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Dedication

For my children.








Epigraph

It could happen any time,1 tornado,

earthquake, Armageddon. It could happen.

Or sunshine, love, salvation.

—WILLIAM STAFFORD, “YES”
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Preface

I began writing this book when my children were five and two. Over the course of working on it, my daughter has learned to swim and tie her shoes and has lost four teeth. My son has learned to count and ride a balance bike and no longer sleeps in a crib. I can see from the pencil markings on the door frame just how many inches they both have grown. Now, my daughter can read over my shoulder while I’m working and ask what it all means.

I, too, have changed while writing this book, learning through my research and conversations with other parents, as well as through encountering previous versions of myself in the essay drafts and journal entries I wrote in the earliest months of parenthood. In researching, I have often felt like a forager, gathering insights from fields as rich and varied as geology, anthropology, theology, and psychology. In writing, I have been guided by the idea that the climate crisis is a storytelling crisis, and that every story is a climate story.

My thinking about motherhood and climate change has been shaped as much by my own children as by the Salish Sea, which is why it’s important to state that I write from the traditional and unceded ancestral homelands of the Coast Salish peoples. Acknowledging the historical and ongoing impacts of colonization is a crucial step toward climate justice. I honor how our Indigenous neighbors, the Lummi Nation and the Nooksack Tribe, have cared for these lands and waterways since time immemorial and are leading the way forward into a just and sustainable future.

What follows is a record of my evolving attempts to understand where I live—to locate myself in place but also in stories and in relationships. To assay means to try or attempt, as I often told my writing students, and while the writing of these essays is over, I have every reason to believe that my attempts to understand and to reimagine the stories that have shaped me will continue, that my storytelling will continue to shift and sharpen.

I have attempted to say something about what becoming a mother in this place and at this time has meant to me, and in doing so, have represented only my own experiences of motherhood and family life. While I often use the word mother, especially when writing about the stories we tell about motherhood, I also use the phrases pregnant people and birthing people because they are most accurate and include the experiences of trans and non-binary parents. In Revolutionary Mothering, Alexis Pauline Gumbs uses mothering as a verb, calling it “the practice of creating, nurturing,1 affirming, and supporting life.” This perspective has shaped my belief that mothering is an act anyone can do.

While writing this book, the world has changed and is continuing to change in ways that many of us are still trying to understand. As I write this, it has been 100 days since the second Trump presidency began, sowing chaos and confusion and attacking the abortion rights and environmental protections that are essential to reproductive justice and climate justice.

The morning after the election, my children asked me to read them a picture book about starlings. My kids cuddled up next to me, hair still ruffled from sleep, and I turned the pages to see a stunning murmuration of starlings lifting and falling, shapeshifting through the sky.

“We find strength and safety in numbers.”2 I read. “We all guide each other. I veer. My allies veer. Their allies veer. We all change course.”

The book was about murmurations, the mesmerizing shapes that flocks of birds make as they move through the sky, but as I read aloud, I realized that I was also reading to my children about collective action.

In her book What If We Get It Right?, climate expert Ayana Elizabeth Johnson calls for us to “move from ‘I’ to ‘we.’ ” In doing so, she writes, “We will expand3 our sense of interdependence. We will rein in our sense of individualism. We will ask, ‘What should we do, together?’ Survival is collective, our fates are intertwined.”

In my attempts to move toward interdependence, I have tried to be thoughtful about my use of the word we. I have written this book primarily for parents who, like me, are raising children in the Global North and are among those who most need to change to meet the moment. I have sometimes reached for the first-person plural, even when I know it to be imperfect, using it aspirationally, as in the we that I hope we become.

May we, like the starlings, find strength and safety together.

May our movements create magic and beauty that fills the skies.

May we all change course.






Drawing a Disappearing World

“Draw a baby.”

I was newly pregnant and sitting at the kitchen table with my two-year-old on my lap. We were drawing together on a small, gray absorbent pad with a water pen. I was sketching with water as quickly as I could, and just as quickly, the figures kept evaporating.

My daughter asked me to draw a baby, so I began with the round circle of a baby’s head. I made two curved lines for closed eyes, then a tiny curl of hair. By the time I sketched the simple folds of a swaddle blanket—foregoing the time-consuming details of a body in favor of producing a quick, round little bundle—the baby’s head had disappeared.

