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For Tim.

Thanks for being awesome. 

(And sorry for always talking about my fanny on the Internet and stuff.)
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PROLOGUE

MONDAY 28 AUGUST

Baby-Group Politics (and how to avoid them)

Today, I went to my first-ever ‘Baby-Group’.

Please don’t be fooled by the name. This is not simply some ‘Group’ containing ‘Babies’, oh no. That’s what the Universe wants you to believe, like when they told you childbirth was a ‘constructive pain’ . . . 

Baby-Groups are DOG EAT DOG. For some they’re wonderful; for others . . . nothing short of BRUTAL. It’s just the way it is, like some kind of social experiment where new mums of every kind congregate because society very clearly tells you that if you don’t Baby-Sensory the living shit out of your newborn you’re going to die cold and alone in a pile of discarded Sophie the Giraffes (or something).

The pressure is real, people. 

And I can tell you right now: it’s TERRIFYING. 

I’ve given speeches on branding to rooms full of hundreds of people; I’ve delivered PR presentations to the marketing directors of international companies; I’ve been within licking distance of Jennifer Aniston, and once stroked Justin Bieber’s face before throwing up on his security guard’s foot at a drunken press event. But today? I almost shit myself walking into a room of exhausted-looking new mothers, because I’d have to make real-life conversation with real-life people I don’t know, while somehow looking like I’ve got my real-life shit together and have actually slept longer than twelve minutes and changed my underwear more than twice in the last week.

(Which I have. *high fives self*)

I had imagined a room full of open-armed mummies holding babies, smiling and chatting and welcoming new faces with hugs and songs and kindness and magical sleep goblins . . .

But actually, most women had come in pairs or small groups of NCT chums, and kept to themselves. And the few lone mums without the support of a ‘mummy-buddy’ had holed up near the back, their heads down, seeking solace in their iPhone screens, trying not to blink too often in case they fell asleep through sheer exhaustion. Which I fully sympathised with. As I took another glug of my double-shot latte, and pretended to be checking my emails while secretly looking at funny cat videos on Facebook . . .

I decided to spend most of the hour observing the mums surrounding me. (In between waggling some foil fish at my three-week-old son. As he slept. And occasionally regurgitated a bit of breast milk on to my chest. Which I took as a sign he liked it. Obviously.) 

I managed to break it down into five main types of mum you find at Baby-Groups . . .

1. The Slummies 

Floaty, tie-dye, baby-wearing ladies who carry around little pots to catch their nappiless baby’s shit in. Yes. In an age where five-year-olds do their own online banking, and you can 3-D print bionic limbs, people are actually carrying around infant faeces in pots. These women are wrapped in several metres of fabric which they refer to as a ‘sling’ and seem to be covered in lots of knots. They also smell a bit like lentils and have never quite discovered the art of matching colour to skin tone . . .

2. The Yummies 

Yes. They’re wearing actual lipgloss. And their hair has been brushed. Today. And despite their children being under three months old, their waists appear to be about the same size as most people’s forearms. And it appears they have no, I repeat, NO sick permanently piled on their left shoulder. They’re probably not for you. You overheard one of them talking about her AGA . . .

3. The Crummies 

They seem to be able to produce home-made baked goods from about their person at any point. While this in itself is skilful, with a three-week-old child permanently clamped to at least one of their body parts, how exactly in the name of fuck do they have time to decoratively ice cupcakes? They’re feeders. If you can’t say no to cake, you can’t be friends. Trust me.

4. The What-the-Fu . . . -Mies 

One appears to have no actual baby with her, another appears to have far too many, and – I shit you not – I’m fairly sure I spotted one newborn that appeared to still be attached to its umbilical cord while the mother carried the rotting placenta around in a Sainsbury’s plastic carrier bag. Again, probably not for you.

5. The Normal-Mummies 

Messy bun, eye bags, slightly crispy black leggings, with optional small amount of poo in fringe. Doesn’t pretend to know the words to the nursery rhymes, looks like a complete twat trying to do that weird finger-to-thumb thing for ‘Incy-Wincy Spider’ and will be heading to the pub straight after for a large gin and tonic. Boom.

*whispers* that last one is me . . . see you in the pub . . .

#BabyGroupPolitics


Chapter 1

PISSY WRIST

‘Shit.’ said Emily.

As she sat on the loo, with her pants stretched awkwardly from one ankle to the other, feeling slightly undignified and more than a little exposed in the middle cubicle of Angel Public Relations unisex toilets. 

