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Introduction

This is a book about hope. Right now, that’s probably not where you’re at. Maybe you’re holding this book at metaphorical arm’s length thinking, Really? I’m going to read this? when actually it’s the last thing you want to do – you don’t want to be ‘one of those childless women’ and this is not the club you wanted to join – you had your name down for the school-gates one. But then maybe you’ve just had a particularly bad day at work with yet another pregnant colleague waving her scan under your nose, or have returned grey-faced with exhaustion from a big family gathering having kept your sadness hidden to cry alone in the bath, again. Maybe you’re processing some awful news from the doctor or fertility clinic, your ‘last’ childless friend just announced her defection, a hopeful new date has fizzled out into nothingness or you’ve just passed a significant age and can’t fool yourself anymore that somehow, against all the odds, this could still work out. For whatever reason, and there are so, so many of them, you’re facing childlessness as your future reality, rather than as some overlong stop on your eventual path to motherhood.

About giving up hope. Now I don’t know about you, but hope and I broke up for good when I didn’t get to be a mother and I was pretty sure I’d never have anything to do with that charlatan again. It hadn’t served me well and I felt like I’d duped myself big-time. As well as being on the floor with despair, I also felt pretty stupid; how could I have managed my life so badly? But then again, without hope, how was I meant to continue? What was there to look forward to? I mean, over the years, whenever I’d tried to talk about my fears about not becoming a mother, all I’d ever been told was, ‘Don’t give up hope . . . I heard this story . . .’ (you know the ones). And so I hadn’t. And yet still, there I was. What I didn’t yet understand was that giving up hope is actually really important. It’s the first (utterly excruciating) step to coming to terms with childlessness.

About burying hope. It might be that the idea of maybe one day having a different kind of hope for your life other than motherhood feels at best ludicrous and at worst, blasphemous. And, as for this whole ‘meaningful and fulfilling future’ thing, get out of here – you’d settle for the lights coming back on in your life. I get it, I was motherhood-or-bust for so many years (from my late twenties to mid-forties) and if anyone had dared to suggest to me during that time that perhaps I might find fulfilment without children I don’t think I’d have believed them. (Or would have been particularly grateful to them for their advice!)

About new shoots of hope And yet here we are together, you and I. Maybe you’ve been wearing your hopelessness about the future around the house for a while now and you can sense that it’s getting old. You look around you – sometimes in despair, sometimes in curiosity – and think, ‘Surely there must be some way through this? I mean, maybe I’ll never be as happy as I would have been if I’d had children, but surely I don’t have to feel this bad, do I?’ And that’s it, that’s all you need: just a tiny little green shoot of hope that maybe there’s a life waiting for you that you haven’t met yet. A different life to the one you imagined.

A message from your future hope. Life after childlessness – a fulfilling, happy, meaningful, connected and enjoyable life – is possible. I know, because I’ve created one for myself and I’ve helped thousands of women like you to do so too. It’s not easy, it doesn’t just arrive, it’s rarely what we expect and it certainly isn’t what we ordered! Embracing it takes huge courage, but it is possible. Whilst in no way do I wish to diminish the heartbreak you might be feeling right now (I’ve been there; it’s the darkest place I’ve ever been) hope has an important message from your future for you:

[image: image]

Your childless life isn’t a runner up prize to motherhood. It’s a different, messy, imperfect human experience to the one you signed up for, but no less valuable. And it can be as meaningful and fulfilling, just in different ways.

[image: image]

Hope leaves clues. This book will take you through a step-by-step process to open your eyes, heal your heart, forgive your body, renew your connections and inspire you to create a new story for your life. It arose out of my personal experience of healing from childlessness, my professional background as a psychotherapist and the experience of creating and leading workshops and programmes for other childless women to help them heal from the heartbreak of childlessness. I believe that not only is there a new role in life for each of us ‘childless mothers’, but that society needs us to step into those roles. It feels to me like the world has never been so in need of our generous, nurturing hearts! However, one of the many things that makes our healing so hard is that there’s no societal script for women like us to follow (well, not one you’d want to follow!) and precious few inspiring role models. Yet we’re all around you, around one in five women, each of us quietly contributing to a childless revolution.

Hope changes. I wrote the first draft of this book in 2012 when I was forty-eight. I’d already done a lot of healing around my childlessness and had helped others to do the same. I was in a good place and felt more at peace with my childlessness than I thought would be possible. I’m now fifty-five and I have good news for you – the healing continues. Whereas back then I would have felt that my childlessness was the most important thing anyone needed to know about me, these days I feel that my identity has grown to encompass my childlessness; it’s now part of who I am, not who I am. And from that place, it’s been a great privilege to revisit this text as it’s helped me realise that I’ve healed at even deeper levels. I no longer feel in any way ‘less than’ the mothers around me, or even the mother that I had hoped to become. Nor do I resent ‘mothers’ or feel envious of them; they have their struggles too and I have space in my heart for that now. I see that we’re all fighting the same battle: to be valued and respected as women. A new edition has also given me a chance to refresh my research and to include more about the issues facing younger childless women. Some Millennials are beginning to experience involuntary childlessness and are doing so against a very different cultural background to those of us born in the 1960s and 1970s, one defined by climate breakdown, shaped by a global economic downturn and lived in the glare of social media. I’ve also included more diverse approaches in the text to speak to the childless experience of women of colour, women of faith and lesbian, gay and bisexual women. A decade ago, there was practically nothing, either in print or online, to support us and it’s wonderful that this is no longer the case and so I’ve fully updated the Appendix, as well as many of the references and statistics throughout the book.