She asked me to draw a fish, to draw the moon, to draw our family.

I was up against the clock as I dashed out three stick figures—a toddler and two adults, one with stick arms encircling the looping scribble of a pregnant belly. The first time I watched our family vanish, even as I was drawing it, it felt like a curse, a cruel magic trick.

“All gone,” I said, pressing my face into her hair.

I’d ordered the drawing pad from a list of mess-free toddler activities, but when it arrived, I saw that it wasn’t a child’s toy at all but rather intended as a tool for practicing mindfulness—something that caring for my daughter was already teaching me.

So much of parenting, I’m realizing, is learning to live with impermanence, to draw with water and watch it all fade.

Once, my daughter took the water pen and smashed its small, wet brush against the drawing pad until its bristles frayed. She swirled a leaky puddle so damp and dark I thought it might never disappear. But it, too, is gone.

My children are now just six and three, and already, so much has disappeared.

Just before my daughter’s first birthday, I came face to face with the disappearing frogs.

I was wheeling her stroller through the corridors of the Vancouver Aquarium when we reached the Frogs Forever? exhibit, and I got stuck on the question mark looming over it all.

At the time, I was teaching college writing classes, and I’d just finished reading dozens of final papers about apocalyptic narratives—literature like Octavia Butler’s novel Parable of the Sower, but also film and television, even video games, like The Last of Us. I’d asked my students to consider why humans across time and space have told stories about the end of the world and to analyze such texts for what these imagined futures might reveal about our present. I hoped they would come to see the value of storytelling in response to climate change and other contemporary threats. In times of crisis, I argued, we need the meaning-making work of the humanities—philosophers and historians, artists and poets.

I was energized by my students’ projects, but after submitting final grades, I was also tired—tired from waking to my baby’s cries in the early morning hours, then nursing her back to sleep before shuffling into the kitchen to make coffee and grade papers, tired from an academic term spent contemplating the end of human flourishing.

I hoped the sharpness of my fears for the planet might be dulled by a trip to the aquarium, with its mellow radiance, its darting fish and rippling light.

All I wanted was to name the coastal marine life for my baby, holding her as she squirmed out of my arms with excitement and pressed her dimpled palms against the thick glass. I wanted to stand in the otherworldly glow of a tank lit with rising and falling jellyfish, mesmerized by the ruffled tentacles of Pacific sea nettles. I wanted to gaze up toward the water’s surface as a white sturgeon swam overhead, casting its enormous, ancient shadow over us.

I wanted a break from thinking about final things, about grand and global destruction, but there I was, pushing our stroller back and forth under a sign that warned of the world’s imperiled frogs: NOW YOU SEE THEM, SOON YOU WON’T.

I went to the aquarium in search of wonder, and there I found it alongside despair.

We were looking at a handful of Panamanian golden frogs, a species now extinct in the wild.

“There’s a frog plague,” stated the exhibit’s signage in bold print, followed by a grim explanation of the highly infectious and deadly chytrid fungus,1 which endangers amphibians worldwide by causing suffocation and cardiac arrest. The worst known infectious killer of wildlife, this pathogen has wiped out at least ninety species and contributed to the decline of nearly five hundred more. Remnant populations of the Panamanian golden frog—which, I later came to find out, is technically a toad—were now confined to living out their lives in captivity. Outside of a global network of zoos and aquariums with biosecure habitats and active breeding programs, the golden frogs had all but vanished.

According to the display, the thing about the disappearing frogs was this: “Naked skin makes frogs2 very vulnerable to chemicals and other changes in their environment—they are exposed to everything in water, as well as on land. This makes the health of frogs in the wild a good indicator of our world’s health.”

As indicator species, amphibians have been called the “canaries in the coal mine”3 of mass extinction, although declines among birds, insects, and other plants and animals tell their own stories of ecosystems unraveling.

What the frogs’ vanishing act indicates about the world’s health—I thought, feeling grateful that my daughter wasn’t yet old enough to read the signs for herself—can’t possibly be good.

