
[image: cover]


Ann Pleshette Murphy

The Seven Stages of  Motherhood

Making the Most of Your Life as a Mum

PAN BOOKS


 

 

To Steve, the love of my life,

and to Madeleine and Nick,

who are my life


CONTENTS

Introduction

Stage 1

Altered States: Pregnancy, Birth, and the Fourth Trimester

Stage 2

Finding Your Footing, Finding Yourself: Months Four Through Twelve

Stage 3

Letting Go: The Toddler Years, One and Two

Stage 4

Trying to Do It All: The Preschool Years, Three to Six

Stage 5

Reading the Compass to God-Knows-Where: Years Six to Ten

Stage 6

Living in the Gray Zone: The Preteen Years, Ten to Thirteen

Stage 7

It Gets Easier … and Then They Leave: The Teen Years, Thirteen to Eighteen

Conclusion

Notes

Bibliography

Acknowledgments

Index


INTRODUCTION

Motherhood: It’s the defining event in a woman’s life, a seismic transformation, a path we travel forever. But most of the literature on motherhood neglects the mother. We’re coached on the how-tos, not the why-mes. We’re encouraged to stand in our children’s shoes, while our own shoes gather dust. As we learn to read our kids’ signals, anticipate their needs, and accommodate their demands, we rarely take the time to reflect on where we are or where we want to be. The result is that even the most confident mom often feels unsure of her footing. And those of us who aren’t so sanguine worry that we’re headed in the wrong direction entirely, dragging our children along this path toward God-knows-where.

When Maddie and Nick were babies, I devoured every child-development tome I could lay my hands on. The fact that I was editing the leading parenthood magazine in the country gave me access to the best and the brightest among baby experts. Drs. Spock and Brazelton were on my speed dial. But rarely did a day go by that I wasn’t painfully aware of my rookie rating. Second-guessing became second nature. I was great at giving other people advice about bedtime rituals or picky eaters, but I routinely spent two hours trying to get Maddie to bed—even resorting to crawling out of her room on my hands and knees to avoid making the floor creak.

With Nick, my “been there, done that” status helped a little, but the first boy in a long line of Pleshette-Murphy girls made it clear from birth that he was composed of a completely different set of chromosomes than his sister. For every stretch of road I felt prepared to walk, there were four unexpected turns that brought me face-to-face with my own insecurities.

When I left Parents to write this book, Maddie and Nick were thirteen and nine, respectively, and I was the parenting contributor to Good Morning America. Viewers who e-mailed me questions routinely addressed me as “Dr. Murphy,” conferring a degree of expertise and a credential I hardly deserved, but I did have decades of cumulative knowledge. Not my own, but that of the hundreds of moms, child-development experts, and researchers I had met and interviewed over the years. If there was one thing I learned, it was the simple yet ironic fact that motherhood is the great equalizer; become a mother and join a sorority that bridges millennia and miles. But as much as we all have in common, each of us is unique, and as quickly as our children change, we do, too. The mother your baby knew is not the same person ten months, let alone ten years, later. Child number three experiences a different mom than the one his older siblings knew. And, of course, the entire family evolves and develops along with each child. As Erik Erikson observed in Childhood and Society, “This weak and changing little being moves the whole family along. Babies control and bring up their families as much as they are controlled by them; in fact, we may say that the family brings up a baby by being brought up by him.”1

We watch our children grow and change at a furious rate, panting to keep up or, if we’re lucky, to stay one step ahead, and in so doing we develop muscles, new ways of thinking, and a whole new self-concept. One eminent psychologist characterized our evolution as a kind of contained vertical progression, a building that grows taller but remains solidly rooted in place. Our children, on the other hand, are always pushing outward and away: “While children move themselves as individuals separate from their mothers, women evolve from one maternal identity to another,” writes Rozsika Parker in her book Torn in Two. “Thus they move from being a mother supporting a head, to a mother pushing a buggy, to a mother holding a hand, to a mother waving a hand, to a mother waiting for a hand to hold. But always a mother. Theirs is a ‘vertical’ development compared to their children’s more ‘horizontal’ growth away from them.”2

No matter how we choose to characterize our maternal development, we accept that we’ll never be the same, that there’s no going back. Yet our children want us to remain the same, to be that predictable, unconditionally loving anchor they need to cling to. Sometimes we can pull it off. When the storm clouds gather we’re there, unchanging and available, giving of ourselves in ways we never dreamed possible. But there are other times when our own needs must come first, or when our ability to be flexible and empathic is undermined by anxiety, fatigue, anger, work, other relationships, past hurts, or all of the above.

How do you attend to your own developmental needs at each stage of your child’s life? And why is that so important? That’s what this book is about. I want mothers to realize that every stage of a child’s life presents specific challenges and there are good, bad, and better ways of handling those issues, but it’s only by turning the telescope around that you can focus on what’s really important. “Knowing thyself” is never more critical than when those two little stripes of pink show up in the plastic window.

