feel for your new baby will overflow and submerge every other part of your life. You will look at your own mother, and father, in a completely new light. And your partner, instead of being mostly defined in relation to you (let’s be honest here), suddenly contrives a magical new identity as the co-creator and protector of this tiny infant. Their aspect, in the light of this relationship to Baby, becomes more heroic and magnificent. But also much more infuriating. Their fumbling inability with tiny sleeves provokes the kind of furious response previously reserved for deep personal betrayals.


The New Parent Myth goes that you and your partner, your Beloved, will find yourselves united as never before, immersed together in the bewitching business of bringing up your child. As with all the other myths of parenthood, it’s both true and untrue. There’s a connection between you now that’s forged so deep it will never work its way to the surface – a ley line that runs from you to him, to the child and back. On the other hand, you may also find yourself shouting at him for spending too long in the loo and shushing him if he speaks above a whisper in case he wakes the baby.


Actually, these days the loo features quite highly in our house as a temporary means of getting away from the noise, mayhem and incessant demands of small kids. ‘I’m just going to the loo!’ one or other of us will shout, often on a Sunday morning, because it’s a legitimate way to escape, one that can’t be questioned or thwarted with the suggestion ‘why not bring X with you?’ in the way a bid to go to the shops might. So off to the loo we go, with a newspaper, not to emerge until the banging on the door has reached a proper crescendo.


Instead of constant harmony around the very best ways to bring up our three children in order that they reach their fullest potential, my husband and I frequently snap and bicker over who did what and whose turn it is to change a nappy. We can be just as nitpicky as a union shop steward confronting a middle manager over job descriptions and benefit allocations, each of us negotiating hard for maximum time off, all while insisting that we have each done more than the other. The fact that we both work from home means we get many opportunities to do this throughout the average day. The backdrop to our daily lives is an awful lot of ‘you pick him up, I did it yesterday!’


The Princess and the Frog


In the old days, pre-baby, you could always kid yourself that if your life really started to annoy you, you could just take off, go walkabout, have adventures in the mountains of the Hindu Kush. It was never more than posturing, but the fantasy was quite comforting: ‘I don’t have to put up with this stuff. I’m going to do hair wraps on the streets of Amsterdam instead...’


Once you have a baby, that little fantasy route is closed. You’re tethered.


To me, first time around, it felt like being the princess in the fairytale who has her golden ball returned by a frog, on condition that the frog can go everywhere with her – sit by her plate at dinnertime, sleep on her pillow, be carried in her arms. Yeuch! That story used to make me feel hot and prickly with the horror of never being able to Get Away. No wonder she tries to renege on the deal, except that her father, stout man-of-his-word that he is, won’t let her. And then of course Frog turns into Prince and all is happily ever after. All the same, I used to really feel for that princess, stuck with that thing croaking and demanding to be taken everywhere with her. (And I never believed she was able to forget the frog and love the prince. I think she would have always seen a slight bulge to his eyes, a greenish tinge to his skin in certain lights, that would have made her shudder.)


Then I got my very own little croaker, my twenty-four-hour companion. Total claustrophobia kicked in. The sensation of never being able to get away, of being in the iron grip of a tiny tyrant whose needs can only be met by you, and no one else but you, is utterly stifling.


About three weeks after the first was born, someone asked my husband how the baby was. ‘Like a good book’ was his answer. In other words, unputdownable – literally. I used to long to be able to go away somewhere, just for one night, with no company, no phone, nothing but a book and a big bed. Except what was the point? If I wasn’t with him, I was thinking about him, every single second of every single day and night.


In the very early days, the claustrophobia was actually more mental than physical. Even if I did go for a walk alone or out to the shops for an hour, I would be constantly playing scenarios in my head – him screaming, needing to be fed, with a tummy ache or just missing me. Well, that was that bit of R&R ruined. I might as well simply give in and stay with him constantly, because out of sight was never out of mind. Out of sight just meant extra fretting on my part.


