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The ones who shout too much and silently scream fuck off into the fridge. The ones who have zero patience, dread playing tea parties and drink quite a lot of wine. The ones who forget permission slips and serve up beige freezer food for dinner (again). The ones who have library books well overdue and would be lost without biscuit-related bribery. The ones who are looking at their phones because sometimes it all just seems so mind-numbingly boring and the ones who sometimes dream about escaping but in reality couldn’t be happy anywhere else but home.


 


This is for the parents who doubt themselves occasionally, often or always, when they really don’t need to. Because to the only ones who truly matter, you are everything, and they couldn’t possibly love you more.
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Hello my name is Katie and this is my book, I kind of hate writing introductions because I imagine people cringing when they read them but please bear with me I hope it will get better.


 


This is my family . . .
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Actually, sorry, that’s the one that I use as my screensaver to give people the impression we are capable of stuff. This one probably provides a more realistic view . . .
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We are not (entirely) dysfunctional, we are (usually) pretty happy but we (sometimes) piss each other off. It’s just the way it goes.


 


Big Bro is currently six and Little Bro is currently three, although a lot of this book is about when they were toddlers and babies because it’s all about our journey as a family. I’m not writing it to tell you how it should be done (I don’t actually know), I’m just sharing our stories in the hope that some of them might make you feel less like you’re the only one messing things up.


 


You see I love my children, I REALLY love them, but I still find it fucking annoying when the littlest one empties an entire box of cereal out on the floor for fun, or when the biggest one is still pootling about in his socks after I’ve asked him 137 times to get his bloody shoes on.


 


That doesn’t make me love them any less, it just means I need to drink more gin.


 


Also, here is a little upfront warning . . .
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I hate having to spell that out but unfortunately there are a lot of people out there who cannot detect jokes and/or enjoy getting offended by inconsequential stuff.


 


Come on people – we all know children are a gift! It’s just that they are a bit like a very expensive gift that all of your family chipped in to get you as a surprise; an over-the-top, gaudy bracelet that you will have to wear in public every day even though you’re not sure you like it very much (that’s sarcasm by the way).


 


When you sit with the wrapping paper open in your lap and everyone’s looking expectantly for your reaction, you have no choice but to say . . .
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. . . although you know it won’t go with your favourite shimmery top that you like to wear to cocktail bars on Friday evenings. But you put it on immediately and you can’t ever take it off in case you appear ungrateful.


 


There is no gift receipt.
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One day you are out at lunch with a friend and after a couple of glasses of wine you say, ‘Do you know what, sometimes I look at this bracelet and I just think URGH!’ Instead of being shocked, your friend smiles and rolls up her sleeve. She’s wearing a very similar bracelet. Suddenly you’re both talking about how annoying it can be to wear this bracelet day in and day out, how its heaviness can weigh you down and how sometimes other people look at it, shake their heads and sigh (FYI you can diss your own bracelet but it’s NEVER OK to diss anyone else’s).
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You look around the restaurant and see a lot of people out there struggling to coordinate their bracelets with their outfit choices. Some are fucking it up even worse than you, they look ridiculous but they’re still laughing. So you laugh too. You start to feel normal.


 


And that bracelet, though it’s busy, noisy and bright, maybe it’s starting to suit you after all. When the sun catches it, at the right angle it looks like the most beautiful thing you have ever seen. It slipped from your wrist once, in the park, and you were gripped with fear that you might ever lose it. For it was chosen especially for you, it was delivered with love and now you realise how bare, how empty, your arms would feel without it.
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P.S. To make extra sure we’re all on the same page . . . In that bit above I was comparing having a baby to getting presented with a hideous bracelet on your birthday. That’s called an analogy. You’re welcome.


 


P.P.S. There’s quite a bit of bad language in this book. I’d apologise in advance but we all know that swearing is big, it is clever and it is funny.


 


P.P.P.S. eBaying kids is not only morally wrong but also illegal.
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There are two types of pregnant people in this world, I have illustrated the differences in the scientific diagram above. Depiction A denotes the irritatingly healthy-looking ones and Depiction B denotes those who look like they are about to keel over and die.


