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			To Becky and Rachel – we DID go to the spa!

		

	
		
			Early praise for So Thrilled For You

		

		
			‘I raced through So Thrilled For You. I think it’s brilliant: so funny, so sad, so scary. (And oh, dear God, it brought back so many memories!)’
 Jacqueline Wilson

		




		
			‘I loved it. Part whodunnit, part dark take-down of motherhood, and the vast love and limits it imposes on women. It will be huge’ 
Gillian McAllister

		

		
			‘This dark and intoxicating portrayal of female friendship cleverly captures how the choices we make as women threaten to divide us. Compelling, thought provoking and unputdownable – I absolutely loved it’ 
Sarah Turner (@TheUnmumsyMum)

		

		
			Bourne’s propulsive plot pulls her readers through an emotionally charged day whilst exploring the tenderest, most shameful and funny aspects of the divisive experiences of motherhood, almost motherhood and being child-free by choice, culminating in an explosive, but ultimately universally empowering, denouement’ 
Kate Sawyer

		

		
			‘Reading So Thrilled For You I found myself pulled into an all too familiar landscape where the pressures on women – mothers and non-mothers like – were so visceral and acute I had to close the book to gasp at times. A hearty congratulations and a high five to Holly!’ 
Emily Edwards

		

		
			‘I enjoyed it so, SO MUCH. I was utterly GRIPPED. So many unexpected but wholly believable twists and turns. I think it will resonate for all women. Yet it’s so much fun’ 
Marian Keyes

		


	

Contents


About the Author 


Also by Holly Bourne 


Title Page


Copyright


Dedication


Prologue


Nicki


Lauren


Steffi


Charlotte


Nicki


Lauren


Steffi


Charlotte


Nicki


Lauren


Steffi


Charlotte


Nicki


Lauren


Steffi


Charlotte


Nicki


Lauren


Steffi


Charlotte


Nicki


Lauren


Steffi


Charlotte


Nicki


Lauren


Steffi


Charlotte


Nicki


Lauren


Steffi


Charlotte


Nicki


Lauren


Steffi


Charlotte


Nicki


Lauren


Steffi


Charlotte


Epilogue


Acknowledgements





		
		
			Prologue

			The flames take the vulva piñata immediately. The crepe paper ripples in the magenta smoke, the sweets inside popping like corn kernels as they explode inside their wiry cage. The piñata falls onto the decking, and there’s a moment of stillness in me. The first time I’ve felt calm in so long, as I take in the view, thinking, Wow, I’ve never seen pink smoke before. 

			Soon the flames will claim the pile of duck-patterned wrapp­ing paper, gorge on the coarse wool of the hand-knitted blankets and turn the fallen wall of peonies into a sweet, toxic, perfume. 

			I can tell already that everything is lost. 

			My life has already burned down metaphorically, so it makes sense I’ve now burned it down literally too. All I wanted to do was torch it all until there was nothing left but sooty soil, rich with nutrients to grow something new. But I never thought I’d actually do it . . .

			I watch the smoke plume out of the canon, dancing as it eclipses the vista and spirals around in the heat, juxtaposed against the bluest sky. The fire around it ignites instantly, the smoke doubling, trebling, as flames catch and dance in the kindling. 

			The heat slaps my face and wakes me up. 

			
			I hear myself screaming at what I’ve done. 

			And I run towards the heat. 

		

	
		
			
			BABY SHOWER STUNT IGNITES 
WILDFIRE INFERNO

			A wildfire started by a gender reveal firework has torn through 35 acres of land in Surrey, destroying local wildlife, and causing millions of pounds worth of damage. 

			The ‘smoke-generating pyrotechnic device’ was set off during a baby shower celebration during the hottest summer on record and quickly started the inferno. The blaze burned down the rural residence then raged across the parched countryside, incinerating a further two properties. Firefighters battled the flames for seven hours before it was extinguished.

			The police have taken in key witnesses for questioning to determine who is responsible for setting off the smoke grenade. [click to read more]

			Story has been shared 45,872 times

			GodAsMyWitness1974 has shared this story

			The ‘smoke-generating pyrotechnic device’ reveals the parents to be narcissistic, idiotic, cunts

			BoomerAndProud3543024 has shared this story

			Millennial parents: ‘My baby can only wear organic bamboo and second-hand clothes because of climate change’

			Also millennial parents: ‘BURN DOWN THE WORLD FOR CONTENT’

			ArthurJJdd has shared this story

			This is why some people shouldn’t be allowed to breed. Castrate everyone who has ever posted a pic of AvoOnToast

			
			FinnJK32d5rd has shared this story

			
			I know this isn’t the point, but, aren’t gender reveal parties and baby showers supposed to be separate events? Why did they ­combine the two?

			GodAsMyWitness1974 replied to this comment: 

			LOL. They could’ve got DOUBLE the content for socials. ­Amateurs. 

			AVoiceOfReason has shared this story

			Everyone is ripping the piss about this, but can I point out three families have lost their homes and everything in them? Not also forgetting the huge destruction of local wildlife. 

			DontKnwAbtUImFeeling22 replied to this comment:

			BORING!

			IHateWomenAndSoDoYou has shared this story

			WOMEN SHOULDN’T BE ALLOWED TO HAVE BABIES

			TheRightSideOfHistory replied to this comment: 

			How are we supposed to address the dwindling birth rate then? 

			FemSocForLife replied to this comment: 

			I bet you’re anti-abortion too.

			IHateWomenAndSoDoYou replied:

			SHUT UP AND DIE YOU FUCKING FEMINIST WHORES

		

	
		
			
			DAY OF THE FIRE

			Transcript: Inspector Simmons 
interviewing Nicole Davies

			Simmons:	Can you talk us through your movements on the day of July 14th please?

			Nicole:	[shuffles] Before we start, can I go to the bathroom, please?

			Simmons:	You just went.

			Nicole:	I’m aware of that. But I’m also eight months pregnant. Is it true what they say? That I can pee in your helmet if I need to?

			Simmons:	There’s no need to pee in my helmet. We’ll get someone to escort you to the bathroom. 

		

	
		
			
			Nicki

			I can’t believe today is my baby shower. My baby shower. It’s surreal but it’s finally happening.

			I’m going to be a mother. I’m going to have a baby.

			Honestly, I feel like the last decade of my life has been low-key obsessed with the question of am I going to have a baby? Can I have a baby? When should I try to have a baby? One of the best things about having a baby seems to be finally knowing, yeah, you did, and being able to let go of all that questioning shit. Letting go of all the anxious energy is way more relaxing than this lukewarm bath at dawn, but my baby will poach in here if I don’t cool down. 

			I stayed at my parents’ house last night, and I was looking forward to the peace of the countryside and having a double bed all to myself. But the birds’ morning chorus here is louder than our dub-step loving neighbours. I’ve been up for an hour already, since 4am, alongside the ferocious sun. I yawn as I attempt to lower myself further into the water in a fruitless attempt to cool down. Comedic squeaks join the birdsong as my puffy flesh chafes against the bath. My bump icebergs out of the thin layer of unscented soap, and I pour water over it – finding relief for three whole minutes, which is good going for eight months pregnant. I close my eyes, cradle my stomach, and practise my hypno-birthing breathing. I feel my baby rustle under my stretched skin. I watched a TikTok video that says our fingerprints are created in the womb by the mother’s amniotic fluid moving  around our hands. Every twist and turn of a pregnancy is etched onto a baby’s skin – a nine month house-share between mother and child turned into a glorious art on your baby’s palms. I cried watching it, and though I’m sure it’s not scientific fact, I need some magical thinking to get me through my third trimester in a hellish heatwave. And today I need to get through my baby shower, in a hellish heatwave, in my parents’ house made entirely of glass. A baby shower I didn’t even particularly want, or ask for, but has nevertheless been bestowed on me by Charlotte. 

