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Introduction


Thanks for choosing to read my book or at least flick through it in a shop while you wait for it to stop raining.


In these chapters, you will find an incredibly unexceptional story told by an unqualified woman going out of her way to be extremely unhelpful. You’re welcome. 


It’s the story of how an ordinary woman decided to become an ordinary mother to an ordinary baby. A story that takes place thousands of times every day in every country across the world. There she is, joining an unending line of matryoshka dolls splitting open to pop out another little figurine, who in turn pops out another little figurine, repeat ad infinitum until the Sun explodes/Earth explodes/we explode and our endless game of genetic copy and paste finally stops.


And therein lies the problem. This tale has been around for so long and been told so often that we are too jaded to see what it really involves. But scratch away at the layers of fluffy teddy bears and adorable teeny tiny sleepsuits, and eventually you’ll reveal the tale hidden underneath: a brand new mother, freshly born herself, watching exhausted and astounded as the tectonic plates of her very existence shift beneath her. But that doesn’t fit on a card from Funky Pigeon, does it. 


So that is the story I am telling. It is both massive and profound, and at the same time mediocre and humdrum. This book may not be useful in a ‘Here’s a Diagram on Perineal Massage’ or ‘37 Steps to Safely Serve a Toddler a Grape’ kind of way, but what it does do, I hope, is reflect back the quiet story of the exceptionally unexceptional experiences that so many mothers share. 


As a cis white woman married to a cis white man who were fortunate to conceive naturally, my account of parenthood is undoubtedly limited by my many privileges. My hope, though, is no matter what your family looks like, whether you’re a mum and a dad, or two mums, or a single parent involved in a passionate affair with Disney+, and regardless of whether you’ve had your child the old fashioned way or you’ve adopted, or you cooked up your sprogs with a surrogate, I hope that you can see a little of yourself in the story I describe. A story that, at its heart, is often universal. A story of how deciding to have a child can be a prolonged and agonising process rather than an enthusiastic swan dive into a world of soft play and pureeing. A story of how being a parent can mean the banal rubs up against the breathtaking twice before you’ve even had time to scoop the sleep out of your knackered, crusty eyes. A story of how you can think your kid is the best thing you’ve ever done while simultaneously thinking the little prick is the biggest mistake you’ve ever made. Because in many ways, my child, my darling Ratbag, really is a dreadful, dreadful mistake. And believe me, I have racked up some top-notch mistakes in my 27 years (plus another ten years). 


My mistakes come in different forms. Some of them are so small and meaningless that I knowingly continue to repeat them, for example:


- Thinking I can make poached eggs


- Putting on red lipstick before brushing my teeth


- Trying olives


- Ordering jeans online


- Thinking it’s OK to write ‘lettuce know’ instead of ‘let us know’ on formal work emails.


Then there are the mistakes that come in the form of one-offs that happened years ago but still have the ability to make me sweat with shame on random Monday mornings at 3.00 am, i.e.:


- The time I ran out of petrol in a traffic jam on a dual carriageway and, while attempting to get my phone from the back seat to call for help, managed to lock myself out the car. I then had to perch on my boot in my yellow anorak looking like a desexualised version of a 90s Nuts magazine photoshoot as confused drivers looked on at 1mph.


- The time at university when I insisted on cutting my friend’s hair by making her stand in a bath and then slowly turn in a circle towards the snipping of my scissors. The resulting asymmetrical bob I gave her curly locks made her look like a cross between King Louis XIV and the sister with the ‘pencil’ hair-do in the penultimate episode of Fleabag. Needless to say, I am no longer in contact with either that girl or her hair.


- The time during a job interview for the role of a part-time library assistant, I was asked who inspired me, and my answer was the well-known literary trailblazer, Caprice.


- The time I bumped into an ex-boyfriend and, unsure how to end the awkward exchange, stretched out my arm to initiate a formal handshake (with a man I had lived with for two years and once shagged in the loos of the London Dungeon).


And then we come to the big mistakes. The real balls-ups. The mistakes I wish I could go back and undo but know that if I did, my life would be unrecognisable. Things like going to that particular university, studying that particular subject, saying yes to that job, saying no to that boy. These are complicated mistakes. They make me think, ‘Perhaps I could have done things differently, but at the same time, I’m glad I made them because of where they led me. I’m glad I learned from them, and above all, I’m glad I have an anecdote about shagging in the London Dungeon.’ 


It’s somewhere around here, in this complex and contradictory place of self-reflection, where I would file the decision to have a child.