In all other human relations, the kind of overwhelming, obsessive love a small child has for his or her mother would be considered unhealthy and dysfunctional, something to be discouraged or reported to the police. And so most of us are entirely unprepared for the intensity of devotion and passion we have suddenly inspired simply by the act of giving birth. It’s not that we don’t reciprocate – we do, of course we do, in spades – but we also manage to retain one or two outside interests; EastEnders, or the weather maybe. Once past the first few intensely vulnerable weeks, we can, with a sneaking feeling of guilt at how pleasant it is, very well bear being parted from our darling babies for a half-hour here and there. Whereas for them (well, mine anyway, usually until they turned two or two and a half), every single time I tried to leave them, even to just go and get a hat from upstairs, was like re-enacting Sophie’s Choice – icy hands clutching any available bit of my clothing, heartbroken wails of ‘Mama! Mama!’ following me upstairs.


It’s nice to be wanted, but really, I used to long for the day when they would transpose just a little of that devotion onto another object – their father, a rag doll, a toy truck.


You don’t fully appreciate the meaning of the word claustrophobia until you have found yourself on the loo with a couple of children rattling the door handle, trying to get in; worse still, in the shower, holding the door closed with one hand while a toddler tries to open it and join you, an eight-year-old demands to know what plans you have made for him for the day and a four-year-old yells from the toilet that he needs to be wiped.


It’s in the light of those experiences that small things – like driving to the shops on your own with the radio on or having lunch with a friend and no children present – become high points of life.


When my youngest was a year and a half old, I had to go to New York for a couple of days. I was rather lamenting this, moaning that I would miss the children and how tiring it would all be. A friend with kids about the same age as mine chipped in wistfully to say that she would be happy with the plane rides alone. Six hours by herself, able to read and watch in-flight movies, and that at the end she would happily turn around and fly right back again.







Chapter 2


ALONE AT LAST. OH DEAR...
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In which I realise that loneliness is as much a part of motherhood as leaking breasts






















Child Number One was three and a half, Baby Number Two was less than six months. Both had bugs – nothing serious, just a bit of sniffling, maybe the odd bout of vomiting. No reason to head for A&E, but enough to keep them in the house.





In. The. House. That was the problem. The house was tiny, and after two days of being stuck in it, without let-up, I was starting to think dreamily about running away, with just a small bag of essentials, definitely no phone or tracking device, and possibly never coming back. That was in between staring at the clock. ‘Half-eleven? Really? It can’t be, it’s been hours since I last checked, but then it said quarter to eleven...’


My younger brother, a Trinity student, said he’d come round, mind them for an hour or so and lend me his card to access the brand new college sports complex so I could go for a swim. ‘Just walk up to the barrier, swipe the card and you’ll get straight through,’ he said.


I walked up to the barrier, fumbled a bit, then swiped the card. Nothing happened. I swiped again, even more fumbally. A buzzer went. Not the barrier-opening kind of buzzer, the alarm kind. The lady in the glass kiosk beckoned me over. Heart sinking, I approached and showed her the card, as requested.


She looked at the picture of a handsome twenty-year-old man called Myles and compared it to me, a frazzled thirty-five-year-old woman probably not called Myles. Looked at the picture again, looked at me. Raised an eyebrow.


‘It’s my brother’s card,’ I said, face flushing scarlet with mortification. Don’t you hate being caught doing something utterly stupid and wrong? ‘I borrowed it. I was going to go for a swim, I didn’t think it would really matter...’ I trailed off.


‘I’ll have to talk to my supervisor.’ Off she went, with the card. Eventually her ‘supervisor’, an older lady, came back. Stern. ‘Now,’ she said, one determined to Get To The Bottom of a Strange Event. ‘What’s this?’


I faltered through my explanation again, mortification growing with every word. Pause.


‘We’ll have to keep his card,’ she said. ‘We may confiscate it entirely.’


I burst into tears. Proper, crying tears, not just a few drops rolling down cheeks. There may have been snot as well. ‘Please don’t take his card, he was so kind to come and mind the children. The baby’s sick and we couldn’t get out and I thought I’d go mad and it was so sweet of him and he really shouldn’t be punished...’ I was sobbing now, my whole decades-long pretence of being a competent grown-up entirely given up.