I was halfway through my first pregnancy, in 2018, when I started keeping a list of apocalypses, great and small. That year, headlines announced the decline of nearly everything, it seemed, from democracy to higher education. Even fashion houses picked up on the anxious mood,4 sending menswear models down runways styled in the face masks and rescue vests of doomsday preppers and extremist militias. Closer to home, evidence of the changing climate fell in the form of ash from burning wildfires. Seattle-area scientists warned that summers of wildfire smoke were becoming the region’s “new normal” and public health officials issued recommendations for adapting to fire season.5 I felt a sort of whiplash, turning from these news stories to my library copy of What to Expect When You’re Expecting. Was I supposed to be packing a go-bag or a hospital bag, preparing for the end or the beginning?

On my phone, a pregnancy app pinged with daily updates on fetal development, and just as often, news alerts brought fresh signs of impending climate disaster. In my third trimester, the UN released the 2018 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) special report on the consequences of 1.5 degrees Celsius of global warming—what came to be known as the “Doomsday Report.”6 It called on governments to make “rapid, far-reaching and unprecedented changes7 in all aspects of society” in efforts to drastically reduce global carbon emissions and avert the worst climate outcomes. Meanwhile, I was reading everything I could to prepare for the far-reaching changes a baby would bring to our lives. How would a changing climate change parenting? I wondered. Newspapers announced that the “planet has only until 20308 to stem catastrophic climate change”—at which point, I realized, counting on my fingers, the child I was carrying would be twelve.

Soon after, my husband and I attended a birthing class for pregnant people and their partners. As we inhaled and exhaled through different yoga stretches and supportive postures, my thoughts kept returning to the IPCC report. Until that point, my womb was the only world our child had ever known. I knew that bringing a child into the world—this world with its changing climate, this world which was speeding toward catastrophe—would force me to confront my fears in ways that would surely change me.

Though I composted and bussed to work, brought my cloth tote bags to the food co-op, and like most people, tried in small ways to do what I could for the environment, I didn’t anticipate how the pressures of early motherhood would intensify my commitment to climate justice, as well as my experience of difficult climate emotions. I couldn’t see coming the pandemic that would reveal the unsustainability of contemporary parenting, nor the year of climate disasters that would follow as the Pacific Northwest weathered a once-in-a-millennia heat dome followed by once-in-a-century flooding, nor the back-to-back years that would go down as the hottest in recorded history.

But as I sat on my mat, breathing and preparing for giving birth, I could feel myself braced for change.

Near the end of the class, the instructor lowered the lights and invited us to sit across from our partners for a silent meditation. I faced my husband, he smiled, and I smiled back. And then, to my dismay, instead of settling into a moment of profound connection, I began to laugh. The kind of frantic, red-faced, stifled laughter that you have to seal your lips to hold in. It struck me all at once, the absurdity of our efforts to plan for an increasingly uncertain future.

At first, my husband looked concerned, but then his shoulders started shaking, too. We were trying to suppress our laughter, trying not to distract from what was meant to be a meaningful, contemplative ritual for all the other soon-to-be parents, who were like us, I think, swimming in fear but also deliriously happy. We sweated out the remaining minutes in silent fits, avoiding the instructor’s disapproving gaze, until we could make a mad scramble for our things and walk out into the cool, dark air, arm in arm, feeling chastened but infinitely lighter. Something inside of me was shifting as I began to accept how little I could control about childbirth and all that would come after.

I was trying to keep my expectations in check, trying to hold my hopes and fears with an open hand, but this proved difficult when it came to my hopes for the child I was carrying. As I opened gifts at my baby shower, I said to the guests gathered around me in a friend’s living room, “I’ve been thinking a lot about hope.” Only, I couldn’t finish whatever it was I’d wanted to say, and instead, thanked my friends and family for their support. In that moment, I realized that, of all the things I could give or be given, hope was what I most wanted for our child.

I wasn’t even clear what I meant, exactly, by hope and felt embarrassed, selfish even, for wanting it so desperately when there was so much evidence to the contrary. I hadn’t resolved anything about hope, or my desire for it, by the time my water broke suddenly in the early morning hours of a long December night.

When, finally, I emerged from the birth center beside my husband, who was carrying our newborn in her infant car seat, I felt like the last surviving dinosaur in the Italo Calvino short story, who takes a look around and says: “The world had changed:9 I couldn’t recognize the mountains any more, or the rivers, or the trees.”

Only, what rendered the world changed, to me, wasn’t the absence of my species, but the presence of my child.