In another life, there is the ‘me’ who opted to remain child-free. I daydream about that woman. There she is. Napping on the sofa, drooling gently onto an expensive velvet cushion she was able to buy because she doesn’t have to worry about ever-present tiny hands covered in Frube. When that woman wakes, she’ll leave the house, not accounting for her whereabouts to anyone. She’ll amble to a café at her own pace by herself, not having to stop to look at each leaf on the ground that a small tyrant has pointed out, or create an origin story for a discarded McCoys packet that said small tyrant has spotted in a hedge. The woman will arrive at the café and choose what she wants to eat – not having to consider how long it may take to prepare and whether her constant miniature companion has the patience necessary to wait. The woman can sit on a high stool, not having to worry about a wiggly little person falling off. The woman can go to the loo by herself without a pint-sized narrator joining her in the cubicle, loudly asking why Mummy’s front bot bot is spiky. 


That woman has a perky rack, an unwearied face and shoes that are totally unsuitable for chasing after someone determined to capture a squirrel. The woman’s bag contains an uncracked, fully charged phone and a novel she started a day ago that she’s almost finished. The bag does not contain a small plastic tractor or a Tupperware of stale rice cakes, and neither does it hold a pack of wet wipes, a wizened conker, or a ‘use in case of emergency’ Kinder Surprise.


That woman’s time is her own. All of it. That woman’s headspace is her own. All of it. Her needs are the only needs she has to prioritise. 


I look at that woman, leaving the café now, off back home to finish that book or order that expensive white cashmere jumper to go with her new dry-clean only white linen trousers, and I think two things.


1) What a lucky cow.


2) I’m glad I’m not her.


So, this is the story of how I made my most excellent mistake. A story of contradiction, of monotony, of wonder and of small people crapping on your carpet and then grinding it in with their foot like Sandy in Grease putting out a cigarette. A story I would have liked to have read when I was thinking about having a kid and one that would have offered me hope as a lost new mum. It’s my spectacular boring story, but I really hope that sometimes, it’s your spectacular boring story too.










1 


Deciding


When my sister gave birth to her first child, I was 25 and working at a very serious TV news channel as a highly ineffective marketing assistant. My job involved lots of excellent transferable skills, like ordering mouse mats and Googling, ‘What is marketing?’ I can’t remember what I was earning but I’d make a can of tomato soup last me two lunches, and would feel giddy with hedonism if I could afford a Babybel to drop in the middle.


When I got the call that my nephew had been born, I took the afternoon off work (the mouse mat backlog would have to wait) and on the way to catch the train to the hospital, I stopped at a fancy Soho bakery. I bought four delicious cupcakes, each one a different wildly exotic flavour. The lady serving me placed each cake carefully in a special box, sealed the box with a special sticker, and then put the special box with the special sticker inside a special bag. I spent more on those cupcakes than I would have spent on soup in a fortnight. And off I went to the hospital. 


After I tracked down the maternity ward, I tentatively pulled open the curtains surrounding what I hoped was the right bed. Inside was quite the sight. Staring back at me was my box-fresh nephew in a Perspex cot, and beside him, my sister looking – and I cannot overstate this – like an absolute dog.


Physically, my sister Shona and I are very different creatures. I’m a massive wall of a woman: nearly six feet tall with industrial hips. My sister, on the other hand, is the runt of the litter. She’s five feet six, 90% bone, 10% Parkrun. We like to put our physical differences down to the fact our mother smoked a little when she was pregnant with Shona. (It was the 70s. Be chill.)


It turns out my whippet of a sister had been cooking up a baby that was an absolute unit. This had led to a very rough birth that lasted around three lunar cycles and ended in a forceps delivery that ripped her so badly she was left with a 4th-degree tear that had to be repaired under general anaesthetic. All of that combined – the whopper of a baby, the sleep deprivation, the traumatic delivery – explained why the woman in the hospital bed staring back at me looked like Ronnie Wood in a maternity bra.


Gradually the hospital cubicle filled up. We were joined by my brother-in-law and my parents. There was laughing and crying and cooing and pooing. It was a momentous day for our family. The day my sister transformed from woman to mother. The day Mum and Dad gained a long-awaited promotion to grandparents. It was a distinct new period in the family story. A new paragraph starting with one of those enormous elaborately decorated uppercase letters you see in medieval documents, painstakingly illustrated in gold leaf by a blind hermit monk. A huge day. A massive day. A day of days. And yet, as I left the hospital and headed back home, the main thought circulating in my mind was not about my nephew or my sister, and neither was it about the majesty of new life or the quiet nobility of the female body. No. My one clear, overwhelming thought as I sat on the train home, was that no one had mentioned the cupcakes. 


