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For Will, Matt and Wheats, who believed in me and this book when they absolutely did not have to.

And for my darling Harry for everything, always.




Editor’s Note

For years, my main cultural touchstone with infertility was the author Jilly Cooper, who wrote her own experience of recurrent miscarriage and adoption into her heroes Rupert and Taggie Campbell-Black. Cheers to you, Jilly, and thank you for all you have done to make infertility a blockbuster plot point rather than a hidden one. I hope Disney paid you an absolute fortune for Rivals.
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Introduction

This is the book that I wish I’d found in the bookshops when my husband and I were trying for a baby. The infertility bookshelf felt very small then, often tucked in beside parenting and ‘miracle-baby’ memoirs, as though the unthinkable never happened to anyone, and if it did, it ended with a nursery-makeover Pinterest board and a lovely rainbow. For a few years we tried ‘naturally’ (ovulation sticks, diaries and apps – so natural), then moved on to examinations, operations and treatment. It never occurred to me that our journey to having children would end after two IVF cycles. As I understood it, if we kept putting tokens in the slot machine, we would eventually have a baby.

After our treatment failed, I fell apart like a box of Shredded Wheat dropped from a great height. My husband found me a new therapist who specialised in infertility. She looked about twenty, and we called her TCT: Terrifyingly Competent Therapist. I respected and admired her, and she helped me to heal until I ghosted her the following winter. She thoughtfully suggested that we might hold a funeral for our unborn children to honour them. I said this was a wonderful idea, and then I never spoke to her again.

I couldn’t hold a funeral because how could it just be us two who loved our children? How could I ask our friends and family to come to a funeral where the only things being buried were memories of people who were real to us yet didn’t exist? How could I equate this thin misery to the lovely christenings, weddings and birthdays we celebrated? How could I subject them to this? And, in a much smaller voice, I thought: How could I dare to ask them to hold me through it?

In therapy, I’d written a great long letter to my children. I’d even imagined them sitting in the armchair as I talked to them, but I wasn’t ready to say goodbye. In the early spring, my husband and I made an appointment with a new IVF clinic, where we planned to try an ‘all you can eat’ option where you fork over a lot of money and then keep . . . having . . . IVF until you have a child or go insane. I had been ill with a shopping list of mental health problems for many years, so I was pretty confident I could cope. We had been given three cycles of IVF on the NHS, but as none of my eggs had been mature enough to fertilise on our first cycle, that was the end of that. We paid for the next one ourselves – the same outcome. Now we could keep paying.

Our appointment at this second clinic was cancelled because our consultant, in an unfortunate pastiche of private doctors, had broken their leg skiing. By the time we rescheduled, we had gone into lockdown, which is why my husband and I were hunched over my iPhone on speaker mode as the consultant told us that they couldn’t, in all good faith, recommend we do any further IVF. It wasn’t going to work for us. There would be no pass Go, collect a baby, and forget. We walked out of the house and under the grey-nothing March skies, walking in silence to Brockwell Park and then home again.

I had been so confident that IVF would work, partly because I have the unquestioning optimism of a golden retriever and partly because the science didn’t show any reason for it not to. My AMH levels were excellent, at thirty-five I was young (ish), and at the grim heart of it I knew that the world was filled with women becoming pregnant during the darkest times. ‘Stress’ wasn’t going to prevent me from getting knocked up.

When I found out that treatment had again not worked due to my eggs not maturing, it was as though I had entered a black hole of grief. I left all my WhatsApp groups and sent a public tweet to comprehensively cover any well-wishers and make it clear that I just wanted comfort: ‘I’ve just found out that our second round of IVF hasn’t worked, for reasons that mean that I will probably never be able to have a baby. If you have time to send good thoughts, I would really appreciate it. I never knew I could feel so ill or so sad.’

Was this an appropriate reaction? I don’t know. There aren’t books about what to do in these situations. Etiquette guides have no advice on how to word a notice in The Times that you are welcoming a little bundle of nothing. I shouted my grief into the world, begging that someone anonymous would hear me and carry it for me so that I didn’t have to ask friends or family, because I didn’t trust that they wouldn’t leave me to it. I judged them all so unfairly because that was how I saw myself. I didn’t know anyone who had tried IVF and not had it work, eventually. That was the story: you emerged sad, bruised, broken – and with a child.

