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      This book is dedicated to Dee and Little One (and Broccoli).

      It is an honour to be in this family with you You are both inspirational in more ways than you’ll probably ever believe. I love you.

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      
         

        Nobody told me you can’t use toilet paper

        Nobody told me that you bleed

        Nobody told me you might need a secret place

        where you can scream.

         

        This is not a collection of polished poems. Nobody Told Me is a diary of poems written during the first few years of parenthood. Some of the poems are rushed, some are far too long and still uncut, some were written at four a.m., some on the loo, in hospital, in the car, at work, some were interrupted by cries, screams, laughs… and some were never really finished. Mostly, they were written on the floor of my Little One’s bedroom as she slept.

        All the things I couldn’t talk about.

      

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              INTRODUCTION
            

          

        

      

       

      Glastonbury Festival

      I found out I was pregnant on the way to my first Glastonbury Festival poetry gig. In the twenty-minute break between connecting trains from Birmingham to Glastonbury, I decided to face some facts: the fact my boobs were a size larger than ever before; the fact my period still hadn’t come; the fact I had been sick every morning, afternoon and evening for the last couple of weeks, making excuses to the women at work for why I had to go and buy another stamp, just to be sick in the local café toilets.

      I had an hour to wait at King’s Cross Station. I bought two tests and took them into the toilets. Both turned out positive. I went back to the shop, bought one more and got the same result. I washed my hands, got on the train and started to write.

      
        
          
             

            After King’s Cross toilets

            after a blue cross

            after hands-in-face

            with confused then laughing sobs

            I found this spot;

            in the middle of a field

            at the back of a tent

            with no one around.

            After the train journey there

            three hours staring at three tests

            after deciding face to face was best

            and despite itching lips

            not to phone him yet,

            that gave me

            three days left.

             

            No one knowing but me.

             

            And I found this horizontal haven

            at Glastonbury.

          

        

      

      I spent the next three days around the Poetry and Words tent – staring at my stomach, trying not to throw up whilst reciting poems on the stage and then actually throwing up each morning into a damp, dew-soaked grass entranceway of a crap one-person pop-up tent. I also felt deeply guilty; although I hadn’t told Dee the news yet, I felt I needed to tell someone, just in case of an emergency. So the first other human being to find out that I was pregnant was in fact a lovely poet called Dreadlockalien; the same man whose van door I had to bang on in panic at three a.m. the second morning of the festival, after I woke up covered by a deep pool of muddy, leaking-tent water.

      When I wasn’t performing, being sick or sleeping hunched across the front seat of a renovated van, I just stared, fixated, at families and gigantic wooden flowers, watching as kids ran around amongst the jugglers, musicians, acrobats and DJs, wondering how this parenting thing all worked.

      
        
          
             

            I’d expected a weekend of no-sleep hopes

            I’d planned for Dizzee Rascal

            DJs, dancing and dope mornings

            yawning through sunrise and falling at noon

            to new tunes, burnt-out shoes, dance tents

            and who’s who.

            I’d planned to be awake at five a.m.

            as shakes of drum’n’bass busted up my head.

            instead I lay awake at three a.m.

            repeating in my head the word:

            ‘Mum’.

            ‘Mum’.

            Alone, in the tent

            I heard the hell-bent screams from Trash City slickers

            drunken footsteps pass me at sunrise

            as my heartbeat quickened

            in repetitions:

            ‘Mum’.

          

        

      

      So I started a diary there. A diary of all the things I was thinking; all the things I didn’t think I was supposed to be thinking; of all the things hidden between the pictures of every pregnancy magazine I picked up, where beautiful pregnant women walk slowly down derelict beaches as pretty flowery dresses drape from their bellies, long (normally straight, blonde, Caucasian) hair blowing gracefully in the breeze. All good. But there are no beaches near me. Most of the pregnant women I meet are too busy trying not to be sick on the commute to work; trying to find old tracksuit trousers that might still fit them; looking after their other kids; or just coming to terms with the speed at which their entire bodies are changing shape and size and how it feels for them inside and out.

      I started a diary at Glastonbury:

      
        
          
             

            A diary of all the things

            I couldn’t talk about.
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              PREGNANT
            

          

        

      

      
        

        
          Dress

          All Right

          Banana Baby

          Sorry

          Sunrise Sickness

          Instinct

          Meat

          The List

          Hollow

          Kick Me

          Ice and Dirty Potatoes

          Snow Baby

          Marketing Motherhood

          Probably

        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              3 JULY
            

          

          
            1 month pregnant

          

        

      

      Glastonbury was good. This week not so good. But not terrible. I always find it easier to deal with things if I sit outside and look at the stars. Or at least stare at them out of the window. Because they’re much bigger than me and the night is cool and I’m tiny and, well, stars make me realise that this sort of stuff, it’s just not that fucking important in the grand scheme of the universe. I love the stars for that.