In our first moments together, I was overcome by how fragile my daughter seemed, how fragile all of life seemed. It was a revelation, an awakening, like I could see mortality clearly for the first time, how we are always on the cusp of catastrophe, always just about to lose everything we love.

I can still feel the slippery weight of her newborn body as I held my daughter against my chest, the way the skin-to-skin contact in the seconds after delivery had stilled us, how there had been something vaguely amphibious about her at first—her scrunched up legs, the slimy vernix that clung to the creases of her skin.

Like a creature washed ashore, exposed to the elements and gasping at the shock of it, the aquatic phase of her development had come to an end, and her life on land was only just beginning.

Babies are born without a sense of object permanence—the understanding that what vanishes from sight continues to exist. Once developed, object permanence offers infants the security that comes from knowing when their parent or caregiver leaves their sight, they haven’t actually disappeared. This belief in our ongoingness develops gradually, including through games like peekaboo. So, when our daughter was a baby, my husband and I covered our faces with our hands and entertained her with our ability to conceal and reveal. Three years later, when our son was several months old, we recruited our daughter to play these disappearing games with us.

“Peekaboo,” she’d say to her giggling baby brother. “I see you!” Of the plastic dinosaur she hid under a blanket, she’d shout, “All gone!” Then, squeal as she uncovered it, making child’s play of de-extinction.

Paradoxically, object permanence is what makes it possible for children to experience separation anxiety. Once our children know that, when we leave, we continue to exist elsewhere, it can make for tearful good-byes. When she started preschool, I felt pangs of guilt when our daughter quoted Daniel Tiger at drop-off, cheerfully reassuring herself and the other children that “grown-ups come back.”

In these words, I could hear the unspoken promise: always. And the heartbeat of my own fears: what if, what if?

Out of sight, out of mind—like peekaboo—this is the game adults try to play with their fears. The trouble is that these days the worst impacts of the climate crisis are increasingly visible, with more people in more places experiencing climate shocks more frequently.

My children now feel confident that what is out of sight continues to exist, yet as the planet warms, I think of all that is so rapidly disappearing—about the glaciers, the pollinators, the coral reefs, the forests, and the frogs; about the people, homes, and communities lost to climate-driven weather disasters—and fear that, when it comes to object permanence, I’ve oversold the concept.

In the years to come, as my children mature, I know that I will face the far more difficult task of helping them face the impermanence of a damaged planet, to risk loving a world that is vanishing—only I don’t know how to make a game of change and loss.

“F is for frog,”10 is what I’ve said hundreds, perhaps even thousands, of times while teaching my children the alphabet. And just as often, the question mark in the Frogs Forever? exhibit flashed before me, prompting another F-word to come to mind. Would mass extinction soon make our ABC board book outdated? I wondered, a question that underscored how so much of what I was teaching my children about the world was subject to revision.

The disappearing frogs came to represent one of the many seemingly intractable, interconnected, complex problems, collectively known as the polycrisis—the confluence of environmental catastrophes, public health emergencies, global conflicts, political instability, economic inequality, and systemic injustices—that I felt powerless to solve, yet could not put out of mind. Things were falling apart, including the health of the planetary systems that make life possible, and at a scale I struggled to fathom.

We are now living through a mass extinction event as devastating as the one that wiped out the dinosaurs. Herpetologists first reported vanishing frog populations in the 1980s.11 Estimates suggest that since the 1970s,12 about 200 species have gone extinct. On average, one amphibian species should disappear about every thousand years, but today, the extinction rate for amphibians is forty-five thousand times higher than expected—a statistic made all the more tragic given that amphibians boast an impressive record of survival, having both predated and outlived dinosaurs.13

Although amphibians face the steepest losses, other groups are significantly at risk, due to habitat loss, invasive species, overhunting, pollution, and the climate crisis. Across species, researchers estimate that the extinction rate is one thousand times higher14 than it was pre-humans, and future rates could be as much as 10,000 times higher. In her book The Sixth Extinction, Elizabeth Kolbert writes, “It is estimated that one-third15 of all reef-building corals, a third of all freshwater mollusks, a third of sharks and rays, a quarter of all mammals, a fifth of all reptiles, and a sixth of all birds are headed toward oblivion.”