And that, I think, tells you everything you need to know about my interest in babies. 


This might be a good point to mention that I am the youngest child and also the youngest grandchild on both sides of my family. A position I had always been more than content with. Sure, I was 25 and an extremely high-flying mouse mat executive, but I was still very happy bathing in all that glorious attention. I was the funny one. The silly one. The one who was a bit useless at everything but in a disarming way, thank you very much. And so, that day in the hospital, I was faced with an awful realisation. That from now on, anything and everything this newborn baby did would trump anything I could ever do. Even something amazing like buying four cupcakes.


A usurper had staged a bloody coup and in doing so had both ruined his mother’s undercarriage and chucked me and my red velvet off our pedestal. 


What. A. Knob.


As the weeks and months rolled by, my nephew resolutely refused to stop being younger than me. And so I gradually learnt to accept his snide existence. But that didn’t mean I was enthusiastic about being an aunt. In hindsight, I cringe at what an arsehole I was to my sister in those early days and during her son’s first few years. 


As my nephew grew older, I remember having heated arguments with my sister where she’d tearily ask me why I wasn’t like her friend’s sisters who endlessly volunteered to babysit. Why didn’t I want to make the trip back to Essex to spend time with my nephew and then, in turn, my new little niece? Didn’t I love them? Didn’t I care? To be honest, I didn’t. I had grown to feel about them the same way I feel about anchovies – they aren’t something I enjoy, and the smell of them can make me retch.


My detachment from her kids wasn’t just about petty jealousy. It was also the fact that I had never hung out with a baby and had no desire to do so. I didn’t know anything about babies, or how to interact with them, and I didn’t have any desire to learn. I wasn’t drawn to them like some of my female friends were, gagging to sniff a newborn’s head like a coke addict snorting up gear midway through a bender. 


For as long as I can remember, if someone showed me a picture of a baby, I felt nothing. However, if I’d been shown a picture of a cat, I could almost feel the fur growing on my ovaries. I’d want to kiss and cuddle all of the baby puddy tats. With baby humans, a curt head nod coupled with a ‘How do you do?’ was more my style. I had the maternal instinct of a pitta bread. I assumed it would change. I assumed that I’d hit 30, an alarm bell would sound, and I’d find myself hit with an overwhelming urge to start shooting out kids, my womb like a production line featured in Inside the Factory. I’d churn out baby after baby as Greg Wallace in a hairnet enthuses about the speed and precision of my labelling process. But it never happened.


I soon learnt that when I voiced this disinterest in having children, people often responded with discomfort. They would quickly dismiss what I’d said (‘You don’t mean that, you’ll change your mind’), wanting to shoo the awkwardness away or, more often than not, laugh at the tales I’d tell about the awful things my evil nephew had gotten up to now. The innate attention-seeker in me enjoyed how much tension I could create with this subject, so I began to ramp up my act. Having my genuine uncertainty about whether or not I wanted kids disregarded by family, friends and co-workers – coupled with my hardwired need for the limelight – turned me into a caricature of a kid-hater. I became Essex’s answer to Miss Hannigan, the gin-swilling, evil owner of the orphanage in Annie. The more I exaggerated my disgust of children, the more deviant I appeared, the louder the laughter. Great for stand-up. Less useful at lunch with your in-laws. 


Women having the ‘luxury’ of opting out of motherhood is, in the grand scheme of human existence, an extremely recent development. To suggest you have no desire to procreate or that you’ve no natural yearning to fulfil the archetype of ‘mother’ can provoke a surprisingly strong reaction.


‘What do you mean you don’t want children? But you’re a FEMALE WOMAN. With a WOMB. What else are you for? Please god tell us that you at least have a basic béchamel sauce recipe in your repertoire or you’ll have to be exterminated.’


With new generations coming of age, the resolve not to have kids is undoubtedly a growing societal movement. Whether it’s due to financial or environmental reasons or just being more mindful that parenthood doesn’t have to be a certainty, more and more women are remaining child-free. One study found that the proportion of women who never have children has doubled in a generation. Hopefully this means that gradually the condescension and pity that my uncertainty was met with will ebb further away, leaving all women with room to question their attitudes towards reproduction without fear of vilification, or unwanted and unnecessary sympathy. Children are not the only route to having a meaningful life as a woman. I had a meaningful life before I had a child, and had I not become a mother, my life would still have value, worth and love (and significantly fewer discarded raisins in my pocket).


