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Brave new Mom

For all the mothers crushed under expectations of performance
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WHEN I WAS LITTLE, I didn’t want children. 

The Earth was already overpopulated in the 1970s: at that time, pollution was the buzzword, not climate change, and we talked more about ecology than the environment. Later, I studied science: geography, because I loved nature and its myriad landscapes, then engineering, so I could take action. 
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Meanwhile, the declining birthrate plunged Québec’s intelligentsia into worried questioning, laced with affective nihilism. Would a lack of children signal the decline of the proud race of pioneers and explorers? Would the current generation of young women who could only boast of precarious underpaid joblets discover their mothering instincts? Would we survive? And, by the way, who exactly was this “we”?

At an age when most women resigned themselves to singleness, I got married. 

At 38, I was expecting the eldest of a joyous band of offspring that would redress the sad demographic profile. The blood of my pioneer ancestors, of my proud grandmothers, sang in my veins. 

 

 

MY PREGNANCY PROCEEDED without problems or nausea. 

Each hospital visit occurred in an ambiance as positive as the series of tests I underwent. My kind doctor assured me that all means to attenuate the biblical pain of childbirth would be at my disposal when my time should come. Warm bath, laughing gas, with the epidural as a last resort. 

Breathing exercises? I asked. Not necessary, the personnel answered. 

My contractions began on the morning of September 24 1998. At first, they were discreet, almost shy, evoking a distant stomachache. After midday, they abandoned any discretion to grow in power, my stomach feeling like a pancake, doing flip-flops! 

Around 3 pm, I called my mother, and described my symptoms over the phone. The intervals were less than three minutes. “Time to go!” she said. 

She stormed down with my father (they were living nearby, and my husband was still at work) and off we went!
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As the passenger, I remember each bump, each pot hole on the road between my quaint Mile-End lodgings and the entrance to the Ste-Justine hospital. 

At last, after who-knows-how-many bumps, we turn into the hospital site. 

As soon as I was in, I become a patient. 

An initial examination reveals that, despite the frequency of my contractions, I am not dilated enough. 

The frequency decreases to one minute. My stomach had enough: I lose my lunch.  

I tell myself: I am resistant. I have taken prenatal courses in the pool (but no breathing techniques, which were common in my mother’s time).

 

Meanwhile, the debate about the presence of midwives in hospitals continues to rage…

 

Ever the good student, I ask for the thingamajig that was supposed to help me crouch, in the position that had been used by women centuries before Louis XIV imposed a horizontal position because he wanted a piece of the show. 

Nope. No thingamajig.

Instead, I find myself equipped with a batman-like munition belt strapped around my belly, round and flat monitors, to check the little one’s heartbeat.

I try to crouch on the floor, knees bent. The biblical pain diminishes. Oof! And the puff-puff-puff of breathing that I had learned is also helping. 

Alas, the sensors belt keeps slipping off my belly, and the nurse asks me to lie down on the bed again. 

I comply, groaning inward and outwardly. 

 

 

AROUND SUPPER TIME, my husband arrives. 

I remember the light blue shirt he was wearing, his haggard face. By then the pain have affected my mood. And no warm baths are available either. Renovations to the maternity department had not been completed yet, although they were supposed to have been finished a few months earlier. 

So, I manage a short ten-minute shower, with the help of my husband, sitting on the micro bench. The warm water eases the pain. However, I have to share that shower with other labouring women. 

Back to the torture bed, with the very patient nurse. 

A new examination by the doctor on duty reveals that, after 8 or 9 hours of painful stretching of the cervix, the opening was barely two centimeters. I need at least 9-10 for the baby to pass. So, bereft of any other recourse, I accept the intrusive, un-natural epidural. 

 

[image: ]
The epidural, as imagined by the patient!

 

Here’s the place to include a long digression laced with guilt about my weakness of character under the biblical pain, my lack of courage facing adversity, while thinking about our valiant grandmothers risking death while pushing out a new life... 

Ay yi yi! I would have made a bad spy, denouncing everyone under torture, or even any moderately intense interrogation.

I sign another paper that relieves everyone but me from liability. 

 

Another kindly nurse dressed in candy pink arrives with a tray laden with instruments. Something is connected to my back. It is just a little tube inserted in my spine, but it feels as if 17 pipes had been fastened to my back. 

The biblical pain ebbs, the waves grow calm, and I float gently away in the night.  

 

Green room portrait, my husband sleeps fully dressed on the cot generously provided, my wide-awake mother watching over me, small tubes inserted in my wrist, under the blanket, and the belt of monitors. Overhead, poles stand guard, their digital screens flashing; one of them sticks out a tongue of paper, showing the contraction cycle. 

MORNING BRINGS bad news: my cervix is still not dilated enough, just 10 centimeters. Moreover, my baby’s little head is already engaged but turned in the wrong direction. The doctor who followed me during my uneventful, nausea-free pregnancy arrives. 

Putting any idea of a natural delivery behind me, I finally agree to undergo a caesarian. 

I sign another consent paper.