 


Me? I was a B (yay).


 


Even now when people say to me ‘Oh I didn’t get morning sickness’, I feel like grabbing a handful of their cheek and saying ‘Well good for you!’ while squeezing ever so slightly too hard.


 


Nausea for me is worse than pain and I quickly learnt that morning sickness isn’t really morning sickness at all but unwavering, all-day, all-consuming sickness.


 


I also fell into the category of those who suffer from morning sickness, but aren’t actually sick. The ones who are constantly gagging but with no follow-through. It’s a strange one to deal with because on the one hand if you aren’t actually going to vomit there is no need to keep running off to the toilet every few minutes. But on the other hand, dry-retching in front of other people is not exactly the most attractive thing to do. I could often be found hiding behind an item of furniture or well-placed piece of vegetation in my early weeks.


 


The only way to manage the nausea was to eat, eat and then eat some more. I could never allow myself to be anywhere near hungry because then the nausea would descend with gusto. My pockets were always full of sweets and biscuits that I would stuff into my gob when no one was looking, for fear they would clock my increasingly erratic behaviour.


Because chain-eating Hobnobs in a bush while resembling a corpse doesn’t look at all suspicious, right?
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I mean how are you meant to keep pregnancy a secret – how?! Another horrendous thing to deal with is social occasions because you will need to swerve alcohol. I guess it’s fine if you are one of those people who often drives for convenience or does that healthy lifestyle shit; but what if you are one of those people who orders a round of Jägerbombs before suggesting karaoke because they totally forgot that they are not a teenager any more?


 


I’m not saying that person is me, but it might be me.


If you are one of those embarrassing drunks (or ‘people who like to have fun’ as I call them) then it becomes a bit more difficult to hide but it’s not impossible. I got through my thirtieth birthday in the early stages of pregnancy without anyone cottoning on, with the help of a trusty friend in the know. You can swap glasses, order cranberry juice and pretend it’s got vodka in or pour your drink away while you are in the loo. Sacrilege I know but desperate times . . .
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And to be honest, going to the pub when you have revealed your pregnancy to the masses isn’t much easier . . .
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All in all I found that the first trimester properly sucked (obviously excluding the wonder of making a new person, etc.). Pregnancy books suggested I should have gained two to four pounds but due to the constant commitment to eating entire packets of biscuits in one sitting I now more accurately resembled a walking toilet roll with limbs.
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At this point you would give anything to be displaying a cute little bump but instead you clock people looking at you funny, wondering if you’ve just let yourself go a little. You might find yourself randomly shouting ‘I’M PREGNANT YOU ARSEHOLE!’ at the guy from accounts because he dared to glance up from his spreadsheet as you walked by.


 


Slowly the hairbands you were using to expand your jeans are insufficient and you move into the exciting territory of having to buy maternity clothes, if by exciting you mean paying loads of money for items of clothing you don’t even like that will make you look slightly less shit than you do already.


 


The good news is that the nausea will hopefully subside and the tiredness will lift (unless you are one of the poor unfortunate souls like my sister Caroline who was sick from weeks five to forty). Anyway, I remember this bit being good! Little bubbles, little kicks and a little bump. A little smile on my face that was hard to wipe off.


 


That glow, that mystical glow they speak of, could I see it in the mirror? Could I finally cut back on the tinted moisturiser that was masking my dead look?


 


YES!


 


It lasted about three days and then I started to resemble a sea mammal.
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In the whale stage the baby grows bigger and those cute little flutters turn into whole limbs sliding visibly across your abdomen. Should you feel amazed or horrified? It’s all so confusing.


 


You need to wee ALL THE TIME. You plan entire days around wee stops.


 


You have the same conversations with people over and over and over again.


 


Do you know what you are having? No.


 


Have you decided on a name? No.


 


Are you all prepared? No idea.


 


I certainly don’t blame people for asking these questions, they are just interested right? In fact I make a point of asking all of these questions to pregnant friends in quick succession each time I see them to show just how goddam interested in their pregnancy I am.


 


People also say stuff like ‘Well have a good rest now as there will be none of that when baby is here!’ and then laugh.