Hope is quiet. Over the last decade, I’ve had the pleasure and privilege of working with thousands of you individually and many more online. I’ve seen some profound transformations by doing the work this book sets out. A couple of those transformations have been the big flashy kind (which might be what you’re thinking you’ve got to do, but it’s not true) but most have been much more gentle and have arisen from finding a deep sense of peace and contentment; a new knowing about who you are and what matters to you, along with a renewed sense of hope and purpose as you rededicate yourself to living, as the childless poet Mary Oliver put it, ‘your one wild and precious life’.1 And these quiet kinds of transformations are just as essential. Really, one Oprah at a time is all the world needs!

Hope is a light in the dark. It is my deepest wish that you find your place in this world again through the pages of this book, and that your dream of motherhood can be put to rest with the tenderness and love it deserves. Letting go of hope when you can’t see any other kind of hope ahead is terrifying, like swimming away from the shore in the dark without any idea when you’ll reach land again. Let this book be your lighthouse; let it be your hope in the dark. Those of us who’ve already made this trip are waiting for you on the other side, and many others are in the water alongside you, each feeling that they’re swimming alone.

But you’re not alone. Welcome to your Tribe.

Love, Jody x




How to Use This Book

This book is going to introduce you to some new ways to think and feel about your situation as a childless woman. It’s based on my experience of working with thousands of childless women in person (and many more online) in the Gateway Women online community, weekend workshops and courses that I’ve been running since 2011.

Because of the new thoughts and feelings that this work can bring up, I recommend that you read just one chapter at a time and, if you wish, do the exercises and then let that settle and see what comes up for you. This will give you time to reflect on what you’ve learned, unlearned and discovered, and begin to integrate that into your new awareness. You might also want to keep a journal throughout this process, as it can be very helpful. However, if you prefer to read the book through from beginning to end and do the exercises as you go, or afterwards, that will serve you well too. You might be one of those people who mean to do the exercises in books but rarely do (guilty as charged!). Quite a lot of readers have told me that they’ve done the exercises when they’ve read the book for the second (or third) time and felt more ready for them. Do whatever feels right for you right now.

This book can also be used as a framework for holding your own twelve-session reading group with other childless women, either in person or online. The exercises can also be done in a group setting and this can be really powerful – either by allowing you to see how similar your responses are (when you believed you were the only woman who had those thoughts and feelings) or to hear and be exposed to new ways of thinking that hadn’t occurred to you. Each chapter ends with a ‘Reflections’ section, which can act as a helpful conversational guide for group sessions. I’ve also recorded an introductory video about each chapter which you can find in the Gateway Women online community, along with a private reading group where you can read along with other members, if you wish.

One thing I would really recommend you do right now is the ‘Healing Inventory’ questionnaire, which you’ll find on the next page. You can also download it from the Gateway Women website. This will preserve a snapshot of your thoughts and feelings about your situation today and can be a valuable way of tracking how things have changed for you once you get to the end of the book. However, like everything else written here, I’d like to stress that this is an invitation, not an instruction. Part of recovery from involuntary childlessness is learning to trust yourself again, so I trust that you’ll do what’s right for you.

Healing Inventory

Please score the following questions on a scale of 0 to 10, once before you read the book and then again afterwards. You can also come back to this questionnaire annually as it can be a really helpful way to see how you’re progressing, and where you might need to focus to get to an even better place.

 


			Date:	Date: 

			0–10	0–10

	1	How easy do you find it being around your friends and family’s children?
(From 0, ‘I do all I can to avoid it, it’s so hard’ to 10, ‘Absolutely fine, no problem at all’)		

	2	How easy do you find it to talk to people about your situation and history?
(From 0, ‘I’d rather the floor opened up and swallowed me’ to 10, ‘No problem’)		

	3	How hard do you find it when people ask you if you have kids?
(From 0, ‘I want to run away rather than answer it’ to 10, ‘Pretty dull question but not painful’)		

	4	How comfortable are you holding a baby in your arms?
(From 0, ‘I simply won’t do it’ to 10, ‘It’s a delightful experience!’)		

	5	How much do you believe that there are other ways to experience the joy, connection and meaning in life that mothers seem to have?
(From 0, ‘I simply don’t believe it’s possible’ to 10, ‘It’s absolutely possible’) 		

	6	How angry are you about how things have turned out?
(From 0, ‘So angry I could self-combust’ to 10, ‘I’m at peace with how things turned out these days’)		

	7	How much do you blame other people for how things have turned out?
(From 0, ‘Others are totally to blame’ to 10, ‘I’ve worked through it now’)		

	8	How sad are you about how things have turned out?
(From 0, ‘I’m totally heartbroken’ to 10, ‘I rarely feel sad about how things have turned out anymore’)		

	9	How much do you enjoy the benefits that come with not having children?
(From 0, ‘What benefits?’ to 10, ‘I enjoy them to the max!’)		

	10	How bothered are you with how people may perceive you as a childless woman?
(From 0, ‘I utterly hate the way people see me!’ to 10, ‘I don’t let it bother me any more’)		

	11	How aware are you of inspiring childless women role models?
(From 0, ‘There aren’t any’ to 10, ‘I’m aware and excited there are so many!’)		

	12	How strong is your mojo these days?
(From 0, ‘Dead and buried’ to 10, ‘On fire!’)		

	13	How full of clutter is your home?
(From 0, ‘I haven’t seen the floor in a long time’ to 10, ‘It’s pretty organised actually’)		

	14	How are you keeping up with finances and other ‘life admin’ tasks these days?
(From 0, ‘My paperwork and finances are a train wreck’ to 10, ‘I’m totally on top of it all’)		

	15	How comfortable are you with the idea of taking risks and doing things differently?
(From 0, ‘Absolutely no way’, to 10, ‘Totally up for it!’)		

