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			Part One

			 

			‘Having a baby won’t change me. It will have to fit in with me, not the other way around.’

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter One

			Our baby is stuck. The previously calm birthing room is full of doctors shouting at the midwives.

			 ‘We need to get her to the operating theatre, now!’ one yells. ‘Why the hell isn’t she there already?’

			I strain to see behind me as the pain grips and twists. ‘Nick? NICK? Where are you?’

			‘Here,’ Nick says. His hand firmly grabs mine.

			 ‘What’s happening?’ I shrill, my voice not sounding like my own. 

			‘It’s OK, Emily,’ my midwife reassures me, ‘you’ve been in second stage labour for some time now. We are going to help you get your baby out.’ She squeezes my shoulder and hurries out of the room.

			‘Nick, what’s happening? What does she mean?’ I demand as my entire innards crunch and tighten in the world’s strongest vice. 

			‘It’s going to be alright,’ Nick says.

			‘How do you know?’ I screech at him. The mother of all contractions takes hold as I’m wheeled down the corridor. ‘Holy fuck!’ I hear myself scream. 

			The porters push the trolley through the swing doors and the waiting doctor greets me, ‘Hello, Emily, I’m Doctor Marston. We’re going to move you into a sitting position and ask you to keep very still as I insert a spinal drip into your back. Do you understand?’

			‘Yes,’ I respond, as the contraction eases and I get my breath back. 

			‘OK, Emily, you need to keep still. That’s it, remain absolutely still.’

			Can he stop asking me to stay still? It’s like asking a boxer to remain static as his opponent repeatedly punches him in the face. My body wants to push our baby out.

			‘Right, it’s in!’ he says triumphantly, and my midwife appears, guiding me back into a horizontal position on the bed.

			‘You’re so close, Emily, you can do this,’ my midwife encourages. 

			‘I can do this,’ I agree weakly.

			‘You’re doing brilliantly.’ Nick wipes my sweaty forehead with the sleeve of his jumper.

			This isn’t how it’s meant to happen. I wanted ‘Here Comes the Sun’, the Nina Simone version, playing triumphantly as my child effortlessly slipped into the world. I’d imagined doing the whole thing drug-free; that I would get the baby out on willpower alone. It’s all typed up in the birth plan. Why isn’t it happening like the birth plan? 

			 ‘Get my baby OUT!’ The wave of another knee-shaking contraction is starting to rumble. I can hear a low, Maori-like wail, which I assume is coming from one of the other rooms but as I draw breath, I’m surprised to find it’s me making the noise. 

			‘What are you doing?’ I ask as a doctor straps monitors to me linked up to big beeping machines. ‘Is there something wrong with the baby?’ I panic. Where’s Nick? He’s not next to me anymore. 

			‘Nothing’s wrong. You’ve been crowning for a while now and your baby has just become a bit distressed so we need to monitor the heart rate. Just try to relax,’ the doctor explains. 

			‘Nick? Nick?’ Where has he gone?

			 ‘I’m here. I’m right here,’ he soothes as I grab for his hand and pull him close to me. He’s changed. He’s wearing blue scrubs, George Clooney in ER style, and a net that tames his uncontrollable curly hair; he looks like he works in a chip shop. Where did he get the outfit from? 

			‘They know what they’re doing, Em.’ His voice is calm but his eyes look wild with fear. My breath is becoming shallow and panting. People sound like they are talking underwater and the skin on my face feels like it is about three sizes too small for my skull. I squeeze Nick’s fingers together so tightly that his hand starts to twitch. 

			I close my eyes and try to take in a deep breath but only feel as if I can fill about ten per cent of my lungs. 

			‘Just breathe, breathe, Emily. Release it slowly like we practised. Make your lips really tight. Like a cat’s bum, remember?’ Nick’s voice sounds far away and echoey.

			 I exhale and open my eyes. My vision has altered, the harsh strip lights have developed a seventies porno soft- focus quality; the doctors busy around me through a frosted pane of glass. Nick grins at me and I know he is trying to mask his panic. He’s squatting down so he’s at eye level but his face is too close to mine. I can feel his warm breath on my cheek and it smells like Cornish pasties. 

			‘I love you. I love you so much. You’re doing so brilliantly. You’re amazing. Keep going, keep going. You’re nearly there.’ He squeezes my hand and emphasises every word.

			I try to reply but no sound comes out. He tucks a sweaty clump of hair behind my ear and I momentarily close my eyes. When I open them, my legs are in stirrups. I hadn’t even felt them move. These drugs are brilliant. Why hadn’t I asked for them sooner? Stupid, self-righteous birth plan.

			I start to melt into a drug-fuelled bliss. My head feels like it is full of cotton wool; sentences drift off unfinished. I try to smile at Nick but only half my face moves, like a kind of Anne Robinson wink.

			‘That’s my girl.’ He leans over and kisses my forehead. ‘We’re nearly there,’ he whispers, ‘we’re so nearly there. I’m so proud of you.’

			I reach out to touch his face but my arm feels like it weighs a ton so I drop it back down onto the bed.

			My midwife has both her hands pressed deep into my stomach to feel when I am contracting; I can’t feel anything at all now – thank fuck for drugs. ‘OK, OK, this is it. I can feel another contraction coming, Emily. I need you to do one last big push for me, can you do that?’

			‘How? I can’t feel anything. How do I push?’ My body is completely numb from my lower chest downwards. 

			‘Imagine you’re doing a poo. Push like you think you’re doing a poo, Emily,’ she orders. ‘NOW! DO IT NOW!’

			The world suddenly stands still. I’m looking at the silent, scarlet-faced midwife barking orders at me. Her mouth is moving but I can’t hear her. I am utterly gripped by fear. I can’t do this, I can’t do this. I want all this to stop. I can’t do this. I’m not ready. I scrunch my eyes shut as the tears spill down my cheeks. Can all this just stop for a moment? I’m not ready.

			Then quick as a flash I’m back in the room like I’ve been given a shot of adrenaline. A glob of spit sprays out the midwife’s mouth as she screams, ‘I SAID NOW, EMILY!’ 