Such extinction events are extremely rare, having occurred just five times in about 500 million years. As one study put it, entire branches on the tree of life are not just dying, but being mutilated, and these losses are “destroying the conditions that make human life possible.”16

Commenting on the scope and significance of human-caused mass extinction, Kolbert observes, “[T]hose of us alive today17 not only are witnessing one of the rarest events in life’s history, we are also causing it.”

And, what will become of our own species in a time of mass extinction remains an open question.

That day at the aquarium, I’d read the exhibit’s signage that warned of the dire consequences of amphibian extinction and felt frozen with dread, while everywhere around me children bubbled with excitement, dashing from tank to tank.

I feared the human impacts of biodiversity loss, but I was also dismayed by how the exhibit explicitly appealed to the value of frogs in terms of their benefits to humans—that they eat disease-carrying and crop-destroying insects and produce valuable chemical compounds used in medicine. Though I understood its purpose was to persuade people to support conservation efforts, in terms that even young children could understand, I didn’t like what this messaging implied about our collective ability to care about the more-than-human world. Did we need a reason to save frogs beyond the miraculous fact of their existence?

Standing there, I did not want to see the Panamanian golden frogs—just out of reach in their glass terrariums—as a natural resource, or to reduce frogs to “hopping drugstores.”18 Instead, I wanted to grieve what we are losing, what is not ours to destroy: a thriving planet with abundant plant and animal life.

The grief I felt when I thought of the disappearing world became part of my parenting. I was so often caught between hope and despair. What hope—I had to know—could I truthfully offer my children?

When it comes to facing the realities of the climate crisis, Buddhist philosopher of ecology Joanna Macy urges us to take a clear-eyed look at the ecological problems of our time, even if it’s difficult. “If we fear that the mess19 we’re in is too awful to look at or that we won’t be able to cope with the distress it brings up,” she writes, “we need to find a way through that fear.” Drawing on mindfulness practices, she encourages people struggling with difficult climate emotions to cultivate what she calls “active hope”—hope that is grounded in reality and action.

Because of its association with toxic positivity, spiritual bypassing, and American optimism, nearly everyone who speaks of hope within the context of contemporary crises seems to do so with reluctance, attaching an adjective to it or redefining it.

Marine biologist Ayana Elizabeth Johnson admits that hope makes her cringe but puts forward a vision of “catalytic hope.”20 Journalist Krista Tippett calls it “muscular hope.”21 Writer Rebecca Solnit calls it “hope in the dark,”22 likening it to an emergency ax used to break open doors in a fire, and writing, “Hope, like love,23 means taking risks and being vulnerable to the effects of loss. It means recognizing the uncertainty of the future and making a commitment to try to participate in shaping it.”

Activist Greta Thunberg argues that hope must be earned.24 As does moral philosopher Elizabeth Cripps, who writes, “To earn hope,25 we must first face reality.”

Especially within climate discourse, there doesn’t seem to be a consensus on hope. A more recent trend is denouncing the need for hope altogether, as if the time for hope has passed, and what’s left now is to brace ourselves for the work that needs doing.

All this tough talk about hope makes sense to me, especially when it is directed, as I believe it is, toward adults. I agree that we shouldn’t wait to take meaningful climate action until we feel hopeful about the future, confident that efforts to decarbonize will be successful. And, I would never, could never, judge anyone for feeling hopeless; there are just so many reasons to lose hope.

It’s hard to speak carefully of hope and despair since we can mean so many different things, and our social locations mean we experience the effects of the climate crisis unequally. Writing in response to this age of apocalyptic fears, Buddhist teacher and activist Lama Rod Owens observes, “I have often noticed26 that those who are loudest about how we are doomed are those who have never had to struggle in collective survival.” I am conscious of how my identity, as a white, middle-class parent raising kids in the Global North, complicates any predisposition I might have toward hope, but I am just as suspicious of my predisposition to despair.

Perhaps the worst hope I could give my children is false hope. But when we make a habit of denying hope, I worry about the impact on young people, who are developmentally tasked with creating their futures. As a parent, I have come to think of hope much as I did as an educator. Just as it is important to be honest with young people about the state of the world, so too, do I believe it is imperative to hold out hope—not hope as a feeling to be performed, not hope as empty promises of progress, but hope as a practice.