I always batted my innate ambivalence towards kids being down to my nature, but I also think it’s worth acknowledging that for a long time, my life simply wasn’t set up for me to have a kid. I started dating my current husband, Phil, when I was 25, and he was 34. I was young and giddy with my lofty mouse mat ambitions, and he was a very clever, handsome journalist who had recently come out of a long-term relationship with a woman his age. In a classic man-in-his-30s move, he cleverly hitched his wagon to a younger female wagon with no immediate withering ovary concerns. Canny. There was zero reproduction desire from anyone here.


And we had a brilliant life. All we did was laugh and drink and then go on holiday to hot places where we’d laugh and drink – this time whilst wearing summer dresses (me) and sweating from the chest hair (me again). 


Things were marvellous. I had begun to dabble in stand-up comedy and found, to my amazement, that there was a life away from mouse mats and bulk-ordering biros. Phil was supporting me in my new exciting career both emotionally (lovely) and financially (lovelier), and we were flying high. As relationships go, this one was a belter. In fact, things were going so well between us that, after two years, Phil moved to Moscow.


Oh.


He’d been offered a job he couldn’t turn down, but we wanted to stay together. And that was that. For the next three years, we would stumble through a long-distance relationship, which I can highly recommend if you’re into strange reunions where the love of your life with whom you’ve shared roll-on deodorant walks into your hotel room and feels as familiar as the maintenance man who’s just been in to fix the air con. 


I’d get so nervous at these occasional homecomings. I’d sit waiting for him in fancy London hotel rooms working out my plan of action. When he walks in, should I peck him on the cheek or flash him my boobs? I haven’t seen him for two months. Maybe just one boob, then? That’s right, isn’t it? One tit for a boyfriend, half a tit for the air con man? Usually, I’d settle for something in the middle – a high five.


During those Russki years, I’d moved out of the apartment Phil and I had shared and moved into a flat-share with some of my best friends. I loved it. In an ideal world, I would still live in a commune of female friends today. I sometimes daydream about what it would be like. I imagine we’d hang out all day watching This Morning, French-plaiting our hair, discussing the importance of accepting the ageing process whilst simultaneously organising our next Botox bulk buy. Men would only be allowed in for very specific reasons i.e. smoochie-smoochie/explaining what AirDrop is. 


My actual flat-share with my friends Julia and Sophie in Hampstead was almost as idyllic. We’d spend our weekends walking on the Heath, going for brunch and then coming home to make fancy recipes involving za’atar. As a trio, we became passionate about our niche viewing habits. We were obsessed with 80s BBC drama Tenko, that depicts a Japanese female prisoner of war camp during WW2. We’d discuss how truly awful it must have been to live through such a horrific experience, but on the other hand, marvel at how enviably thin the actresses playing starving prisoners were. Every cloud.


I was writing in the day and doing stand-up four or five nights a week, slowly climbing my way up what comics call the LOL ladder (no one has ever called it that). Phil was living in a huge bachelor pad in Moscow and going on ex-pat nights out that would start at midnight. Hardly a mummy and daddy in the making. It’s hard to underline how much kids weren’t on either of our minds. We had zero interest and, crucially, zero space for a tiny person in our strange ‘together but apart’ relationship. 


As time went on, with Phil and I still in different countries, I did start to get interested in getting engaged. Not an original desire for a 20-something woman, I’ll admit, but it was always something I just assumed would happen. To me, it was inevitable. Everyone important in my life were married couples. My grandparents, my parents, Eamonn Holmes and Ruth Langsford. Kids, I wasn’t sure about, but a ring on my finger to prove a man owned me? YES PLEASE. Sure, it’s old fashioned and conformist but come on, you get a whole day where people legally have to tell you how beautiful you are while you act like a total cow to your bridesmaids when one of them misses a step in the routine you’ve choreographed to ‘Boom Boom Boom’ by The Outhere Brothers. Why wouldn’t I want to do it? 


I was aware, of course, that I could propose to Phil. After all, I’m a feminist and don’t shave above the knee to prove it. I was an equal part of this equal relationship. I could have asked him. But I knew I never would. Because if I did, I would resent him for the rest of my life, which isn’t the best way of entering into wedded bliss. I shamelessly and without embarrassment wanted a proposal. MY proposal. I’d gobbled up enough romcoms to know the ‘correct’ order of doing things. The grateful man proposes to the superior lady. It’s basic physics.


And so, a mild itch began to form that only a proposal would scratch. When I examine why the itch flared up, I think it was threefold:


1) I was heading towards 30, an age when women famously explode into slime unless they are legally shackled to a man.