			I shut my eyes again, but this time, a sheer determination takes over my whole body. I tense every muscle I can feel and focus on tensing all those that are numb. I imagine myself sat on the toilet and then push. And push. And push. And push. 

			‘And PUSH. Keep going. The head is almost out. Your baby is almost here. ONE MORE BIG PUSH, EMILY!’

			The doctor standing between my legs is nodding frantically at the midwife. Fuck. This is it. Come on, Emily, you can do this. Let’s get this baby out. 

			I gulp in another huge breath, grip Nick’s hand with all my might and scream a deep, powerful scream from somewhere right down in my solar plexus. 

			‘That’s it, Emily, that’s it, keep going. This is the one, we’re going to get your baby out on this one, KEEP GOING,’ she bellows.

			I gasp for another lungful of air and use the last bit of upper body strength to bend forward, imagining I’m doing the biggest poo of my life. 

			Suddenly there’s a sharp tug between my legs followed by what sounds like someone spilling a pint of water on the floor. 

			‘Yes! Well done, Emily, your baby is here.’

			Our baby is here.

			Everything pauses. There is a collective intake of breath followed by an ear-bleedingly loud wail and the room becomes a hive of activity again. I flop back on the bed, sweat dripping in my eyes. 

			‘Daddy, do you want to come and see what sex it is?’ It takes me a moment to realise the doctor is talking to Nick. 

			‘Oh my God, Emily . . .’ His voice cracks. ‘It’s a girl, she’s a girl!’ 

			‘Can I see her?’ I croak.

			The doctor carefully places her on my chest. I’m stunned by the alien feeling of having the weight of a one-breath-old human being on top of me. She has tiny, tiny fingers with titchy fingernails and a mouth the size of an old five pence, opening and closing like a goldfish. 

			We have a daughter. All slippery, a full head of black hair matted to her purple scalp with blood and discharge. 

			I look up at Nick, who is taking a picture of us both on his phone, and say in a voice that comes out so deep it sounds more like a burp: ‘It’s our baby.’ 

			Later, we look back at that photograph which he immediately texts to everyone we know, and both comment on how much I look like a transvestite. 

			‘Do you have a name?’ a nurse asks.

			Nick and I look at each other and without hesitation, proudly say, ‘Lucy’, in unison. Of the five million names we toyed with, we always came back to Lucy. We don’t agree on a lot of things, but thankfully we agreed on this.

			There is another tug between my legs. I’ve been so busy staring at our baby, I hadn’t noticed the doctor was still ferreting around down there. She looks up at me and says, ‘Would you like to see your placenta?’

			I nod before I’ve really had a chance to think it through and she passes it to the midwife who presents me with what looks like a massive bloody steak.

			‘Are you keeping it?’ she asks.

			‘Am I what?’

			‘Some people like to keep them, have it dried and made into capsules, or necklaces.’ She’s still holding the meat tray of bloody flesh. 

			‘Err . . . No, no, I’m fine thanks.’

			‘Yes, it’s not everyone’s cup of tea.’ She shrugs, putting it down.

			‘Can I hold her?’ Nick whispers. 

			‘You can do better than that, would you like to cut the cord, Daddy?’ 

			I wish she’d stop calling him ‘Daddy’. It’s totally creeping me out. 

			Nick looks terrified as the midwife gently takes Lucy from me and hands him a pair of scissors. He says afterwards how he wished the midwife had done it.

			‘It was horrible.’ he explains.’ ‘Like sawing through really gristly cheap meat, knowing that you might slip and stab your newborn baby.’

			Nick picks her up tenderly and holds her in the crook of his arm. He reminds me of the Athena poster, if the guy was dressed like he worked in a chippy. A wave of emotion shudders through me. This is my family now. 

			Nick passes Lucy back and I wrap a sheet around us both. A purple, wrinkly hand rests on my chest territorially and I think, I’m your mum. I’m your mum. I’m your mum.

			The room has emptied so it’s just me, Lucy, Nick, the midwife and one doctor, who looks at me reassuringly as she settles on the stool between my legs, which are still strung up in the stirrups.

			‘Just relax,’ the doctor says perkily. ‘We had to cut through several layers of your vaginal wall to get your baby out, so I’m going to sew it up for you. You won’t feel a thing for now. I’ll tidy it up as best I can so it’ll be nearly as good as new.’ I don’t think I ever want to use my vagina again. She might as well just sew the whole thing up. 

			‘Would you like some tea and toast?’ the midwife asks in a kind voice that makes me want to cry. I am suddenly the hungriest I’ve been in my entire life, having done the whole labour on two peanut Tracker bars and a Milky Way. Under normal circumstances, that would be an in-between-snack snack. I give my brand-new baby a big sniff on the top of her sticky head, and gratefully say, ‘Yes please.’

			 ‘I’ll go and put that toast on for you. Just relax, you’ve done the hard work now.’ She smiles. Those words stick with me, and later I will think how cruel it is to mislead someone so much, so early on. 

			The hard work has only just begun. 

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Two

			How am I meant to go to the loo? I’m desperate for a wee but my legs still don’t feel like my own and I’m unsure if I’ll make it out of bed. Nick has gone home as he’s not allowed to stay on the maternity ward overnight. He promised to be back first thing in the morning and left on a wave of kisses and ‘I love you’s. I try to shuffle closer to the edge of the hospital bed but my vagina throbs deep inside with every movement. I eventually ease my feet down onto the ice-cold floor. As I tug back the curtains, I see a woman with blonde plaited hair in an oversized Ramones T-shirt sitting cross-legged on her bed, feeding her baby while flicking through Grazia. It isn’t very sisterly of me but I fucking hate her. How is she sitting like that? I’m never going to be able to sit cross-legged again.

			She looks up and smiles and I instantly feel guilty. 

			‘How are you doing?’ she whispers in a voice so loud she might as well be talking normally. 

			‘I feel a bit broken.’

			‘Not surprising, you have just pushed an entire human into the world.’ She smiles. ‘What did you have?’