By hope, I mean the insistence that it is yet possible for young people to shape lives of meaning, that they can still anticipate and enjoy moments of beauty and awe, that they can contribute to their communities with creativity and courage, and that no matter what happens in the future, they will not face it alone.

By hope, I mean holding onto whatever it is that remains true about this experience of being human, what even a changing climate cannot change.

The revolutionary education philosopher Paulo Freire argued that, in addition to unveiling difficult truths about the world, it is the role of progressive educators to also “unveil opportunities for hope.”27 For Freire, who wrote in exile from Brazil, hope is not a feeling but a practice of struggle, hope is an “ontological need,”28 and hope is an ineluctable part of movements for social change. Hope both generates and is generated by action.

“When it becomes a program, hopelessness paralyzes us, immobilizes us,”29 he writes in Pedagogy of Hope, “We succumb to fatalism, and then it becomes impossible to muster the strength we absolutely need for a fierce struggle that will re-create the world.”

Freire calls this “critical hope,” and notes that it is born of rage and love.30

Whatever you call it, one litmus test I have come to hold for hope is this: hope is not hope if it does not include all of us.

Conservation biologist Michael Soulé says, “People save what they love.”31 I don’t mean to offer love as an easy solution to the crises we face (although, really, what has ever been easy about love?) but I do take it seriously as a force for change.

The so-called Amphibian Ark keeping endangered frogs afloat is now twenty years into its venture, and the hope for a return to the wild—as well as the financial support that funds it—is getting harder to maintain, yet a global network of caring, committed people persist.

In a video about the Panamanian golden frogs, I watch as conservationists describe their efforts. Sometimes it sounds like the stuff of science fiction, like cryopreserving cell lines to ensure population diversity, genetic material that, if efforts to save the species someday fail, will likely end up alongside the remains of other extinct species in one of several “frozen zoos.”

But mostly, it sounds like caregiving: feeding, bathing, sanitation. As one cultural anthropologist observed, “Within Amphibian Ark facilities32 I found people committed to the practical work of care whose imaginations were constantly probing future horizons.”

This finding struck me immediately as one of the best descriptions of parenting I’d ever read. It calls to mind the many times I have brought my hands to a task—cleaning my children’s sticky faces with a warm washcloth or scrubbing stubborn vegetables from a sheet pan at the kitchen sink while contemplating their futures.

This kind of thinking is something that conservationists and parents hold in common. Writing of multispecies care, theorist Donna Haraway notes, “To care is wet, emotional,33 messy, and demanding of the best thinking one has ever done.”

When my family and I returned to the Vancouver Aquarium—our first visit following the reopening of the U.S.-Canadian border after its pandemic closure—I saw that we’d missed the Water Babies exhibit. Its Parenting 101 placards offered advice based on the parenting practices of frogs, humorous tips like stick baby on a plant or leave babies in a puddle or keep them moist by peeing on them (this unexpected scatological joke the surest sign the aquarium understands its audience).

The exhibit was meant to engender a kind of multispecies solidarity among parents, and I suppose it did. But what I most wanted to know about parenting, the frogs couldn’t tell me: How to raise babies in a time of mass extinction? How to, as the signs advised, release them into the wild? How to mind the disappearing world, while I am also minding my children?

Before returning to the aquarium, I was consumed with thinking about care ethics and proximity. Because of our social location, I know that my family and I are nearly always closer to the causes of the climate crisis than to its effects; we are among those who most need to change. I was trying to locate myself in my relationship not just to the disappearing frogs, but also to the frontline communities already experiencing impossible climate realities, including the Coast Salish peoples who, for millennia, have lived in and cared for the place I now call home.

I was also conflicted about the artificial proximity afforded by the aquarium, even if it offered opportunities for children to learn about marine life they might not otherwise encounter. I was not naïve about aquariums, and while this one seemed reformed in its commitment to conservation and sustainability, I felt uneasy about staring at a species on life support.

What I remember most about the philosophy I encountered in graduate school is Emmanuel Levinas’s writing on the significance of face-to-face encounters. Such an encounter involves recognizing our infinite ethical responsibility to an Other, which is as overwhelming as it sounds.