      I remember sitting at my window at night after fights at school or broken teenage hearts. Pen in hand, pad of paper, writing poems and staring at the stars, thinking ‘Fuck it, it’s not so bad.’ It’s a good place to be, at an open night-time window when everything seems a bit tits-up.

      Stood at the sink, hands in the washing-up. It’s taken me a day to work out how to do this. This wasn’t the moment I’d planned but he’s there behind me and it just comes out now – ‘I’ve got to tell you something Dee.’

      I breathe in, prepared.

      ‘Me too,’ he says.

      Smiles. Tensely. Silence.

      ‘You go first then,’ I say, glad to have a bit more time to prepare, thinking perhaps he knows already.

      ‘I’m so sorry Hollie, I’m not in love with you any more.’

      Lump in my throat. Ah, shit. I’m thinking about the maternity dress I just bought. I’d imagined wearing it at this moment in my life. Imagined his face kind of excited by the fabric and yellow tones as I broke the news. But I’m in my jeans, hands in the washing-up instead, now not sure if I feel stupid or embarrassed or OK or happy that he’s got the guts to just be honest with me. Eyes welling up, either way. Not sure what I should say. But I say the only thing I can.

      ‘I’m pregnant. That’s what I had to say. That’s quite bad timing, eh?’

      We stand in silence. We look at each other. We cry. We swear. We hug. And we laugh too. Because this is shit. But it is almost so ridiculously shit that it is verging on comic. The baby is here to stay, that I know for sure. We both know that immediately. We just have to decide on the rest of it. The practicalities of these two pieces of important news working themselves out together. This is a bit awkward.

      I’ve always begged him to be honest with me. Even if he’s just a bit bored or not feeling things the same – just say. Because it’s normal life, and I hate the idea of people sticking together when they don’t completely want to – then, well, getting old and dying. I don’t see the pride in it. I’ve always begged for honesty. I just didn’t expect this now. I feel a bit like I’m in a film, not sure if it’s a dark comedy or an overacted drama. Either way, this moment will stick in my mind for a very long time.

       

      So we’ve spent the evenings this week mainly talking and crying and then sitting in silence. Work has been tricky but a good distraction from a slightly wrenched heart and stomach. Tonight the air is really fresh. I go to the window and open it. Stare at the stars. I cannot complain. I’m twenty-six and I’m healthy. I’m pregnant, which is a magical thing. I’m possibly going through a break-up, but everyone’s all right. And if not in love with me any more, he’s already in love with this kid. There is still a lot of love here.

      If my nurse of a mother has drilled anything into my brain for the last twenty-six years it is that there is a lot of shit going on out there, below the stars. A lot of people are ill. A lot of people are struggling. I am neither. Neither is Dee. Our eyes are a constant sore red and I feel in quite a daze but the stars are still twinkling very brightly. I stare at the sky for a bit, then check for the dress receipt. I’ll take it back to the shop tomorrow. I didn’t like it much anyhow.

      
         

        Dress

        
          
            I feel like my mind has been shaken a bit

            I don’t really know what to do

            for the first time imagining futures

            and convincing myself they’d be true

            I always thought girls shouldn’t indulge too much

            in fairytales, rom coms or vows

            but I realise I started to do that a little

            as soon as the blue cross made out

            On a toilet staring wide-eyed and scared

            from excitement to panic to glad

            and the only thing stopping me weeping out loud

            was the thought of him being the dad

            Never broody like others, not desperate for kids

            I felt sickness out floating to sea

            and the only thing stopping the panic attacks

            was thinking how happy he’d be

            And I didn’t want to tell him then

            until two more blue crosses had shown

            ’cos I thought he’d be more disappointed

            if I told him and then I was wrong

            Two tests later, locked in a toilet,

            staring like ghosts at the door

            even felt bad at the passion he had

            and the thought that he wanted this more

            Spent a weekend at Glastonbury, gazing about

            adjusting my senses to try

            to imagine a life with a child by my side

            without fearing I’d not learnt to fly

            Not broody like others, desperate for kids,

            wondering how I’d make a mum

            calming myself with comments he made

            imagining me with a bump

            I planned walks on pebbled beaches that weekend

            I planned the length and style of maternity dress

            hand in hand, us, sand on palm,

            waves washing the sand from our legs

            I imagined the look he might give me

            the glint that shook in his eye

            I imagined the smile his face would stretch into

            as my bump became stretched on all sides

            I imagined the tears

            he’d be peacefully yelling

            the warmth of his hand

            pressed onto my belly

            Four days alone

            I plotted it all –

            escaped my urge

            to jump up and flee

            And all inside my head

            his jokes

            of breeding

            starting three

            Of talk of having families

            how I’d start at twenty-six

            I always said girls shouldn’t rose-tint the world

            and now I’ve learnt my bit

            Now I’m not really sure what to do

            skin colder

            mind to rock

            and the dress that I thought

            would suit this moment

            I’ll take back to the shop.
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