			‘A girl, Lucy.’ I point to my beautiful sleeping baby in the cot next to my bed. ‘You?’

			‘Gorgeous name. This is Bodhi,’ and before I have a chance to comment she groans, ‘it wasn’t my choice. My boyfriend’s obsessed with Point Break and I’d promised him if we had a boy he could choose the name, as I’d chosen our daughter’s name, Charlie. I was convinced I was having another girl, so you can imagine how disappointed I was when they said he was a boy.’ She shakes her head. ‘Never mind.’

			‘Do you know where the toilets are?’ My legs start to shake under the weight of standing up. 

			‘Down the corridor and on your right. Leave the cot here if you want, I’ll keep an eye on her.’ She nods at Lucy in the transparent crib. Fuck. I hadn’t even thought about taking Lucy with me, is that what you’re meant to do? Do cots even have wheels? 

			‘Thank you, I’ll just be a minute.’ I hobble towards the door. 

			‘You won’t, you’ll be ages. Don’t forget to take your pads.’ She indicates the maternity bag. ‘And lean forward when you go for a wee like you’re touching your toes.’

			‘Why?’

			‘Because otherwise it will sting like fuck, that’s why,’ she nods knowingly. This turns out to be one of the best pieces of advice I have ever been given.

			 

			I lie in bed on my side staring at Lucy through the perspex, knowing I should sleep but utterly mesmerised by her. As my eyelids start to feel heavy and I let my body relax, Lucy wakes and I kick myself for not dozing earlier. I ring the buzzer as I can’t reach over to her.

			‘Aha, I think she’s done a poo,’ the nurse tells me. ‘Would you like to change her nappy?’

			‘Alright, yes please. I’ve no idea what I’m doing, though.’

			‘Don’t worry, you’ll get the hang of it pretty quickly, and I’ll stay with you.’ She adjusts the bed to a semi sitting position and places Lucy between my legs along with wipes and a clean nappy. 

			The first thing I notice is the umbilical cord. It looks absolutely disgusting, like a long bit of cured meat that’s been lurking at the bottom of the fridge for weeks. It is virtually impossible to take the nappy off without knocking it. 

			‘It won’t hurt her, and it should fall off in a few days,’ the nurse reassures me. ‘Some people like to have them made into keepsakes, you know?’ I must look absolutely appalled, as she mutters, ‘It’s not for everyone, of course.’ What’s the deal with drying out bits of your body and having them made into ornaments and jewellery, why can’t someone give you a good old-fashioned diamond when you’ve given birth?

			The nappy is full of what can only be described as tar. Black and sticky. 

			‘That’s great,’ the nurse coos. ‘A lovely black poo, that’s what we want, isn’t it? Good girl. It will just get lighter in colour now until it settles into a rich yummy yellow like Dijon mustard, that’s what we’re aiming for.’

			The nurse puts Lucy back in the cot and she immediately closes her eyes and falls straight back to sleep, like some kind of magic trick. I lie down and try to sleep as well but I can’t stop thinking about eating mustard and how I may never do it again now. I pull the sheet up to under my chin and try and get comfy but I miss my bed and my duvet. This mattress is wafer thin and I can feel the steel struts holding it together. The nurse didn’t readjust the bed back to flat and I can’t find the lever to change it, so I’m attempting to sleep in a sitting position. I must ask Nick to bring in my pillow when he comes today. I’m completely wired and absolutely knackered in equal measure. Every bit of my body aches in ways I never thought possible, but my brain won’t stop turning over and over. Muscles that I didn’t know existed throb and creak. I’m looking out from a body that won’t do anything I tell it to. I don’t think I will ever feel normal again. 

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Three

			I want to go home. The hospital has kept us in for forty-eight hours so far as Lucy isn’t latching on properly and they won’t let us leave until they’ve seen her feed for more than three seconds. If I hear ‘tummy to mummy’ or ‘nose to nipple’ one more time, I’m going to kill someone. I don’t think I’ve had more than about five minutes consecutive sleep since she was born, as every time I close my eyes she starts crying, so I take her out of the cot and the cycle of unsuccessful feeding starts again.

			‘Why don’t you try squirting it over her face near her mouth and see if any of it drips in?’ Nick suggests unhelpfully. He’s brought in a bag of clothes from home that are all totally useless and unwearable. I’m trying my hardest not to be mardy with him, as I don’t want to start family life being cross. But seriously, who packs non-maternity skinny jeans that I haven’t been able to fit into for the best part of a year and my best cream-coloured cashmere jumper? And to top it all off he’s forgotten the pillow, again, even though I texted him about it three times after he forgot it yesterday.

			He notices me eyeballing the clothes again with ill- disguised fury. ‘I didn’t know what to bring.’ He shrugs apologetically. ‘So I just picked up the stuff I know you like wearing . . .’

			‘Forget it,’ I snap, making myself take a breath. ‘Did you get any chocolate?’ 

			He digs into the front pocket of his hoodie and produces two Twirls. ‘Ta daaaa!’

			All is forgiven, for now. ‘I just want us to go home,’ I sigh as I rip open the wrapper. I don’t think I’ve ever felt so tired and desperate to leave somewhere, but I can’t even get off the bed unaided as my vagina hurts so much. I’m not going to be making a quick escape any time soon. 

			The breastfeeding specialist pulls back the blue plastic curtain that’s surrounding my bed. ‘So, how’s it going in here? Have you managed to get her to latch on yet?’

			‘A bit,’ I lie.

			‘Well let’s see then, shall we?’ She leans right over me, her face inches away from my boob, hands on hips, as I try and get my nipple in Lucy’s mouth.

			‘Nearly. Remember, nose to nipple.’ 

			I shoot a look at Nick who quickly shakes his head and mouths, ‘It’s OK.’ 

			‘Here, let me try.’ She takes the back of Lucy’s head and confidently moves her to start feeding. She makes it look so easy. ‘There, she is hungry isn’t she? I’ll pop back in a bit and see how you’re getting on. It just takes practice.’ 