“To ask to whom, or to what, does one come face-to-face is to ask to whom or to what am I responsible?” writes anthropologist Deborah Bird Rose, in her attempt to extend Levinas’s thinking to nonhuman Others, “This is the question of our time.”34

But what was my responsibility to the disappearing frogs? When I ticked my way through35 the list of helpful actions on the Save the Frogs website, I saw that many weren’t relevant—I don’t eat frog legs, keep pet amphibians, stock fish ponds, or spray pesticides—and the rest were reminders of environmental basics—reduce, reuse, recycle—that seemed too broad to make a difference in bringing a species back from the brink. I was left with the usual options: donate money, raise awareness, contact policymakers. And there was something else I could do: to refuse to look away from the frogs in their distress and to learn to see myself in the systems that harm them.

When we reached the Frogs Forever? exhibit, I was as prepared as I could be to face the disappearing frogs, but I did not count on facing my children’s disappearance. I turned from the exhibit of Panamanian golden frogs to look for my children but could not find them. Before panic could set in fully, I spotted their jeans and sneakers peeking out from beneath an exhibit table and watched as my children’s heads appeared within the pop-up dome of a terrarium. Within this bubble, their eyes were wide, their hair rose with static, and their fingers left smudges on the glass where they were pointing to tadpoles.

“Look, mama!” they were saying to me, though their voices were muffled—and, of course, I was already looking at them—only it was completely disorienting, to see them, now embedded in the frog exhibit as if they were two young volunteers welcomed to the stage for the vanishing act.

To face the frogs, from this vantage point, was to face my children.

If before giving birth, I was occupied with matters of hope, what I really should have been worrying about was how to bear the overwhelming crush of love.

During her preschool’s marine life unit, my daughter learned about the oceanic zones. She carried home art projects about many of the animals we saw at the aquarium and just as many surprising facts about the creatures who dwell in the ocean’s coldest, darkest depths, beyond the reach of sunlight.

One night before bed, I told her for the thousandth time how I love her to the moon and back. And she replied, no surprise, that she loves me to the sun and back. We were finding increasingly silly ways to profess the bounds of our love for each other, when she finally said to me, “I love you to the Mariana Trench and back.”

The deepest point of the ocean, she told me. And when I looked it up, later, I saw that the pressures there in the deep-sea trench, much like the one from which all of life may have first emerged, are bone-crushing.

I believe my daughter when she says that love lives there.

It’s true that since becoming a parent my fears have intensified, but what has intensified all the more is the ferocity of my love. Parenthood has shown me that love is capacious enough to hold both hope and despair, that love makes its own light in the abyss.

These days, when we walk the shoreline at the beach near our home, my son likes to pick up a large stick and drag it in the sand while he walks along, leaving a thick squiggle in the wake of his footprints. My daughter likes to use a stick to write her name. I take up a stick, too, and draw beside my children on the beach, where impermanence is commonplace, the push and pull of change, a constant.

We point our sticks in the sand and spin until we are dizzy, making compasses of ourselves, inscribing overlapping circles in the wet sand.

When we leave, we know that the tide will rise, and the sea will wash away our marks.






If Birds Can’t Survive

I was running late to the “Baby and Me” class I signed up for after reading the first line of the course description: “The early months of parenting are filled with extremes—from sheer joy to incredible sleep deprivation.” While it didn’t advertise relief from these extremes, the course offered, at least, a supportive peer group and answers to common parenting questions, and I was eager for both.

Though the class was the only commitment on our calendar, since I was on summer break, I’d spent the morning preoccupied with how to time my six-month-old daughter’s first nap so that we might arrive rested and fed. While other parents seemed comfortable feeding and napping their babies on the go, I hadn’t yet figured out how to pull it off with ease. Before leaving, I attempted to nurse my daughter one last time, followed by a diaper change, just in case, which made us late, and I had the thought, as I often did, that it would be easier to just stay home.

It was a warm, sunny day that otherwise would have been clear, but wildfire smoke had turned the sky hazy. By the time I’d hurried with our stroller to the church nursery where the technical college held parenting classes, I smelled faintly of sweat and milk.