One of my favorite illustrations of this comes from Nature’s Thumbprint, a book on identical twins and the age-old nature/nurture question. The authors describe identical girls, separated at birth and raised by very different moms. Interviewed about their girls’ (then two and a half) behavior, one of the mothers complained bitterly about her daughter’s eating habits. “She won’t touch anything I give her. No mashed potatoes, no bananas. Nothing without cinnamon. Everything has to have cinnamon on it. I’m really at my wit’s end with her about this.” The other mother, asked about her daughter’s eating habits, replied, “She eats well. As a matter of fact, as long as I put cinnamon on her food she’ll eat anything.”3

We don’t have to put cinnamon on everything to raise happy, healthy children. But we do have to spend as much time (or just enough time) on our own physical, emotional, cognitive, and social growth to make the most of the years we spend raising our kids. And those years will fly by so fast it takes your breath away. Mothers with older children will tell you that when you stand on the bridge you’ve built and watch your children cross over and away into adulthood, you’ll experience the pain of regret along with elation. You mourn the moments that slipped through your fingers and at the same time realize that very few of the mistakes you made really mattered in the long run. One thing is certain: If you happen to glance into the water below, you’ll see a reflection that is formed, dissolved, then formed again by countless memories, cast like pebbles by the children you love.


Stage 1
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Altered States

Pregnancy, Birth, and the Fourth Trimester

I was thirty-one when I became pregnant with our first child. From the moment my obstetrician gave us the good news, I began to fantasize about our baby, to picture myself as a mother. The hazy sonogram image I carried in my wallet, the fetal heartbeat, those first fluttery kicks changed my sense of who I was and who I was becoming. Long before my husband, Steve, and I settled on our baby’s name, Molly, I had turned a dramatic corner. Just how sharp that corner really was I would discover in an agonizing way.

Molly died two days after her birth, tearing a hole in our lives. Even though I knew that I could have done nothing to prevent her death, which was due to a highly rare form of intrauterine growth retardation, I suffered profound feelings of worthlessness and guilt. During the succeeding weeks, Steve and I held on to each other, sharing our sadness and loss. Then Steve returned to work and I recuperated at home. As the news spread, a love tide of condolence notes poured in from family and friends, colleagues, acquaintances, people we saw often and others we hardly knew. I found myself reading and rereading every word—whether a multipage letter or a treacly Hallmark card. I hoarded the notes, counted them, organized and sorted them. Opening the mail became a kind of obsession, the one pastime I craved during an otherwise desolate period.

Only when I was pregnant with Maddie the following year did I understand why the letters had meant so much. Having planned for months to be a mother, redefining myself in terms of our baby and our new life as a family, I suddenly felt as though I had no purpose, no handle on where to go from there. I had lost not only a chance to hold and love our baby, I was deprived of my new identity. For the better part of a year, I had carried a vision of myself and of Molly that informed every minute of my day and affected my dreams at night. Losing her meant losing me—or at least an experience of myself I wanted desperately to embrace.

I hoarded the letters not because of what they said but because they reminded me that I was also a friend, cousin, employee, colleague, daughter, sister, aunt. The more letters I received, the more I was connected to these other roles and the easier it became to retrace my steps. I slowly reclaimed my old self, began to feel on solid ground again, but I never really stepped back completely from the place I had entered eight months before. Even if I had never conceived another child, I would have forever defined myself as a mother.

Most of us become mothers in our minds the minute that second pink line blooms in the plastic window or the call to the doctor’s office confirms the news. We breathe a little differently, see a different reflection in the mirror long before our contours actually change. I doubt the Dalai Lama could clear his mind of thoughts of the future were he lucky enough to experience pregnancy, because being pregnant is all about the future. We may go about the mundane business of our lives—having supper with our spouse, catching a movie with friends, going to work, taking a walk in the park—but we’re already acutely aware that nothing will ever be the same, that our own personal history, and that of our baby-to-be, is about to change in ways that are thrilling and terrifying. The psychologist Daphne de Marneffe aptly describes this sense of “history in the making” as all the more aweinspiring in the context of our day-to-day lives: “We are both part of the cycle of life and the march of history. This is an incarnation, and even as we stroll to the drugstore to pick up some toothbrushes, or maybe even partly because of the strange contrast between them, it can inspire awe. That sense of awe is often one adoptive parents express as well, in evoking the experience of joining destinies with their child.”1

In many ways, your fantasies about the future are as important as the little cluster of cells floating inside you. Pregnancy is a three-in-one deal: There’s the physical baby you’re carrying, the imagined one in your dreams, and your picture of yourself as a mother. They’re all important, all part of what makes pregnancy the seminal journey of any woman’s life. From the minute you find out you’re pregnant, you feel as though you’ve wandered into a totally new neighborhood. You daydream about running behind your towheaded toddler on the beach or reading Charlotte’s Web to your rapt first-grader or shopping with your preteen, and you begin to reshape a sense of who you are.

Most of us don’t take the time to indulge in these fantasies or to give voice to them, especially if they tip precariously toward the dark side. Heavyhearted visions of loneliness, fatigue, and unwanted fat get pushed aside whenever someone asks, “Are you excited?” or “How are you feeling?” It’s far easier to assume that we can accommodate a small earthquake than to contemplate the sidewalk splitting open or giant boulders tumbling from the sky.

The New Macho Mom

When I found out I was pregnant the second time, my anxiety was understandably high, but once everything seemed normal, I hurtled ahead, adjusting my frenetic routine as little as possible. One morning I was running late to the office, and in my frantic sprint into the subway car I slipped, slamming my head against the edge of the door. By the time the train arrived at the next stop, I looked as though my unborn baby was about to spring Athena-like from my swelling forehead and several of my fellow straphangers were advising me to “get the hell off and put some ice on that thing.”