			‘It’s going to be a perfect day,’ she keeps telling me over the phone, over messages, over carrier pigeon if she gets the chance. ‘Perfect.’

			‘Honestly, I don’t need any gifts, yeah?’ I’ve tried pleading with her. ‘Will you tell everyone that? This isn’t a baby shower, just an opportunity to see everyone.’

			‘You should still have a registry. People are going to buy you gifts, no matter what you say.’

			‘No registry, Charlotte.’ 

			‘I’ve set up a John Lewis one with a few standard pieces.’

			‘Charlotte!’

			‘It’s going to be perfect. Perfect.’

			‘You really don’t need to do this. I know things have been hard for you . . .’

			‘PERFECT.’

			I’m not sure I know what a perfect baby shower entails. A really short one? That’s what I thought before I got pregnant myself. I used to begrudge baby showers lasting longer than two hours, but now that today’s is mine, I’m worried people will flake or won’t stay til the end.

			
			I bet Steffi stays for ten minutes, max, if that. 

			It doesn’t help that Charlotte insisted my parents’ new home is the ‘perfect’ location despite being in the middle of nowhere. They’ve retired to this converted luxury barn, miles from a train station. Their countryside vista views are less impressive than normal since this heatwave turned every surrounding field into a post-apocalyptic wasteland. I’m worried people won’t be bothered to make the journey. Regardless, Charlotte’s coming over at the crack of dawn to ‘set up’.

			‘8am isn’t too early is it?’ she asked.

			‘It starts at eleven. What are you setting up, Charlotte? A petting zoo? This baby shower, it’s low-key, right?’ 

			Charlotte lives her whole life in Soprano but I don’t want anyone to think I’m going to become one of those mothers. You know. The ones who refer to themselves as ‘mama’. I’ve warned Matt the following words are banned from our baby journey – ‘mama’, ‘baby bubble’, ‘newborn bliss’, and writing Instagram posts TO the baby, even though they’re pre-verbal and can’t legally get a social media account to read it until they’re twelve. Yet, Charlotte, bless her, is determined to turn my baby shower into my worst nightmare. ‘Don’t you worry, mama,’ she’d said. ‘It’s all in hand. Relax.’

			My phone buzzes from where I left it on the bathmat but I ignore it. It can’t be anyone but Charlotte this early. I’m so tired after a sweaty night in this Grand Designs clusterfuck. It was already 25 degrees when I woke up this morning. I’m so huge and uncomfortable and permanently thirsty, and it’s been too goddamn hot for too goddamn long. I can only sleep in two- to four-hour bursts, waking to down pints of cold milk, run my wrists under the cold taps, and, of course,  pee. It’s on my banned phrase list, but I’m now desperate to ‘meet my baby’ just so I can cease being a pregnant narwhale.

			My baby. I still can’t believe it. I got here. Matt and I got here.

			The baby wakes up and my stomach twists. I meet their movements with my hand. 

			‘Good morning,’ I coo. ‘Are you up too? Yes, I know, it’s much too hot.’

			Sweat droplets glisten on my bump and slide down to merge with the bathwater. The back side of this barn conversion is solid glass, and everyone’s going to spend today sodden with sweat. But I push that worry from my mind and focus on connecting with this baby. My baby. On the day of my baby shower. It’s happening. Somehow, Matt and I overcame everything and did it – committed to each other in this huge way. Created life. Entwined our genes and blood and hereditary diseases and squashed them together into a living, breathing, human that we’re going to ‘meet’ in a month. It’s crazy. It’s beautiful. Thank God we made it through the dark times. Thank God we could have a baby, especially with everything Charlotte’s going through. I’m lucky. So lucky.

			I sing gently to my bump and feel nothing but profound bliss – mixed with a pelvic girdle pain – until the heat of my body warms the water and makes it too uncomfortable. 

			I struggle out of the roll-top bath, swearing, and unable to comprehend my ginormous alien bodysuit. I wrap myself in a towel and pad back to the guest bedroom, hearing my dad’s snores muffled through my parents’ bedroom door. I let the air dry my skin, humming to myself, feeling my stomach still as  the baby sleeps again, wondering if I can squeeze a nap in now before Mum wakes up and activates.

			Then I remember my phone buzzing earlier. I heave myself off the bed and waddle back to the bathroom to retrieve it. It must be Charlotte. And yet, I feel a novel chill as I deep squat to get it off the floor, one that dances instinctively down my arm, leaving me to pause before unlocking it.

			Then I see the message and my phone clatters back to the floor, the screen cracking open on the geometric tiling. 

		

	
		
			
			Transcript: Inspector Simmons 
interviewing Lauren Powell

			Simmons: 	Can you talk us through the day of July 14th, please?

			Lauren: 	When was that?

			Simmons: 	The day of the fire

			Lauren: 	Oh, of course. Sorry. All the days blur into one when you have a baby.

			Simmons: 	In your own time, Lauren.

			Lauren: 	Umm, do you know how long this will take? Because my baby’s currently on a wake window of 2.45 hours, and you were late letting me in, so he’s got to go down in only 1.37 hours, and he needs my boob to get to sleep . . . 

		

	
		
			
			Lauren

			It feels like an act of violence when the baby wakes me up again.

			‘No,’ I whisper, as I hear Woody start to howl. ‘Please, no.’ 

			Tristan stirs next to me in the bed. He’s heard it too, but we remain silent, like Woody’s the T-Rex from Jurassic Park, and, if we stay still, he’ll go back to sleep and not eat us whole on a toilet. Does that make sense? I’m not sure. I’m so, so, fucking sleep deprived. Honestly, I could weep. Hang on, my pillow’s wet. I am weeping. Great. We’ll have to start the tally again. Tristan thought it would be ‘funny’ to keep a daily tally of how often I cry. Because, you know, PND is much easier when it’s gamified. 

			Another howl from Woody’s cot. I reach for my phone to check the time and it’s just as bad as it feels. It’s been precisely one hour and fifteen minutes since Woody fell asleep . . . Since Woody fell asleep after us spending one hour and fifty minutes trying to get him back to sleep. And, after he finally went down, I was so full of adrenaline and that crippling feeling that I’m trapped forever in this total nightmare, that I couldn’t get back to sleep for ages. In fact, I only dropped off twenty minutes ago. 

			A more urgent howl. Tristan inches closer to me.

			‘Shall we leave him?’ he whispers, but not quietly enough. Woody lets out a desperate screech. One so shrill that I want to lurch up and tell him to shut up because I’m such a good mother. Make me a mumfluencer. What’s my USP? I tell my  baby to shut up. To its face. Regularly. And I’m still really fat. And I hate every minute. What do you mean I don’t have any followers? No brand deals for #AuthenticMamaBabiesFuckUpYourLife? I really am delirious, aren’t I? Oh my God, why won’t Woody stop crying? Why is he awake again? 

			‘The sleep lady said we need to leave him for fifteen minutes to see if he self-settles,’ I whisper back, just as Woody screams so loud the neighbours will complain again.

			‘He isn’t settling,’ Tristan says, not bothering to whisper now.

			‘I don’t know what you mean, he sounds delighted.’

			A blood curdling scream. 

			‘We have to get him up,’ Tristan says.

			‘No, the sleep lady says . . .’

			‘Lauren, he’s distraught.’

			‘Well, he shouldn’t be. He should be asleep.’

			‘I’m getting him up.’

			‘Don’t you dare.’

			But his screams are so desperate that I give in. Take a deep breath. Push my aching body out of bed, rub my eyes that feel like they’ve been sandpapered. 

			Fuck this. Fuck this. 

			Fuck fucking this. 

			‘Are you OK my darling?’ I say, plucking Woody from the cot, with his angry old man face neon red from the whole thirty seconds of me not responding to his every fucking relentless need. ‘I know, I know. Mummy’s here, it’s alright. I’m here. I love you.’
I shove my nipple into his mouth, and he sucks greedily, even though he shouldn’t be hungry. He can’t possibly be hungry. He sat on my nipple for an hour and fifty minutes  only an hour and fifteen minutes ago. Tristan sighs and turns over in bed, relaxed in the knowledge he can’t do anything to help. I sit in the rising dawn, seething with jealousy as Tristan’s breath steadies, while Woody sucks himself back into sleep too. Once he stills, I wait an extra ten minutes to ensure he’s in deep sleep before I attempt to pop my little finger into his mouth to unlatch him. Slowly, with anxiety rising in my stomach, I peel his suckered lips off my body. Then I hold Woody’s face against my breast for an additional ten minutes to ensure he’s in the deepest part of his sleep cycle, before lowering him back into the cot with more precision than Tom Cruise dangling from a ceiling in Mission Impossible. 

			It works. 

			He’s asleep. 

			Finally, again. For now. 

			But, of course, it’s taken so long, and I’m now so pumped with stress, I won’t be able to get back to sleep myself.

			5:30am, but the sun’s raging behind the curtains like it’s midday and Woody’s body heat is cooking me through my skin. I can smell my pungent armpits without even leaning into them. I’ll need to wash before the baby shower today. Try to not look how I feel – knowing everyone will be subconsciously analysing me to see if I’ve lost the baby weight yet. Of course I’ve not lost it. I hardly have time to wash, let alone exercise, or cook food that isn’t Nutella spooned directly into my mouth. I’m so exhausted there needs to be a different word for it. Something German to describe the tier of exhaustion you feel if you’ve been duped by society into having a baby. I can’t believe I used to complain about tiredness before Woody. I was such an utter twat – declaring  ‘I’m exhausted’ after I’d gone out dancing til 4am, actually HAVING FUN and ENJOYING MY LIFE, and CHOOSING NOT TO SLEEP – knowing I could catch up the next night, and the next. These days, I’m tired in my bone marrow. I feel parts of my brain shrivel and whisper to each other, ‘Shall we develop some Alzheimer’s?’ And I’m this broken without having fun. Just the daily, relentless, grind of keeping Woody alive. Oh, I wish I could go back to sleep, but it’s not going to happen. Not with today looming. 

			Oh God, Nicki’s baby shower. 

			I head downstairs. My eyes hurt each time I blink, but I tell myself at least this is alone time. Time to just be me – ­broken, rotting, shell of Lauren. The kitchen’s full of chores that urgently need doing. Last night’s dinner still needs washing up. We didn’t get a chance to do it as Woody woke, screaming, only 45 minutes after we put him to sleep. Baby paraphernalia scatters most of the floor space – jarringly cheerful hunks of plastic coated with dried baby drool. I collapse onto the sofa and my arse lets out a novelty shriek as I pull out Sophie the Giraffe. 

			My house used to look quite nice. 

			My body used to look quite nice.

			My face. 

			My life.

			It didn’t even just look quite nice. It felt nice. 

			I was happy. On reflection, really quite deliciously happy. 

			And I’ve ruined it. Bulldozed it. Fucked it up forever.

			Nicki’s baby shower today . . . 

			
			Nicki and Matt are happy. So happy. They’ve been together since university and known each other almost as long as the Little Women. Practically childhood sweethearts. And happy. With their nice house, and good jobs, and thriving social circles, and their eight hours a night. Now I have to go to her party, see her swollen bump, and pretend I’m excited for her rather than terrified. 

			I bet she thinks she’s going to have a nice water birth like I thought . . . 

			Memories of screaming. 

			My body making noises I didn’t know it was capable of. 

			A dying animal.

			Breathe, Lauren. Breathe. 

			Just my luck. I get a precious half hour to myself and I waste it with another panic attack. 

			I breathe. I push the memories aside. Push the endless worries into the crammed cupboard in my mind. The worries that the sleep training clearly isn’t working and Woody will therefore never sleep and therefore I’ll never feel sane again. The worries about how to fucking drive Woody to fucking Nicki’s parents’ house in the middle of fucking nowhere, and having to pick up fucking Steffi on the way, on this little sleep, when Woody hates his fucking car seat. The jarring infantilising games, pretending Nicki is about to embark on a good thing, rather than treading on the same snare trap that clamped down on me. Will I crash the car trying to drive on this little sleep? Kill Woody? Kill us both? Horrific visuals play across my mind in high resolution, turning my stomach to acid, and . . . No. Distract yourself,  Lauren. I get my phone out and hold it up in front of my psychological abyss.

			I attempt to keep up with current news and flick through various news stories about the heat wave and how global warming is going to kill us all. There’s an opinion piece about the carbon footprint of children – apparently having Woody is the equivalent of twenty flights to Australia a year in terms of his carbon emissions, and they’ve not smelt his nappies. On a different site, another columnist laments the plummeting birth rates and how women are too selfish to have babies. I sigh and tap into Instagram instead. I scroll mindlessly past the frozen grins of people showing off their best lives. It hurts seeing anyone doing anything nice – looking free and fulfilled and glamourous. I see Steffi was out again last night, at some elaborate-looking dinner with loads of editors, with cocktails afterwards in a hotel bar. The jealousy tastes literally sour on my tongue. No doubt she’ll be hungover later when I pick her up and complain about being tired – and I’ll try not to stab her in the eyeball. It must be something important to do with her new agency, I remind myself, in an effort to be kind rather than jealous. 

			All of this is a delay tactic. I know what I’m really doing online. I’m about to do what I always do when I have a spare second. If I send them enough messages, maybe they’ll say sorry. Maybe they’ll stop playing this dangerous game. The one that almost killed me. I feel myself float away as I log out of my regular account and into my newest burner one. I know their account name by heart and I type it into the search bar. Up comes their smug face – the one I used to love and trust. 

			
			I open a new DM to them and tap out my message. 

			‘You’ve got to stop the lies. Seriously. Stop. Fucking. Lying.’ 

		

	
		
			
			Transcript: Inspector Simmons 
interviewing Steffani Fox

			Steffani: 	Did you know editors are already asking me for the rights to this fire?

			Simmons: 	You’ve mentioned before, how busy you were that day with work.

			Steffani: 	Busy? It was crazy. Literally the last thing on earth I needed was to be at that baby shower, let alone a baby shower that turned into . . . that.

		

	
		
			
			Steffi

			Out of all the weekends in the history of my life, of course Nicki’s baby shower lands on this one. This weekend should be about me and in celebration of my amazing life-changing news. So, of course, it’s Nicki’s baby shower, of all people’s, meaning I definitely can’t miss it. No matter how much both of us want me to. I’d argue it’s much harder and braver launching your own business than having a baby with your perfectly OK husband, but Nicki’s the one getting all the presents and support so I’ve had to celebrate myself, by myself. 

			In fact, I’ve been up since 5am, buzzing my tits off, after I was woken by a message from Liv, the editor at ShutterDoor. We only said goodbye in the hotel bar a few hours previously, so it’s a cosmic sign of utter brilliance she’s messaging already, especially on the weekend.

			Liv: 

			I haven’t slept, Steffi. I can’t stop reading. This book, Steffi. THIS BOOK. Expect a significant pre-empt on Monday first thing. Don’t you DARE let another publisher buy this book.

			I squeal and run around my flat in my silk pyjamas before the heat catches up with me. I wipe my palms off on my tiny shorts and type back.

			Steffi: 

			
			I KNOW, RIGHT?

			It’s out with ten other editors. Sorry, but not sorry. I really think you and Rosa Williams are perfect for each other though. Let’s talk Monday. 

			Liv: 

			Still got a third left. How is this so good? Where did you find this woman? This book is everything. EVERYTHING. If anyone else gets it, I will DIE, and then I’ll haunt you forever. 

			Obviously I will be much more professional on email on Monday. But holy shitballs, Steffi. This book is The One. You must be so thrilled. What a perfect way to launch your agency. I’m so happy for you. Everything is about to explode!!!!!

			Publishing is an industry that expresses itself solely through the use of multiple exclamation marks and five translates to ‘super lead title, NYT bestseller, multiple foreign auctions, and a giant marketing budget’. Sleep was never going to happen after five exclamation marks. Especially when it’s ten bazillion degrees outside, at dawn, and living in London adds an extra two degrees to Dante’s inferno. Also, I live in a loft conversion so I’m essentially a baked bean right now. It’s not even six, but I may as well shower and get ready for this baby-shower vibe ruiner. Google maps predicts it will take me eight hours and twenty-four minutes to get to the venue. Well . . . technically only two hours, but when that includes a bus journey, two tube changes, a train AND then Lauren picking me up from the nearest station, I may as well be Mary on her way to Bethlehem on some donkey. You  know who didn’t have a baby shower? Mary. That’s my girl. 
Nobody ever celebrates that about her when they do all the deifying. 

			My power shower roars into action and the water’s actually warm out of my cold tap, even with it turned to the lowest. I throw myself under the jets anyway, lather up my hair, and sing a little tune to myself. 

			This is it, this is it, this is fucking IT.

			I was right to trust this. Trust setting up my own agency, trust the Blood Moon manuscript, trust that this huge risk will pay off. It’s been beyond terrifying, especially as I have literally no safety net, other than Charlotte’s promise I can squat in her granny annexe if everything goes tits up. But I know I’m making Mum so proud and it’s not a risk really. Not when Blood Moon is so ridiculously good. Another, delicious, message arrives on my phone while I’m wrapped in a towel and lathering myself in moisturiser. This one’s from Jane at Eagle Press. She’s slightly more professional as we’ve never worked closely together, but I know she’s been desperate to get something like Blood Moon on her list. 

			Jane: 

			Hi Steffi. It was lovely to see you last night. Thank you for putting together such a great evening. I’m not usually one to message on the weekends, but I started reading Blood Moon on the tube home, and I’ve not stopped reading. It’s exquisite. It’s everything I’ve been searching for. Congratulations. Expect to hear from me first thing Monday. Have a wonderful weekend. Sincerely, Jane. 

			
			I let out another whoop and re-sweat myself doing a ­victory dance around my sauna of a flat. However, exceedingly quickly, the magnitude stops me, cold, in my bedroom. I realise my entire life now depends on how I play this over the next three days. I’ve been given a great starting position, but this vital race is far from won and I really don’t want to live in Charlotte’s granny annexe. She’ll make me dust the inside of the microwave like when we were students. I pull out my desk chair and sit down, wiping my forehead with the back of my hand.

			Right. Strategise. I must let these two editors know about the super early excitement. Make them spend the weekend worrying they’re not going to get it. Plus, I need to let the other eight know there’s this much interest already so they read it in time for Monday. This must be delicately done. I can’t wind them up too much, or make them think, initially, the final offer will be too high, or they’ll get spooked about budget and maybe not bother offering at all. I need to send exactly the right messages, in exactly the right tone, at exactly the right time, and play everyone off with precision. It’s going to be a carefully choreographed dance and I must execute every step perfectly. Oh, seriously, why do I need to be schlepping to Nicki’s baby shower today? Nicki’s. She’ll spend today watching me like a hawk doing an eye test so I have to be super present and super enthusiastic to show her how super happy I am for her. Which is why I’ve spent over fifty quid on a box of hand-embroidered babygrows, alongside forty quid on a vat of Neal’s Yard Bump Juice. Oh, I know how to play the game, even if I can’t afford the gifts because I’ve put everything into my agency. A ridiculous risk for a single woman with no living relatives, but Blood Moon is going to change the world, and Rosa’s world, and my world. The firework is lit and it’s spectacular and  everything is about to take off and yet I’ve got to hoick some hand-­embroidered babygrows to the middle of nowhere, in 32 degrees, so I can pretend to be happy for someone who has decided they hate me. I put my face on the cool of my wooden desk and sigh into my shoulders. I could fake a dodgy tummy then go to the loo regularly to send emails?

			I wish I could just not go and it not mean anything. Or, I wish I could go and at least say, ‘Hey, Nicki. I’m really happy for you, honestly. But, this weekend, my business is about to take off, which is very useful since otherwise I’ll go bankrupt and homeless. Today is actually super important for me too. No, I’ve not timed this deliberately to spite you. Do you mind if I just send some work emails while I’m at your baby shower? As this is literally my life, my career, my everything? Can we just let me do that and it not mean anything to do with your weird twelve-year grudge? Please? Because we’re not twenty anymore? PLEASE?’

			But I can’t say that. I pride myself on being an honest person. A no-nonsense, cut-the-shit, dare I say authentic person. Apart from in this particular friendship group – The Little Women. Lauren and Charlotte are essentially family, and, sadly, Nicki’s dysfunction comes with this package – making it a more realistic family I guess. I have to swallow some inauthenticity to keep my siblings.

			So, yeah, the most important day of my life and I’m going to have to fake diarrhoea . . . Great.

			My phone bleeps again. 

		




	
		

			
			Transcript: Inspector Simmons 
interviewing Charlotte Roth

			Charlotte:	I’m telling you, Inspector. It was the perfect day. 

			Simmons:	Up until a wildfire caused 35 acres of damage and incinerated three residential properties.

			Charlotte:	Well, if you insist on focusing on the negative . . . 

		

	
		
			
			Charlotte

			On reflection, it’s a good thing I didn’t go for the stork ice sculpture. 

			I mean, it would’ve set off the peony wall beautifully, and the balloon arch, but it definitely would’ve melted, and that’s not a good sign, is it? A stork perishing slowly at a baby shower? So, no stork. Good call. It’s still going to be perfect. Perfect. 

			I’ve been up since dawn, counting everything to go into the pastel goody bags. The article I bookmarked – ‘How to Throw the Perfect Baby Shower’ – was very clear the host should give something back. Nicki shouldn’t have to worry about that, so I’ve ordered lip balms and luxury popcorn online, as well as some cute personalised bottles of shower gel that say Thank you for showering with us. How funny is that? I saw them on a ‘Quirky Baby Shower Favours’ listicle. Once everything’s counted, I head to the kitchen and check through the catering. I open the fridge, sighing as cool air hits my skin, and reach in to stir the three jugs of pink lemonade I brewed last night. They’re perfect, ready to pour into the mini glass milk bottles I’ve tied with pastel bows. On the top shelf, the cupcakes are holding up nicely that I baked after school yesterday. Hopefully they won’t taste of fridge. I took everything out and bleached the fridge beforehand, just in case, and now I’m worried the cupcakes will taste of bleach. They look stunning, with their whirls of piped icing and delicate sugar paper hearts. In the bottom fridge drawer, I’ve got the chopped strawberries and  blueberries, ready to assemble closer to start time as I don’t want them to get soggy. Then there’s the pink wafer biscuit towers to build. I’ll wait till I get to Nicki’s parents’ house to assemble those. They’ll sit alongside the jars of blue liquorice I ordered online from a speciality US store. I’m so relieved the liquorice arrived in time. Honestly, I’ve been having palpitations. Right. Fab. Now I need to check everything for the games. I head to my organised piles in the living room and start re-counting. Have I printed enough copies of the Famous Babies quiz sheet? Check. Do I have the baby food ready to spread into nappies for Guess the Flavour? Check. I’ve got 30 dummies. Check. They cost more than I thought they would, but they’re going to be great for Hook a Dummy. I check the homemade fishing rods are sturdy enough. Was it wrong to get my Year 5s to make them as our crafts project this week? Probably. But I was running out of time. I can’t wait for that game. The roll-top bath is going to make the best pics. Then there’s the dyed hard-boiled eggs, ready for the spoon race – waiting in the cooler. That’s going to make great pictures too. It’s a shame the hosepipe ban has probably turned their garden to dust, but, still, it will be fun and—

			‘Oh, babe,’ Seth’s voice makes my ears tingle. ‘Please tell me you slept some?’ 

			I put down the papier-mâché vulva I made for the piñata and smile. 

			‘Maybe between twelve and four,’ I tell my husband. 

			‘You need to rest.’ He hugs me from behind, his body almost uncomfortably warm, resting his chin on my head. I seep back into him.

			‘Organising is restful to me.’

			
			He laughs. ‘So you keep claiming.’

			I stretch my neck up and we share a kiss. Seth tastes of morning, but I’m minty fresh as I always brush first thing. That’s how you’re supposed to brush your teeth, you know? You’re supposed to brush first thing to scrub off the plaque that’s formed overnight. Plus, it coats your teeth with toothpaste and protects them through breakfast. If you eat breakfast and THEN brush your teeth, you’re actually brushing off the enamel as the bacteria is feeding off your food. I read about it when I googled ‘How to Brush Your Teeth Properly’ after reading ‘Can Gum Disease Cause Infertility?’

			‘Are you still OK to pick up the doughnut wall this morning?’ I ask him.

			He smooths my hair down lovingly. ‘Yes. I’ll collect Matt and head over to the bakery. I’ll keep the air con on so the glazing doesn’t melt.’

			I love this man.

			‘Make sure they have exactly 29 of blue and 30 of pink.’

			‘I know, babe. I’ll count myself if I have to.’

			‘I hope people are hungry enough to eat them when you arrive. There’s a two-hour gap between lunch and the ­surprise.’

			‘It’s doughnuts, Charlotte. People always eat doughnuts when presented with doughnuts.’

			I’m picturing Nicki’s face when she realises just how many clues I’ve left for her today, in plain sight, before the big finale. I could almost combust I’m so excited about her surprise. I’ve dug into the very deepest trenches of myself to organise  today. I got out my own baby shower mood board – the one I’ve been curating for years – and, one by one, I donated all my ideas to Nicki. 

			I release this into the world with peace and acceptance, I said, as I ordered the wall of peonies from the florist, my heart literally aching from the effort of truly meaning it. 

			I release this into the world with peace and acceptance, I said, as I planned which pouches of food to wipe in the nappies to make them look like poo. 

			I let go of my broken hopes, I said, as I organised the craft corner, where guests can draw pictures of what they think Nicki’s baby will look like. I gift this out into the universe.

			I accept this isn’t my baby shower, I said, as I ordered a box of teddy bears off eBay to use in the nappy-changing race. It’s alright to feel grief but it’s time to release it into the universe and be free.

			I’ve sacrificed my own dream baby shower on the altar of personal growth. It’s Nicki’s now. Not mine. One of my oldest friends. A worthy recipient. I might have cried a dozen times, but I’ve done it. I’m free of it. And today’s going to be perfect. Perfect. 

			Seth tugs me towards the kitchen, a big dopey smile on his face. ‘Can I tempt you away from your chores and at least make you have some breakfast?’ he asks.

			‘I’m not hungry. I still feel off.’

			‘At least have something. Dry toast is supposed to help?’

			
			He sits me at our breakfast bar, slices some sourdough, and makes me a decaf coffee. He sits opposite me as we eat, stretching his leg out to play footsie.

			‘I still have so much to do,’ I say, taking a tentative nibble of my toast, worrying I’ve not left enough time to stuff the goody bags. 

			‘We’ve been married three years now, Charlotte. I can say, without a shadow of any doubt, that you had it all sorted a month ago.’

			‘Are you sure I shouldn’t have ordered the ice sculpture?’

			He laughs. ‘It would be a puddle.’

			‘I know, but . . .’

			‘Nobody knows you’d planned to have a stork ice sculpture. Nobody will miss it.’

			‘But I know.’

			‘Please, try and relax. You’ve planned the most wonderful day for her.’

			‘And you’ll arrive at two on the dot? With Matt?’

			He takes another sip of his espresso and nuzzles my foot further. ‘We’re going to watch the final on the outside screen at The Wellington first because we have to do Real Men things before coming to a baby shower.’

			‘It’s not technically a baby shower, it’s a gender reveal disguised as a baby shower.’

			‘Even more macho then. I better not tell everyone on the trading floor.’

			‘You can’t get drunk.’

			‘Babe, I know. I’m driving.’

			‘I just want it all to be—’

			
			‘Perfect, I know.’

			We smile at one another in the pinky glow of our kitchen. His dark hair perfectly offsets the dusty tiles I picked. They suit both our colouring perfectly, in all different lights.

			‘I’m so excited to have everyone together,’ I say. ‘I’ve hardly seen Lauren since she had Woody. Only that one time after he was born. And Steffi’s so busy launching this agency.’

			‘The Little Women.’ Seth smiles. He finds it hilarious our group is called that when I’m the only one who actually read it at uni. 

			‘We’re never together anymore. It’s literally like the novel.’

			‘Not that the other three would know that.’

			‘Steffi read some of the book, I think. And, seriously, I miss us. As a group. It’s not been the same for ages.’

			Seth drains his tiny cup and reaches out to rub my stomach gently. Profound bliss blooms through me and I allow myself another ten seconds.

			‘Well didn’t they have a falling out?’ he asks, taking our cups straight to the sink and washing them right away, feeling my eyes on him. He uses the special sponge to ensure there’s no coffee residue at the bottom. He knows I’ll creep back and do it myself otherwise.

			‘That’s not true,’ I say. ‘We’re still all best friends, we’ve just all got our own stuff going on. You know what it’s like at this age when everyone starts having kids.’

			He raises his eyebrows at me. ‘Everyone, eh? Typical.’

			I raise my eyebrows back, and we giggle at one another, and I can’t believe we’re able to joke about this. I allow myself a further ten seconds to be mindful of this feeling of gratitude and then return to planning today.

			
			‘I’m going for a shower,’ Seth says, calling over his shoulder. ‘And don’t worry, I won’t forget to count the doughnuts.’

			‘I just want it to be perfect,’ I call after him, and then mutter it one last time to myself. 

		

	
		
			
			Evidence item no.7

			Consider this your . . . 

			BOOTIES CALL

			Nicki Davies has a baby on the way

			Hope you can join us for her baby shower

			When: July 17th 11am-3pm

			Where: Vista Cottage, Honeysuckle Lane, Surrey

			RSVP: CharlotteRoth1990@gmail.com

		

	
		
			
			Nicki

			I lay naked on my bed staring at my cracked phone screen in horror. It’s been over a year since Phoebe last messaged me, and the relics of our last conversation hang awkwardly above this morning’s new one.

			Phoebe:

			I can’t believe this

			You’re betraying yourself

			Fine then. Be like this. Have a great life. 

			The messages weren’t replied to, but two ticks reveal they’d been read. Oh, how I’d read those final words until they were branded onto the back of my eyelids – crying whenever I re-read them. But, gradually, month by month, the scar of them softened as Matt and I healed and rebuilt and tried to forget about Phoebe. Now, here sits a fresh message to reignite the chaos she brought into our lives.

			Phoebe: 

			Happy baby shower!! Looking forward to seeing you today. It’s been agggeeeeesss xxxx

			It seems innocent but it’s a stark juxtaposition to the poison lying in the text boxes above. Surely she can see them too? Are we just going to jump the shark here? I sit up and lean forward and sweat drips off my forehead onto my phone screen. I wipe it with my thumb and then wipe under my sagging breasts too. They’re already double their pre-pregnancy size  and don’t get me started on what the hell’s happened to my nipples which now resemble mauve dinner plates. They droop inelegantly, resting on my bulging stomach, harvesting little ponds of sweat underneath them. Honestly, the never-ending grotesqueness of pregnancy and I haven’t even dislodged my ‘mucus plug’ yet. Is it the heat making me sweat, or this message? I never thought I’d hear from her again. I’d got used to that. I’ve mourned our friendship. WHY is Phoebe coming today? Who the hell invited her? She MUST know I’m pregnant for fuck’s sake, she’s used the words ‘Happy Baby Shower’. Why would she do this to me?

			Baby kicks beneath my skin as the cortisol pumps into their placenta. ‘Shh, it’s alright. Sorry. It’s alright.’ I rub their foot through my stomach, trying to calm myself down as much as my baby.

			I’m initially in shock but the rage arrives shortly after and I push myself off the bed, pacing to get it out. How dare she? What’s WRONG with her? I’m pregnant. Doesn’t she care how pregnant I am? It’s been a pretty jarring experience, getting pregnant and realising just how little the world gives a shit. I’ve been stunned by the daily battle to get someone to give me their seat on the train to work, even in this heat when I’m so visibly huge. I guess it’s naive to expect strangers to care about my delicate condition, but Phoebe—

			‘Nicki?’ Mum calls from the kitchen, her voice bouncing through the glass of the house, jolting me from my phone. ‘Are you awake, darling?’

			If I wasn’t, I would be now.

			‘I’m up,’ I call back. ‘Is everything alright?’

			‘Everything’s fine. Just wondering if you want a cup of tea?’ 

			
			‘OK then.’

			I sigh and glance down at my phone again, trying to arrange this into my projection of how the day was going to go. Phoebe is coming to my baby shower. Phoebe the albatross. I’m finally going to see her again. I should tell her not to come . . . Surely it’s for revenge or something? At least Matt’s not going to be here. Maybe she’s decided to not totally nuke my new life and only contaminate a small part of it. I step into some really giant pregnancy knickers and tell myself she’ll know Matt won’t be coming today. Maybe this is a peace offering rather than an unpinned grenade. Maybe we can move on from what happened and let go of all the animosity?

			Maybe it will be nice to see her?

			I allow myself that thought as I stuff myself into my stretched silk kimono. The shock’s settling down now and I recalibrate the day, inserting Phoebe into the celebrations. It could actually be quite lovely? A great way of finding peace before the baby arrives? Plus, it’s a guilt-free way of seeing Phoebe again. I didn’t invite her. I’m innocent and yet I get to see her and smooth things over. Create a different ending to our doomed friendship. That would be nice. By the time I meet Mum in the kitchen, I’m actively looking forward to her coming, and finally, therefore, to the day itself. 

			‘Morning darling, how did you sleep?’ Mum’s elbow deep in their new fancy sink, Marigolds on, scrubbing a non-existent stain on the deep, stainless steel bowl. 

			‘Hardly at all. I think I peed seven times.’

			She laughs. ‘I remember it well. Still, honestly, try and enjoy this last month of your body keeping your baby alive. It’s much easier with them on the inside than the outside.’ She  unsheathes her hands and zooms straight to turn on the kettle, plopping a teabag into a mug for me. She pecks the top of my head then re-gloves and gets out a bottle of spray bleach and starts attacking the gleaming countertops.

			I struggle to get myself up onto the stool at the breakfast bar. ‘I’m not sure about that,’ I tell her. ‘Being pregnant is really hard.’

			‘Hmm.’ 

			Her hand blurs over the countertop, raking up non-existent dirt, just as the kettle sings. Without blinking, she’s handing me a steaming cup of herbal tea. 

			‘It really is,’ I repeat, wanting a bit more sympathy. ‘Honestly, the list of things that’s wrong with me right now . . . Insomnia, pelvic girdle pain, the heartburn. Counting the kicks each day and worrying the baby’s dead and deciding whether to go to maternity triage for a scan . . .’

			‘We never had scans in my day,’ Mum interrupts, already on her knees with a dustpan and brush. ‘Your generation knows too much. We didn’t even know if it was a boy or a girl, let alone if they had Down’s syndrome or whatever. You just got pregnant and nine months later, you got a baby and it was what it was.’ 

			I cradle my mug with both hands and inhale the steam to ground myself.

			‘Did you not worry there’d be something wrong with me?’ 

			‘No, why would there be?’

			‘Did you not count the kicks each day?’

			‘I didn’t have time, Nicki. I was too busy working.’

			‘I work too.’

			
			‘Yes, well, God knows when you fit in all this fretting. We just got on with it.’ I feel my temper flaring, and, sensing it, she jumps up and dumps the dust into the bin, and starts attacking the skirting boards. 

			‘Mum, the house is already spotless.’

			‘We’ve got babies crawling around today, we must be super careful. Now, are you sure there’ll be enough food?’

			‘Charlotte said she’s organised catering. Just relax. You’ve done enough by letting us host it here.’

			‘You say she’s sorting travel cots for the babies. I’m doing what I can about the heat but there’s so much glass . . .’

			I smile and glance around at the vast see-throughness of their outer walls. ‘There is, indeed, a lot of glass.’

			‘Your dad said it would be lovely to have all this light in the winter, but we forgot about summer. It’s so hot.’

			‘I mean, you did decide to move into a greenhouse.’

			I can’t manufacture much sympathy as I still haven’t quite forgiven my parents for selling my childhood home, especially without consultation. Dad just casually dropped it into conversation, ‘Oh, we got an offer accepted on the house today,’ like it was an old sofa they’d put on eBay and not the container of all my childhood memories. I’d burst into tears and Mum had called me ‘selfish’.

			‘You know your father has always dreamed of living in the countryside. Honestly, it’s not like you visit much anyway.’ 

			It’s worse she defended him when I knew she didn’t want to sell either. Mum had carefully curated the perfect retired life. Every day of the week, she’d have a ‘Biddy Walk’ or ‘Silver Swim’ with a local friend, before getting coffee and talking about their grown-up children or physical ailments. Now, to make Dad  happy, she was a 30-minute drive away from that life. Not even an easy 30-minute drive, but one on winding countryside lanes which made her anxious. But she toed the party line, and said how excited she was to embrace village life, for views over the downs, and have a vegetable patch – which seemed like an additional chore to be honest. I wept packing up our old house, my foetus only the size of a cherry tomato back then. The baby would never see my childhood bedroom, would never take their clumsy first steps in the same garden I did. And, if it wasn’t all symbolic enough, Mum dumped five giant boxes of crap onto my lap and said, ‘this is all yours’. And, through morning sickness, I’d had to spend two weeks figuring out what leftovers from my formative years I could fit into our tiny two-bed flat. 

			‘Clutter just doesn’t work in the glass house,’ she’d said. ‘Sorry, Nicki. You have to find room at yours.’ 

			I rub my stomach through my kimono and promise my baby that I’ll cherish every piece of GCSE artwork, every outfit that might come back into fashion, and every book they’ve ever loved. Cherished memories aren’t ‘clutter’. The list of the things I plan to do differently from my own parents is longer than the terse silences between them. I will be less stressed, more present, I will validate my child’s emotions, I will showcase a positive experience of an equal partnership— 

			‘Did Charlotte say she’s bringing ice? I worry we don’t have enough ice.’ Mum’s eyes widen as she decides on her latest catastrophe, j-cloth still in hand. 

			‘She’ll bring ice. It’s Charlotte.’

			‘Maybe I should drive into town, just in case?’

			‘There’ll be ice.’

			‘I’m going to go.’

			
			‘Mum.’

			‘You’ll thank me later.’

			Mum vanishes before I can even message Charlotte to ask, and I hear the car start in the driveway, roaring over gravel. I sigh, trying to erase the contamination of her anxiety. I told Mum providing the venue was more than enough. No need to worry about anything else. But she insists on malfunctioning anyway. I pick up my phone and read Phoebe’s message again. I should reply. It will be awkward if I don’t. It already is awkward. At least, if I reply, it pushes those horrible messages up and off the screen. My pudgy hands hover over my phone, awaiting instruction for the response, but it feels like every button is a landmine. I stroke the crack in the screen and punch something out. 

			You’re coming? Who invited you?

			That sounds confrontational. It must’ve been Charlotte who invited her anyway. Obliviously.

			Wow OK. It will be lovely to see you.

			I wince and delete that too. Imagining reading it through Matt’s eyes.

			I can’t pretend this isn’t a huge shock, Phoebe. I wish you’d warned me.

			No, too aggressive again. Despite everything, I want Phoebe to like me. I delete for a third time and drum my pudgy fingers against the marble countertop. A giant hacking cough  comes from the bathroom. Dad’s up. What is it with men over a certain age and their supersonic morning coughs? Matt’s developed one too, during his first piss of the day, and I swear we’re only a hop, skip and a jump from skid marks in baggy y-fronts, and him growing giant grey nose hairs. Dad shuffles out of the bathroom, scratching himself. 

			‘Morning Poppet,’ he greets me, ruffling my hair on his way to the coffee machine. ‘How did you sleep?’

			‘What’s sleep?’

			He laughs. ‘Your mother was the same when she was pregnant with you. Up every hour with her bladder . . .’ He swings open a cupboard door and retrieves a mug, pours coffee, and misses a bit, spilling over Mum’s freshly cleaned counter tops. Oblivious, he takes a deep slurp, and then bashes the mug down again, creating a fresh brown circle. ‘. . . I remember it so well. I can’t believe it was 32 years ago.’

			He perches on the stool next to me, slurping and grinning at my bump, decorating the table with coffee circles like it’s a potato press. ‘Where is your mother anyway?’ he asks. ‘I can’t hear her worrying about anything.’

			We laugh conspiratorially. ‘She’s convinced herself we don’t have enough ice, even though Charlotte has probably couriered in our own personal iceberg. She insisted on going to town anyway.’

			‘Sounds like your mother. If there’s a stress to be had.’

			‘She’s been up since five, cleaning . . .’ I look at the decorated kitchen top.

			‘I told her not to. I wish she’d relax more.’

			I switch from co-conspirator to mum-defender. I know she’s A Lot, most of the time, but Dad doesn’t seem to realise  his behaviour causes so much of her stress. If he’d only help more, he’d magically get the chilled wife he’s spent his whole life pining for. They live in this ridiculous mausoleum because they BOTH made good money before retiring. It’s not like he was the sole breadwinner. I remember meeting Lauren a year or two ago for wine, and we’d drunk too much and complained about our mothers. She’d said Boomer women were the real losers of ‘70s feminism. ‘They were told they could go out and have a career, but they also married these man-children, brought up by ‘50s Stepford wives, who don’t know how to clean the bog,’ I remember her slurring. ‘Feminism backfired on them. They had to go work and feel liberated about that, but ALSO did the childcare and housework. It’s no coincidence that every woman in this country over the age of 60 has some kind of clinical anxiety disorder.’ 

			I really do miss Lauren. I didn’t think she’d go all Baby Cult on me. But, since having Woody, whenever I’ve tried to call her, she rarely picks up the phone, claiming Woody’s about to feed, or about to nap, or about to ‘kick off’. It felt so magical, to both get pregnant in the same year, but I hardly hear from her. It’s so weird. She always used to check in but she’s basically vanished. She didn’t even reply to my last message about my pelvic girdle pain. 

			‘Maybe if you cleaned more, Mum would be less stressed?’ I tell dad, rubbing my stomach again.

			‘We have a cleaner and she still gets stressed.’ He grins and finishes off his coffee with a dramatic ahh. ‘Don’t worry Poppet. Your mum will calm down once everyone arrives.’

			‘And once she’s collected all the ice in a twelve-mile radius.

			‘That too.’ 

			
			He stands up and smells his own armpit before wincing at what his nostrils have found. ‘Enjoy today, Nicki. It’s very special.’

			It hits me again. Today is my baby shower. My baby shower. It’s still so surreal. 30-odd people are coming over to officiate this overwhelming life choice I’ve made, and now Phoebe, apparently, is going to be one of them. 

			The doorbell chimes, making the house feel like a church, and Dad jumps up to get it – unashamedly answering it in his saggy old man pants. I hear him chat to someone, laughing, as I pull out my phone once more. I decide not to overthink it, there’s no way Phoebe would’ve. She’s no doubt decided to come today on a whim, because she’s got a spare gap between art exhibition openings and other hipster parties. 

			‘Well, this is a surprise.’ I type out to Phoebe. Then I add a winky face. 

			There. Sent. Done. I sigh and lean back on the hard stool, shaking my head. I hold my bump in both hands to remind myself why I’m here. It’s what I wanted. 

			It’s here. Today. My baby shower. A shadow of my past attending. I may as well just surrender to the surreal of it all. It’s already so weird, it can’t possibly get any weirder.

			‘Umm, Nicki?’ Dad calls, sounding like he’s behind something. He staggers into the hot box of the kitchen, under the weight of what seems to be an entire field of flowers. ‘Did you order a peony wall?’

		

	
		
			
			Lauren

			I hate Past Me who didn’t try and go back to sleep at five.

			I’m crashing so hard right now. It hurts to blink, like I’ve accidentally used a sandpit as eyedrops. Woody shrieks across the living room and ripples of fury unfurl through my body. 

			Stupid Past Me, thinking weeping in the kitchen was a better idea than sleeping.

			Stupid Past Me for thinking it was a good idea to have a baby.

			Stupid Past Me for thinking I’d be a good mother.

			Stupid Past Me for marrying my stupid fucking husband. 

			Woody shrieks again, this time in pain. In the time I dared take a long blink, he’s toppled over from where he’d been cruising along the coffee table. 

			‘Shit.’ I rush over and his little hands reach for me as I scoop him up. I feel this deep, nourishing thrill at being so needed, and then instantly suffocated by it too. ‘You’re OK, buddy,’ I tell him. ‘Did you go ouch? Poor thing.’ He wipes snot onto my shoulder as his cries subside. ‘You know?’ I say, switching out of Motherese into an adult voice. ‘If you were having your morning nap right now, you wouldn’t have hurt yourself, would you? Have you considered that, Woody? Napping when you’re supposed to?’

			Recovered, he grunts and twists out of my arms. I release him and watch as he heads straight back to cruising along the coffee table again. I lower my tired body to the carpet so I can catch him when he inevitably topples. ‘You know what else?’ 
I ask him in my adult voice as he grabs for my mug of tea. I swipe it out of reach even though it’s cold by now. Tea is  always cold these days. ‘Daddy’s supposed to be taking you this morning, isn’t he? I’m supposed to be having a little break. But where is Daddy? He needed a poo, didn’t he. He needed another epic shit.’

			Woody turns back and cackles like I’ve told a joke and I check the time on my phone. 8.05am. Tristan ‘quickly needed the bathroom’ over half an hour ago. Every morning, I’m surprised he’s got any shit left to shit out when he so thoroughly empties himself when he’s supposed to be helping with Woody. It’s also surprising how these indulgently long shits aren’t necessary on the days he’s in the office, as I can’t imagine his boss allowing him to leave an important meeting for a 30-minute dump. It’s also weird how BBC Sport and Reddit have such a laxative effect on Tristan and therefore need to be read while on the toilet, you know, for medical reasons. A familiar pulse of rage speeds up in my heart. I’m supposed to get some time to myself this morning as I’m taking Woody all day while he gets to watch the tennis. They talk so much about weaponised incompetence in men, but I swear weaponised incontinence is the bigger feminist issue. 

			‘I can’t believe you’re making me feel guilty for having an actual shit,’ Tristan said, aghast, when I tried bringing this up before. ‘What do you want me to do, Lauren? Crap my pants in the name of equality? A literal dirty protest for feminism?’

			He made it seem so unreasonable that I apologised. I even wondered, briefly, if I was abusive? I mean, who doesn’t let their husband go to the toilet when they need it? It’s just . . . well . . . I have to shit too. And, when I’m alone with Woody all day, I can’t look at memes as I do so. In fact, I have to restrain Woody in the BabyBjörn chair and sing ‘Blink Blink Little  Green Frog’ manically to him, all while defecating. Or I give myself stomach cramps holding it in until Woody naps, which only lasts twenty minutes anyway. Those are my options. A private poo while the baby sleeps, or crying into a cup of tea on the sofa. Pick your luxury, Mama. Choice feminism rules!

			Oh God, I’m being unhappy again, aren’t I?

			Why am I so determinedly unhappy, all the time? When I’m supposed to be enjoying every precious moment, that goes so quickly, they grow up so fast, you’ll miss it when it’s over. 

			Tristan finally emerges from the bathroom, phone in his hand, and, bless him, he looks shattered. Even after a half-hour break. Eyes red raw, his shirt not tucked in properly. He hovers on the threshold of our living room and visibly steels himself, before inhaling energy and bursting into a grin. 

			‘Woody mate?’ he says, his accent still so twangy Australian after all these years. ‘Are you cruisin’ buddy?’ 

			Woody chuckles in delight at his newfound skill and gives Tristan a giant one-toothed grin. Tristan opens his arms wide. ‘Come here bubba. Show me those chubby frog-legs.’ 

			I watch Woody hurl himself towards my husband, giggling like his open arms are Disney Land, and my heart warms as they hug. 

			This is what having a family is about, I remind myself. For this feeling. Right now. It’s worth it. It is. It has to be . . . 

			Tristan yawns and holds Woody out to me. ‘Wanna hug Mummy, now, do you, squirt?’ 

			I’m an even more tantalising option, and Woody cackles as he approaches. My back hurts and I’m so exhausted but I can’t really say, ‘No, I don’t want him.’ So, I push through and smile as my baby thwacks himself into my chest.

			
			Tristan and I end up sitting with our legs out, the bare soles of our feet touching, as Woody stumbles clumsily between us, naked apart from his nappy. I feel my husband’s skin against mine and realise this is the most we’ve touched in weeks. I take in his red raw eyes again, the purple bruises of bags under them, the skin that sags around what used to be a good jawline. He’s fucked too. Not as fucked as me, but still beyond capacity.

			You do not fully know your partner until you’ve had a baby with them.

			I remember a faceless older woman saying this to me at a publishing Christmas party. She’d commented on my new engagement ring, and I droned on about how happy I was to have found Tristan and what a good father he’d be when the time comes. 

			‘Hmm,’ was her reply. And I remember thinking that was rude. ‘You think you’ll know what they’ll be like as parents, but kids break people. You don’t know what you’re both like under torture conditions.’

			‘Torture conditions?’

			I laughed it off at the time and made an excuse to go refill my glass, my nose wrinkling as I walked away. Now I see this lady for the seer she was.

			Woody falls on his bottom between us. And, though his nappy cushions the impact, he starts wailing. Tristan scoops him up for a cuddle and nods at me. 
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They're the best of friends. Or so they say ...

" ‘Part whodunnit, part dark
take-down of motherhood’

‘Brilliant: so funny,
so sad, so scary’

‘Compelling,
thought-provoking
and unputdownable’