An hour later, I find myself, arms extended perpendicular to my body. A wrist filled with tubes, I’m conscious but feel nothing below my armpits. In front of me, the pale blue sheet of the partition. Behind it, hustling and bustling. 

My husband, barely distinguishable from the care-givers in surgical scrubs, looks on. He’s the only man in the room since, just by chance, the shift team is entirely made up of women doctors and nurses. Ironically, this overmedicalization is ensured by women. 

I think of all the women who have died giving birth, because their little one was turned the wrong way or poorly positioned, or their pelvis was too narrow. Sometimes, the midwives were able to intervene, shifting the baby, but it was not easy. I also think about the women writers and poets erased by a fatal delivery. 

 

At this moment, I am with them, all those silent dead ones, prepared to die, hoping my baby will see the light of day.

 

The lower part of my body is anesthetized, but I feel hands rummaging around in my belly.

 Suddenly, I hear my baby’s first cry. They wash him and wrap him up before giving him to me. 
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I’m so proud!

 

The following nights are not restful. 

Family, visitors... and germs. 

My son catches an infection, is taken to neonatology with the premature babies and he spends two days there. It was, I was told, a mild infection contracted during the caesarian. Finally, Frédéric (we chose that name after calling him little lovebug for four days) comes back to me and I experience the joy of breastfeeding him, the only natural gift I was able to give him. 
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At 6 months, playing

MY BABY MAKES THE MOST OF IT, he is doing well and is growing and healthy. 

This first spring provides marvellous moments, feeding him under a flowering apple tree, a good book close at hand. I work at home, as an artist and writer. The happiest period of my life. 

The retired nuns who live in the convent at the end of the street spoil my son. Together, he and I enjoy some marvellous times with the sisters along the lakeshore. 

Each week, a 53-foot ice cream truck stops at the convent. I make Frédéric laugh when I say to him, “Look, they’re delivering two tons of ice cream for the nuns!” 
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With the father


THE SECOND CHILD WAS TAKING ITS TIME TO MAKE AN APPEARANCE. 

My periods come back, as implacable as a metronome. My sister-in-law provides a girl cousin, then, later, a boy cousin for Frédéric, two planned caesarians. 

 

Meanwhile, debate rages over the routine performance of caesarians...

Back to the Ste-Justine hospital. Consultation, examination, PAP smear, everything is fine, you’re in perfect health, you should conceive again soon. 

They advise me to stop breastfeeding my baby. After one year and two weeks, this decision breaks my heart. I carry the last evening feeding, the final gentle pinch on my breast, engraved on my heart. My son belongs to the world now. 

 

My son belongs to the world now.
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FOUR YEARS HAVE FLOWN BY. 

My periods play nasty tricks on me. They come late. Each delay makes me hope for a pregnancy. Even the prayers of the 65 nuns in the convent at the end of our street have no effect. 

Each time, the day I tell my husband that maybe... my period arrives, mocking me. I find myself thinking that my husband could have another child, with someone else. 

 

Of course, my husband and I consider adoption. 

Our limited means won’t allow us to go and pick up a little Chinese girl. We turn to a foster child/adoption programme. It’s not easy. First, we have to determine which one of us is sterile. Test and more tests. 

It’ my fault, not my husband’s. 

A hysteroscopy with a television screen allows me to witness the discovery: both of my fallopian tubes are blocked. One remains invisible and the other is swollen all over, as if by a series of ectopic pregnancies. I would have to have an operation to unblock them, wait more months and, at my more advanced age, the risk increases for any future pregnancies... 

My heart is fully prepared to welcome a new life, but my body is unwilling. I’ve failed my demographic duty.

They explain that an infection could have triggered the swelling. 

When? My mother is convinced: that damned epidural! 

 

If I had endured the biblical pain, if I had... I would have given birth naturally and I would have remained fertile. Obviously, the doctors assure me that there was no link, but they cannot chase away the cloud of guilt that floats over my head. 

In the middle of the adoption procedures, my husband gets transferred to Ontario. A new province, a new job. We have to drop everything. Start the whole circus over again? Weariness mingles with guilt. 

 

[image: ]

My son, three years old, on the hammock

WE SETTLE DOWN CLOSE TO TORONTO. By some strange irony, my son starts his school life in French at the École St-Jean Baptiste. He would have liked a little sister or brother. I explain to him that my belly was not up to the task. 

He blooms gently, surrounded by games and friends.

 

I think about the law of natural selection. 

If I had been born a century earlier, what would have happened to me? 

Woman with a pelvis that was too small? Dead giving birth? I want to hope that I would have found a doctor or a midwife skilled enough to turn the baby around in my belly. 

 

My heart is heavy as I stir up the soup of memories. It smells like onions. 

I am no longer able to conceive. Every news item about a neglected or murdered child pierces my heart like a dagger. I stop listening to the radio for a month after such stories make the headlines because it hurts too much. 

It eats away at me when a renowned artist, an elderly man, talks delightedly about his youngest child, a six-year-old.... In the heartbreak prize list, that’s
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