I wound up at my parents’ apartment a few blocks away, where my father, an obstetrician-gynecologist, ministered to my sore head and bruised ego. “You have to slow down, darling,” he admonished, placing an ice pack on my throbbing brow. “You’re pregnant.” I realized later that he had stated the obvious because I was ignoring the obvious, racing through my days with a ferocious determination to prove I could still do it all, that nothing had changed. I’m sure I was running as fast as I could out of fear—fear that if I indulged in fantasies about this baby, in images of myself as a mom, of Steve as a dad—I might suffer the same loss and disappointment we had our first time. But even after an amniocentesis reassured us that everything was fine, I kept a tight rein on my fantasies and a tight schedule at work.

Although I’m sure there are women who adopt an eighteenth-century approach to their pregnancies, fainting onto chaises or taking to their beds, most of the moms I spoke to copped a decidedly macho attitude toward their nine months. Morning sickness was slightly embarrassing but not paralyzing; fatigue was just something they’d work around; hemorrhoids, heartburn, varicose veins—not so bad. Even today’s maternity wardrobes seem designed with a “what’s the big deal with big” attitude. Evidently, there’s a lot of pressure on today’s moms to treat pregnancy as a minor inconvenience and to barrel ahead with the confidence of Seabiscuit.

In many ways this shift in perspective is positive; we’ve come a long way from the days when anything having to do with a woman’s reproductive tract was considered X-rated and childbirth itself akin to a medical problem. In the 1700s, pregnant women were “confined” and expected to wear clothing that made burnooses look revealing. Before World War II pregnancy was rarely described as such. Women were “with child” or “in the family way” or “had a bun in the oven.” And no nineteenth-century man in his right mind ever announced, “We’re pregnant!”

Not only has the language of pregnancy changed in the past few decades, but the acceptance of expectant mothers in the workplace, in the media, in bikinis has made it possible to strut your stuff and maintain the status quo for as long as you want. And it’s wonderful if your pregnancy goes so smoothly that you can continue to work and play with Energizer Bunny stamina. When Nick’s beloved third-grade teacher became pregnant for the first time, her ebullience made Kathie Lee Gifford look lethargic. In addition to teaching full-time, she kept up a rigorous workout routine, practically jogging into the delivery room. And her happy-mom motor was clearly revved up the day I ran into her on the street. (She was running; I was not.) “I feel really, really good,” she said, panting as she jogged in place. “Only three weeks to go!” I wished her luck and told her I would call her after the baby arrived. But as she trotted away I worried that she might be setting herself up for disappointment—not in terms of the experience of being a mom but in entertaining the fantasy that even after the baby arrived she would just jog through life at the same self-determined pace.

There are plenty of evolutionary explanations as to why we carry our babies for nine long months, but I’m convinced that those last few weeks, when our bodily changes (and quite a few functions) seem totally out of control, are an apt metaphor for motherhood. “If you think you look and feel completely different now,” Mother Nature laughs, “then just wait.” Long before you can’t see your feet, you should be putting them up—literally and psychologically. As you’ll learn, the shock of the new (baby, that is) can knock you sideways, especially if you’ve harbored the fantasy that becoming a mom represents a little bump in the road. Accepting that you’re looking at a Mount Fuji–sized change and giving yourself the time and space to plan for your new life and, more important, for your new sense of yourself makes a lot more sense than investing in a chic maternity wardrobe you hope will double as back-to-work wear.

“I realize now that I just wasn’t facing the fact that our lives would be totally different,” Emily admitted a few months after her daughter was born. “It happened so quickly—we weren’t really trying to conceive—I guess I didn’t really admit to being pregnant. Like we didn’t assemble the crib until about a week before Isabella was born. I kept putting it off; on one level, I just couldn’t believe it was happening.”

Few can believe it. How is it possible to fully imagine what and how you’ll feel when the fluttering inside you is a miraculous fact of your life, when there’s an actual baby in that room you’re wallpapering with cute little ducks. Shelly, a twenty-six-year-old saleswoman who was expecting her first baby when I interviewed her, never really stopped to think about why she wanted to be a mom. In fact, as she admitted during the course of our conversation, the pregnancy had not been planned: “I’m still having a hard time believing that I’m going to be a mom. Even my coworkers were really surprised when I told them I was pregnant, because I have a low tolerance for typical kid behavior. I work in retail, and when a baby has a tantrum in the store, basically I have to leave. I’m so frustrated by what I see parents doing or not doing in those situations. So I guess I’m worried that I might be just like them.”

Actually, most of us assume we won’t be “just like them,” that we’ll manage to soothe an inconsolable infant or prevent a preschooler’s supermarket meltdown or negotiate a successful peace treaty with an angry adolescent. The novelist Fay Weldon once commented that “the greatest advantage of not having children must be that you can go on believing that you are a nice person: once you have children, you realize how wars start.”2

Weldon’s cynicism notwithstanding, there’s no reason to believe you won’t be a nice person once you’re a mom; you just won’t be the same person. Ever. And for many of us, that sense of change, of evolution, is exactly why pregnancy is so fiercely exciting. As the psychologist Harriet Lerner aptly says, “Any woman who doesn’t fear for her own future when she becomes a mother is sleepwalking or perhaps in a coma.”3

Good-bye to All That

Most moms-to-be experience moments of panic, when the irreversibility of pregnancy feels very scary. Even if you desperately want to be a mom, there’s always ambivalence about saying good-bye to your old self. Among the women I spoke to who had postponed motherhood, a significant proportion had experienced the paradoxical conflict between embracing their excitement about becoming moms and sacrificing the image of themselves they had worked long and hard to craft. For Leslie, an accomplished, beautiful business executive, the anticipated changes of motherhood induced what felt, at times, like mourning. “As excited as I was to be pregnant, the first trimester was really rough emotionally. I think I felt two things: this huge lack of control, and loss. I just kept thinking about how I was giving up my career and losing my body and making lots of sacrifices. I had no morning sickness or cravings; I didn’t put on a lot of weight. But I definitely found the emotional adjustment to losing a chapter in my life very hard to take.” In what she described as a slightly defiant act, Leslie continued to indulge in a glass of wine when she wanted one and to play down the myriad health warnings that bombarded her. She seemed to be saying, “Hey, I know this baby is going to change my life, but I don’t want to give up who I am.”