The words baby, sick, thought I’d go mad had a magical effect. From starchy to sympathetic, that ‘supervisor’ had me in a chair with a cup of water, a tissue and some calm good sense faster than I could say ‘I’m sorry, I’m being such a fool’, which is naturally just what I did say.


‘I can’t let you into the pool,’ she said kindly, ‘but we won’t confiscate the card, and if you want to join, I’ll make sure your application gets processed quickly.’ And then, thoughtfully, she added, ‘I remember that, feeling like you’re alone in the world.’


‘Isn’t it awful?’ We both shuddered.


Being left alone is maybe the hardest thing. The acute isolation that having a very small child brings is physical – your friends may not have babies yet or they don’t live close enough, your mother and sisters don’t live down the road, your husband is at work all day. But it’s also mental. I’m not exactly sure why this is, because it goes beyond the fact that you may not see very many people. It has more to do with the way your entire brain is now bound up with your baby. You have mentally distanced yourself from the rest of the world, the better to focus on this child whose survival depends on you. Presumably nature has very good reasons for this, but the initial result is an abstract kind of loneliness.


In order to step fully into the new world that contains your baby, and function in this world, you need to distance yourself from your old world. With time, the two will mesh perfectly, but for the first months, the effort involved will leave you feeling disengaged from what you used to know and rely on. It’s like moving to a new country, with a new language you don’t speak very well and some pretty odd customs you need to get your head around.


One friend, a mother of two girls, sighed when I asked what her memories of the very early days were. ‘You get up in the morning when the rest of the world seems to still be asleep, and you feel so alone. It’s just you and them up and silence, unless they’re crying. You feel you should be lying on the floor, doing goo-goo and admiring their perfection or doing baby yoga, but you are so tired. So you’re wrecked, but awake, but not really doing anything, but still on high alert. It’s just crap. Sorry. It is.’ And she’s right.


Oh, for the days of communal childrearing, where sisters, cousins and friends would share this tedious task, providing each other with the kind of buffer and reassurance we all need. No one on earth can listen to a new mother, with all her minute examinations of feeding schedules and different types of poo, except another mother at a fairly similar stage of childrearing.


Trust me, not even fathers are really that interested, although they have learned how to fake it quite convincingly. No, it’s a female commune we need, where children of similar ages and mothers of a like mind can while away days that suddenly seem to have more hours than activities and seem sparsely populated with demands beyond the mundanely domestic. Where once life barely fitted into the available hours, the hours now stretch dismally into the distance.


Like so much else that comes with having children, there’s a huge contradiction here. Exactly as one part of your mind is racing with astonishment at how it’s possible to be so in love, to derive so much pleasure from simply staring at a tiny hand, to find the whole of life complete within the circle made by your baby’s eyes staring into your own as he or she feeds, another part of your mind will be thinking, ‘God, I’m bored. I wonder if I could get away even for an hour? Just to the swimming pool? If I leave a bottle and didn’t take too long?’


In the absence of the good old days when women did this stuff together, it’s an awful lot of tooling forlornly round parks on windy days and making the kind of mental calculations that go, ‘OK, if we go to the museum for an hour, and then a café for a bun, that should take us to 4pm and then it’s nearly home time, but we did that yesterday and I’m not sure I can face that damn museum again, although at least it’s warm...’


And yes, we know it’s boring; we even bore ourselves with daily repetitions of ‘well, she woke at 11am and fed for half an hour, then went back to sleep until two, woke, fed again, had to be changed, so was back to sleep by three’ and so on, ad nauseam. See – you glazed over at that bit. Of course you did.


Even a mother with children at different stages will lose the will to live as she listens to the kind of microscopic analysis of sleep patterns that the mothers of newborns go in for. It’s not that new mothers actually find it interesting; rather, these bits and pieces of baby routine are the central fact of our existence for at least six months. Expecting us not to talk about them is like immersing us in a mud bath for months on end, from which we must conduct all our business, but expecting us never to mention it.
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