2) I was experiencing a simmering rage about clearly being incredible marriage material and, if Phil didn’t want to hook this sexy fish, then he should, as Virginia Woolf once said, ‘shit or get off the pot’ (I am aware in this analogy that I am a toilet).


3) External pressure, both imagined and real.


Every day I would log on to Facebook (it was like the 17th century’s equivalent of TikTok) and see another photo of someone I’d once met at a barbecue, waggling a fresh ring on a now very diamondy finger. Every day. Diamondy fingers up Welsh mountains. Diamondy fingers up Eiffel Towers. Diamondy fingers next to a carriage and a sad horse in Central Park. And always accompanied by a comment involving the bastardisation of some Beyoncé lyrics (that I refuse to recap here because you have to draw a line in the sand somewhere). 


Every time I saw one of these pictures, my ancient un-engaged soul would take another swig from its bottle of Malibu while slurring the words to ‘On My Own’ from Les Mis. I remember a friend once sent me a screen grab of a Facebook status posted by a girl we’d gone to school with. She knew I’d hate-like it. She was right because it went a little bit like this: 


‘When we got to the beach, Rob pulled out ANOTHER engagement ring! Now I have two! Luckiest girl in the world! He must have really liked it, to have put TWO rings on it!’


As I read it, I vividly remember I was standing in my dressing gown in the kitchen eating a cold jacket potato like an apple. And at that moment, I discovered that I, too, had two things for this woman, and they were both of my middle (non-diamondy) fingers flicking her two big fat birds.


TWO RINGS. I couldn’t even get one from my boyfriend and I’d hosted everyone’s favourite TV makeover show with questionable feminist values, Snog Marry Avoid, FFS.


And that was just the randoms getting engaged. When the avalanche of nuptials began to collide with my closest friends, sweeping them up and spitting them out with a new prefix, well, that was even harder. 


I was envious of them, happy for them and furious with them all at the same time. Envious of having a partner who had so willingly signed on the dotted line. Happy for their legally documented love. Furious when I saw how gleefully they severed their surname and hurriedly stitched on that of their new husband in its place.


The name changes really got to me. I didn’t know these new women. Shelly Lloyd was the girl I went to school with. Who da fuq was Shelly Atkinson, and why was she sending me messages asking if 5.00 pm on Saturday was OK to drop round for a cuppa and had I tried the ratatouille recipe she’d sent me? ‘GO AWAY WEIRDO,’ I’d think. ‘WHO ARE YOU?’.


I am territorial about my friends. My core group of mates are a noisy gaggle of Essex women I’ve been friends with since I was 11. Our friendship straddles the arc of our lives. From first periods and lengthy debates about the magnitude of picking Art GCSE over Drama, to eyebrow microblading disasters and end-of-days break-ups with absolute tools. We’ve watched from the sidelines as truly awful events engulf one of our pack, and swooped in en masse like a scene from a loo roll advert where a door opens and seven puppies come charging out at full pelt, full of love, enthusiasm and dribble.


There have been dreadful girls’ holidays to Kavos, where we spent all our money on fishbowls of rancid cocktails called things like Handjob on the Beach, and ended up surviving on packets of Pasta ‘n’ Sauce made in the hotel room kettle. There have been brilliant girls’ holidays to quaint towns in France, where our rooftop apartment provided a thrilling front row seat to an all-male threesome happening in the apartment opposite us. We came back with a few new tricks up our sleeves and an iron resolution to always close the curtains. 


Through everything, they were and are my first loves. 


My constants. 


And one by one, as Phil and I trundled on 1500 miles apart, I saw these friends get engaged and then married. There they went, moving in and on with nice local boys who were keen to start nice, settled lives with their girls, whereas I’d picked a man from the other side of the world (literally – Australia) who had shown his love for me by moving alone to an authoritarian state.


After nearly five years together (three of those spent in different time zones) the mild ‘itch’ to get engaged was now more like the burning, stinging agony of a box jellyfish tentacle being dragged slowly over an eyeball. 


Engagement was the subtext in every phone call. Even when I would seem upbeat and light, cheerfully waving him goodbye on FaceTime by flapping a bingo wing (we all do Skype sex differently) I would be screaming inside, ‘PROPOSE TO ME YOU BELLEND. I AM A RAY OF FUCKING SUNSHINE.’


It became a toxic subject. He would insist he was deeply committed to our relationship and assured me we’d marry in time, and I would say OK, waggle my arm fat, hang up and then cry mournfully to my housemates.


