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FOR ALL THE PARENTS WHO AREN’T SURE WHAT THEY ARE DOING BUT ARE DOING THE BEST THEY CAN.




INTRODUCTION

When I was young I didn’t want to be a mother, I wanted to be a zoo keeper – or maybe a vet. Once, an episode of Blue Peter asked children to draw what they imagined they would be doing when they were thirty years old. I’d always loved drawing so I drew myself as a vet – a single vet who owned a German Shepherd and a parrot. There was no husband, there were no children.
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I am eighteen years old and in university when I have my first kiss. He is a friend I’ve come to know better through writing emails to each other; the things we couldn’t say, we wrote. He found me attractive and that was crazy to me – that getting to know me through writing and me being funny was attractive.

I am single and in Dublin doing my PhD in science. I know no one and it is lonely because this isn’t my city and I am tired of spending my evenings reading in the tiny room I’m renting. I use a dating site to make friends and meet a man and he is from Dublin. He has a beard and glasses and I find him funny and attractive and he doesn’t kiss me.

However, he asks to meet me for coffee after work the next day and we feed pigeons and talk in a café. He walks me to my bus and as it arrives he asks to kiss me and he does. It is the best first kiss I ever have.

Nine years later we are talking with two of his friends and one of them asks, ‘When are you getting married?’

‘Next year,’ my boyfriend replies.

‘Next year?’ I repeat.

‘Yes.’

‘OK, shake on it.’

And he shakes my hand and I go to the bathroom. On the toilet, I realize something and rush back.

‘I meant that!’ I say.

‘So did I.’

‘We’re engaged?’

‘We are.’

I burst into tears and kiss him. His friends look confused, not realizing that within a week we’ll have the venue booked.

We got married in Dublin Zoo because I may not have become a zoo keeper but I found a keeper there.

Once we got married, people started wondering about babies. They kept staring at my tummy. Either that or they were checking to see whether I’d put the weight back on that I’d lost for my wedding. If I went out and didn’t drink they’d think that I was pregnant, and if  I did drink they’d think that I was pregnant and a  terrible parent.

The thing is, lots of my friends already had babies. I couldn’t remember their babies’ names, which wasn’t so bad as the babies couldn’t remember them either.
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However, I also couldn’t remember whether they’d had a boy or a girl, so I’d ask, ‘How’s the wee one?’ And you knew it was probably fine, doing things I couldn’t relate to – except for crying for no apparent reason. Sometimes my friends might ask me to hold their baby, which I didn’t want to, in case it exploded in my hands or cried. In which case, the only instruction was to ‘support the head’, as if it were a football team.
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A person’s interest in pregnancy and babies seems to follow a trend, which goes from interested to uninterested to interested, according to the age of the mother.
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After we married I wanted to avoid having babies, so life could be our adventure a little bit longer, before we finally said, ‘Yes, we are having babies.’ I believed we weren’t ready to become parents – I was barely able to parent myself – but time moves on.
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To be honest, I had pretty much convinced myself I couldn’t have children. An idea compounded by my periods showing up whenever they thought I’d like a social occasion ruined, and time spent poring over the side effects of drugs I’d been given back when I had cancer as a teenager, had me thinking that.

When I was an overweight fifteen-year-old, I had three things – huge glasses, a ginger mushroom-bob haircut and cancer – and chemo got rid of only one of them. Mercifully, not losing my hair meant I didn’t have to tell people I’d cancer, because my appearance attracted enough unwanted attention as it was. I didn’t want to also be ‘the girl who has cancer’ or ‘the girl who has a 20 per cent chance of surviving’. I just wanted to figure out who I was.

After a few years that percentage increased. I wasn’t ‘the girl who had survived cancer’, I was the girl who had a PhD, who worked as a scientist, who was an artist and a wife, but I didn’t know if I could be a mother.

I also didn’t know whether I should have children. My malignant melanoma had progressed rapidly until it got to stage 3, and after the surgery and treatments the only thing the doctors seemed to give it was time. Time spent waiting to see if it would come back.

They didn’t say to me, ‘Congratulations, you don’t have cancer any more. You’re free to live your life as you please.’ It was more, ‘It’s been five years since you had it.’ And then it was ten.

I remember my oncologist telling me not to have any children until I’d been in remission for ten years. At the time, children weren’t even on my horizon. However, at my final appointment, I asked him if he’d said that because treatment during pregnancy might put the baby at risk. He replied that it was because he didn’t want a child to be left without its mother. I realize how heavy that sounds but he didn’t mean to be cruel, and at the time it didn’t feel that way either. It was just a fact.