There was nowhere I could call: there were charities for infertility, miscarriage, stillbirth or for parents whose children had died. I hadn’t miscarried. I hadn’t experienced any of these dreadful tragedies, and yet, oh God, I had lost a child. I could see my children so clearly. These lives would have been growing with me and my husband. Our little family, quickly becoming a huge family because we’re both ridiculously tall. There are so many little stings in infertility that you suck up until suddenly you are queueing in the post office, flayed alive. All the nurseries and school runs I’d looked into from our house, the ridiculous arguments over names we’d had (of all the possibilities in Terry Pratchett’s ‘Discworld’ novels, why ‘Havelock’?), the friends we’d chosen to be godparents, the little gingerbread Star Wars outfit I’d bought from GAP one Christmas and hidden in a cupboard.

My grief was a rebellious Victorian child who must sit neatly and cleanly in its Sunday best while grown-ups talk about boring things, instead of doing what it wanted to do, which was to run screaming into the garden and up the nearest tree, to feel the sun on its face, to hide away to read for hours, and to make no small talk whatsoever. I lost the ability to be appropriate when well-meaning strangers asked if I had children, or would like children, or any other questions that people feel they can ask women that essentially amount to ‘conversations about your vagina’. Someone didn’t speak to me for months because my infertility was taking away from their being able to take joy in their pregnancy. I swallowed down everything I could to try and smooth this out and didn’t speak to them about it further. I thought I might actually kill them if I did.

But if people were to ask me about my children, what would I say? That my husband and I never could decide on a name for a boy (apologies to all Havelocks, but no), which means that I would have exercised triumphant veto for reasons of Being The One Who Pushed The Bloody Thing Out. I didn’t think of my not-children all the time, but I loved them. I saw them in the corner of my eye like will-o’-the-wisps, these spirits of another timeline in which my husband and I were parents watching these tiny feral pixies gradually unfolding into the people they would become.

If you’ve written a CV, you’ll know that life only makes sense when you can pull it into some semblance of a story, discarding the bits that don’t add to it, even though they are all part of the foggy muddle that took you to wherever you are. It’s easy to look back and fixate on the moments that didn’t happen how you wanted – or at all – and think, If only I had gone down that path, I would be amazing, incredible, happy. This book asks: how do we make sense of a world in which we can see another path, but have been unable to take it? Perhaps it feels as though we are living it simultaneously, papered thinly over until the joins are smoothed away, and all that is left is confusion, not living in one reality or the other. I had no clear path to go down when motherhood was cut off to me.

I found comfort of a sort in learning about disenfranchised grief; the term coined by the grief specialist Kenneth Doka in his 1989 book of the same name to describe a loss that isn’t acknowledged by wider society: a beloved pet dying, missing out on a celebration because of Covid, or mourning the children you were never pregnant with. I found still more in Kate Bowler’s podcast Everything Happens. Her plans to expand her family were cut short when she was diagnosed with stage-four colorectal cancer at thirty-five, and in a kind, funny and compassionate way, she interviews people about the times that positive affirmations can’t get you through. Listening to people like me, not only celebrities, talking about their darkest moments and how they found the courage to keep going anchored me at a time when I worried that, if I didn’t pay close enough attention, I would float away.

For that reason, I am very grateful to the writers who agreed to be part of this book before I even launched it and to the 200 people who answered my call for public submissions so this book could have the broadest possible range of viewpoints and experiences. Talking about ‘this stuff’ can be hard even when you are a little further down the path, but this response shows the kindness of people who are willing to share their stories with others.

This book is very selfish in that I hoped it would help me just as much as the reader. I have always found reassurance in what others say about life. It helps to hear people share how they deal with their nightmares, how they continue to put one foot in front of the other and do the next right thing. ‘Listen for the similarities and not the differences,’ as the saying goes in Twelve Step programmes. The details in someone’s story might be unfamiliar, but the emotions are entirely known.

Whatever pain might keep you from peace, whatever path your mind keeps trying to go down, I hope that you will find comfort here, and perhaps begin your own conversations. There is common ground to be had when someone tells their story honestly, even more so when it is about something that has been kept in the shadows. Emerge from them. You are seen, you are heard, and you are real.