	16	How often do you really laugh your head off these days?
(From 0, ‘I don’t remember the last time I laughed’, to 10, ‘I love how much I laugh now!’)		

	17	How willing are you to let go of the dream of motherhood?
(From 0, ‘No way!’ to 10, ‘I’ve let it go’)		

	18	How often do you pleasantly daydream about your childless future?
(From 0, ‘How is that even possible?’ to 10, ‘A lot – there’s a lot to look forward to again!’)		

	19	How often do you worry about your childless future?
(From 0, ‘I worry myself sick’ to 10, ‘I’m involved in planning it rather than worrying about it’)		

	20	How well do you take care of your body?
(From 0, ‘What body?’ to 10, ‘Physically, I’ve never taken better care of myself than now’)		

	21	How happy are you with the way you look?
(From 0, ‘I wouldn’t know, I don’t look’ to 10, ‘I’m looking the best I’ve done in years!’)		

	22	How connected to your inner world do you feel?
(From 0, ‘I avoid it’ to 10, ‘I’m feeling really in touch with it’)		

	23	How kind are you to yourself?
(From 0, ‘Why the hell would I be “kind” to myself?’ to 10, ‘As kind as possible’)		

	24	How nurturing and ‘mothering’ is your inner dialogue?
(From 0, ‘Not at all!’ to 10, ‘I’m my own best friend – nurturing, kind and supportive’)		

	25	If you do or did work, how much do/did you enjoy it?
(From 0, ‘I absolutely loathe it’ to 10, ‘I love my work and find it very fulfilling’)		

	26	How much do you feel like an outsider in your workplace, community or with colleagues?
(From 0, ‘I’m the resident freak’ to 10, ‘I feel accepted for who I am and I’m comfortable with my difference’)		

	27	How creative do you think you are?
(From 0, ‘Not a creative cell in my body’ to 10, ‘Creativity is a vital part of my life’)		

	28	How much play is there in your daily life?
(From 0, ‘A slug is more playful than me’ to 10, ‘I find play pretty well much everywhere!’)		

	29	How many minor illnesses do you get?
(From 0, ‘I’m sure to catch anything going round’ to 10, ‘I get sick very rarely’)		

	30	How much do you believe that you’re capable of finding a Plan B?
(From 0, ‘I don’t believe it at all’ to 10, ‘I feel totally confident that I can do this’)		

	31	How much of you is scared that you’re uniquely equipped to fail at life?
(From 0, ‘Failure is my middle name’ to 10, ‘I’m not a failure; I can do this!’)		

	32	How meaningful does your life feel to you?
(From 0, ‘Meaning is only for mothers’ to 10, ‘My life feels deeply meaningful!’)		

	33	How much do you worry about growing old without children?
(From 0, ‘I’m absolutely terrified’ to 10, ‘I’ve made all my plans and I’m hoping it’s going to be pretty good!’)		

	34	How much importance do you give to leaving a legacy?
(From 0, ‘What kind of legacy could I possibly leave?’ to 10, ‘It’s not something I give much thought to anymore; I’m more interested in living my life now as best I can.’)		

	35	How much do you believe that you personally are capable of making a contribution to this world other than by being a mother?
(From 0, ‘Are you joking?’ to 10, ‘Not only am I capable of doing so, but I am doing it’)		

	36	How connected, stimulated and supported do you feel by your current social circle?
(From 0, ‘What social circle? I live under a rock’ to 10, ‘My friendship group is vibrant, varied and supportive and growing all the time’)		

	37	How much time do you spend with other childless women who are working towards (or who are already living) their Plan B?
(From 0, ‘None, there aren’t any, and certainly not round here’ to 10, ‘I couldn’t imagine my life without the great group of childless friends I’ve made!’)		

	38	How far along in your recovery from childlessness do you think you are?
(From 0, ‘Rock bottom’ to 10, ‘I feel that I’ve done the work to integrate this loss into who I’ve become (and am becoming!) and feel strong and whole again’		

	39	How happy are you to be alive?
(From 0, ‘I’m existing, that’s all’ to 10, ‘I’m thrilled and delighted to be alive!’)		

	40	How ready are you to live the life unexpected?
(From 0, ‘Not at all, never was and doubt I ever will be’ to 10, ‘Bring it on!’		

		Total out of 400		



An Overview of This Book’s Structure

Although this book has a linear twelve-chapter structure, within that structure is an ebb and flow between the deeply personal and the more public, societal aspects of being a childless woman today. In working with childless women individually and in groups and workshops, I have found that this rhythm helps to gently reveal layers of stuck thought and feeling and enables a gradual progression of ‘aha’ moments that work together in an integrated way.

For some of us, placing our own experience within a broader context helps us to realise that we really aren’t the only women that this has happened to, which can be a huge relief, and may help us begin to challenge some of our shame-based internal monologues. However, for others, this might feel too heady and intellectual and they’d rather dive straight into working with their individual felt experience and come back to some of the societal stuff later.

Because of this structure, you may find that some parts of this book feel more relevant to you right now. So, in order for you to assess this, here is a brief overview of each chapter.

[image: Image Missing]  Chapter 1: The Power of Our Stories

The book starts at a very personal level with my story and looks at the power of our stories in shaping our lives. It explores some of the many different experiences that may have led to us being childless, other than the simplistic dichotomy of ‘didn’t want’ or ‘couldn’t have’, and includes the stories of other women from around the world in their own words.