I live under the shadow of having had cancer. It’s not something that I actively think about, but it has affected how I live my life. When you’re a teenager, I think you’re meant to feel a bit invincible. I’d peeked behind the curtain, though. I knew I was mortal.

Even now, no one can tell me for certain that the cancer won’t come back. Even though I’ve put many years and many experiences between that time and now, I’ve found it difficult to commit to long-term goals because I don’t know what might happen in a year’s – or five years’ – time. It felt incredibly daunting to bring a husband into that uncertainty – never mind children – because in the back of my mind there was a voice that was saying, ‘Maybe the cancer is waiting to come back when I’ve got much more to lose.’

Starting to commit to things – even something as simple as getting a cat – felt scary and made me anxious but then I got married because I was trying to push myself forward into the uncertainty. If I didn’t, the cancer might not have taken my life, but it would have taken my capacity to live it.

So now I’m married and we’re having a conversation about having children and I’m saying I want to give it a go. Then, you find yourself having sex, with the idea of maybe wanting kids. You’re trying for a kid, but you’re still having sex, you’re still killing time because the cinema isn’t for two hours and it’s a good idea. But you aren’t telling anyone that this is happening.
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15 October 2014

My period is late, a fact I informed my husband Colm of at 2 a.m. I suggested that maybe we should go to a 24-hour supermarket to buy a pregnancy test. Sensibly, he said ‘no’ and I lay in bed, worried that I was pregnant, because although I wanted it, it felt too soon and I thought about how much our lives would change.

I wasn’t ready. I took a test. It was negative.

20 October

My period came. My initial relief was followed by sadness; sadness and a realization that I don’t think I’ll ever feel ready but maybe I’ll never get the chance to.

16 November

Yesterday, Colm and I flew to London for his brother’s wedding and today I have to catch a flight to France for a conference. I think this should make me feel like an international jet-setter but mostly I feel tired.

20 November

I’m back from the conference. It was nice to meet people and talk about science. I met a doctor there who told me about her daughters and showed me photos. She asked if I wanted kids. I told her I did but that I don’t think it will happen.

23 November

I went out with a friend of mine, got drunk and complained that I couldn’t get pregnant because I keep having conversations about it.
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‘It’s because I’m due my period,’ I say, telling her not to be looking at my boobs.

27 November

I found out I am pregnant because I peed on a stick on Monday. I also peed on my hand, but mostly on the stick. It was a test left over from last month’s pregnancy freak-out. For some reason I thought that pregnancy tests would be all certainty and shout ‘YOU’RE PREGNANT’ at you, if that were the case. It was negative. I put it in the bin in the bathroom.

Yesterday morning I fished it out. There was a faint line. I went out for more tests and took another two – both were positive. I was all the emotions, I wanted to hug someone. I stared at the cat. I didn’t hug her.

Colm is working in a job he hates. He came home late, looking defeated.

‘How are you?’ I asked.

‘Tired. How are you?’

‘Pregnant.’

He was shocked; he is delighted.
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FIRST TRIMESTER

2 December

We have nicknamed the bump-to-be ‘Colm Junior’, or CoJu. Mostly so I can speak in code about what’s going on, as I’m in pain. CoJu seems to be doing a lot of construction work on my insides. If my womb is rented accommodation I definitely don’t think the baby will be getting its deposit back.

6 December

Last night, I did a stand-up comedy gig. Afterwards, I had a bleed and some pain but Colm was away. So I talked to a nurse on the phone who sent me to the maternity hospital, where I sat in the emergency room on my own from midnight to 3 a.m., waiting to be told I was OK and that the baby was OK. I’ve only been pregnant a week but it suddenly felt as if it were all over.

A scan of my abdomen showed nothing – a possible ectopic pregnancy, the sonographer said. I went for a blood test to check my hormone levels and I’ve to go back in two days for a follow-up test.
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8 December

This morning I went in for the follow-up blood test and at 2 p.m. the hospital called me. I needed to come in for a scan, they said. I couldn’t leave work then and there, though – they didn’t know. It was another couple of hours before I finally managed to get away. When Colm and I got to the hospital, A&E told us to go to the early pregnancy unit, which was closed by that time. I was finding it hard to hold it together, but eventually A&E saw us, even though we’d gone to them first. As I waited to be scanned, I couldn’t stop shaking and my teeth were chattering. Colm was concerned, and asked if I was cold. I wasn’t – it was nerves.

The doctor did an internal ultrasound this time.

As she moved the probe around, she said, ‘Your hormone levels were pretty high, so I’d expect to see something.’

And I asked, ‘Er … could my levels be so high because it’s twins?’

‘Well, there’s one and there’s the other.’

I’m only 5 weeks pregnant!

The idea that it might be twins hasn’t come from there being a family history or some massive hunch. It’s come from my mum saying, ‘Either you or your brother is going to have twins.’ It sounds a little random, but my mother has been right about other things. For instance:
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By the time I got pregnant my brother already had a girl and a boy but two years apart, so Colm and I had joked about it.

‘Imagine if we were having twins.’

‘Oh ho ho, that would be hilarious.’

Well, suddenly it’s not a joke. Now I’ve to hide the fact that I’m pregnant and it’s twins.

9 December

CoJu definitely isn’t getting their deposit back because the lease on my womb stipulated ‘one occupant’ and they’ve moved in a friend we’ve named ‘Maria Junior’, or MaJu.

10 December

So far, pregnancy has been a bit of a lonely place. You know you’re pregnant, you start to feel it but you have to keep it to yourself.

It feels as if someone has slammed my tits in a car door and I’m really tired.

I’ve also realized that I spent a number of days before I found out I was pregnant, complaining loudly that my tits hurt. Someone asked then if I could be expecting, and I said no. Today, to throw them off the scent, in the middle of the lab I asked for a sanitary pad at the top of my voice. That’ll do it.
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13 December

Colm and I are in Sweden to see my brother and his family. He emigrated here in May with his pregnant Swedish girlfriend and my nephew, who is almost three. They had a baby girl and we’re here for her baptism – I’m going to be godmother. They live in the middle of nowhere, a town somewhere in the middle of the country, and getting here involved a plane, a train and an automobile.

My brother collects us from the train station and drives us through some of the first snow, joking about how he doesn’t have snow tyres yet. At the dinner table, I tell them that I’m pregnant. I’m apprehensive about breaking the news because it’s so early, but they’re happy for us. I ask them not to tell anyone, especially our parents. My relationship with my mum and dad – with my mum especially – is difficult right now and my brother’s isn’t much better. Within the space of three years I got married and my brother had a kid and emigrated. I don’t know if it’s us growing up or what, but relations are fraught these days.

The celebrations are great but the nausea I’m experiencing means that I’m finding it difficult to eat. At the reception there is a massive sandwich cake filled with tuna and mayonnaise, and topped with meats and cheese. It is apparently very tasty but I can’t bear to be near it. Someone asks if I’m vegetarian and I say yes, that’s the reason I’m avoiding the cake.

I play with my nephew and later make my four-month-old goddaughter laugh so much she poops herself. Before we leave, my sister-in-law gives me a load of maternity clothes she has. The idea that I’ll need them at some point feels ridiculous.

16 December

I am 7 weeks pregnant with twins, a fact I have to keep to myself for another five weeks, but it is coming up to Christmas. This is good because it means I will have a week or so off work to deal with the fact that I am incredibly exhausted, developing a compulsion to buy blankets and hoodies to curl up in, and feeling increasingly nauseous. The nausea is bad because Christmas involves a lot of eating, something which I am usually incredibly on board with.

It’s believed that pregnancy sickness plays a role in protecting the growing foetus. It’s basically like a bouncer stopping you from ingesting anything that could cause harm to you or the baby. This might include meat or fish, which could potentially be carrying bacteria; fruit because … I don’t know, I just don’t want any fruit. No vegetables, either … No, I’m OK, I don’t want any chocolate. Yes, I know it’s Christmas …

Suspicion is already on me that I might be pregnant. I’m having to go to some extraordinary lengths to hide it from my work. But our work Christmas party is coming up and in order to avoid it I’ve had to recruit someone else to embellish my lie. That person is John, someone who is a good friend and who has no problem telling people I have explosive diarrhoea.

24 December

Colm and I were meant to go to my parents’ for Christmas this year. We got married last year and spent our first Christmas as a married couple with Colm’s parents. One of the reasons for this was because of how much my relationship with my mum has broken down in recent years. We used to be so close – I would tell her everything – and then something changed.

My decision not to get married in a church wouldn’t have come as a shock – she said she expected it. Initially, she seemed happy for me, but as the day of the wedding drew nearer, the more she pulled away.

[image: ]
The day I got married I didn’t get ready with her, and one of the only things she said to me that day was, ‘Congratulations, I suppose.’

My dad was caught in the middle. He didn’t take sides. He couldn’t. He was worried about what was happening to his wife and probably felt unable to resolve it. He looked so happy as he was giving me away, and gave a glowing speech at the reception, praising who Colm and I were. During a moment when I had him on his own, I asked what I could have done differently. He said it wasn’t about me, not really.

‘You manufacture your own happiness,’ he said to me, and told me my mother would find hers again.

After the wedding, I didn’t talk to my mother for a while – not directly. I spoke to my dad instead. My dad, in whom I didn’t usually confide, with whom I’d had screaming matches as a teenager, who had learned about my life through what I told Mum. Now, he was  the conduit to her.

Colm and I married in May, then things between Mum and I came to a head in August. During a phone call every hurt she had poured out, every grievance, and things she would regret saying. I kept my composure but afterwards I cried – it hadn’t always been like this.

The thing is, growing up I was really close to my mother. She was the person to whom I told all my problems. She knew about the bullies, the bad boyfriends, the small worries and the big. She’s practical and smart – she wanted to be a nurse but worked until she got married, a time at which women were expected to give up their jobs to raise their families. She became a stay-at-home mum and I guess she still is, given that my older sister is autistic and lives at home with my parents.

When I was fifteen, my mum was the one who realized there was something not quite right about a mole on my leg, which eventually turned out to be cancerous.

When we went back to the doctor, after they’d tried unsuccessfully to burn it off, she said, ‘It needs to be removed.’

The doctor said, ‘I’ll refer you to the surgeon and we’ll see what he says.’

We got to the surgeon and my mother said, ‘The GP says this needs to be removed.’

The surgeon said, ‘Well, I was going to leave it, but if he’s concerned …’

This kickstarted a chain of events and I was soon diagnosed with cancer. It was on my leg, which was fine, but then it spread and things got more real.

By lying, she essentially saved my life.

However, when I got older and moved away, I told her about my problems less. Then, when I started to see a counsellor, perhaps she thought that meant that I didn’t need her any more. That wasn’t the case – I just felt broken in a way she couldn’t fix.

People tell me that I am brave when I talk about having had cancer but it is mostly because I shield them from how it really felt. I believe that real bravery comes from asking someone how they are and being fully prepared for whatever the answer is, even if it hurts you to hear it.

I didn’t want to hurt my mum with my answer. I just wanted to be the brave one and get better and make her proud and move forward. I also got so used to just moving forward with my life that I never really took time to reflect on how having cancer affected me. Until it did.

‘I don’t care what anyone says, women have to know how to do everything in this world.’

That’s what she would tell me – that I had to be independent. Well, now I am and I am starting my own family. As my brother and I grew up she just seemed to push us away. Or it felt like that. There were fights, and hurtful things were said. I don’t know. It wasn’t good.

Slowly we are working to repair our relationship. I never stopped loving her or sending her gifts. I just pulled away.

However, it’s now Christmas Eve and I am suffering less from morning sickness and more from all-day sickness. I can’t travel. I just can’t face six hours on a bus. I’m pregnant and I can’t drive – neither can Colm, but we’re both arranging to get our provisional licences to start learning, at least.

I text my parents to tell them I am sick.

‘Explosive diarrhoea,’ I write.

I call them and ask to be put on speaker to both of them. Colm sits beside me.

‘I’m not coming home for Christmas.’

My mother gets defensive, thinking it’s an excuse and that I don’t want to be there.

‘I’m not coming home because … I’m pregnant.’ I sob.

I cry because if you’re raised Catholic, telling your parents you’re pregnant is the worst thing possible, even if you’re in your thirties and happily married.

They are shocked and delighted.

Then I tell them it’s twins.

Swear words of delight erupt down the phone, my father jumping from happiness to not wanting to be happy in case his happiness jinxes it. Mum talks to me about how sick I am feeling and about taking care of myself. She sounds like my mum again. No defences, just worried about me, and I don’t know how to feel.

25 December

We told Colm’s family yesterday too. They’re delighted we’re spending Christmas in their house, literally up the road from ours, but I’m mostly upstairs away from the wonderfully nauseating yuletide yuck-smells.

28 December

My parents called to see me today. It’s a big deal because, being from Donegal, my parents don’t like to come to Dublin for any reason. It’s as if the rest of the country hates Dublin and by going there it’s somehow giving it attention and inflating its ego. I didn’t think I’d end up living here, let alone marrying a Dubliner.

Colm and I have been together for years and usually it’s us who go up to Donegal. My parents like him, mostly because he’s a good man who makes me happy and isn’t an arse.

When my parents see me they’re shocked. I spent most of my life overweight, then the year I got married I decided to lose weight – not for the dress but for me. I lost 4 stone over two years, I think, but I’m tall so I can ‘carry it’. However, the vomiting means I’ve lost weight I didn’t intend to. My wedding ring fell off my finger on St Stephen’s Night and I panicked looking for it. It turned up inside one of the big blankets under which I now live.

My parents hug me and tell me I’m too thin. They ask how Colm and I are, we talk about what’s been going on and the conversation is good. We go for a carvery and I eat some food, then when we get back to the house I throw up again. Food just seems to shelter in my stomach rather than go anywhere productive. But overall this has been a good day.

1 January 2015

I rang in the New Year by eating crackers and drinking rehydration solution, just like in the movies. There aren’t a lot of movies about pregnancy but there are so many movies about the actions that get you there. My god, if pregnancy were a movie it would be very dull, peppered with a lot of action scenes where someone is trying to find a toilet or a seat on a bus.

5 January

The majority of my text messages to Colm seem to be about how tired I am, how sick I feel and whether or not I’ve thrown up. I feel bad that I’m bombarding him with this level of detail but also feel that getting a play-by-play is probably easier than actually going through it.

I tell him this.

He says, ‘That’s debatable.’

[image: ]
14 January

I have another bleed. I’m in work and I’m panicking because I have to leave but no one knows I’m pregnant yet, except John. I’ve no money for a taxi so he gives me a tenner and tells me that he’ll cover for me. Colm says he will meet me at the hospital. I call my mum, who says it’s probably nothing. Most of the time I try not to get attached to what is happening to me, in case something goes wrong, but then in moments like this I feel the devastation ready to crash into me. I am scanned, the twins are bigger and I’ll be seen again next week for the 12 week scan. Apparently, bleeds just sometimes happen during the first trimester. For no apparent reason. Another fun symptom.

15 January

I’ve been reading a book about twins and decide to tell Colm what I’ve learned.

‘Apparently, you shouldn’t call them names which sound the same …’

‘Like Lucas and Mucus?’

16 January

Today I told my boss that I am pregnant. It was incredibly difficult because there is no work-related opener for delivering that kind of news.

It feels as if I’m making a selfish choice that doesn’t benefit my work or career because unfortunately my job isn’t ‘making babies’. If it was, I’m well above target with twins.

The reason I’ve been keeping it hidden from my work is to avoid letting people think that ‘work isn’t a priority for me, having a baby is.’ And if I were to miscarry, then that information – that I want a baby – will be out there, and it will be out there for nothing.
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It’s as if I can only focus on one thing or the other, or that I am choosing. Rather than being happy about it all, I just feel as if I’m letting my boss down and creating trouble. In contrast to this, Colm’s boss was the first person he told, the week we found out. It turned out that his boss’s wife was also pregnant.

Telling my co-workers was easier, mostly because some of them suspected and got to go ‘I KNEW IT!’

Then I said, ‘IN YOUR FACE, IT’S TWINS!’

The upside of telling people in work is, I guess, that I can vomit freely in the bathroom now without all the crazy subterfuge and feeling as if I

19 January
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SECOND TRIMESTER

2 February



14 February


[image: ]
15 February



18 February









28 February


[image: ]
2 March


9 March

















[image: ]
12 March






15 March


23 March






PREGNANCY SYMPTOMS
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PREGNANCY FASHION
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	When should I get a new bra?

	When you burst out of yours incredible hulk style in the middle of a meeting and milk drowns all your colleagues.
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NAMING BABIES
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THIRD TRIMESTER
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	Asked if I’m getting a c-section, he said 50/50. Which scared me. 15:07 ✓✓

	Don’t be scared. It’s another form of birth. By the due date you won’t care if they take babies out through your ear. 15:11

	Ha ha ha! 15:18 ✓✓
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	I got a crutch today to help me walk. Super sexy

	Now you can fulfil your life long dream of being a mobile pole dancer

	Ha ha ha ha
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