Kat Brown, Streatham Hill, March 2024
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The Story Which Does Not Have an End

Alice Jolly

It is the summer of 1989, and I am leaving university. I should possess a photo of this moment, but I don’t. Yet I can imagine how we looked. A group of young women with fluffy hair, shoulder pads, smoky eyeliner, standing in a line, raising our glasses to our brilliant futures. We are the New Generation, daughters of Women’s Lib. We take it for granted that we will have houses in London, jobs as lawyers, management consultants, doctors. This is our Age of Innocence, and we never think of what lies ahead.

Now, over thirty years later, we look back on our lives and see the wreckage. Not the major wreckage of climate change, or Covid, or austerity, but simply the small wreckage of average lives. For what no one had told us is that even in an average life there will almost certainly be appalling tragedy. Much of that tragedy arises from the decision to bring children into the world – or not.

In our university days, children were mere wallpaper. They decorated the imagined house in Hampstead or the Cotswolds. The business of actually having children was gross, repulsive. We giggled in the bookshop over the 600-page tome called Preparing for Pregnancy even though some had already discovered how dangerously easy pregnancy can be. The horrors of the abortion clinic purposefully wiped from the mind.

A few years later, when we decided that the time was right to have children, we had no idea that we were entering a cruel and brutal lottery. We had been brought up to believe that we could get what we wanted by trying hard, passing exams, meeting the right people. If you decided to have children, you would have them. It was like buying a car.

Yet all too soon we understood that some women push out three children without a second thought. Others perhaps have a miscarriage or two but that is soon forgotten in the joys of their living children. Then there are the Unfortunates. You hope you won’t meet them at a party. What can one say? So sad.

You understand that I am not writing here about an idealised world. Instead, I am writing about what we actually think and feel about fertility and infertility, childbearing, loss. I am writing about our cheap motivations, our bitchy thoughts, our love of scapegoating. What might we say if we decided to be nakedly honest about the stuff that no one talks about?

When we hear of the failure of our friend’s fifth round of IVF or our cousin’s third miscarriage – what really passes through our minds? Even as we offer our words of comfort we think, Thank God I am not her. Secretly we may also be just a little pleased. We live in a highly competitive world. Babies are a prize. Too often, we do not really sympathise with the loser. Instead, we tell ourselves that our cousin, or our friend, was always a little too pleased with herself.

Also, we secretly believe that the miscarriage or the failed IVF was her fault. In order to maintain this narrative, we need to find causes. She married a man who is years older. She is so stressed. She left it too late. She put her job before everything else and this is the result. She is overweight; she is underweight. She gets her hair coloured; she smokes.

Don’t tell me you haven’t played this game. Whether victim or perpetrator, winner or loser, we have all had these thoughts. But why? Because we are frightened. Very frightened. We hide behind the certainty that we are the wise virgins and have tended our lamps. In ancient societies, people hung herbs outside the door to prevent the devil from entering. These stories of fault are the modern herbs-at-the-door, the talismans which we use to ensure that disaster will pass us by.

My husband and I were among the Unfortunates. When our second child was stillborn, our Age of Innocence came to an abrupt end. In my childhood, I had vaguely heard of stillbirths. There was the family at the school gate. That family. The baby. Shocking. Forced smiles were displayed as the mother walked by. Suddenly I became that woman.

I so badly needed comfort yet instead I spent my time comforting other women. You mustn’t feel bad. Really, I am doing fine. It was a relief when a friend said, Whenever I think of you then I just hug my children and feel really, really lucky. What she was acknowledging is that survivor’s guilt is a pointless emotion which burdens both the victim and the person who feels the guilt.

Initially, I simply couldn’t navigate the drastically changed world I had come to inhabit. I was frequently left gasping and wounded by the inappropriate things other people said or did. But grief has its rules and eventually I learnt them. Keep it clean and tidy. Do upbeat things. Like raising money for charity or working for a local stillbirth support group. Do not weep copiously at dinner parties. Do not make the people with the living babies feel bad. Do not cause embarrassment. And most importantly, do not be bitter or self-pitying.

Why do we fear the people who are grieving in unacceptable ways? The reality is that none of us want to be too close to people who are repeatedly pointing out how hard and brutal life is, who are reminding us that there is no sense or justice in it. If these facts are made explicit, then the fragile structures which support our lives begin to break apart. We all need hope, but we also need the truth. How do we find a balance between those incompatible needs?