[image: Image Missing]  Chapter 2: You’re Not Alone

We now pull back to survey the broader social and economic context that, depending on your age and nationality, has led to between one in three and one in six women reaching midlife without having had children, a much higher rate (almost double in most cases) than our mothers’ generation. We take a look at childlessness around the world as well as what the French and Swedish governments do differently to other countries to achieve the lowest rates of childlessness in the developed world.

[image: Image Missing]  Chapter 3: Motherhood with a Capital ‘M’

In this chapter we explore how and why motherhood has become such a minefield of social expectations and pressures for women (both those with and without children). We also begin to examine our own childhood experiences and what messages we may have picked up that have influenced our beliefs and choices concerning motherhood and childlessness.

[image: Image Missing]  Chapter 4: Working Through the Grief of Childlessness

Grief over childlessness is an issue for us at personal, social and cultural levels, so in this chapter we take a new look at what grief is (and surprisingly, why it’s a good thing). We explore how grief impacts us personally (whether grieving as a couple or solo), and what we can do to process it so that we are ready to embrace our lives again.

[image: Image Missing]  Chapter 5: Liberating Yourself from the Opinion of Others

This chapter examines the cultural landscape of how, as childless women, we can be pigeonholed into a few reductive and mostly rather unkind stereotypes. We explore why that might be, whether within our family of origin, at work or even at the hairdresser, and what we can do to reframe our experiences, choose our own labels and celebrate our own role models.

[image: Image Missing]  Chapter 6: Who Moved My Mojo?

For childless women, the loss of the potential identity of motherhood can be devastating to our ego and sense of who we are – and thus demolish our mojo, our joie de vivre. This chapter provides an insight into why this might be, and how putting meaning back at the centre of our new lives is an important step in getting our mojo back.

[image: Image Missing]  Chapter 7: Letting Go of Your Burned-out Dreams

Letting go of the dream of motherhood is, for most of us, a very painful experience. In this chapter, we explore what happens when either most of our life force was channelled into this dream or conversely, how unexplored ambivalence held us back. Acknowledging the need to understand, grieve and let go of our unfulfilled dreams is vital in order for new dreams to arise.

[image: Image Missing]  Chapter 8: Reconnecting to Your Source

This chapter looks at how our relationship with our body has been affected by our childlessness, and how for many of us this may have led to a cycle of punishing or disconnecting from it as a way to avoid emotional pain. We explore how healing our relationship with our body can be a powerful route to healing our relationship with life, and ultimately with joy.

[image: Image Missing]  Chapter 9: The Mother Within

We now begin to unpack the relationship we have with ourselves in our head and heart, and look at the source of some of our shaming and hyper-critical internal monologues. We learn how becoming a ‘good enough mother’ to ourselves can be a self-compassionate and effective way to transform our inner world.

[image: Image Missing]  Chapter 10: Creating a Life for Yourself as a Childless Woman

The idea of being creative seems to strike fear into the heart of many of us, often because we have a very narrow idea of what creativity means. However, without an element of play in our lives, we can feel deadened. Creativity, play and change are important. I can feel your fear already . . . (Please don’t skip this chapter!)

[image: Image Missing]  Chapter 11: Putting Your Plan B Together

Plan B isn’t a new job, a new address or a new relationship. It’s a fundamental refurbishment of your life from the inside out. In this chapter we debunk some of the common myths about Plan Bs and introduce you to the forensic tools you’ll use to start exploring what your Plan B needs to include for a meaningful and fulfilling future without children.

[image: Image Missing]  Chapter 12: Taking Off the Invisibility Cloak

In this final chapter we look at ways in which we can come together as childless women and end our isolation by reaching out and staying connected to each other. We also consider what our wider social influence might be as powerful, connected, liberated, aware, intelligent, independent older women. We contemplate what our legacy might be if it’s not the children or grandchildren we expected to have, and also take a gentle, compassionate look at our fears about ageing without children.

[image: Image Missing]  Appendix

All of the resources in the Appendix have been checked and updated for this new edition. However, as they evolve constantly, you’ll find the most up-to-date information on the Gateway Women website at www.gateway-women.com.

Resources – organisations, blogs, websites, forums and other resources from around the world for childless women.

Recommended Reading – an extensive list of books that I’ve read and which have supported me, and others, to heal from our childlessness and move towards our Plan B.
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Chapter by chapter references from the text of this book. These have all been checked and updated for this new edition.





A Note on Terminology

In this book, I define ‘childless’ as being without a biological or adopted child of your own, whether that’s because of infertility or for any of the many other ways that it might not have happened. ‘Childless’ can be a bit of a harsh word, but I don’t need to tell you how harsh it feels sometimes.

I really like the word ‘childfree’, but this term refers to those women (and men) who have actively chosen not to have children. Many of them have insisted since childhood that they didn’t want children and have never changed their minds, even though they were often told that they would, ‘one day’.

‘Involuntarily childless’, ‘childless not by choice’ and ‘childless by circumstance’ are the terms that currently seem to be the most prevalent, but I recognise that they are all still clumsy markers for our complex and often ambiguous lived experience.

There are many other terms in use, including the acronym ‘nomo’ (not-mother), which I created and which I explore in more depth later. But for now, as you read on and in its simplest terms:

[image: Image Missing]  childless = involuntary childlessness due to infertility or circumstance

[image: Image Missing]  childfree = freely chosen voluntary childlessness

[image: Image Missing]  nomo = not-mother (for whatever reason, by choice or not)




  
The room called

CHILDLESSNESS

has many doors; not just ones marked

‘DIDN’T WANT’

or

‘COULDN’T HAVE’.