			She closes the curtain around us again and the moment she leaves, Lucy unlatches, her head flops back and she starts wailing. 

			‘I know how you feel Lucy,’ I whisper to her, avoiding the terrifying throbbing fontanelle as I lean down to kiss the top of her perfect tiny head. 

			 

			I’m starting to get a bit desperate. The woman opposite went home late yesterday evening. She strode over and hugged me, wished me well and left her copy of Grazia, which made me cry uncontrollably for no reason. I think it’s partly because this is the least amount of sleep I have ever had in my whole life.

			The sense of desperation isn’t helped by Nick hovering over me all the time, asking, ‘Is she doing it now? Is that it? She looks like she’s feeding from where I’m standing.’

			‘I know what you’re trying to do, but please just be quiet for five seconds.’

			‘I’m only trying to help, Em.’

			‘I know, it’s just . . .’

			‘Annoying?’ he suggests. I nod and he grins back at me. ‘What can I do, then? I feel like I’m just getting on your nerves.’

			‘Just sit.’

			‘Alright, but I’m here if you need me to . . . anything really,’ and he sits in the plastic-coated chair, face immediately illuminated by his phone.

			‘Don’t send your mum any pictures of me with my tits out.’

			‘Shit, sorry, Em. It’s just the one.’

			‘Nick!’

			‘Sorry.’ He puts his phone in his pocket. ‘Is she . . .’

			‘No. I’ll tell you when she is,’ I snap.

			When Lucy does finally feed, there is no one official here to see it happen. 

			‘Look, Nick, this is it, right? Can you see? Am I doing it? Is she feeding?’

			He scrambles up. ‘I think so, hang on,’ and he attempts to record it on his mobile to show the doctor when she next does her rounds. Unfortunately it turns out amateur film footage doesn’t qualify for discharging patients. 

			Nick is eating my lunch of bangers and mash when Lucy does eventually latch on properly. He gets his phone out again. ‘Put it away, Nick!’

			‘I thought . . .’ he starts to say with a mouthful of mash. 

			Just then the doctor opens the curtain. I’m so relieved that I burst into shoulder-shaking tears and she bounces right off again. 

			‘That counts, that counts, that’s got to count, right?’ Nick stands up in protest, arms wide, begging the doctor. 

			She looks at her notes, gives an X-Factor-length pause and then finally nods, ‘I think that’ll do nicely. You can take her home now.’

			That’s it then. 

			We’re going home.

			 

			Nick pulls up outside the flat. A car slows down and the driver shouts ‘fucking granny driver!’ out the window at him as he cruises past. The guy’s been behind our car for the last five miles without an opportunity to overtake and Nick’s been driving through the city at an average speed of about fifteen miles an hour all the way, hands gripping the steering wheel tightly and checking on Lucy in the mirror every four seconds. 

			‘Dick,’ he mutters. 

			I open the car door and start heaving myself out. 

			‘No! Stay where you are, I’ll help you out.’ He trots round to my side, opens the door as wide as it will go and grips me too tightly under the armpit. ‘Right, put your weight on me and shuffle out.’

			‘Thanks. Is the flat tidy?’

			‘Yes, ’course.’

			‘Properly tidy, not Nick tidy?’

			‘Yes! Look, let’s just all get in, shall we?’ He leans into the back and gently lifts the car seat out. Lucy is fast asleep. Her hat has fallen down over her eyes and I notice for the first time that she’s inherited my bum chin.

			Nick turns the house key in the lock and gives the door a kick to open it. ‘Welcome home, Lucy!’

			I shuffle into the front room and Nick places the car seat in the middle of the carpet. I sit down on the sofa, precariously balancing on one bum cheek and clinging on to the arm while wincing through the pain. We both stare at her. 

			I know I should feel prepared for this moment after nine months of carrying her and three days of getting to know her in the hospital, but that now feels almost like someone else’s life, like a weird and very realistic dream, so it’s come as a total shock to be sat in my front room with a baby, and we created her.

			I look at my daughter and wonder how I’ll even be able to lean forward to pick her up. I haven’t been for a poo since giving birth. The nurse gave me a box of stool-softening sachets to drink, but the thought of having to push anything out again is too much to bear. I’m terrified that I’m going to prolapse and I’ll do a poo swiftly followed by my womb falling out and I’ll bleed to death in the most undignified shit-filled way before Lucy is even a week old. 

			So, instead I’ve just been regularly letting out little toxic farts in the hope that it will relieve some of the pressure. I lean to one side and try to discreetly let one out now. 

			 ‘What are you thinking about?’ Nick asks. 

			‘About how beautiful our baby is,’ I lie. 

			We carry on sitting in silence, looking at her, ignoring the smell that has started to engulf us.

			‘So, what do we do now?’ Nick whispers.

			I’m not sure whether Nick is genuinely looking for a response, but I don’t have an answer. This is the 64,000-dollar question, isn’t it? 

			Since we’d found out I was pregnant, we’d started to get our shit together without even realising we were doing it. We bought our flat, which, disappointingly, had stunk of fags and wet dog when we first moved in. But we’d cleaned it and painted it, bought new carpets, learnt how to bleed a radiator and bought a Quentin Blake print of the BFG for the nursery. And this was what it was all for. So we could bring our new baby home.

			But what are we actually meant to do now? Nick and I look at each other and smile weakly as I shrug at him. ‘I have absolutely no idea.’

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Four

			I’m standing in front of the full-length mirror in our bedroom feeling like Sam in Quantum Leap. It is literally like living inside the body of a stranger. I peel off my jogging bottoms, T-shirt, size eighteen pants and milk-soaked bra, and stare at a body I no longer recognise. What has happened to my stomach? It has turned into a kind of human stress ball. What had been a taut, baby-filled orb for months is suddenly empty, like a half-deflated water balloon. My boobs don’t look like my own anymore; my nipples are huge and a completely different colour than normal.