In “Soliloquy,” from the musical Carousel, expectant dad Billy Bigelow goes from swaggering tough guy to insecure “bum with no money” as he imagines fathering a boy, then a girl. His poignant transformation makes the song one of the most lyrical explorations of how impending parenthood forces us to see ourselves in a whole new light. There’s no question that ruminating over the kind of person you want to be for your baby can keep you up all night. “I’m already thinking about how she will see me, what kind of a person I am now and what I want to change about myself,” Elise told me when she was about five months pregnant. As she fantasized about hanging out with her baby, going places and interacting, she found herself consciously deciding to change the way she presented herself. “Getting pregnant has forced me to clean up my act. To be more poised, more grown-up, I suppose. Even though I realize the baby can’t hear me, I find that I’m not swearing as much as I used to. Maybe that’s silly, but it’s part of imagining how I want our child to see me.”

Ambivalent and somewhat anxious about becoming a mom, Shelly claimed that she rarely fantasized about what her relationship with her baby would be like. “I don’t have a picture of it really,” she admitted. “I guess I don’t think about the relationship we’ll have very much.” Other moms had elaborate images of playing with and holding and feeding their babies. Lisa, who was expecting her first girl (she had two boys), waxed rhapsodic about the shopping trips she and her daughter would take together. She had even figured out what they might order for lunch.

In The Birth of a Mother, Dr. Daniel Stern describes an interesting shift in our fantasies about our babies toward the eighth or ninth month of pregnancy: “Instead of the imagined baby becoming even more fully drawn, almost the opposite occurs. Recent studies suggest that at this time, the mother starts to undo this highly elaborated imagined baby. She allows the mental picture to fade, and in a sense starts to dismantle and even hide the imagined baby from herself.” According to Stern, we may “clear the decks” so that our expectations are not disappointed when the actual baby arrives, an adjustment that is particularly valuable among mothers who give birth prematurely. “The mother [of a preemie] will not have had enough time to undo her imagined baby. She and the real baby now suffer doubly. Not only is the real baby less developed than normally expected, but the mother compares it to her often unrealistically idealized, imaginary baby who is still too vivid in her mind.”4

By far the most difficult phase of my first pregnancy was the weeks preceding Molly’s birth, when I knew that she would never be normal. The anger I experienced toward the doctors who had failed to diagnose her problem until the end of my seventh month battled daily with numbing grief. I had to let go of the soft-focus fantasies of a smiling, pink-cheeked baby, curled up in my loving arms, and to accept that my life would be much harder and so unfair. With the help of a therapist, I was able to admit how angry I was, to say through choking sobs, “Sometimes I hate Molly!” and then to deal with the sickening guilt those feelings provoked.

I was also able to share my feelings with Steve, who of course was struggling with his own load of guilt and anger and anxiety. I leaned on him with a force that might have toppled weaker mates, and although he confessed later how torturous it had been to feel impotent to affect any meaningful change, he helped me on a daily basis. I never had to wonder what kind of a father he would be.

Dream Dad

Given what we had gone through the first time, Steve’s elevated concern when I conceived again made my pregnancy with Maddie a time of heightened involvement and togetherness. He was there for me in ways that ran the gamut from massaging my swollen ankles to making certain our obstetrician told us absolutely everything. When I balked about “bothering the doctor with a dumb question,” he picked up the phone and called. He also took over completely the organization of Maddie’s room, giving the ceiling a fresh coat of paint days before she arrived. “I don’t want her staring at cracks and water stains!” he explained only somewhat facetiously.

We were in step in many ways, completely in denial in others. I can’t remember ever sitting down to talk about our roles or about how Steve might adjust his schedule once his week of paternity leave came to an end; nor did our ridiculously lame Lamaze class prepare either of us for the practical demands of a new baby. I suppose I assumed that, as the eldest of four, Steve would know something about diapers and midnight feedings, and I suppose I didn’t want to question whether he felt his identity was on the line, because that would mean thinking about my own. Or perhaps it was my total self-absorption (particularly toward the end of my pregnancy) that precluded my stopping to consider fully how Steve felt about becoming a dad. Like an egocentric toddler who thinks everyone sees the world just as she does, I assumed Steve approached the big day with similar fears, hopes, images of the future. But then again, I never bothered to ask.

Perhaps the biggest challenge in considering one’s spouse and thinking about the kind of dad he’ll be is managing to separate fantasy from reality. If your husband is a member of Workaholics Anonymous, then chances are he will not spend mornings lying next to you in bed, gazing through tear-glazed eyes at his newborn. More likely he’ll be primed to spend more time out on the hunt, fulfilling his role as provider.