 


Another one they like to say is ‘Still not had the baby yet then?’ To your face. While you are still obviously, massively pregnant.


 


The most popular thing people say is ‘Wow your bump is massive/really small!’ With absolutely no regard for how terrifying that is for a heavily pregnant person to hear.


 


You should pinch all of these people hard on the cheek also.


 


Unsolicited bump-fondling should be met with a kick to the shins.


 


Towards the end of your pregnancy you will suddenly notice you have started shuffling around like an old man. You can’t put your shoes on. Everything aches. You can’t see your fanny, you attempt to prune it blindly, you have no idea what a mess you have made and you don’t even care.


 


The final few weeks are best reserved for lolling about on the sofa watching box sets, crying at the sight of your swollen sausage legs and swigging Gaviscon from a bottle like it’s gin. (Oh gin, it won’t be long!)


 


You will also do a thing you swore you’d never do called nesting. Kind of nice but also kind of full of rage. For example, you might find that the colour your sitting room is painted suddenly and inexplicably makes you want to kill your husband.


 


Relax. As a heavily pregnant person it is your basic human right to be totally unreasonable.
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You might also get a strange panicky feeling a bit like the one you get at Christmas because the supermarkets are shut for like one day. The shops don’t even shut when you have a baby but it feels like you must buy everything on every single baby list you can get your mitts on because it’s perfectly possible that at 3:37 a.m. you might urgently need a baby bath thermometer right?


 


People will tell you you don’t REALLY need all that stuff but you won’t believe them. It is only about a year later, when you look at the huge piles of crap you have amassed, that you will realise how unhinged you were acting.


 


The last few days should be spent passive-aggressively replying to well-meaning texts. It’s fine as long as you always, always remember to add the safety wink at the end.
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Another thing to note is that the more natural labour-inducing remedies you try the longer your baby will take to come out.


 


They add +2 days for each cup of rancid raspberry leaf tea you drink. Fact.


 


The next time you get pregnant, if you are lucky (and brave) enough to do it again, you will probably notice that people don’t really care. You’ve had your share of nice and now it’s just boring for everyone. No one will offer to carry things for you, there will be zero resting and maternity leave will mean jack shit if you add a toddler into the mix.


 


[image: _img13]


 


The list of pregnancy moans and gripes could go on and on huh? You feel sick, you can’t drink, you can’t sleep, you can’t wear normal clothes, you worry continuously, you wee continuously . . .


 


But all of that for me was sufferable ten times over, because ultimately pregnancy was a true privilege.
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And it doesn’t get more magic than that.
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It’s easy to look at pregnant women and seemingly perfect nuclear families and think, ‘Wow, don’t they have it all!’ If you are in the zone of desperately wanting a child and it being out of reach, almost everyone around you seems to hold what you are missing.


 


But what you don’t see is their journey. You can’t see years of fertility treatment, failed attempts at IVF, miscarriages or the tiny babies lost. If you are lucky you will have experienced none of these things; in the worst situations some couples experience them all.


 


But often we just don’t know because we don’t talk about it. Or even if we do, we then quickly sweep it under the carpet because people, myself included, get all awkward when they have to discuss sad stuff. Serious stuff. Let’s just have a cup of tea and call it ‘one of those things’.


 


Have you ever had a conversation with a friend who told you that she’s miscarried and then quickly brushed it away because ‘It happens all the time’? You can see that her eyes have started to water and she’s struggling to make eye contact because it doesn’t really matter how long she was pregnant for or how big or small the baby got – it was a life, there was so much excitement, so much potential and then suddenly it’s all gone, to be treated like a common cold: grow up, get over it, everyone has them! Except a couple of paracetamol doesn’t provide a quick fix when it comes to miscarriages.
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Years later, when hopefully those couples have a child or children of their own, they may still feel like they are not allowed to mention their journey any more because ultimately they got their dream. But you are still allowed to feel that loss aren’t you?


 


You see, a huge proportion of parents have been through their own personal struggles to get to where they are now – hopefully a happy place. We have.


 


I can’t talk about the heartache of struggling to conceive as that was not our bridge to cross, although in many ways I can only imagine not having a tangible loss makes it even harder. The first time I got pregnant it was a surprise, a scary ‘Can we do this?’ surprise but ultimately an exciting one.