			I have no idea what condition my vagina is in, but it feels like someone has punched me with a fist full of rusty nails, then made me bathe in lemon juice. I am going through maternity pads like there is no tomorrow; is it normal to be leaking so much blood? I decide to further investigate the situation. I unhook the mirror from its peg on the wall and lie it down on the floor and straddle it. Without my glasses on I can’t see much, so I attempt to lower myself down into a kind of lunge, which is no mean feat given that the stitches feel so tight I have taken to shuffling around like an elderly woman. 

			‘Emily? What are you doing?’ asks Nick inquisitively as he leans against the doorframe, arms folded, grinning. 

			I jump. ‘Why are you creeping up on me?’ 

			‘I just came to ask if you wanted a cuppa?’

			‘Yes please. And one of those posh ginger biscuits that work sent.’

			‘I ate the last one. You said you didn’t like them.’

			‘I didn’t like them after I’d brushed my teeth, but I fancy one now. Fuck’s sake, Nick.’

			Just then a big clot of blood drips out of me onto the mirror with a splat. 

			‘Shit. Please can you pass me the wet wipes?’ I whisper. 

			Nick leaves the room and comes back with a handful of toilet paper. ‘I’ll do it.’

			‘Oh, Nick, it’s grim.’

			‘Seriously, it’s just blood,’ he comments as he helps me step precariously over the mirror and chucks my jogging bottoms at me. ‘I’ve seen a whole lot worse over the last few days.’ 

			I knew it. I was sure I had shit myself while giving birth. I asked Nick and he said he hadn’t noticed but I could tell he was lying.

			I gently pull on my jogging bottoms and T-shirt, lower myself down onto the soft bed and ease myself into a lying position. 

			‘I’m so tired, Nick. I don’t think I’ve ever been this tired before.’

			‘It can’t be like this forever, can it?’ he responds from somewhere on the floor.

			‘I don’t know. Probably.’ I reach out for the milk book, which has pages of handwritten lists of the times and lengths of feeds throughout the night, as well as which boob she fed from. The list goes on for pages and that’s just from last night. ‘She fed all night long, Nick. 1 a.m., 1.23 a.m., 1.58 a.m., 2.26 a.m.’

			‘I know, Em, I was there. You don’t have to read them all out.’

			‘I’m just saying, no one can get any meaningful sleep for twelve minutes at a time. I’m losing my mind, Nick.’

			‘Just try and shut your eyes for a bit now, Em. You’ll hear her if she wakes.’

			I peer over at Lucy who is fast asleep in her Moses basket, her arms above her head, looking a bit like a highlighter pen in a hideous acid-green hat my mum had knitted for her. 

			‘Why is she always asleep when I’m wide awake?’ I mutter to myself. 

			She is unquestionably the most beautiful, perfect thing I have ever seen. I cannot believe, with all the things I have tried and failed at in my life, that I have made her. That my body put all the pieces in the right place, from fingers to lungs to eyelashes, and that she’s here, sleeping and breathing in our bedroom as if she’s always lived here. 

			I feel like I’m watching a scene play out from behind a window, like I’m peeping into someone else’s life. I’m looking at a beautiful baby and a man squatting down clutching handfuls of toilet roll and I have to remind myself that this is my life. She is my baby. I am a mum. 

			It hadn’t really dawned on me that she was going to be here forever. When I left the flat a few days ago to go to the hospital, there were two of us, and now there are three. Three people living in our tiny flat, occupying the space, calling it home. And out of the three of us, the smallest has the most stuff. 

			I watch Nick kneeling down and wonder what’s going on in his head right now. He’s the most laid-back man I know, which has always been one of his attractions. But this is different. It isn’t like being unphased because your card has just been declined at the supermarket or taking a job knock-back in your stride. Something major must have shifted in him: he has a daughter now. But he is trying to keep everything as ‘normal’ as it can be and I don’t know if that’s for his sake or mine. 

			I watch him smearing bright red blood all over the mirror and think, God I love him so much for doing that. 

			That thought is quickly followed by: he needs to use Flash not just water on that or he’ll be here all day.

			‘OK, I’m going to get a rest in before the next feed.’ I sink into the pillow and pull the duvet up around my chin. Right on cue, Lucy starts to stir. ‘It’s like she knows,’ I whisper, as I will my prickling eyes to open again. 

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Five

			The extremes of emotions I am experiencing are off the Richter scale. From an all-consuming love that feels almost physical when I look at my old-man-faced baby sleeping, to uncontrollable tears. I can’t stop crying. I started sobbing to Elaine Page when I heard ‘Memory’ on the radio the other afternoon. I just can’t get any sense of perspective. I can’t tell the difference between something that’s a big deal or a small deal, or no deal at all for that matter. Do I actually care that I’ve felted my old pink wool jumper that I haven’t worn in years by putting it on the wrong cycle in the washing machine? Is it the end of the world that Nick has bought me a Fruit and Nut Dairy Milk and not a plain milk chocolate one as requested? Do these things warrant the depths of despair I suddenly experience? I have no idea anymore. Everything is just a bit much at the moment. I thought I knew tiredness before, but if I saw the pre-baby me whingeing about being worn out, I would tell her to fuck right off, that she doesn’t have the first clue about what it is to be bone-tired. 

			It’s not that I’m a complete control freak but I do generally like to know what I’m doing that day or week. Since Lucy, though, we are literally living minute by minute. Days are spilling into nights spilling into days and our only real connection with the outside world is through Ken Bruce on Radio 2 or the health visitor. 

			She’s a small woman in her sixties with wild, uncontrollable hair that she tries to tame into a crocodile clip. She is eighty per cent torso with short, stout legs that have to do double the work due to their size; like Fred Flintstone driving his car. On her first visit, she’d left her weighing scales behind and had to return for them, and this time she’s forgotten her pad, so is writing our notes up on the back of her hand. 

			‘Can I get you some paper?’ Nick asks.

			‘Oh no, no I’m fine.’ She shakes her head and her hair escapes. She scrapes it back into her clip again. ‘I’ll only lose it.’ 

			I don’t feel very confident in her ability to get home unaided, let alone look after Lucy and me. 

			‘Now, before I get started, can you point me towards your loo?’ Nick points her in the right direction and as she leaves the room I suddenly start to feel chilly, like I am sitting in a breeze. 