Several moms I spoke to knew from the start that the early months would be flown solo. They harbored no fantasies of Dad racing to the nursery for the midnight feeding or leaving his office early to take the baby to the pediatrician. Toward the end of her pregnancy, my friend Elise had come to terms with what her highly driven spouse would be like and, more important, what they might be like as a team: “Even though there is a part of me that wants Brian to be very involved in the baby’s care and feeding, I know that he hasn’t really thought about that stuff. He just doesn’t go there. I think about it all the time. Also, I’m pretty headstrong about how I want things done, and if he is very involved, I’m sure ultimately there will be some issue that we won’t see eye to eye on.”

One of the more novel—not necessarily more sage—solutions to the prospect of having to share the baby care came from a self-confessed “type-A” expectant mom, married to a “total type-A” guy. Four weeks shy of her due date, MaryAnn told me that she had refused to read any books on the how-tos of baby care. “I’ve intentionally not learned things. I have sisters with kids, so I’ve been around newborns. But I have not read any of the books about having a baby because I don’t want the leg up. I don’t want to know more than Doug. He’s a great uncle to the kids once they can throw a ball, but the newborns, well, suffice it to say, I don’t think he’s ever changed a diaper, so I specifically want a clean slate so we can learn together. Once I tell him three things he’ll assume I know everything and then he’ll look to me for how to do X or Y. I’d rather we figure it out together.”

Convinced that her husband “wouldn’t be around much,” Shelly pictured herself alone and exhausted: “When I imagine motherhood, I think I’ll be really tired at the end of the day. I worry that I’m going to be bored and lonely. I don’t think John will be very helpful. I worry that he won’t be there a lot of the time.” As sad as Shelly sounded, and although her life might well have turned out different and better, at least her mental preparation for motherhood included fantasies that many women are too ashamed or anxious to share.

When my friend Chloe became pregnant six weeks after she and her husband were married, her first thought was to have an abortion. The timing was all wrong. They were just starting out together as a couple, and she had been accepted to graduate school. “I was really upset and angry,” she recalled. But one night Chris pulled out a photo of his daughter by his first wife and said, “Look, you have to decide, but this is why I would want you to go ahead: I love Allison so much. You just can’t imagine what it’s like to feel this way.”

As it turned out, Chloe and Chris found that their son’s arrival early in their marriage grounded them. It was a tough time. Chris had taken a job he didn’t like in order to be at home while Chloe attended grad school, and finances were tight. “I think had we not been parents, we might not have made it,” she said.

Of course, having a baby to heal a troubled marriage or to trap a spouse is so patently misguided that it’s become a hackneyed staple of afternoon soaps. Surprisingly, in a study of reasons American couples stated for having kids, “to bring spouse closer” ranked number one.5 And many pregnant women say they experience a deepening intimacy and connection with their husbands.

Elise described a sense of having crossed over into a new stage in her relationship with her husband, Brian: “First we were a couple, living together. Then we got married and felt an even stronger connection. But this is even closer than that. I can’t imagine how intense and deep it will be when we actually have a baby in our lives.”

As close as she felt to Brian, Elise admitted that it drove her crazy when he told friends, “We’re pregnant.” Having gone through many months of fertility treatments and riding the arduous physical and emotional roller coaster that these treatments entailed, she laughed at the notion that the pregnancy was shared: “You know right away there is an imbalance. When you’re doing fertility treatments, you’re tested five days after you get your period, and you start shooting yourself up with drugs and doing whatever you have to. And what does your husband do? He ejaculates into a cup. And now that I am pregnant, as enthusiastic as Brian is, nothing’s changed for him really. He didn’t have nausea for four months. He wasn’t unbelievably exhausted or moody. He gets up and goes to work and can’t understand why I have trouble getting out of bed. Life has changed for him intellectually, but it’s changed for me physically, emotionally, and intellectually. I mean there is not a single aspect of my life that has been untouched by this.”

Expecting your husband to walk in matched steps with you to the delivery room and, having panted and perspired and wept alongside you, to react to your baby’s arrival with the same mix of emotions is not only unrealistic, it’s unfair—to both of you. Just as you cannot possibly share pregnancy and childbirth, you won’t share parenthood, even if he does 50 percent of the child care. Love for the baby, your sense of yourselves as parents, commitment to career, and attention to each other are just a few of the areas in your marriage in which you may suddenly fly off in different directions. Too few of us take the time to anticipate the strain these changes may bring and work on our marriage before the baby arrives. If we’re married to someone whose career occupies center stage, we sing that tune from Guys and Dolls, “Marry the Man Today,” and assume that the baby’s arrival will affect a total personality adjustment. Perhaps—but why not voice your concerns, air your grievances, state your preferences, and establish your priorities a few months before you’re too tired to even talk?

Big

Going through the most dramatic physical changes you’ve ever experienced, watching your body transform completely, and thinking every day about this little person growing inside you is aptly described by most moms as “miraculous.” In her lovely memoir, The Blue Jay’s Dance: A Birth Year,Louise Erdrich recalls experiencing her body as a separate place: “I’m not me. I feel myself becoming less a person than a place, inhabited, a foreign land.”6

Tami, who has a high-powered job in publishing, got pregnant in her thirties, survived two months of constant nausea (“I ate plain pasta and crackers for breakfast, lunch, and dinner”), and experienced a dramatic change in her response to her body: “The first thing that changed was my boobs. They were enormous—I mean, three times the size. And, believe me, I didn’t need any more on top! I have plenty of heft. People would just stare at them, and that made me really uncomfortable. Then, when I popped, at about four months, I would look at myself as if I were looking at someone else. My body had changed so much. It was as if some alien inhabited my body—which I guess it had—but I went through a couple of months of pure denial. I would actually try to get dressed in my prepregnancy clothes. Now that I’m past the nausea and the anxiety and the testing, I feel great. I’m aware of being this host—or hostess—to a mysterious miracle. And I’m just amazed.”

I remember lying in bed toward the end of my pregnancy, feeling Maddie press a tiny heel against my palm as I ran my hand over my preternaturally large abdomen, and laughing aloud at this wacky phenomenon. It was just mind-blowing to think about having a baby inside me. As my friend Elise wisely noted, “Look, it took me five years to go through puberty. And now in nine months, I have experienced many more changes in my body.”

During the first trimester, when morning sickness, fatigue, sore breasts, and hormonal changes are often most acute, it’s natural to feel as though you’ve lost control of your body. Even if you have few unpleasant symptoms, the mere prospect of kissing your figure good-bye can be really distressing. Leslie had witnessed the transformation of two close friends, both of whom put on a lot of weight, suffered through terrible morning sickness, and complained about a host of ugly ailments, so even when the first few weeks of her pregnancy were relatively symptom-free, she dreaded and resented the physical changes she imagined would ambush her at any moment. “I had always defined myself as intelligent, interesting, and attractive. I’m very tall and slender, and I had had a great dating life before I got married. So I worried I would gain a lot of weight and lose control of my body. I didn’t know when I would pop, when my waistline would disappear, when I would stop feeling attractive. It was very tough emotionally in the beginning.” She found the second and third trimesters much easier. “When I didn’t gain weight but had this kind of Buddha belly, I actually felt okay with my body.”

MaryAnn, whose job involved giving presentations, often to large groups, found it excruciating during the first trimester to stand up in front of two hundred people. “I was so uncomfortable in my skin, and you can’t tell anyone. My clothes were tight and uncomfortable, but I didn’t want to buy two sizes up and then have to buy maternity clothes.”

Like MaryAnn, Dierdre, who got married when she was four months pregnant, struggled through a summer of hating how she looked. “We went on a cruise for our honeymoon at a point when my body didn’t look really pregnant, just fat. That was hard. But then I came to terms with it. I thought of my body as a house for our baby, and the bigger I got, the safer the baby would be.”

Jordan, who had had a lot of negative body-image issues when she was a teenager, adored being pregnant. “It was the only time I felt great about my body—not in the sense of feeling sexy or exceptionally beautiful—but simply because I knew I looked exactly as I should look,” she explained. “For the first time in my life I could get dressed for work in minutes, instead of trying on forty different outfits and not feeling comfortable in any of them. It was such a relief to dress in maternity clothes and not have to suck in my belly or worry if I looked okay.”

Loving your pregnant shape is a lot easier when it’s accompanied by other positive changes. MaryAnn found that her skin looked beautiful and that she felt awkward but energized. Still, there were moments when she mourned the loss of her “sexy self” and was aware of comparing herself to nonpregnant women. “You definitely still want to feel sexy, knowing that you’re about to do the most unsexy thing in the world, which is to give birth and become a mom, so when you see these beautiful women walking down the street, you think, ‘Oh, man, am I never going to be a head turner once I have a kid in a stroller?’”

Definitely Not Sexy

Hunter Tylo, one of the stars of Melrose Place, successfully sued the producers of the show for millions of dollars because she believed that she could portray a seductive vixen even if pregnant. I would have paid millions of dollars to look like Hunter Tylo during my pregnancy or just to feel a little less like the Pillsbury Dough Girl. Most of us don’t think “alluring” when we’re bent over the toilet much of the day or completely wiped out at night. And by the time the morning sickness passes and the first-trimester fatigue abates, our boobs may be bigger, but so is the rest of us. I remember rolling into bed toward the end of my pregnancy, lying like a beached whale next to my inveterately amorous spouse, and finding the prospect of sex almost laughable. I just couldn’t believe Steve could find my enormous belly or stretch marks a turn-on. I kept hearing Dr. Ruth’s Viennese-rich voice reminding me that “zee brain is zee most important sexual organ.” Especially true when you can’t see below your breasts!

Of course, a sense of humor is key to maintaining a healthy sex life during your pregnancy. “I actually burst out laughing one night when I happened to catch a glimpse of us in our bedroom mirror,” one mom said, laughing all over again. “I had had my eyes closed, and as I was getting into it, I guess I kind of forgot what I looked like, so at first I didn’t know what I was looking at. We looked like a scene from one of those nature shows about the mating habits of giant bullfrogs or something!”

Other women talked about the advantages of not having to worry about contraception (“much more spontaneous”), of feeling more easily aroused as their pregnancies progressed (there’s some evidence that increased blood flow to the pelvic area can be stimulating), of having to “be a little creative.” “We tried some new positions,” Diane recalled. “And I guess it was good that Greg became kind of fascinated by my body in a nonsexual way. He would lie next to me and stroke my belly and admire my body. It was really sweet—and that made us feel closer.” Tami’s husband loved her pregnant body. “He treats me like this icon of womanhood, this beautiful, sexy, life-bearing goddess.”

One mom’s husband told her she tasted different. “At first I was kind of grossed out,” she told me, “but then it was really intriguing. I finally got up the nerve to ask my obstetrician about it, and she explained that your vagina can feel, look, and I guess taste different. When I told my husband he was right, he strutted around like he was some kind of connoisseur.”

Leslie, who had had no problems reaching an orgasm before she became pregnant, saw her libido and her enjoyment of sex hit an all-time low. “At first I thought it was just because I was going through a lot of emotional turmoil. But by my second trimester, when I read in lots of books that women are often pretty horny, I realized I was the antithesis. Sex was the absolute last thing on my mind. It was hard to have an orgasm, and I had to reassure Josh that it was all about me, not him, because suddenly our sex life was nonexistent.”

Imagining that the baby is in bed with you—even if said baby is the size of a lima bean and in the dark (literally) regarding what’s happening—can definitely put a damper on your sex life. This was an issue for only a handful of moms, but several more told me that their husbands were preoccupied by fantasies (read wishful thinking) of hurting the baby. When the gorgeous Cindy Crawford shared this myth with me, I told her to tell her also-gorgeous husband not to flatter himself!

Of course, there are prospective dads whose libidos downshift dramatically as their wives get bigger and more awkward. But among the moms I interviewed, this was rarely the case. “I think we had a lot of sex during my pregnancy because everyone had warned us that we would be too exhausted to do it once the baby arrived!” one Chicago mom in her twenties said with a laugh.

Unsolicited Advice and Advances

Getting touched by one’s husband may not be a problem; in fact, it’s wonderful to have him kiss your giant belly or sing to the baby or admire your beautiful breasts and glowing skin. It’s quite another thing to feel like one of those hands-on exhibits in a science museum (“Touch Mom’s big hard tummy! You might even feel the fetus kick!”). Still, you’ll be amazed by the number of strangers who feel compelled to pat your belly, ask you highly personal questions, or share a trove of pregnancy tales guaranteed to freak you out.

My personal favorite came from a woman at a cocktail party, who, spotting my maternity dress, torpedoed across the room, introduced herself hastily, and then launched into a revolting account of her friend’s eighth-month ordeal: “She developed this problem with her salivary glands,” she said, spitting a little herself, perhaps for the sake of verisimilitude. “So she drooled all the time. She had to carry a cup around all day—even at her office.” Of course, I didn’t have the where-withal to drool on her shoes or to ask why the hell she thought I needed to hear that particular story. I just stood mutely, soaking it all in, and spent the next twenty-four hours anxiously waiting for foam to begin to pour out of my mouth. Looking back, I see it a bit like a Seinfeld episode; back then it felt more like Stephen King.

Elise’s close friends and family were a tad more tactful. “I find that people I am very close with, friends who know me and are sympathetic, tell me things that I really want to know,” she said. “But people I know less well—friends of friends or, come to think of it, total strangers—burden me with horror stories.”

Long after I gave birth, a wise obstetrician told me that he advises his patients to deal with unsolicited horror stories (and gratuitous advice) by nodding politely and then making lists in their head. “Just smile and think what groceries you need to buy, the contents of your closet—anything that makes it impossible to listen to their baloney.”

For Elise it was easier to just say, “You know, I’m sorry that you had that experience, but I’d rather not hear any more. It upsets me.” She also did not have the problem of unsolicited touching. “Maybe because I’m close to six feet tall, so I didn’t look too cute or cuddly. People didn’t gravitate my way, but I know someone who responded to a little old man’s patting her belly by rubbing the top of his bald head!”

Everyone is different when it comes to being touched. Some moms find the intrusiveness appalling; others shrug it off. One mom told me she liked it (“It felt like blessings!”). Sandra recalled total strangers on the New York subway coming over to touch her. “Most times they would ask if they could touch my belly, but even when I said, ‘But you’re a total stranger,’ they just had their hands on me. One guy came up to me and told me he thought pregnant women were really hot. I just said, ‘Are you kidding me? No!’ He got the message.”

Noelle, a high school chemistry teacher, understood her students’ fascination with her pregnant shape, although at first their touching made her “very uncomfortable.” As a teacher, she wanted to encourage their curiosity and to answer their questions, but not at the expense of maintaining clear boundaries. “A lot of those accepted boundaries disappear when you’re pregnant, especially among children.”

There’s no question that your sense of personal space alters completely as your pregnancy progresses. If you’ve always been the kind of person who walks into a crowded room and commands attention, either because of your personality or because of your physique, then you may not feel as though the world is very different, despite your own metamorphosis. But if you happen to be very petite or shy or both, then suddenly taking up more space—literally and in terms of others’ attention—can make you feel big and powerful. There’s no way to be a wallflower when you stick out like a giant flowering topiary. You walk into a room and heads turn; you board a bus and a little ripple of attention fans out as the women try to glare the seated males out of their feigned sleep.

I distinctly remember the first time I rode a bus a few weeks after giving birth to Maddie, and missing my pregnant shape and the attention I inevitably drew. (Not that any of those seated males had leapt to his feet when I was eight months along.) I didn’t like being “back to normal,” just another exhausted-looking, slightly pudgy commuter. I wanted to reexperience those knowing smiles from moms with toddlers and that sense of being singled out.

In his lovely short story “When Everyone Was Pregnant,” John Updike describes a summer when his wife and several of her friends were pregnant: “How they would float across the sand like billowed sails. Shakespeare, Titania to Oberon: ‘We have laughed to see the sails conceive, /And grow big-bellied with the wanton wind.’ In their sunpaled maternity bathing suits, the pregnant young women. Tugging behind them the toddlers already born, like dinghies.”7 Reading that, I remember how like some beautiful ship or fully ripened fruit I felt toward the end of my pregnancy; I was a walking promise, inviting smiles and blessings from perfect strangers as I sailed through my day.

Pregnant at Work

Receiving unexpected attention in public was decidedly different from the responses I received at my job. My boss, a loving but definitely old-school type, greeted my pregnancy with enthusiasm, then quickly—and not too subtly—started to work around me. Suddenly I had far fewer assignments, I wasn’t included in long-term planning sessions, and I was no longer the first of his consiglieri to be called with a question. It angered me, but I found as I spoke to other pregnant working moms that my experience was mild compared with many of theirs.

There’s a healthy body of literature on the ways in which working women are often blatantly or subtly eased out of the inner circle once their pregnancies are announced or their physical change pronounced. Despite laws protecting pregnant women’s jobs, guaranteeing maternity leave, and stipulating what constitutes discrimination, the latter can occur in ways that may not threaten your livelihood but will definitely shake your sense of yourself. As one of the first women in her department to have children, Sandra found that the attention she received was a mixed blessing. “Although I liked being told I looked great and I enjoyed their interest in my pregnancy, I also felt a little cut off. Television work is intense and fast-paced. People wouldn’t tell me about certain meetings, because they knew I was going to be on maternity leave soon—or maybe they had kind of written me off by that point. But I wanted to be given the opportunity to attend or not.”

Our feelings toward our jobs change as well. As the big day approaches, there’s no way in the world you’re not going to question what you’re doing and how your baby’s arrival on the planet will shift your priorities, affect your schedule, impact the goals you may have taken for granted until now. For Erica, a self-employed psychologist, the change in her feelings about work were fueled by a dread of “dropping off the career ladder.” When I spoke to her, she was nursing Bryce, then five months old, and blissfully happy to be working part-time, but she vividly recalled her anxiety during her pregnancy: “I had reached a place in my career when I was enjoying a certain degree of renown and making my mark professionally. I was terrified of a drop after the baby. It was very frightening, and no matter how many times mothers told me I would feel differently, I couldn’t imagine what it would be like.”

The flash point in MaryAnn’s pregnancy occurred a few weeks before her due date, when it seemed impossible to schedule a childbirth-education class convenient to both her and her busy spouse. “I had been telling myself that becoming parents would just be something new in our marriage and that our lives would continue,” she recalled. “But over the weekend, we had this big fight about the birthing class. Doug’s got this huge presentation. And I’ve got a huge presentation, but I’m willing to find the time. So I’m yelling, ‘What’s more important? Your presentation or the baby?’” MaryAnn was quick to attribute the blowout to “a lot of emotions going on,” including her profound fear that her love for the baby would derail her career: “Loving a baby is not the same as when you fall in love with your husband—with your husband you don’t have the option to stay home with him all day. It’s not like you get swept away and your life gets out of control. It’s very scary to think I could be so in love with the baby that it would undermine everything I’ve built myself on.”

Implicit in MaryAnn’s eloquent and honest description of her feelings is the assumption that falling passionately in love with her baby and, perhaps, wanting to stay home guarantees an obliteration of “everything I’ve built myself on.” As Daphne de Marneffe discusses throughout her book on the tension maternal love creates for all mothers, “One reason it is hard for any of us to think about maternal desire is that the life changes implied by those desires, the identity we will need to assume, seems radically at odds with the kind of goal-oriented activity that leads to success in social terms. To choose to redirect one’s energies toward mothering means not only a change in one’s use of time (not to mention one’s economic standing or security), but often a drastic reformulation of one’s orientation toward control, independence, and even one’s prior identity.”8

It hadn’t occurred to MaryAnn, as it rarely occurs to most working mothers, that staying home full-time might radically change her sense of herself but not necessarily for the worse. Opening up to imagining a range of ways to be a mother is the most important work you can do during your pregnancy. Did I practice what I’m preaching? Suffice it to say, I worked until the day before Maddie was born, and Nick escaped being delivered on the floor of my office at Parents magazine only by virtue of my hysterical assistant threatening to call the building’s one-eyed security guard if I didn’t “leave right now!” Earlier that morning, as I was getting Maddie ready for preschool, I had felt a little pluck somewhere deep inside, but the sensation was so distant and uneventful (no Human Niagara Falls followed, as it had when my water broke with Maddie) that I assumed I had imagined it. By the time I arrived at my office, my elegant maternity dress (I had an important luncheon that day) was, shall we say, a bit damp, and although I had no labor pains, I knew this was it. Still, I lingered at my desk, trying in vain to finish my editorial column before I went uptown to my OB-GYN’s office.

How’s that for a model of what not to do? Although I don’t advocate staying home for weeks before your baby’s birth if you’re only going to rewallpaper the nursery or watch afternoon soaps, I do believe in stopping long enough to consider what is about to happen. Talk to your spouse; write in a journal; take the risk that self-contemplation always requires. It is difficult, even painful, to let go of an image of yourself and to consider how a change in your identity will affect your work, friendships, marriage—your whole life. But when we lock ourselves into certain roles simply because we’re afraid of imagining anything else, we deny ourselves a chance to consider the ways in which we yearn for and fear motherhood.

The Truth About Childbirth
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The Seven Stages of  Mother
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