I parked my stroller alongside several others in the hallway and took a seat in the circle the other mothers had formed on the primary-colored floor mats surrounded by nursing pillows and diaper bags. The class was open to all parents of six- to nine-month-old babies but, unsurprisingly, given the lack of a federal family leave policy, consisted only of mothers who had flexible, part-time work or who didn’t work outside the home. Missing from our group were parents with full-time jobs, including fathers who also need support and guidance, which reinforced the all-too-common dynamic in which mothers are the primary gatherers of parenting information, reporting it back to their partners.

While our babies crawled and played with teethers and sensory toys in the circle’s center, we practiced baby sign language and performed hand motions to nursery rhymes. We sang revised lyrics to lullabies, versions in which babies don’t fall from trees and mothers don’t coax their babies to sleep with promises of consumer goods. I was grateful for the softness and the singing. My daughter played happily while I clapped along and pretended my fears weren’t existential.

Each week, we focused on a different aspect of parenting, like language development or introducing solids, while carefully avoiding the minefield of topics, like sleep training, that have sparked so-called “mommy wars.” Mostly, we spent each session asking our instructor questions. With so much conflicting information available online, it was a relief to turn from a search engine to a living, breathing person who could tell us what to do.

One mother asked how to safely unload groceries from the car, given her home





































































































Praise for Little Apocalypses

“Little Apocalypses is a beautifully wrought excavation of the love and fear that define a parents’ relationship to their children and how that love and fear inform the particularity of a parent’s grief and terror concerning the future of the planet. This is not a book about wistful hope, so much as it is an urgent call to be courageous enough to hope, and then steadfast enough to turn that hope into collective movement forward.”

—Sara Petersen, author of Momfluenced

“Reading Little Apocalypses feels like taking a nourishing walk with a brilliant, compassionate, relentlessly curious friend. Kaitlyn Teer is a graceful guide through questions of care work and the climate crisis; subjects that, in her hands, transform into sites of hope for our collective future. Brimming with clear-eyed optimism and a palpable love of the land, Little Apocalypses refreshed my sense of wonder.”

—Tajja Isen, author of Some of My Best Friends

“Kaitlyn Teer writes with the rare ability to hold contradiction without flinching. Little Apocalypses is at once a tender reckoning with early motherhood and a sharp interrogation of the doomsday rhetoric that shapes how we think about our warming world, offering not answers but something better: new questions and the courage to sit with them. A beautiful balm for the soul. A must-read.”

—Chelsea Bieker, author of Madwoman and Godshot

“Whether you have a racing heart, a muddled mind, or firmly covered ears when it comes to climate change, Kaitlyn Teer’s beautiful, lyrical, exquisitely researched book is a balm. She tackles what’s actually happening with muscular hope and so much love for her family and the natural world. Just as daily life and existential threats are woven together, the essays move from her sudsy kitchen sink and family bicycle, to wildfires and hurricanes, then back for bean soup and bedtime stories. Powerful insights from philosophers, scientists, activists, and her own small children make this book feel as layered and rich as oceans and forests themselves; yet somehow her guidance feels collective and energizing, never overwhelming. Little Apocalypses feels like a hand slipping into yours as we look together toward the future.”

—Joanna Goddard, founder of Cup of Jo








OEBPS/text/nav.xhtml


Contents







		Cover



		Title Page



		Note to Readers



		Dedication



		Epigraph



		Contents



		Preface



		Drawing a Disappearing World



		If Birds Can’t Survive



		World Without End



		Watching the Clock



		Little Things



		On Mother Trees



		Predictive Text



		What to Expect



		The Looking Glass



		Little Apocalypses



		Mother Nature



		Mother of All Messes



		Because I Said So



		Saving Seeds



		Acknowledgments



		Notes



		About the Author



		Praise for Little Apocalypses



		Copyright



		About the Publisher













Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Drawing a Disappearing World


















		v



		vii



		viii



		ix



		x



		xi



		xii



		xiii



		xiv



		xv



		xvi



		xvii



		xviii



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		vi














OEBPS/images/9780063440234_Cover.jpg
LR CROn 3# Ml
i &
;
"SA\

Climate Change, and
 HopeartheFnd &

~ “Raw, undeniable; =

el
\, New York VTMé.s‘bg‘s't”s‘ Hng
 author of W/MthdO Wo






OEBPS/images/titlepage.jpg
Little
Apocalypses

Essays on Motherhood, Climate Change,
and Hope at the Find of the World

Kaitlyn Teer

NNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNN





