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Introduction

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

- Thinking I can make poached eggs

- Putting on red lipstick before brushing my teeth

- Trying olives

- Ordering jeans online

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

1) What a lucky cow.

2) I’m glad I’m not her.

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