In our case, medical negligence was the talisman of choice for friends and family. My husband is a lawyer, so we live in a world where people put faith in the ability of the law to move disordered events back into the realm of the rational. You were let down by the hospital and the law must hold the hospital to account. You must fight for justice so that the same thing doesn’t happen to others.

The only problem was that my husband and I did not agree with this version of events. We both felt that the care we had received was good. Our daughter had died in a Belgian hospital and the healthcare system in that country is excellent. I didn’t want to fight a legal case so that others could feel better. So much easier to talk about the law than to say, ‘We were let down by the nature of this world. And the same could happen to you. Any time, any day.’

*

For us, it didn’t end there. Things got worse, bigger, more difficult. Recurrent miscarriages, failed IVF, plans to adopt which misfired. Who knew that babies were so unevenly distributed? There comes a moment when even your good friends leave you bleeding on the side of the road. I say this without accusation or blame. I also wanted to leave me on the side of the road. An irreparable hole was blown in just about every friendship we’d ever had.

Thank God it wasn’t me. Is that what people were saying, or thinking? Yes and no. There is also the desire to be part of the drama. To be the centre of attention. There comes a moment when the story becomes so big that people write newspaper articles and everyone wants a part of it. I finished up writing a memoir because I was bored with other people telling my story inaccurately.

But it turned out that my actual story was not wanted. No one was interested in publishing the memoir I wrote. A story needs to be the right size to be told. Big but not too big. Our story was too big and I was not telling it in a nice way. It was all too sad and people don’t really want to know about difficult women’s stuff.

But Unbound did publish the book (thank you so much!). And that book was followed by a flood of other memoirs focused on women’s relationships with their own bodies. I am not boastful enough to think that I made that possible. But it is important to remember that a taboo is not something no one wants to talk about. It is something everyone wants to talk about but no one knows where to start. This current anthology is another way of opening the conversation about this stuff.

*

So, are times changing? Are we now more open, more compassionate in the way we speak about fertility and infertility, loss and childlessness? Yes, but not always in ways that are positive. I teach life writing and I have seen the way in which writing personal stories has become an industry. Personal pain is treated as a commodity, a part of the Great Competition. Oh, you think to impress me with your four miscarriages. Lay out your dead babies and let me see if they are as good as mine.

We operate in a world where being a victim is a mark of status. If you do not have your own pain, then you requisition the pain of others. If you do not have a bad-news story to tell, then you are not a real person and your right to speak is in question. We want to avoid pain, to deny it, to push it aside. But to be in pain is also to be alive and, in a world where we are increasingly disengaged from our own lives, pain is the opportunity to touch something real.

I hate being the person who plays the trump card, who wins the Pain Olympics. A stillbirth, four miscarriages, failed IVF, stalled attempts to adopt. I also hate being the person who is so brave because look how she has carried on, remade her life. (Subtext: you lesser Unfortunates should stop feeling so sorry for yourselves.)

I wish that we could be in control of the way in which our stories are received and processed, but we cannot. We have to accept that when we speak the truth, we will soon find it twisted. We have to be honest about the ways in which that happens, and we have to acknowledge the part that we ourselves sometimes play in that process. We need to recognise the unpleasantly competitive nature of our late-stage-capitalism world, the bitchiness, the lost friendships, the blame. But then we have to lay all that aside and remember that, in reality, there is no community so close as the one welded together by grief that is openly and honestly expressed.

I personally do not consider myself a victim. I consider myself lucky, spectacularly lucky. I finished up with three children. One dead but still alive in our hearts. The third born through surrogacy and egg donation. That decision to use a surrogate mum in America and also an egg donor was massive, extreme. The birth of our daughter in a distant corner of Minnesota still feels like some strange dream.

Of course, before we made our choices, we worried about whether it would matter that our daughter (whom we named Hope) is not genetically related to me. Just for the record, it never has. Not for one moment. But what of our daughter? Does it matter to her? For the moment, it does not. She is also a child of a New Generation and, even as a four-year-old, she took the measure of the competitive nature of the world and decided to win. She has a Whopping Story to tell, and she is going to tell it to anyone who will listen (plus those who have failed to edge out of the room fast enough).