A few days before my 30th birthday, a friend – seeing that I was a bit blue about the whole situation – suggested that we go for drinks in Covent Garden. An evening of early celebrations and an opportunity to drunk-bitch about my shit of a boyfriend? I was in. 


London’s Covent Garden is famous for all sorts of street performers. If you’re lucky, you’ll see a woman in a ball gown belting out that song from the Honda advert whilst balancing on a tightrope and doing some fire-eating. It’s a place of noise and bustle and drama. Which explains why, initially, I barely noticed the group of people start to surround the table my friend and I were sitting at, and begin to sing.


When I did clock them, I assumed they were some of the aforementioned street performers. But as the singing continued in quite a targeted fashion to only us, I decided that they were actually drama students doing something annoying. Any moment now, I thought, this little marketing stunt would end and a leaflet would be placed on our table with the details of their new show: a potted retelling of the novels of John le Carré through the medium of jazz and finger puppets.


Like any good Briton, I did the only thing I knew how to do in this awkwardly conspicuous situation: I stared fiercely into my friend’s eyes and ignored them. But their singing kept getting louder. My attempts at conversation were now being held at the level usually reserved for a 2.00 am heart-to-heart in front of the DJ booth in Oceana. What was really weird was that my friend was now looking utterly petrified. She wasn’t responding to anything I was saying. Why wasn’t she ignoring them too? What was wrong with her? Had she forgotten how to be British? I knew she was half-Portuguese but surely she knew what was expected of her.


Now, when you see videos online of unsuspecting people caught up in the middle of surprise flash mobs, it looks like a joyous experience. ‘All that seemingly spontaneous singing and dancing – how MAGICAL!’ you think.


I’m a big flash mob fan. I wasted days of my life watching them online. Along with ‘military reunions’ and ‘cats hiding in funny places’, videos of flash mobs are my go-to pick-me-up.


‘Sure, my house has burnt down because my life savings hidden inside the bath panelling caught fire, but I’ve just watched a kid find her daddy hiding in her Wendy house when he was meant to be in Kabul, and now I’m looking at a long-haired tabby curled up in a colander and next up is a montage of a surprise choir welcoming people home in an airport arrival lounge. Best day EVER! … What? I’ve just been fired? Well, thank goodness I saved that clip of a litter of kittens being raised by a friendly sow!’


But on that evening in Covent Garden, I discovered that if, like me, you find yourself in the middle of a flash mob that you know nothing about, your thoughts escalate quite quickly along these lines: 


This is a bit weird. Why are they coming so close to me? 


God, they’re loud … Why has my friend gone silent? … 


Oh shit. They’re clearly from a satanic sect and have chosen us to be their next sacrifice. THE END IS NIGH AND I NEVER GOT THE CHANCE TO BE ON PIERS MORGAN’S LIFE STORIES.


The fear of my life ending in a demonic ritual of disembowelment abated when out of nowhere, my boyfriend tapped me on the shoulder, a huge smile on his face and said, ‘This is all for you, Ellie’, before popping the question. 


Although, I think ‘popping’ seems too trivial a word to use for our situation. Bubble gum and weasels go ‘pop’. Overdue proposals laced with resentment in stressful long-distance relationships do not ‘pop’. I’ll have another go … 


… My boyfriend tapped me on the shoulder, a huge smile on his face and said, ‘This is all for you, Ellie’, before detonating the question.


Finally, dear reader, after five years together, he had proposed. And to be fair to him, he had done it in style because, well, he had to, really. Not only had he enlisted the help of my friend to ensure I was in the right place at the right time and organised the menacing flash mob, he had also arranged for the whole thing to be secretly filmed.


It’s a very special thing to have captured on video forever. I love watching it back, seeing my husband’s excitement, my phew-I’m-not-going-to-be-slaughtered happiness and the Italian family of tourists sitting next to us in the pub whose faces show complete disinterest throughout the whole thing, until just after I say, ‘Yes! Yes, of course, I’ll marry you!’ when they start smiling – because the waiter arrives with their burgers. 


My husband maintains arranging a flash mob is the nicest thing a man has ever done for me, which means he never has to do anything romantic ever again, and to his credit, he’s really lived by that sentiment.


So that was that. We were engaged. We were delighted and excited and very soon, we were very drunk. We called my parents with the news (‘About time’) and then Phil’s parents in Sydney (‘Oh big bloody hell’). There was a ring on a finger and a date in the diary. 