Why the hell hadn’t she waited until she’d got home? WHAT ON EARTH possessed her to use her lunch break to buy a couscous salad, a packet of diced coconut, and a double pack of Clear Blue pregnancy tests? Well – she’d only bought the coconut because she overheard one of the girls on reception say it made you thin and it sounded easier than actual real-life exercising – but she didn’t even like couscous . . . And the pregnancy tests? Why was she doing this NOW? At work. Ten minutes before a whole agency brainstorming session about a luxury towel brand.

Yet here she was, with her Ted Baker pencil skirt hoisted up round her waist while her own lukewarm urine dribbled into her shirt sleeve. 

Excellent, she thought to herself, pursing her lips and using her other (non-pissy) hand to hold back her mane of thick blonde curls.

The box said it took two minutes. Two minutes to show a clear result. Well, frankly, two minutes felt like a bloody lifetime while you were sat with your vagina out listening to Brian from accounting trying to politely cough his way through a spot of IBS.

No. Not exactly ideal. But here she was: pantless, pissy wrist and all, watching in slight disbelief as two very distinct blue lines in the ‘pregnant’ window slowly appeared and stared back at her.

‘Shit.’

‘Hello?’ Brian said tentatively from the sink area.

FUCK OFF, BRIAN. 

‘I’m fine. Thanks,’ she called back at him.

Emily took a deep breath and tried to block Brian out as she fixed her gaze on the little white stick that was telling her her life was about to change quite a lot from this point. Probably. Right?

What did this mean? 

OKAY, she knew what it ‘meant’. Obviously. But what did it really MEAN . . . Did she need to call her doctor? Find a midwife? Stop eating cheese? 

I mean – anyone could take or leave Cheddar, but Camembert? That was going to take some serious commitment. Just thinking about it now was making her crave a Brie-and-bacon sandwich and a large glass of Pinot Grigio.

THIS IS RIDICULOUS. IT’S NOT ABOUT CHEESE. PULL YOURSELF TOGETHER, EMILY. YOU’RE CURRENTLY SITTING WITH YOUR FANNY OUT AND PISS DOWN YOUR ARM WITH SIX MINUTES TO GO UNTIL A MEETING ABOUT TOWELS AND YOU’RE THINKING ABOUT SOFT FRENCH CHEESES. 

She took another deep breath.

A smile grew across her face. She couldn’t help her teeth from showing. There were a lot of teeth. 

But she was just so happy. 

(And semi-naked . . .)

And her mind was racing.

However, in the interest of somehow pulling her shit back together so she could think creatively about towelling, Emily reassembled herself, quickly snapped a picture of the pregnancy-test result on her iPhone and then wrapped the test in loo roll, popped it back into the packet and into her handbag. 

Pants and pencil skirt now firmly back in place, she fired a WhatsApp message off to her husband Paul with the photo and a caption simply saying: 

You’re going to be a daddy . . .

Swiftly followed by:

But can’t talk now. 

Got to go brainstorm the shit out of 

some towels.

I love you.

I can’t stop grinning.

Everyone is going to think I REALLY like towels.

And with that, Emily checked her phone was on silent, took a final deep breath and, confident she was now alone, finally left the shelter of the middle cubicle.

As she washed and dried her hands, she imagined laughing in the future about finding out the happiest news of her life at the same time as Brian from accounting had the shits in the loo next door to her . . . 

Emily shook her thoughts away, composed herself and left the toilets. She quickly made her way back through the open-plan office attempting not to make eye contact with anyone (especially not Irritable-Bowel-Brian). It felt like her news must be pasted all over her face and might burst out of her any moment. It was almost disappointing that no one so much as glanced at her as she returned to her desk.

Focus, Emily. 

She sat in front of her Mac and pulled up the briefing document she’d prepared for the brainstorm. 

She stared at the screen. It was impossible to concentrate. All she had to do was press print, but it was so hard to think about towels now that she knew she had a human growing inside of her. 

MY UTERUS HAS AN ACTUAL TINY PERSON IN IT. 

It was an utterly insane feeling. 

Just then, her eyes met her colleague Matilda’s. Matilda was a senior account manager who sat directly opposite her. She was a bit of a bitch, actually. Emily was fairly sure she was after her job, so she would literally be the last person on earth she’d let know it could be up for grabs, even temporarily, in about nine months’ time.

‘Everything okay?’ Matilda suspiciously raised an eyebrow in Emily’s direction. Which irritated Emily way more than it should do. 

‘Yes. Everything’s great, thanks,’ Emily snapped. Attempting to remove the persistent grin from her face.