CHAPTER 1
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The Power of Our Stories

If you hoped, planned and expected to become a mother one day, but it didn’t work out, this book is for you.

Wow! What a universe of pain, heartbreak, surprise, dashed hopes, shock and grief are contained in that one short sentence. Pain that the rest of society, our family, colleagues, close friends and often even our partners may find difficult to understand. Or if they do, their help may come in the form of well-meaning but painful comments or advice that can often end up making us feel worse. So we learn that perhaps keeping quiet about our feelings is the safest option . . .

[image: image]

Depending on your age and where you live, between one in six and one in three women is currently reaching midlife without having children.*

[image: image]

Although most people who don’t know our story may imagine that we either chose not to have children or couldn’t have them, the truth of our experiences is far more complex. And indeed, a 2010 meta-analysis of data suggests that whilst perhaps 10 per cent of women without children chose not to be mothers (childfree), and 10 per cent couldn’t have them for medical reasons including infertility, 80 per cent of childless women are ‘childless by circumstance’.1 To explore the range of ways that we can be childless, I’ve pulled together some of them, but this is by no means an exhaustive list. As you read through it, you might like to keep a note of the number of any factor that applies to your story. It might end up looking like an order for a takeaway meal, but bear with me!

Fifty Ways Not to Be a Mother


1. Being single and not finding a suitable relationship in which to try for children.

2. Being unknowingly misinformed about our fertility and not realising that after thirty-five it’s half what it was at twenty-five, and that by the time we’re forty, most of us have only a very small number of viable eggs left. The age that many women think they need to worry about is forty, when in fact it’s much younger.

3. Not meeting a partner until we’re past our childbearing years.

4. Realising that because of our sexuality, the journey was always going to involve fertility treatments and, when we did try them, they didn’t work.

5. Being unable to afford to bring up a child on our own as well as working to support them (and pay for childcare) so that we were therefore unable to ‘go it alone’ or be considered for adoption.

6. Being scared of having children because of our own difficult childhood (often because of trauma in the family system) before realising too late that we were not condemned to repeat this with our own children.

7. Being brought up by single mothers and, having seen the emotional, logistical and financial struggles of that, being wary of trying for a baby in anything other than what felt like a rock solid partnership.

8. Being brought up by emotionally unavailable, traumatised, abusive, toxic or narcissistic mothers (or fathers) leading to a potentially chronic sense of unworthiness, which impacted our partnership choices and behaviours.

9. Recovering from addiction, trauma or mental health issues too late or having a mental health issue that requires medication that cannot be taken during pregnancy, yet without which we would be extremely ill.

10. Supporting a partner with addiction, trauma or mental health issues until it was too late to have children.

11. Being in an emotionally and/or physically abusive relationship that destroyed our confidence so much that we left it too long to leave, recover and find a suitable partner with whom to have children.

12. Not making motherhood a priority and somehow expecting it to ‘just happen’ one day.

13. Waiting for our partner to come round to the idea of having children only to find out as we come to the end of our fertility that they’ve decided they definitely don’t want children, or still ‘not yet’ . . .

14. Painful periods as a teenager, dismissed by doctors as ‘something you’ll grow out of’ when in fact it was endometriosis, leading to chronic pain, difficulty conceiving and carrying a baby to term and often repeated surgical interventions or even a hysterectomy.

15. Infertility issues of our own.

16. Infertility issues of our partner.

17. Infertility issues of both partners.

18. Failed infertility treatments.

19. Babyloss due to miscarriage, advised terminations, early-term loss, late-term loss, stillbirth, cot death or early infancy mortality.

20. Abortions whilst we were younger which we did not know would be our only chance at motherhood.

21. Choosing to ‘go it alone’ as a solo mother with sperm and/or egg donation but the treatments not working.

22. Being with a male partner who has had a vasectomy and for whom the reversal doesn’t work.

23. Being educated at an academically focused school that placed a huge emphasis on pursuing a career and gave the impression that motherhood was not something to think about or aim for.

24. Hormonal challenges such as PCOS or POI and early menopause.

25. Adopting a child (or children), only for the adoption to break down at some point, sometimes due to the birth parents wishing (and being allowed) to parent their children again or due to the unmanageable severity of the child’s behavioural difficulties.

26. Being unable to adopt because of being single (without meeting the right criteria), having insufficient funds, being the wrong age, being the wrong gender or sexual orientation, being the wrong ethnicity, being disabled, having had cancer, being too fat, not having a garden, being estranged from your own family, etc.

27. Being encouraged by your faith community to remain a virgin and seek a partner from that community and either failing to find a partner and/or losing your faith, further impacting your psychosocial-sexual development path and leaving you behind your peers in finding a partner to consider having children with.

28. Being in an unconsummated or sexually inactive relationship.

29. Being widowed or your partner being detained, hospitalised or imprisoned.

30. Intersex and DSD (Differences of Sex Development) conditions including CAIS, MRKH and Turner’s syndrome, or genetic conditions such as DES damage, amongst others, making pregnancy difficult or impossible and often involving premature menopause.

31. Our own or our partner’s changed sexual orientation or identity leading to relationship breakdown and/or an inability to conceive.

32. Not feeling comfortable having fertility treatments, or having them explicitly frowned upon by our faith, family or other significant influencers.

33. Being unable to afford (further) fertility treatments, or being denied them.

34. Having an asexual or aromantic sexual orientation and thus preferring to remain single by choice, but not being able to arrange to become a single parent or co-parent.

35. Our partner or ourselves being ill during our most fertile years and so waiting for one or both to regain health and confidence.

36. Caring for a sick, elderly, disabled or vulnerable family member or friend during our fertile years.

37. Being a ‘young carer’ and parenting our younger siblings in our mother’s place (due to illness, absence, death, addiction, depression, etc.) and thus believing that we’d ‘had enough of mothering’, only to realise too late that this wasn’t so.

38. Losing a key potential partnership because of family disapproval on religious, cultural, class, financial or other grounds, and then not meeting another partner in time to start a family.

39. Medical conditions, genetic inheritances or chronic illnesses that make becoming a parent difficult or unwise.

40. Having our reproductive system damaged or removed due to cancer treatments.

41. Working in an environment that made it difficult to meet a partner.

42. Needing to save enough money to buy a home and pay off student debt before we could afford to start a family, only for it to be too late.

43. Being with a partner who already has children and doesn’t want more. (Even if they were previously open to the idea.)

44. Being with a partner who doesn’t want children at all (a childfree partner) and erroneously thinking that they would one day ‘change their mind’.

45. Entering a relationship with with a partner who already has children and finding the whole set up so fraught that bringing new children into it just doesn’t seem wise.

46. Being unable to get pregnant with our own frozen eggs.

47. Being ambivalent about motherhood and realising too late that we really did want a family.

48. Finding out that the man who said he wanted children was lying as he’d had a vasectomy and hadn’t told us.

49. Finding donor egg treatment something we (or our partner) don’t feel comfortable pursuing, isn’t legal in our country or we can’t afford it.

50. Finding surrogacy as an alternative to carrying our own baby to term something we or our partner don’t feel comfortable with, isn’t legal in our country or we can’t afford it.



I could keep going, but I think you get my point – behind every woman without children is a story, often many stories woven together into a complex pattern of pain and disappointment. Your story may be one of these, or more likely a combination of them, or it may be number 51. I’m absolutely sure the list could go on for much longer . . .
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Most people think that we either chose not to have children or that we couldn’t have them. The truth is far more complex . . .

[image: image]

My Story

I got married young (although I thought I was very grown-up at the time) at twenty-six. My then husband, seven years older than me, was a charming, glamorous fashion designer and we were madly in love. I was pretty sure that I didn’t want children when we married and I told my husband-to-be so; having had a fairly disrupted childhood myself, ‘family life’ wasn’t my idea of fun.

But gradually I got used to the idea, and because it was no longer an abstract notion of ‘children’, but a child who would be the product of our love and made up of our combined DNA, when I was twenty-nine we started trying for a family. I had my own PR consultancy by then, but I gave it up to put my skills into helping my husband’s new interior design business grow. After all, my thinking went, his was the business that was going to support us ‘as a family’. Looking back on it now, I can’t quite believe how little thought I gave to these decisions; it’s like I was following a script and yet if you’d asked me at the time, I would have said that I was an independent thinker.

The interior design business thrived and we worked very well together, but I didn’t get pregnant. I wasn’t too concerned; I’d had an abortion at twenty, which, although it was pretty traumatic emotionally (I was terrified of having a baby as one of the messages I’d internalised from family, school and wider society was that ‘children ruin your life’) at least it reassured me that ‘everything worked’. I was more confused than anything else at my inability to get pregnant because it didn’t fit in with my plans – and I was a ferocious planner in those days! I cringe to admit it now but I had a chart listing month-by-month my plans for the next five years of my life, including which months I aimed to conceive so that our children’s births would fit around our schedule. I still have that chart in a box somewhere; I keep it to remind me how much I’ve changed, and how I no longer expect life to go according to my plans.

At the age of thirty-three, and four years into trying for a baby, I had a laparoscopy under general anaesthetic – a procedure in which a camera is inserted through your navel to take a look around the reproductive system. ‘Ready to move into!’ said my avuncular gynaecologist as I came round from the anaesthetic. ‘Excellent property! Nothing to worry about!’ All the tests on hormones, sperm counts, etc., came back fine too. Looking back on it now, I can’t quite believe that after trying to conceive for four years, IVF wasn’t even mentioned to us by the doctors, nor was I given any advice about the fact that I only had two years before I turned thirty-five and statistically my fertility fell off a cliff. They reassured us that everything was fine, that there was no damage from the abortion, and I was happy to take that at face value.

Over the coming years, we kept on trying (the only advice we ever got from doctors) and I saw every nutritionist, herbalist, acupuncturist, shaman, healer, homoeopath, naturopath and quack in London. I tried every diet, made all the lifestyle changes and became an expert on my ovulation dates, peeing on every colour and type of stick I could buy. Yet, each month, regular as clockwork, my period would come and I’d be in tears once more.

The doctors called it ‘unexplained infertility’ and left it at that, never mentioning that we may have been eligible for one or two rounds of IVF treatment paid for by our local health authority. We did briefly consider IVF, but couldn’t afford it privately and I was very wary of it too – I really didn’t like the idea of the hormone treatments and I was convinced I’d conceive naturally anyway. I mean absolutely, unshakably convinced. All these years later, and with the benefit of hindsight, I can see that perhaps my earlier ambivalence over having a family may have found a new home – in my anti-IVF stance. And by the time I was ready to consider IVF, at thirty-seven, our marriage was not just on the rocks; it was most of the way up the beach. My husband’s dashing personality had tipped over into chronic alcoholism and addiction and our lives had become hell. At thirty-eight, our marriage was over.

Astonishingly, I still thought there was plenty of time left for me to have a family! I reasoned that because I was young-looking for my age, that my periods were regular as clockwork and that I felt myself ovulating every month, it must have been my husband.

On a conscious level, I gave it no more thought and set my mind to getting divorced as quickly as possible and moving on. However, looking back, I can see that perhaps the subconscious pressure of babymania was pushing me to take fast, drastic action. I wonder now, had I not been so desperate for a child, if I would have stayed with my husband and fought for the marriage. But then again, fighting against addiction is never a fairly matched game, and I doubt I would have won. But as all childless women know, we always wonder how things would have turned out if . . .

Around the age of forty, I started dating again, and just before my forty-first birthday, my ex-husband got a casual girlfriend accidentally pregnant. She either didn’t keep the baby or had a very early miscarriage – I can’t remember now, the details are hazy with distress. But I do recall how the knowledge of this absolutely devastated me because I could no longer hold on to the fantasy that somehow things were going to work out ‘naturally’ for me.

In the next few years I had a couple of serious relationships, but sadly neither of them were stable enough to consider doing IVF. And so, when my most serious post-divorce relationship ended, I was forty-four years old. Well, forty-four and a half actually!

I remember a gloomy, rainy February afternoon in the grotty studio flat I’d moved into after a stormy and distressing break-up. I was standing watching the rain on the window when the traffic in the street seemed to become completely muted. In that moment, I became acutely aware of myself, standing there, looking out of the window. And then it came to me:

It’s over. I’m never going to have a baby.

I realised with absolute clarity and complete certainty that even if I were to meet a new partner immediately, we’d need to be together for at least a year before we could even think about doing IVF. It was too late for that. I was too old.

It was over. I was never going to have a baby.

But instead of falling apart, something remarkable happened. I fell together.

These days, I feel comfortable calling it an epiphany. It started as a strong physical sensation in my belly that all the energy I’d been using to run each of the two separate ‘versions’ of my life all those years somehow merged back together. It was an odd feeling, as if the Jody who had been going to be a mother one day, and who’d been my constant shadow for the last fifteen years, reintegrated with the rest of me – the life I was actually living.

Then another new thought popped up: I thought back to when I’d been twenty, and how I used to survey the vast landscape of time ahead of me until I turned fifty and how I optimistically imagined that this gave me enough space to achieve whatever I set my sights on. My next new thought said: If the years from twenty to fifty can feel like that, why can’t the years from forty-five to seventy-five feel the same? As long as my health holds out, surely I can achieve something pretty significant in that time?

I stood still, shocked: When was the last time I had thought something like that?!

Over the rest of the day, feelings and thoughts that I hadn’t had for years started to bubble up. Amongst the wreckage of my life, I saw the beginnings of a new kind of hope. It was startling because I hadn’t been able to imagine a future other than motherhood for such a long time that I’d forgotten that one could exist. It had been a baby or, well, nothing: a cliff of nothingness that I imagined falling off, leaving me hurtling downwards forever. The few times I had imagined alternative futures I’d learned to quash them, fearful that somehow even thinking about them would nix my chances of becoming a mother.

I’d love to say that, hallelujah, I was fixed from that moment forwards. But the truth is that what happened that day is that I came out of denial about my situation. I no longer saw my childlessness as a temporary situation on the way to motherhood, but as a permanent one. I was a childless woman, and would always be so. I am so grateful that I received a hint that day of what lay in my future, as I then entered a period of profound grief for the children I would never have, the life I would never live. But I had no idea it was grief – it would have been a huge help if I’d known . . .

Soon after I was accepted onto a course to train as a psychotherapist and was due to start the following year. It was something I’d wanted to do for almost ten years but had kept putting aside. Commit to a five-year course? What if I had a baby? The training gave me an opportunity to start processing my sadness, introduced me to new ways to think about things and new friends to talk about them with.

About a year later, I started writing about being childless in a motherhood-mad world on a new blog I started: Gateway Women. I told it like it was and as I wrote about my situation and had the kind of frank, online discussions with women that I’d been longing to have for years, women from all over the world wrote back and said, ‘Thank God I’m not the only one . . .’ or ‘Thank you for finally telling the truth . . .’

After a lot of encouragement, I gave my first public talk to a tiny audience of eight women, and was almost sick with anxiety. A journalist who’d attended later wrote about me in the Guardian2, a major British newspaper, and before long I was on the radio and in the media regularly. After each bit of publicity, I’d receive loads of emails from women asking for my help. So, with my heart in my mouth and feeling hugely nervous, I started the first Gateway Women course to see if I really could help others find their way through childlessness. Running that ten-week course was life-changing for me and for the childless women who attended it, and I learned as much as I taught thanks to those gutsy, pioneering women who dared to break the taboo of talking about their childlessness. The material we trialled together went on to form the basis of the Gateway Women Reignite Weekend workshop (and this book!) and continues to help women all over the world move forward positively with their childless lives. These days, I’m still in the media regularly and often pop up at conferences and events as a public speaker on the issue of childlessness. I’ve even given a TEDx talk3 which was utterly terrifying!
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Not having a family broke my heart. Some may think that’s melodramatic, but I know it’s true. However, grieving that loss and the life I longed for healed my heart, leaving it bigger than it was before.
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The grief process changed me profoundly, and in ways I am still discovering. More than a decade on from that February afternoon I can say that although the sadness of not being a mother will always be a part of who I am, it no longer defines me.

You never ‘get over’ childlessness, it’s not the flu, but it is possible to heal around it. My childlessness was once an open wound and getting through each day was as much as I could do; I was the walking wounded. Now that wound has healed into a scar and I can live with a scar, dance with a scar, dream with a scar. It’s a part of me now, though it will always be a tender spot. I loved my unborn children and they will always be with me, but now my life goes forward with them safely inside my heart forever.