At the school nativity she told the whole audience that although Baby Jesus was born in Bethlehem, she herself was born in America. No way is that Baby Jesus going to get one up on me. More recently, as I am doing a chicken walk around the kitchen (as you do), Hope sighs and rolls her eyes, says, ‘Thank God I am not related to you.’

I remind her that we may not be genetically related, but I am her mother.

More sighing and eye rolling. Don’t you understand about genes? She starts to give me chapter and verse on genes as I hurriedly back out of the room. I am just grateful for her scientific mind and a new age in which questions of ‘blood’ are not dark and shameful in the way that they once were.

Of course, Hope is only ten. Doubtless the teenage years will be more difficult, but then they always are, no matter the nature of the family. Just yesterday she came home from school and said that a girl at school keeps saying ‘Hope is adopted’. This continues even though Hope has explained everything about genes. Is that upsetting? I ask. No, just boring. Really boring.

I also feel lucky because at least things happened to us. People were interested in the soap opera of our struggles – even if their interest was largely just shock-horror, ring-all-your-friends-and-gasp. Worse is the people for whom nothing happens. Nothing at all. They just never get pregnant. A miscarriage is bad, but it is the chance of a living baby. For people who never get pregnant, there is nothing to see, nothing to grieve. People make an assumption that they never wanted children.

Where does this leave us? What was the point that I wanted to make? Thirty-five years have passed since that non-existent university leaving photo, our brief Age of Innocence. My stillborn daughter Laura would now be seventeen. Those women of my youth are kinder now. That’s another thing they don’t tell you. People generally do get kinder as they get older. All that competitiveness and ambition and jealousy drop away.

My understanding of what happened to us has also changed. There are plenty of friendships that were never mended and never will mend. I can still finish up in a bitter rage about tactless things that were said and done. But I do also forgive. I acknowledge that I too have failed many people and said, or done, the wrong thing.

Even now I sometimes receive emails and calls from former colleagues, or the daughters of friends, who are going through infertility issues and want to talk. Sometimes I send a polite but firmly negative one-line email. Sometimes I do not respond at all. I am not proud of that. But I know now that there are moments when we can offer sympathy, kindness, tea and chats. And other moments when we cannot offer anything much at all.

We all have to recognise that we cannot be friends to everyone. I can forgive myself now for my moments of failure and also for some of the things that I said and did during those gruelling and painful years. I am not an easy person to help. I was brought up to be a woman who gives, not a woman who receives. I froze people out. I did not know then that you have to take what people are offering and be grateful – even when it is not what you need or want.

I couldn’t help myself at that time and so, inevitably, I didn’t know how to ask others for what I wanted. Anyway, what I really wanted – to bring our daughter back from the dead – was totally impossible. That itself was a part of the anger. So much to forgive. Also, now the growing realisation that forgiveness is not a moment in time. It is something you have to do every day. It is an ongoing project, it is hard work, it has no end.

My generation are mainly just glad to find themselves still here. What I saw in my thirties, others are only seeing now. Your fifties are like snipers’ alley. Some are not going to make it through. Occasionally, people say to me now that they feel they are suddenly beginning to understand what it might have felt like for us. I have no desire to say, ‘I told you so’.

I am just sorry that they have to know, that we all have to know sometime. I am in danger of becoming that older woman who says, ‘This too will pass.’ True, it will pass, but that is of no help when you are in the middle of it. It will pass but you will also be dead. Is that better? Yes, you can try to find a nice way to tell the story. You can learn some useful lessons. You can raise money for charity. You can campaign for better medical care for women.

All these things are certainly worth doing. We can all learn to find ways to turn our losses into something positive. We can all laugh in the lifeboats. You may have days when you think that you just cannot carry on for one moment more. But the bitter truth is that the days keep coming whether you want them or not. Unless you can find the organisational skills necessary for gas or ropes or razors.

But what I would really like to do is to sit beside you and put my arm around you and let you talk endlessly – on and on and on – in a messy and angry and bitter and self-pitying way. I want to hear your story. I want to make a space where you can say that it is desperately hard, that it hurts like hell. And it is abysmally unfair and there is no sense in it.

You are not at fault. Your partner is not at fault. You do not have to learn lessons and become a better person. It is not true that what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger. Pain can make you small and bitter and nasty. Let us just say, let us just be honest – all this is just bad luck. Bad, bad luck. Nothing can compensate for losses of this kind. Nothing. Weep messily at the bottom of the bed whenever you feel the need. Say bitter things to blameless people. Rage against the world and how appallingly unfair it is – because it is. It just is.

Alice Jolly is a novelist and playwright. In 2014 one of her short stories won the Royal Society of Literature’s V.S. Pritchett Memorial Prize. She has written three books for Unbound. Her memoir, Dead Babies and Seaside Towns, won the PEN Ackerley Prize 2016. Her latest novel, Mary Ann Sate, Imbecile, was shortlisted for the Rathbones Folio Prize 2019, and her short-story collection, From Far Around They Saw Us Burn, was published in March 2023. She teaches creative writing at Oxford University.




Pronatalism and Me: Waking up from the Trance of Motherhood

Jody Day

When I was a girl, I wasn’t particularly interested in dolls. If I did play with them, it was usually classroom enactments with me as their teacher or ones where we were all in a gang together, like Enid Blyton’s Famous Five. Playing at being a mother wasn’t part of my games, although perhaps that wasn’t surprising, given that my own mother didn’t make motherhood look like fun. A poorly mothered child herself, she’d had me as an unplanned teenage pregnancy and had later been married off to my violently abusive stepfather to give me ‘a respectable home’. For us, family life was something to be endured, not enjoyed.

This was the 1970s, and second-wave feminism was really starting to have an impact on British society, generating opportunities for women that had been denied to my mother. She fervently encouraged me to embrace them. ‘See the world and then settle down’ and ‘Never rely on a man!’ were two statements that she drummed into me. Perhaps it’s not surprising that the only doll I do remember being fond of was Air Hostess Barbie.

Reeling from the trauma of my childhood and with zero psychological language or awareness, I was determined not to have children. When I accidentally got pregnant at twenty, my world caved in. I was terrified of repeating my mother’s and grandmother’s story of having a baby young and ‘ruining your life’, and of mothering as I had been mothered. I chose to have an abortion and, although that turned out to be my only ever pregnancy, I don’t regret it. My instinct had been right even if my information was patchy; I probably wouldn’t have been able to be a ‘good enough’ mother without therapeutic support – and at that time, I had no access to that. I didn’t appreciate then that I wasn’t condemned to repeat my mother’s way of mothering because I was already conscious of it. I guess my mother didn’t know that either; she was there with me when I had my termination and never once tried to persuade me against it.

At twenty-two I met my first husband and married him at twenty-six. I was still sure that I didn’t want children and he was OK with that. At the time, I didn’t know anyone else who thought the same, and I’d certainly never heard of the term ‘childfree’ or been exposed to anything other than the pronatalist – pro-birth – assumption that children were a ‘when’, not an ‘if’, and so I never really examined my thinking around it. But after being a part of his large and loving family for several years, my idea of what ‘family life’ might mean began to shift. At twenty-nine, when our marriage was under stress due to the emergence of my husband’s mental health difficulties, I changed my mind about having children. Everyone around us was having them and, after a lifetime of being considered different, for many reasons, including my upbringing, I longed to fit in. I thought that being a father would ground him and, while I hadn’t yet done any healing work around my childhood, I felt like I could handle motherhood now.

My body had other ideas. After four years of trying for a baby, we started fertility investigations, but no reason for my inability to conceive was ever found. An operation to look around my uterus revealed no damage from the abortion, and we were just told to have ‘lots of sex’. I was thirty-three, but no mention was made of the age of my eggs, or that we might want to consider fertility treatments. We continued to bumble along, my husband’s mental health problems spilling over into alcoholism and addiction while I lost myself in baby-mania and co-dependency, rushing around London trying every possible quack cure to help us have a baby.

In my late thirties, my husband said that perhaps we should consider IVF and I realised with awful clarity that there was no way I wanted to bring a baby into the mess our life and marriage had become. Six weeks after that conversation, I had a nervous-breakdown-slash-spiritual awakening – thanks Brené Brown for that phrase – and our marriage fell apart. A scant year later we were divorced. It took my ex-husband ten awful years to get clean and, now in his sixties, he too mourns his
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