			‘Did she leave the front door open?’

			‘Nope. Are you OK, Em? You don’t look great.’

			‘Cheers, Nick.’

			‘No, it’s just you look a bit off colour.’

			I’m sweating buckets. I wipe my face on the sleeve of my cardigan and catch a drip off the end of my nose. Now, no one tells you how absolutely rancid new mother BO is. It’s disgusting. Like the inside of a marathon runner’s trainer disgusting. Apparently it’s so your baby can identify you by scent, but in reality, when is Lucy ever going to have to pick me out of a BO line-up with loads of other sweating mothers? 

			‘You’ve gone grey, Em.’ Nick sounds concerned.

			‘Yeah, I don’t feel great, as it happens.’

			I look at my tits. They are engorged, larger than I’ve ever seen them before but also totally misshapen. My nipples resemble half-chewed pink bubble gum.

			The health visitor returns, ‘Actually, Rick—’ 

			‘Nick.’ 

			‘Nick, I will have that sheet of paper, I’ve washed off my scribbles, stupid woman. Now, Ellie—’ 

			‘Emily.’ 

			‘Emily, how are you getting on?’ she asks, while unpacking her scales.

			‘Absolutely brilliant!’ I chirp, as I wipe the sweat from my eyes. 

			‘Great. Well, latch your baby on and I’ll see how she’s feeding.’

			I burst into full-on, ugly-face tears. ‘Please, don’t make me do it right now.’ The thought of having Lucy anywhere near my excruciatingly painful breasts is enough to make me want to throw myself out of the window.

			‘Ah.’ She nods, taking my damp, grey face in properly for the first time. ‘I see what’s happening here. Can you feel lumps under your armpit?’ 

			I uncomfortably prod around. ‘Yes, it feels like loads of ball bearings.’

			‘And can I look at your breasts?’ She looks down my top. ‘Yes, yes, you’ve got mastitis, Ellie.’ I let that one go. ‘It’s very common with a newborn. Just give me a minute.’ She pushes herself off the floor and retrieves her mobile.

			She wanders into the hall. One phone call later she’s booked me a doctor’s appointment. 

			‘In the meantime, Rick, you can make yourself useful by going and buying some Savoy cabbage from the greengrocer’s.’ She ushers Nick towards to the door, then explains to me how the cabbage breaks down the enzymes and reduces milk production, and so should help ease the mastitis.

			‘You just shove two leaves straight from the fridge into your bra. The grim part is that it works best when they’re wilted, so you’ll end up smelling a bit like a kitchen composter on top of everything else, but could be worse, hey?’ she singsongs. 

			Nick dutifully departs, and the health visitor assures me that I will be feeling much more like myself, whoever she is, by the evening. 

			Sure enough by the end of the day I am full of antibiotics with a calm, mewing, newborn snuffling like a small pig on my cabbage-covered chest. I don’t trust the health visitor to remember her own birthday, but she’s completely sorted us out and, for that, I am totally in love with her. 

			 

			Nick is doing everything and nothing. He is constantly busy: picking things up, putting the kettle on, making toast, sticking Babygros in the washing machine, but nothing seems to actually get done. We’re surviving on an average of three hours broken sleep and I think we’re both losing the plot. The flat looks like we’ve been burgled. We are a mess. Our baby is running out of nappies and the thought of having to venture out to Boots feels about as achievable as climbing Mount Everest in high heels.  

			This isn’t how I pictured motherhood. The Mamas and Papas catalogue shows parents sitting in the sunshine sipping lattes while their newborns sleep peacefully in their arms. I think they should be prosecuted under some kind of trade description act: when is it ever like that?

			‘Come on.’ Nick passes me my coat. ‘We need to get out before we go crazy. Let’s nip to the café at the top of the road, what do you think?’

			I think of the catalogue parents, joyfully drinking their fancy coffees. 

			‘I’m exhausted, Nick, I just can’t imagine being outside. Let’s do it tomorrow.’

			Lucy currently feeds on and off throughout the entire night. It feels like I’ve only just put her down after her last feed when she starts hungry mewing again. I don’t think I have had more than about fifteen minutes continuous sleep since she has been born. And it hurts to feed her, my God my nipples hurt. Is that how it’s meant to feel? 

			‘Seize the moment, Em. Come on, we don’t have to be out for long.’

			‘But what about Lucy?’

			‘I was thinking she could come too,’ he teases.

			‘No, I mean, we need to get all of her stuff together to go out,’ I reply discouragingly.

			‘Then let’s do it, Em. Just tell me what we need and I’ll get it.’

			Nearly an hour later and we are ready to ‘nip out’. I catch a glimpse of myself in the hallway mirror. I look a complete shambles. My long brown hair is tied back into a greasy bun. I have food stains down my top, which I’ve been wearing for the last two days, and slept in last night. I wrap my knee-length coat around me. I’ll just have to keep it on inside. 

			‘You look beautiful,’ Nick lies and gently kisses me. ‘Now, let’s do this.’

			He pushes the pram onto the pavement. I shuffle behind like a geisha. It takes about ten hours to get there and when we finally arrive all the tables inside are occupied. 

			‘You can wait, or there’s tables outside on the pavement?’ the waitress offers. 

			The world feels bigger. Noisier. Everything seems to be happening on a larger scale. The cars seem to be travelling faster. The sun feels brighter. The waitress is talking more loudly than normal. 

			‘Shall we wait, Em? I don’t mind?’

			‘No, let’s sit outside.’ 

			Nick parks up the pram next to the table and I skim over the laminated menu.

			‘A latte and a slice of chocolate cake,’ he says to the waitress.

			‘Make that two.’ I hand her the menu and smile at Nick, who’s gently rocking the pram with his foot. ‘OK, so this is alright, isn’t it?’

			 ‘It’s fab, Em. Small steps, right? Today it’s the café, next time it might be town.’

			This is alright, isn’t it? This is good, we’re out. Together. I grab a paper-thin cushion from another chair and add it to mine, as protection from the wire frame that is pushing against my stitches. 

			 ‘Lean in,’ Nick requests. I move my head a bit closer to the pram. ‘Bit more,’ he says as he takes an awkward picture of me and the hood of the pram. ‘That’s brilliant.’ He shows me the screen with my painted-on smile wincing through the pain, then starts tapping away. 

			‘Please don’t send it to your mum.’

			‘Oh.’ He looks up from his phone guiltily. ‘Sorry, I’ve just sent it. You look great though,’ he lies.

			‘Right, I’m going to nip to the loo. I’ll be back in . . . a bit.’ I steady myself as I stand and use the backs of chairs to weave my way towards the toilet. It’s unisex, and smells strongly of urine. ‘Yuck,’ I mutter to myself. 

			Once in the single cubicle (why do busy cafés always have only one loo right next to the kitchen?) I shakily peel off my maternity leggings and XXL pants. I should have brought a maternity pad in with me but I forgot, obviously. I simply can’t retain any thoughts in my head and the idea of having to pull my pants back up, shuffle back outside, root around in the maternity bag and shuffle in again is too much to bear. I’ll have to wait until I get home. I sit on the cold seat, lean forward as best as I can and attempt to touch my toes, silently willing the direction of wee away from my stitches as I briefly think about the Ramones woman from the hospital. She’s probably out on the piss at the moment, having just shagged her husband and gone back to work, not necessarily in that order. Whereas I still haven’t been for a proper poo yet, just little pellets like the kind guinea pigs do. 

			I’m beginning to think it’s never going to happen. I read an article in That’s Life magazine once about a girl who wanted to get IBS like her friend so she could get time off work, so purposefully didn’t go for a poo. For a whole year. By which time she was, I can only imagine, more shit than person. Anyway, her intestines exploded, like literally erupted. She had to have most of them cut out and wear a colostomy bag for the rest of her life. And she lost her job. And her friend thought she was a dick when she found out what she’d done and didn’t visit her in hospital because she was so cross. 

			That’s going to be me: ninety per cent shit, sitting around waiting for my stomach to explode.

			The toilet walls are covered in vintage posters for club nights, gigs and festivals. It’s like looking at an archive of my former life. I scan them to see if there’s any I recognise, and there, tucked underneath the window, is an A4 printout of Glastonbury 1997. Mine and Rachel’s year. I still have the ticket in a clip frame on my bedroom wall at Mum’s house. I scan through the names, and try to remember us as sixteen-year-olds, carefree and wearing too much tie dye. God, what I’d do to see her now. I could desperately do with a good talking-to, a reality check from my oldest friend. She’d pop out and get me a clean sanitary pad, no questions asked. But she’s not going to be here anytime soon. That’s the sacrifice I made, fucking idiot that I am.

			‘Is there anyone in there?’ The hammering on the door drags me from my thoughts. 

			‘Sorry, I’ll just be a minute.’

			‘OK, it’s just my three-year-old is going to burst.’

			I pull myself off the toilet, carefully dab myself with scratchy paper, and hoik my trousers up. I wash my hands and look at myself in the mirror above the sink. I haven’t seen my face this close up in days, and the harsh strip light highlights every new line, every crease, every dark ring under my eyes. 

			I dry my hands on my leggings and open the door.

			‘Finally,’ The woman rolls her eyes as the little girl pushes past me and hops on the toilet, calling out to her mum, ‘Yuck, it smells horrible!’

			‘I did that,’ I reassure the woman. It is only once I’m halfway back to Nick and Lucy that I realise what I meant was I also said yuck, whereas she will have thought I meant I made that revolting smell. Great.

			‘All good? I was worried. You were gone ages.’

			‘Yep, everything just takes a bit longer at the moment,’ and I tell Nick about the ‘yuck’ mix up. 

			He guffaws with laughter and I’m starting to relax into being out a bit more. The waitress brings over our coffees and cakes and I shut my eyes, letting the autumn sun warm my face. This feels good.

			 Just then a group of builders on their lunch hour sit at the table next to us and all spark up. This would have been me not so long ago, so I can’t judge, but I start fretting that Lucy is going to get lung cancer before she’s a month old from secondary smoke. The anxiety is creeping in again, twisting and tightening around my chest. 

			I try to neck the coffee. It’s scalding hot, and I’m having to down it in uncomfortable gulps. 

			‘There’s no hurry, Em.’

			‘It’s fine, she’s just going to need a feed soon, so maybe we should think about getting off?’ I wrap my cake in a napkin. ‘We can eat these at home, can’t we?’

			‘Seriously, Em.’

			‘Seriously Em nothing. Come on, let’s go,’ I bark. 

			Nick takes a mouthful of his drink. Shakes his head slowly in disapproval and leaves a tenner on the table. 

			‘Sure, let’s go then.’ He shrugs and we retrace our very slow steps back to the flat. 

			At home we sit in silence. I feed Lucy while scattering cake crumbs over her head as Nick flicks through last week’s Sunday supplement. 

			I just want to enjoy being a new mum without assessing every situation with a new-found sense of impending doom, without aching all over, or generally feeling like I am two breaths away from a panic attack. That isn’t too much to ask, is it? 

			I suddenly get a pang of loneliness. Nick clearly doesn’t feel like this at all. He’s tired, yes, and he is a dad now, granted, but nothing has actually changed for him. He’ll be going back to work soon, being busy and using his brain and drinking hot cups of tea at leisure. His body looks exactly the same as it did last week or the week before. He can go for a poo whenever he wants without the fear that his bum might rip in two. I want him to understand all this, but I want him to understand instinctively. I don’t want to have to explain it.

			 There are only two people in the world that would really know how I feel and I’ve already spoken to Mum this morning.

			I’m just not quite brave enough to ring the other one up yet. 

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Six

			Nick is going back to work today. I have no idea how I’m ever going to get Lucy and me out of the flat without help. I’ll just have to start getting everything delivered to the flat and when Lucy’s older I’ll homeschool her. I’ll be one of those recluses they make Channel 5 documentaries about. 

			He’s flapping around, rooting through his leather-look man bag that his mum bought him for Christmas last year. I can’t think what he needs it for; he only takes his wallet and phone to work.

			‘How are you feeling about going back?’ By this, I obviously mean, ‘I’m feeling worried about being left alone.’

			‘Fine. Fine. It’s going to be completely fine.’ Does he mean fine for me or him? 

			‘Look on the bright side, at least you’ll be able to drink a coffee while it’s still warm.’

			‘At least.’ He smiles weakly. I must have looked questioningly at him as he continues, ‘I’m just going to miss you guys, that’s all,’ and he kisses me on the top of my head from behind the sofa. ‘And you know things are a bit tricky at work at the mo.’ I had actually completely forgotten. My memory only seems to stretch back as far as Lucy’s birth. ‘I could just do without it and would prefer to be with you girls really,’ he sighs. He gets lost in his thoughts for a moment and then as if coming out of a trance, enthuses: ‘But you two, you’re going to have a great time!’

			‘As you say, it’s going to be completely fine. I’m looking forward to it in fact,’ I lie.

			‘And I can FaceTime you both from work,’ he reassures me. ‘It’s going to be great, Em. I can pick up something nice for tea from Sainsbury’s on the way home. You two don’t need me hanging around, cramping your style.’ 

			There’s a nervousness to his voice. I think he’s going to miss us more than he’s letting on. 

			‘Look, just ring me anytime, OK? I’ll keep my phone by me all day, so it doesn’t matter when. Do you know what you’re going to do?’

			‘No plans, but it’ll be great. We’ll go out. Meet some other mums. That’s what being on maternity leave is all about, right?’

			‘OK, cool, keep in radio contact.’ He leans over and kisses Lucy’s head and my cheek. ‘Em, you might want to think about having a bath today maybe.’

			‘Have a good day at work, darling,’ I mock. 

			‘Right, I’m off then. See you both later!’ There’s an urgency in his voice but not in his movements as he slopes out of the room.

			‘What does Daddy mean by tricky?’ I ask Lucy. ‘What is Daddy’s job, sweetheart? What does your daddy do?’

			I know it’s something to do with recruitment, and training. Or headhunting: he says headhunting a lot like I should know what that means, but in reality, I’m not actually a hundred per cent sure at all what he does every day. He works for a company that’s a series of posh names like Allterton, Fawcett and Gladstone. Or Middleton, Buckingham and Norfolk, or something like that. We both went through a ‘portfolio career’ period of working in a variety of mismatched offices a few years back, panic-buying smart shirts and pencil skirts from Primark in an attempt to match the clothes with the grown-up job descriptions. And somewhere along the way one of the temp jobs became permanent for Nick, but they all sounded so similar, so pressurised, yet so dull that I can’t remember which one stuck. I know it’s close enough to the council offices where I work to meet for the occasional overpriced panini, but that’s about it. I’ll google it, make it a side project while I’m on leave: learn what your partner does for a living, step one. And I’ll definitely remember to ask him about ‘tricky’ when he gets home. 

			He’s right about needing a bath though. My maternity bra is so soaked in milk that I’m starting to smell a bit like mature cheddar. 

			I wait until I hear the front door slam before turning on Lorraine. I’ll shower in a bit.

			The truth is it all feels massively overwhelming. The amount of paraphernalia that accompanies a newborn baby is utterly ridiculous: two clean sleep suits, a stack of nappies, Sudocrem, cotton wool, wet wipes, muslin cloths, scratch mitts, nappy bags, a sun hat, a warm coat, a blanket, a cuddly toy. And for me: breast pads, nipple cream, lip balm, maternity pads, spare pair of massive pants, bottle of water, purse, mobile, house keys.

			By the time I’ve packed everything in the changing bag, Lucy needs another feed, so I’m struggling to see the point in going out at all. I still can’t sit down properly and have to precariously balance on one bum cheek. You only realise once your vaginal wall has been cut through how very uncomfortable most seats are, other than your own sofa. 

			And as for breastfeeding in public? Well you might as well just ask me to sit topless in Costa as I don’t think it’s ever going to be possible to ‘discreetly’ feed a baby who prefers to hang painfully off the end of my nipple instead of doing any meaningful feeding, so I can’t really see the point in going out. Not at the moment, anyway.

			Lorraine is discussing whether women should be encouraged to grow their armpit hair and pubes. This should fill a good hour.

			I look around our front room. It’s full of bunches of flowers people have sent us, which has been extraordinarily kind, but we only have one vase, so the rest are shoved into pint glasses and plastic milk bottles with the tops cut off. They have all started to wilt and die and the flat carries a distinctive rotting smell. Every surface is also covered in cards. I don’t know what to do with them all, or for that matter, who sent a lot of them. I imagine they’re from people Mum has been broadcasting Lucy’s birth to as she liberally hands out our address during her volunteering shift at the library. There is zero storage in our flat, but is it bad form to chuck out all the new baby cards? And do I have to send cards back to people to thank them for their cards, or is that then starting a never-ending cycle of them having to thank me for my thank you card, and repeat until someone moves or dies? 

			I should really get out of the flat before I go mental, even if it’s just to the shop around the corner. Memorising the daytime TV schedule between 9 a.m. and 6 p.m., which includes lusting after Luke from One Tree Hill and watching Neighbours twice, is not a productive use of my time. I’ve got to venture out, to re-engage with the real world, which frankly feels utterly terrifying at the moment. 

			I will obviously wait until Lorraine’s finished and possibly Frasier, but then I’m definitely going to start to have a really serious think about going out. 

			 

			*

			 

			Who in their right mind would consider leaving the house when Twins is the afternoon film on ITV2? That would be a crime against TV. As a consequence, yesterday didn’t go according to plan. I did, at least, wash. 

			But today is going to be different. The arty cinema down the bottom of the road opens its doors every Tuesday morning to mums with babies under the age of one. They screen all the current films, with the addition of turning the lights up so you can see your child, and cranking up the sound, so you can hear what is being said over the noise of everyone’s crying babies. 
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