‘It’s just you were gone quite a while.’ Matilda responded with her eyebrow still suspiciously raised. ‘And now you’re grinning like some sort of lunatic. Had some good news?’ 

MEDDLING. BITCH. 

‘I just really like towels,’ she retorted as she pressed print.

Matilda rolled her eyes and looked back at her screen.

Just then Natalie, the managing director, called everyone in to the large meeting room for the brainstorm. 

‘Right. Let’s get going everyone. Got those briefing documents, Emily?’ 

Emily rose to her feet, grabbing the warm sheets from the printing bay on her way to the meeting room.

Right. 

Don’t think about what’s in your uterus.

Think towels. 

Towels.

Fucking towels. 


Chapter 2

MOLLY, MOLLY, MOLLY

It had been a pretty ordinary Friday for Molly. 

She’d been clock-watching since lunchtime. Which seemed to have the annoying effect of making the afternoon drag even more . . .

She’d spent the week temping at a shitty building site, where she’d mainly been sat in a shitty Portakabin, wearing shitty shoes she couldn’t walk in. 

She was so bored. 

And so so cold. 

And just wanted her trainers.

But at least today was her last day. And who knew what wonderful dreams and delights the temp agency would have in store for her come Monday . . . 

Molly had a rule to never temp in any one place for more than a week. That way, if it was totally awful, she only had a maximum of five days to deal with it. And there was always the excitement of something new every Monday morning. Not that it ever actually ‘was’ exciting. It was mainly data entry.

But hopefully, whatever next week had in store, it was something that didn’t involve her sitting in a cardboard room, in November, with only an underpowered fan heater for company, in the middle of a building site in High Wycombe. 

Saying that, she’d managed to remain fairly enthusiastic throughout the week. She’d done a lot of printing, handed out the occasional lanyard, answered the odd phone call, but had mostly spent her days sending fairly explicit text messages to her boyfriend Tom.

Well. For £6.75 an hour what did they expect? 

Anyway. She couldn’t help herself. 

She fancied him so much it felt impossible to go longer than an hour without some kind of contact with him. Even if that contact was a slightly out-of-focus picture of her left boob as she photocopied some risk assessments.

Tom

Seriously. 

You are going to get me fired!

Molly

Who cares.

Get fired. Let’s go to India.

Tom

I thought you wanted to go to Vietnam?

Molly

Yes. After India. 

Tom

And how will you be paying 

for this trip exactly? 

If you’re secretly minted you 

better tell me now . . .

Molly

Being rich is for losers. 

I’m more of a pay using a credit card now,

think about it later kinda girl . . . lol 

Tom

Ahh yes. I remember now;)

Excellent tits too.

Molly

Ha. Well . . . I need to copy some 

public liability insurance documents 

in a minute so, 

if you play your cards right,

I’ll get a snap of the other one 

so you can have a matching set.

Tom

That’s my girl . . .

Molly put her phone away and looked ominously at the large pile of paperwork the site manager had dumped on the corner of the desk. 

She let out a deep sigh.

Seriously. What am I doing?

The truth was, she didn’t really ever know what she was doing. Not for very long, anyway. Molly really did live one day to the next. Or at most week by week. She didn’t have any desire for a ‘career’ or anything in her life that involved any kind of ambition or application. It just wasn’t her thing. 

She’d much rather spend her days without the boring ties of a ‘real job’, scanning component lists for £6.75 an hour, renting a tiny room above a shop on the high street, and cutting her own fringe. 

She was only twenty-nine, after all. She had her thirties for all that ‘responsibility’ stuff, right? Who would want some boring ‘serious’ job that meant you couldn’t piss off to India for a few months if you fancied it? Right?

Reluctantly, she grabbed a wheelie stool, kicked off her shoes, and positioned herself between the scanner and the stack of paper that sat on the desk.

She yawned, rolled her head around her neck, and decided to suck it up and get on with it. It was 2.34 p.m. So, in two hours and twenty-six minutes she’d be out of there. Twenty quid richer than if she walked out now. 

Another twenty quid in the India fund . . . Although it was more likely that twenty quid would be going into a Wagamamas-on-a-Friday-night-before-going-home-and-having-sex-with-Tom fund, but either way it was worth it.

She glanced back at the clock: 2.37 p.m. 

Just then the desk phone rang.

Molly stared at it for a couple of rings, then decided it was far too much effort to deal with any real-life people right now. She had scanning to do. 

And scan she did. 

For TWO. BASTARD. HOURS. 

She could not face any more. But she was so close . . . Perhaps she’d go to the loo. That had to burn through a few minutes.

Plus, while she was there she’d give Tom a little gift to take with him into his Friday afternoon sales meeting . . . 

And send him a picture of her fanny. 


Chapter 3

THAT FRIDAY FEELING

So here she was. Again. 

Sat in that bar. Again.

On her own. Again.

On a Friday afternoon.

Waiting for ‘him’ to decide it was ‘safe’ to come meet her.

Again.

Liz had placed herself neatly on a high stool at the end of the bar, in an oh-too-familiar shady corner, in front of a gin martini with her back pressed up against the wall. That way she could casually survey the door, observe the room, and avoid any awkward eye contact with the bar staff. 

She’d done this every Friday – same time, same place, same seat, same pretend recurring meeting in her diary – for as long as she could remember.

She sometimes wondered what the staff behind the bar thought of her, sat in the shadows, pulling olives off a cocktail stick with her teeth, being careful not to smudge her freshly applied lipstick. Attempting to play it cool, and not to check the time on her phone every few moments as her glass slowly emptied.

As the alcohol pumped round her system, an angry voice would begin sounding in her head . . . 

Why the fuck am I doing this to myself? Am I really so worthless that I can’t do any better than being someone’s dirty secret? Someone’s bit on the side? A filthy lie?

She hated it. 

She knew she was better than this. She hated him. But she loved him. So much. So much it made her accept what she was doing. She loved him in spite of the lies, the deceit, the sneaking around . . . She felt like shit every second she was away from him. But then she felt like shit when she was with him too . . . 

She shook the dark thoughts out of her head and finished off her second gin martini. Her thoughts turned to how she’d get off the bar stool she had so gracefully managed to perch herself upon only a short while ago, without flashing part or all of her vagina at the table next to her.

She caught the barmaid’s eye and tapped her glass to signal another round. The barmaid smiled and nodded in understanding. Or was it a smirk? Was she judging her? Laughing at her? Or worse – pitying her?

Who gave a shit – she looked about nineteen. She probably didn’t even have to wear a bra. And she had amazing eyebrows. 

Liz always envied other women’s thick eyebrows. 

If you grew up as a teenager in the era of the Spice Girls, and spent most of your pubescent years relentlessly plucking at your brow line so it remained only one-hair thick, then you were destined to live out your days suffering excessive eyebrow envy . . . And spend the rest of your life painting, powdering and pencilling them back in. 

One day she’d tweet Geri Halliwell and tell her what she’d done to her and her poor sparse brows . . .

Her eyes flicked down to her phone as it lit up with a message.

It’s me. 

I’m trying to leave. 

I’m so sorry. 

Karen called and I got stuck. 

I’ll try and be there in the next half hour 

but you know how it is. 

Liz turned her phone over so it was face down on the bar and mulled over the last sentence. ‘You know how it is.’

Yes. I know exactly how it is.

Her fresh martini arrived. She stared at it for a few moments then swiftly downed it in one, ignoring the small dribble that had escaped and made its way down her chin. 

She’d leave the drinks on his tab. He could pay the bill then. The shit. 

She picked up and waved the tab card in the general direction of Eyebrows. Who was becoming more blurred by the second. Moments later she appeared with the bill for Liz to check and sign. Which she did. With little regard to the total. And added a twenty-pound tip. Nice to be generous, she thought. Even shits can be generous. 

‘Everything okay?’ said Eyebrows.

‘Not really.’ Liz became suddenly aware of the effect of the martinis, as she drew in a long breath and blinked slowly. ‘Men are dicks. If you want my advice? Stay away from all penises. For ever. Until you’re dead. Or a lesbian.’

‘Oh right. Cool. I meant was everything OKAY with your drinks?’ Eyebrows laughed a little as she took the signed bill and held Liz’s gaze for a moment before shuffling off.

Liz decided the best strategy was to pretend that none of that just happened. She was done. She avoided eye contact with anyone as she awkwardly clambered down from the bar stool. She no longer cared if the table opposite got an eyeful of labia. Or that her lipstick had faded. Or that her usually perfect sleek bob was starting to look a little dishevelled. Also, how had the barstool got so much higher since she’d been sat on it . . .? 

He wasn’t coming. Why prolong the misery?

She’d get the train, switch off her phone and spend the rest of the night in her pyjamas with her cat. She was fairly sure that if she started drinking water now and ate some pasta when she got home she’d escape a hangover. In fact, she’d got some tuna pasta salad in the fridge she could use up . . . 

Fucking hell. 

When did I become the pissed-up cat lady who eats leftover tuna pasta salad in her jogging bottoms on a Friday night while sobbing after getting stood up . . .


Chapter 4

SUPER SPERM 

Emily had ignored Matilda’s rather unsubtle and consistent brow raises as she’d begun shutting down at twenty-nine minutes past five. It was Friday. And she now had a very important reason to get home. And remove the wee-covered plastic stick wrapped in loo roll, which was probably soaking urine into the lining of her designer handbag, as soon as possible.

She’d glanced at her phone as she headed out of the door and saw that Paul had responded with a fairly impressive series of emojis. Possibly all the emojis his phone contained. In fact, she wasn’t sure he hadn’t downloaded some kind of additional emoji pack specifically for the occasion.

Needless to say, the ridiculous grin she’d been trying to suppress since lunchtime was still spread across her face as she drove home and parked in front of their pretty Victorian terraced house in Spring Gardens Road on the outskirts of Wycombe town centre. Paul’s car was parked opposite. He must have left work early. 

Emily did everything she could to stop herself squealing as she bleeped the lock on her Fiat 500 and skipped up the front path.

Before she could turn the key in the door, Paul opened it with a grin so wide it made hers seem pathetic.

Emily couldn’t help it; she burst into a flurry of happy tears and just hugged and hugged and hugged him.

‘Why are you crying, you doughnut?’ Paul said, laughing a little. He stroked her face and affectionately kissed her forehead. ‘Right, my beautiful pregnant wife, get in here now so we can pop open the bubbly and you can watch me drink it all.’

‘Dick,’ Emily said, as her tears turned into snotty laughter.

‘Have you told the girls yet?’ Paul called from the kitchen as the familiar sound of a popping cork rang through the house.

‘Not yet.’ Emily removed her work shoes in the hall and took her phone out of her bag. ‘I was in that bastard towel meeting for about two hours! Two hours of my life I will never get back. Although I mainly spent the entire time grinning like a twat.’

She headed to the lounge and curled herself into the left-hand corner of the sofa like she always did, as Paul brought the drinks tray through.

‘Besides,’ Emily continued, ‘I wanted to see you first. This one is all about us. I can’t believe that we’re actually going to have a baby. It’s nuts.’

‘I know.’ Paul placed the tray down on the coffee table, and gently put his hand on her stomach as he sat down next to her. He looked at her intently. ‘But it’s amazing. And it will be amazing. We will be amazing . . . Now, text your mates. Stop getting soppy. And shut up while I get pissed on both our behalves.’

Emily gave him a playful poke in the ribs.

She started a new WhatsApp group, adding her two best friends, Liz and Molly, and titled it:

‘You’ll never guess what?’

She knew she wouldn’t have to wait long. So she picked up the glass on the coffee table in front of her and took a sip.

‘What is that?’ She pulled a face.

‘It’s alcohol-free wine. I grabbed it on the way home.’ 

‘It’s rank.’ 

‘It’s your life now, preggo,’ Paul joked.

Emily threw him a look. But its impact was lost as she still couldn’t stop smiling. 

‘Sorry. But it is.’ He continued. ‘That, and being my taxi driver, not being able to see your own vagina and avoiding Camembert.’

‘Do not even start me on Camembert. I’m in mourning . . .’ Emily sniffed at her glass suspiciously. 

‘But you’re fine about your long-lost vagina?’ Paul said, laughing. 

Just then, Emily’s phone buzzed.

Liz

????

Molly

??? Don’t leave us hanging, you cow!

Emily’s grin came back.

Emily

So . . . it’s early days but . . .

Molly

But WHAT!! You’re killing me.

Liz

Spit it out, lady. 

Emily

*sings along to classic 

Spice Girls anthem*

. . . When Two Become One . . .

(Although it’s actually more like 

one become two . . .) 

Molly

OMG

Liz

I knew it!!

Molly

Totally amazing!! I’m so happy for you!! 

How far along are you??

Liz

Are you sure you’re not just fat?

Emily

BITCH

Liz

JOKING.;)

Emily

I’ve literally just found out! 

Got piss on my hand in the loos at

work doing 

the test. Then had to pretend to be 

excited about towels. 

Matilda was being a DICK.

Molly

Matilda is a DICK.

Liz

Hey. Maybe she’s just misunderstood?

Emily

Ever the lawyer Liz!

ANYWAY.

Can we talk about ME please [image: Image Missing]

Molly

LOL x we’re super happy for you

darling! 

Give Paul a big kiss 

and tell his penis well done from us.

Liz

lol. And me.

Emily

LOL

Love you guys xx

‘How are the girls?’ said Paul.

‘Great. Happy for us. They send their congratulations to your penis.’ 

‘My penis says thank you,’ Paul responded, nodding his head downwards in acknowledgement. 

‘Have you told anyone yet?’ 

‘No. I wanted to wait until I’d seen you.’ Paul sipped his champagne. ‘I’ll call my folks later. And text Matt. Right now, I’m happy sitting here listening to you talk about how much you miss soft cheeses. After four and a half hours of knowingly being pregnant.’

‘Ha! Well so long as I can substitute with the odd tub of ice cream, I’m sure I’ll do just fine.’ 

Paul smiled and topped his glass up.

‘Hey,’ said Emily, ‘Text Matt now. I want to hear what he says. Just please promise me that you won’t make any shit jokes about having super sperm or anything wanky like that.’

‘I love you, but I’m afraid I can’t make those sorts of promises.’ 


Chapter 5

#FORKDICKS

It was almost 5.30 p.m. on Friday evening and Molly had just arrived home. 

She’d climbed the stairs up to her one-bed flat above Wookie’s Tattoos, ignoring the empty boxes up one side of the steps, and the excessive volume of death metal blasting through the wall on the way up. She turned the key in the lock and stepped inside. It was a mess. It was always a mess. And Molly had left it a mess as she’d walked out of the door this morning, running late, as always. 

She liked to think of it as organised chaos. 

Organised chaos that possibly harboured some kind of biological weapon, given how long that glass of orange juice had been on the windowsill, but she didn’t care. Her discarded beverages may have grown their own furry blue winter jackets, but she could find everything. And it wasn’t like she spent any real time there. Her time was for enjoying life, not washing up cups and putting her pants away properly . . .

And right now, time was for getting herself ready for a date with Tom. 

Lovely, beautiful, wonderful Tom.

She smiled just thinking about him.

Molly and Tom had almost reached the six-month stage in their relationship. Not that they were ‘labelling’ it a relationship. Neither of them were really label or relationship kind of people. But this was the longest Molly had ever stuck with one guy, and not had her head turned . . . 

She loved that Fridays had become their night. That they’d got past that awkward stage of trying to impress each other and find new and exciting things to do, that now they could just grab some food, hit a few bars and head back home.

She’d never had that with anyone before. She wasn’t sure if Tom realised that. Realised that she really liked him. Really liked him. She didn’t go to those levels with her amateur photography efforts in building-site Portakabins for just anyone, you know. 

She couldn’t think of anyone she’d rather eat noodles and have sex with. And that was actually a pretty rare thing for her . . . 

Just then her phone went . . .

It was Emily, one of her best friends. She’d added her and her other friend Liz to a WhatsApp group:

‘You’ll never guess what?’

It didn’t take a genius to work out what ‘what’ could be. Emily had been married for two years, never stopped talking about having a baby, and had pretty much picked out her nursery décor by the time she’d arrived back from her honeymoon . . . 

Emily was pregnant. She’d just found out. Molly fired a few messages back to her and smiled at how happy and excited she was for her wonderful friend.

She began to wonder why Liz was also replying . . . 

Normally she was out seeing her ‘mystery man’ on a Friday straight from work, and if she was responding then it really could only mean one thing . . . Molly opened a new chat window.

Molly

Hey sweetie – you not out with ‘him’?

Liz

No.

Molly

Is everything okay?

Liz

No.

Molly

Did he stand you up again??

Liz

Well, I’m about to eat leftover pasta in my pyjamas while downing a bottle of wine and crying about how shit my love life is . . . 

So . . . Yes.

Molly

Oh . . .

Hey. Why don’t you come out with 

me and Tom?

We’re only going to Wagamamas?

Liz

Oh yeah. Great. 

I’d just love to spend the night 

eating ramen and watching you two

sucking face while feeding each other 

Ebi Katsu.

Molly

Wow. I’m impressed you 

know the names of stuff. 

You’re like a Waga-Pro. 

I just point at the menu and ask for wine. 

Liz

Ha. Well. Despite my Waga-Pro

status, and as much as I like wine,

I’m in my pyjamas now. 

And I know you don’t really want me there. 

Although I appreciate you pretending.

Molly

I’m not pretending. 

Just come!

It’ll be fun.

We’ll get drunk and judge the people 

who ask for forks . . . 

Liz

Dicks.

Molly

#ForkDicks.

Liz

LOL.