A year after that, Phil moved back from Russia, and we married a few days before Christmas. It was a gorgeous day tarnished only slightly by a rogue decision to have my hair styled far more formally than normal. When I reached the altar, a life-affirming moment I had imagined and longed for, the first thing I whispered into my dashing groom’s ear was, ‘I look like Margaret Thatcher’.


Finally, no more questions from friends and family about when he was going to propose. No more jokes from my dad that by the time Phil and I got hitched, we’d be old enough to have the honeymoon on a Saga cruise. I felt like I could catch my breath. I’d caught up to where I was supposed to be in life. I was married and living with my husband. I was like my friends. Both the external pressure and the pressure I’d put on myself was lifted.


I WAS FREE.


But not for long. 


As the playground rhyme says, ‘first comes love, then comes marriage, then comes Ellie with a little baby carriage’. I don’t know which baby carriage is being referred to here – perhaps a Bugaboo Bee, but regardless, a new pressure was forming.


After two years of marriage, I was 33, and by now, only two of my Essex friends were, like me, childfree. Like all marginalised groups in society, we set up a WhatsApp support group. It was called ‘The Patsys’ after our hero, Patsy from Absolutely Fabulous. The profile picture was a photo of her asleep in a skip. 


The group began as a way to chat about things away from our knackered parent friends who were in the midst of sleep regressions and leaking. We swapped messages about boozy nights, lie-ins and how we never felt like we were going to piss ourselves when doing a jumping jack. 


But as time went on, and we found ourselves undeniably heading towards our mid-30s, The Patsys chat began to change. It morphed into a space where we’d send obscure articles we’d read online at 3.00 am about how apparently easy-peasy it was to get pregnant after 35 and how Celine Dion had twins when she was 42 and how we still had ABSOLUTELY DEFINITELY LOADS OF TIME TO HAVE A BABY.


Both mine and Phil’s families also seemed to be panicking on our behalf too. And they weren’t subtle about it. They’d all seen how long it took us to get married, and this fuelled them to go on the attack with the delicacy of a slut drop. A prime example of this was my mother spending her and my dad’s 40th wedding anniversary telling Phil, (and I am quoting verbatim here, so if you wince at the wording, please send your letter of complaint to ElliesMum@askjeeves.net) that he needed to hurry up and get on with ‘spreading his sperm’. 


If you need to take a minute to dry heave into a hedge, please go ahead.


What a verb choice. ‘Spreading’. She made it sound like jam. It also suggests a bit of haphazardness, like Phil should be dolloping it out all over the shop as though it didn’t matter if I was the vessel who had the baby. At this point, any baby that had been created by Phil’s Bonne Maman raspberry conserve was better than nothing. 


My sister was just as bad. For years she had been saying to me, ‘By the time you have a baby, your nephew will be at university’. I always wanted to say back, ‘Hmm, will he though? Because I’ve read his homework …’


On Phil’s side, my mother-in-law had been after grandchildren since around the time he’d grown his first pubic hair. To be fair to her, she’d never hidden her hopes from us, and they really spilled out one Christmas morning. Sitting round the Christmas tree at their home in Sydney, a glass of Buck’s Fizz in hand, I opened a present from his mum addressed to both Phil and me. 


Inside the wrapping paper, I found a copy of the book Secrets of the Baby Whisperer. 


Just to reiterate – at this point Phil was still in Russia and me in the UK. There was no baby and absolutely zero plans for a baby. At this juncture, my womb was like a London penthouse owned by an off-shore business magnate: vacant for the foreseeable future.


Staring at a newborn sleeping peacefully on the cover of the book, I had no idea how I was meant to react. The Buck’s Fizz wasn’t helping, so I found myself mentally zipping through a Rolodex of behaviours I could respond with; I could do some basic-bitch ‘HAHA YOU ARE SO FUNNY’ gratitude or perhaps a bit of Hugh Grant confusion or a lovely bit of textbook mother-in-law-backlash along the lines of: ‘Well, seeing as we’re giving people things they don’t need right now but might do in the future, here’s a pamphlet about choosing the right care home’. 


Turns out I didn’t need to reply with anything because when Phil saw the book, he spat out his outrage. 


‘Mum! Why did you get us this?!’ 


To which she cheerfully replied, ‘Well, sometimes accidents happen.’ Accidents happen. Her genuine response. Nothing like a traditional Christmas Day wish for an unplanned pregnancy.


I thought it was bad back then. But once we were married, the parents-in-law’s desire for a new heir ramped up to DEFCON 1. We would FaceTime them every couple of weeks, and each call would feature a heavily awkward moment where one of them would say, ‘So … any news?’ And every time we’d have to tell them that, no, there was no news unless they wanted to hear about the council’s proposal to switch our black bin collections from once a week to fortnightly. They did not want to hear about the bins.


Plus, all my friends just kept on doing it. Child after child. Before long, even one of the Patsys went over to the dark side. I haven’t experienced that level of peer pressure since I got a henna tattoo on my lower back during that Kavos holiday in 2002.


And all the while, Phil and I were trying to work out what having kids would mean for us. How on Earth would we make it work? How could they fit into our lives? We both travelled so much – his work hours completely dictated by the news agenda and mine often taking place during the evenings with no routine whatsoever. How could a kid ever slot into our weird, messy lives? And more importantly, did we even want a child?


Tellingly though, something within me had started to shift because now when I saw a baby in a café, while my ovaries remained very much, ‘new phone, who dis?’, my brain was interested. I began to stare at kids in the same way I would stare at a piece of flat-pack furniture before assembling it. Trying to work out if I had the patience and correct Allen key to make this chest of drawers. Assessing that if I did, would it be worth all the effort in the first place? What if I put it together really badly? What if I hated it when it was made? What if the drawers ruined my career or put too much pressure on my marriage, or what if it got ill or wanted facial piercings or didn’t like musical theatre?


And then I got a message. On the Patsy WhatsApp group. By this point, it wasn’t really a group anymore because there were only two of us left, and you can’t have a group of two. That’s why Howard isn’t legally allowed to leave Take That. The remaining Patsy said that she didn’t know how else to tell me, so here goes – she was going to have to leave the group because she was pregnant. With twins. What an exit.


I began to up my recon. Night vision goggles and full camo. Gradually, and in keeping with my painfully negative and controlling nature, I began to consume everything I could on birth and beyond. I still wasn’t interested in the actual babies bit of having a baby (pure detail), but I was consumed with investigating the background, the experience, the practicalities.


The trouble with research is sometimes you can get bogged down in it. Too many facts and considerations can paralyse you. I was immersing myself in articles that estimated the average cost of raising a child until they’re 18, to be around £70– £80,000. I then read another article saying that actually £70–£80,000 is the estimate for boys only, and that girls, in fact, cost parents around £108,000. Jesus Christ. I knew I’d gotten through my fair share of Rimmel Heather Shimmer Lip Gloss in my teenage years, but this gendered difference seemed extraordinary. Then I started reading up on the birth process and discovered that 90% of women tear during childbirth, with 20% of mothers still experiencing urinary incontinence ten years after their child was born, and an unlucky 3% having faecal incontinence as a glorious reminder of their child’s original birthday. Then I looked into the effect that having kids has on relationships, reading that around two-thirds of married couples said the quality of their relationship nose-dived before their child turned three. 


As a woman who very much enjoyed a great relationship with her husband, intact toileting abilities and the occasional frivolous shopping spree in Zara Home, my research was compelling in all the wrongs ways. 


In the end, the thing that pushed me over the edge when deciding if I should try to get pregnant was a conversation I had with my mother. We were sitting in my tiny garden in Hackney, she was talking about me having kids (as bloody always), and I was saying I couldn’t feasibly see how we could manage a baby around our jobs. I was going round and round in circles about how exorbitant nursery costs were, and how their opening hours probably wouldn’t work for both mine and Phil’s complicated work schedules, when my mum gently stopped me. She said that if I waited for the perfect answer to how it would all work, quite simply, I would never have a child. I said that my concerns weren’t just logistical, and I was just about to whip out my new-found fun facts on faecal incontinence when she stopped me again. She told me not to think about this decision in terms of what my life would look like imminently if I decided to have a child but what it would mean for my life when I was her age. How did I want my life to look in the future?


I thought on that a lot. I understood what she meant. I’d done all the groundwork. I knew everything I needed to learn. Much like when Phil knew he had to propose or face the loss of this hot piece of Brentwood ass – in terms of having a baby, I knew the time had come for me to shit or get off this particular pot.


I decided that, while I wasn’t 100% sure and still wasn’t innately drawn to children, I knew that when I imagined myself at my mum’s age, I was surrounded by a family I had made. I knew (and prepare for a nice bleak image here) that I couldn’t imagine dying having not been a mother. Told you. Bleak. But unarguably a decision (of sorts). Phil, on his own route of pondering, had begrudgingly come to the same conclusion.


And so that was that. Here we were at last, sitting on the metaphorical pot together. We joined metaphorical hands, and the metaphorical straining began.
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