 


After months of horrendous all-day sickness it was finally time for our first scan. I would love to say that I was one of those mothers who looked forward to the scan but I didn’t. I’m a horrible Googler of doom and I was terrified at the prospect of a missed miscarriage. So I can’t tell you how relieved I was, how relieved we both were, to see a baby with a heartbeat flash up on the screen. ‘Nice and strong,’ the sonographer said and I relaxed back on to the bed.
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We had a heartbeat! I could see a face and hands and feet. Everything was perfect – we were one of the lucky ones.


 


But instead of the sonographer moving on and pointing out all of the other teeny-weeny foetus body parts, it all got a bit quiet. I didn’t like it. I didn’t like the shift in mood but my head was telling me it was fine because we had a heartbeat, and that’s all you need isn’t it?


 


Turns out it isn’t.


 


Everything is a blur, another doctor comes in, more silence, no answers, we need more tests and scans. ‘Things don’t look hopeful for your baby,’ we are told.
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Out we went, glancing at the waiting room full of couples who had been us twenty minutes ago, nervous but excited. Clutching a photo of our perfect-looking imperfect baby.


 


There were no good news phone calls, only sad ones. The texts I'd composed in my head never got sent. I didn't get to go to the shops and buy little sleepsuits, a book of names or tiny socks. Instead a lot of waiting followed. A lot of tears, and a lot of tests. It was a horrible few weeks getting through the days, stuck in a not-knowing limbo, but ultimately we were told our baby had very little chance of survival and it was a marvel the heart was still beating at all.


 


I wondered how my heart kept going too.


 


We made a choice (if you can call it that) to say goodbye. There are people in our situation, braver than I, who may have gone ahead hoping for that miracle but I was not that strong. I don’t regret the decision but there will always be an element of guilt and doubt. When I read in the papers of that one in a million baby who defied the odds it’s a knife to my heart. Even now, all these years later.


 


Some babies are lost when nature takes its course and some parents have to make agonising decisions when faced with life-threatening diagnoses or disabilities. I have the utmost respect for the parents who step forwards, just as I do for the parents who step back, and I will always support a woman’s right to choose, whatever the situation. There is no easy way out.


 


People deal with their grief in many different ways, I was scared by mine, I was scared it was our fate. To move forwards all I wanted was to be pregnant again and a few months later I was.


 


Subsequent scans with both of my pregnancies were terrifying, something to get through, to get over, each attended with pure dread. I wouldn’t look at the screen until all of the checks had been done.


 


But we made it through two more times and were blessed with our beautiful sons. I got the family I had always wanted, and from the outside we might seem to have it all. Though there will always be a little star missing from our lives (that other people cannot see). We called her Evie and we wish she was here with us today.
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Another unfortunate side-effect of being pregnant is birth. In the twenty-first century you may have thought medicine would have evolved to make birth slightly less intrusive but unfortunately not. The small person still needs to exit via your vagina, likely busting it to bits on descent.


 


There is also the C-section method of removal, which some people like to refer to as ‘cheating’, but to me major abdominal surgery doesn’t sound that similar to looking over someone’s shoulder in a maths test. Either way, the baby is coming out and it’s not going to be pretty.


 


In order to attempt to give you some control over the process a lot of midwives encourage you to write a birth plan. Some people like to give this a lot of thought, and other people like to stuff their faces with cake and pretend it’s not happening. Some people prioritise the impending birth and others prioritise chocolate eclairs. There is no right answer here.


 


After being badgered several times I finally relented and wrote two short sentences in the back of my yellow book . . .


 


1. Baby out safely.


 


2. Drugs.


 


I just didn’t really care. I only cared about hearing that first cry and knowing it would all be OK. Everything else could be decided as we went along.


 


Anyway, let me tell you this, I wasn’t scared of giving birth and in a strange way I was quite looking forward to it. I had always considered myself to have quite a high pain threshold so I was almost interested (I KNOW!) to see how it felt.


 


Lots of people had positive stories to share, although in retrospect I have a feeling not all of them were telling the truth.
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