Molly

Seriously though – are you OK? 

How’s things with him?

Liz

Shit. It’s shit. He’s a shit. 

Molly

You know you can do so 

much better than him. 

Liz

I know. 

Look, have a great night. 

I’m turning my phone off now before 

he tries to call
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   Read on for an extract from Helen Wallen’s hilarious second novel …


PROLOGUE


MONDAY 20 AUGUST

The Twelve Months of the First Year of Baby

I’ve done it. I’ve survived my entire first year without completely losing my shit or my sanity, and managing to keep the majority of my areolas intact.

I can’t actually believe an entire twelve months have passed … It feels like a blur – an amazing, beautiful, wonderful, guilt-ridden, shitty, tearful, and occasionally all-a-bit-too-much-but-completely-incomparable blur.

So here, for every other amazing Mummy (and Daddy) out there who’s made it through the first year, is a breakdown of THE FIRST YEAR OF BABY:

Month One

So small, so perfect, so fragile … Yes. Take a moment to remember your vagina the way it was. Then re-grow all your pubic hair to form a secret forest around it, destroy every handheld mirror in the land, and NEVER THINK ABOUT IT AGAIN.


Once that’s done, your first few weeks are spent trying to drown out the four thousand comments you get every day about how fast it goes, pretending breastfeeding doesn’t hurt, and rediscovering wine …

Month Two

Okay you’re EXHAUSTED but you can do this. You’ve totally got this parenting shit down. You’ve joined every baby class in the county and your main plan is to baby-sign the sensory-baby-massaging f@*k out of your newborn … (If you could only stop them shitting all over themselves, the pram and your only remaining clean pair of leggings every time you try to leave the house, that is.) But still. YOU GOT THIS. Who needs eight hours’ sleep and a Perfect Prep machine anyway, right?

Month Three

You buy a Perfect Prep machine.

And Ewan the Dream Sheep, a Gro-clock, a Gro-blind and anything else that the Internet tells you to. At 3 a.m. Whilst crying.

THEN. Suddenly. One night. Your baby actually sleeps for five hours straight. This is amazing. You’re a new woman. You’re so excited, you don’t call your husband a penis-wielding voodoo-bastard that night. Instead, you plaster your new magic-sleeping-baby news all over Facebook. With a smug emoticon. And begin planning a city break. Which … means you JINX YOURSELF FOR LIFE … As every day from this point, they mainly survive on forty-five minutes’ sleep a night. And the sound of you gently sobbing into a crusty muslin that’s been on your shoulder since Tuesday.

Month Four

You used the Bumbo on the coffee table (you fucking rebel). But now, as well as not sleeping because you’ve been propped up in a nursing chair freezing one breast off at 4 a.m., you’re also not sleeping due to the BPG (Bumbo Placement Guilt) so it probably wasn’t worth it …

You try to sell the Bumbo on a Facebook selling site, but the experience is so horrendously tedious and time-wasting that you nearly murder someone who continuously calls you ‘hun’, and decide to just punch yourself in the fucking face next time instead.

Month Five

Jumperoo. That is all.


Month Six

Please remove any nice things from your life, as weaning means the end of those now. In fact – why not cut out the middleman, and begin hurling regurgitated broccoli and sweet potato at your own face and sofa. Perhaps some will trickle down your forehead into your mouth whilst still warm and you can count it as your first hot meal since you had a baby. Excellent.

Month Seven

You’ve made it. You’ve survived the first six months. This calls for celebration. An epic night out with breast pads, Spanx, and a new-found disrespect for your bladder … It is entirely amazing. Until forty seconds after you get in; when you know you’ll be spending your impending hangover trying not to gag tequila into the face of your baby whilst desperately Googling ‘breastfeeding after drinking A FUCK TON of alcohol’ and punching Ewan the Dream Sheep in his stupid twatty face.

Month Eight

It’s dawning on you that you’re still in your maternity jeggings. And that breastfeeding somehow hasn’t sucked you into a size 8 … but it’s okay, because to make you feel better about that, you eat an entire cake without breathing and/or chewing. This then makes you feel sad and you start poking your stretch marks. So you manage that with a Toblerone and some gin. The end. #ginwin

Month Nine

Shit. It’s started moving. Cafes aren’t for you any more. You should know that. #beginningoftheend

Month Ten

You’ve discovered the power of CBeebies … But your shame crush on Mr Bloom may be getting out of hand … Heading to the toilet to watch CBeebies on the iPad ‘one-handed’ is just not motherly behaviour *coughs*

(But seriously; if you make it into the loo alone – down a Toffee Crisp and tweet about it so the rest of us have hope … please … PLEASE.)

Month Eleven

The Jumperoo doesn’t work any more. And Facebook is NOTHING BUT LIES. And, if you’re going back to work you’re going to have to face the fact that you’ll need to brush your hair and wear a real bra again soon … Shit.


Month Twelve

So your ‘tiny baby’ is suddenly capable of head-butting you in the area-formerly-known-as-your-vagina, capturing the footage on your iPhone and uploading it to their own YouTube channel … but the main thing is that you tell everyone four thousand times a day how fast it’s gone, and that you’ve forgotten that breastfeeding ever hurt, and wine … Mainly wine. And wine.

#12monthsofbabydone 

#ginwinetheend




Chapter 1

SHIT

‘Where the fuckety-fuck is it?’ Liz said out loud to herself as she rummaged clumsily in her over-sized designer handbag for the pregnancy test she’d just bought.

She’d scurried home quickly via the pharmacy after meeting her two best friends – Emily and Molly – and their newborn sons in a cafe in High Wycombe. Luckily they were both too distracted by breastfeeding and bone-shattering exhaustion to notice Liz’s slightly rushed exit. The last thing she needed right now was awkward questions. Ones she didn’t know the answers to herself yet …

It was a stuffy, hot, mid-August Saturday and the bathroom in Liz’s neat, modern apartment suddenly seemed very small. And very sticky. And very impractical. Going for the minimal look was all well and good, except when you needed to find places to perch things. Even small things – such as plastic sticks you wee on that can potentially mess up your entire life quite massively, in a not small way at all.

She was aware she was huffing. A lot. She was keen to get on with this, just to know one way or the other. She couldn’t think further than that right now – she wouldn’t allow herself to. She was ignoring the overwhelming feelings of anger, disappointment and stupidity as she located the test, scanned the instructions and quickly ripped the foil-lined wrapping away.


Thank fuck her boyfriend, Gerald, wasn’t staying at hers this weekend, she thought, releasing a long sigh as she squatted down awkwardly on to the toilet, trying her best to wee in a straight line. Which, she now realised, was not quite as easy as the smug diagram on the box, and all the films and TV shows she’d ever watched where women did pregnancy tests, had suggested …

She was done.

She replaced the cap, pulled her knickers and shorts back up. And placed the test in front of her on the sink as she washed her hands, looking directly ahead at her reflection in the spotlit mirror above the basin.

She huffed at herself again.

Fuck.

Why the fuck was this happening?

This was not supposed to happen. Not to her  …

She was the sensible one, the one with the soaring career, the one with her shit finally together. The one with the excellent fringe.

This sort of thing was supposed to happen to other people. This was the sort of thing that happened to Molly. In fact it HAD happened to Molly; one of her best friends, one of the most haphazard human beings she’d ever known, and the girl that believed contraception was a ‘bit of a faff really’. And had quite frankly deserved to fall pregnant with that attitude … Which of course she had. But that wasn’t Liz. She was careful, and considered, and in control. HOW COULD THIS HAVE HAPPENED TO HER?

Besides, she still wasn’t a hundred per cent sure if she even wanted children … and if she did, now was possibly the worst timing in the history of all timings in the world ever. How was it that she could end up in this situation? Surely, she and Gerald had been careful – hadn’t they? Clearly not careful enough.

Liz blew her fringe up out of her eyeline with a huff of hot breath, as she racked her brain. She began to come to the unsettling realisation that during the weekend she and Gerald had spent at her sister’s house a few weeks ago, there might have been an unsanctioned moment of passion … thanks to an unsanctioned amount of red wine …

Liz frowned and rubbed her face in anguish, annoyed at herself for being so uncharacteristically reckless. She and Gerald had only been seeing each other for a few months, and it was clear that Gerald was a little more into the relationship than Liz was. Liz felt that familiar lump of guilt in her throat that appeared regularly when she questioned whether their relationship was still ‘too much, too soon’ for her. She couldn’t help it. A past laden with shitty men and even shittier times had done that to her. People who didn’t know might well view her as being cold, closed and a little career-obsessed, but she simply saw those things as necessary for self-preservation.


This was not a happy magical moment. This was one filled with utter dread and sickly anticipation, as she became aware that two minutes had more than passed and the result would be ready.

So she should look at the test.

It would be ready.

God, she didn’t want to do this.

But she had to.

She filled her lungs with air and swiped the test up quickly from the sink, letting her eyes fall down on to the results window …

SHIT.
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