Why Our Stories Matter

Throughout human history, stories have been the way that information has been remembered, honoured and passed on. Before we were able to record them in writing, storytelling was the only way that a community’s history and culture could be handed down.
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Who we are, and who we believe ourselves to be, is to a huge degree the result of the stories we tell ourselves.
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We may think that our memory is accurate, but it is highly selective, like the editor of a news channel. If the data doesn’t fit ‘our story’, we may choose not to notice it or, if we do notice it, to discount, diminish or forget it. Indeed, recent experiments in neuroscience have shown that ‘the more often you remember something, the less accurate the memory becomes’.4

As childless women, our stories are currently invisible – our individual experience seems to exist in a cultural vacuum. In vain, we look for our reflection in films, books, on TV and in magazines, but we’re not there. Or if we are, it’s probably as a sad first-person confessional, a social commentary about the impending demographic disaster of an ageing population, or as a warning to younger women to get pregnant as soon as possible (if only it were that simple!). Women around the age of forty still hoping to have a family are routinely either pitied or ridiculed, whilst older childless women are disregarded or mistrusted. The true complexity of our lives as childless women, and the many different doors we came through to arrive in this room together, are glossed over. As are the positive and hopeful stories of women (and couples) who have not just survived this difficult experience, but moved forward in ways that feel meaningful to them.

It is absolutely vital for our sanity and sense of belonging that our stories be heard; the taboo that has kept us silent in the past needs to be dismantled one story at a time, one woman at a time. The fact that almost a quarter of the mature female population doesn’t have children means that we are hardly a minority anymore. However, whereas childfree women are beginning to be heard (they tend not to feel so self-conscious or ashamed about their freely chosen situation), childless women are still misunderstood and misrepresented.
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The power of stories is that they can recreate old worlds or create new ones. They have the ability to transform our reality, even our memories, and with that, our beliefs.
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I have learned that through telling our stories to each other as childless women and then by examining some of the ways we’ve chosen to interpret them (often by using some of the dominant narratives of our time – success/failure, smart/dumb choices, etc.) we can begin to shift our perspective. With support and recognition, we can let go of the feeling of being victimised by our circumstances and begin to see the benefits and opportunities they bring. (Yeah, right, I hear you say!) In doing so, we can create a story that makes more sense to us right now, one which supports us as we create a fulfilling and meaningful future; one that serves us and other childless women.

Stories touch us, move us, change us. Telling our stories, hearing others’ stories and finally feeling heard changes us too.

Our Stories

Women who have attended Gateway Women workshops or who are part of the Gateway Women online community or meetups have often told me that the experience of hearing other women’s stories and sharing their own has really shifted something for them. So many of us seem to carry a disempowering version of our story in our heads, often filled with shame-based judgements about the decisions and circumstances that have contributed to our childlessness. We often say things to ourselves that we would never say (or even think) about other childless women. So I wanted to recreate the experience for you of sitting in a circle of childless women as they share their experiences.

With enormous generosity and courage, almost forty women (and a couple of men) I’ve come to know have trusted me with their thoughts and feelings, which you will find sprinkled throughout this book. I’d like to say thank you from the bottom of my heart to them for doing this for me, for you and for us. Names and identifying details have been changed where requested.

Here are the stories of eight of those women, a manageable group to fit around your virtual campfire. As you read their own words, I’d like you to imagine that you are all together in a place that feels very safe to you, far away from where anyone can hear you or see you. You’re sitting in a circle with them, brought together by your childlessness and are giving each other the gift of your full attention as you listen to each other’s stories without interrupting, without asking questions and without offering advice . . .

Laura’s Story: 47, Single (UK)

I had always dreamed of and imagined getting married and having children, but as my twenties turned into my thirties and then my forties, I found that I had not met the right guy to share my life with. I had also experienced some gynaecological issues that would have made getting pregnant slightly more challenging. I had a strong sense of having failed and I think this had a huge impact on how I felt about myself. I think those feelings came about simply because I found it so difficult to accept that what I wanted – a husband and children – appeared to be so easy for so many people around me, yet out of my grasp. Without a doubt, I thought that a partner and children would ‘just happen’ for me. Why wouldn’t it?! I think, looking back on my experience, I should have definitely questioned the relationships with the men that I was with – it may have had something to do with not valuing myself and that manifested itself in the guys that I dated and had longer-term relationships with. But then again, other women seemed to be making similar ‘mistakes’ and things still ‘worked out’ for them . . .

Kyla’s Story: 43, Married (USA)

My husband and I didn’t start trying to have a child until I was thirty-six. First we tried naturally then we moved on to fertility treatments. We had two pregnancies. With the first, upon a doctor’s check-up at around ten weeks, there was no longer a heartbeat. The second pregnancy went to sixteen weeks and then we got the news that the baby had Down’s syndrome. We terminated the pregnancy, which was very traumatising. With the emotional turmoil and my approaching fortieth birthday, I realised that my dream of becoming a mother had come to an end.

Marianne’s Story: 63, Married (UK)

I didn’t start trying for a baby until my early thirties, but it didn’t happen. I had always suffered from very painful periods, but had never seen a doctor about it. When we were referred to the fertility clinic, a laparoscopy confirmed the doctor’s suspicion that I had quite extensive endometriosis. The suggested plan was that we have fertility treatment, which involved a few years of monthly injections, scans and pills, but no IVF, which was fairly limited on the National Health Service at that time and we were not











EXERCISE 1

Your Story





Reflections on Chapter 1
















   
Life is

LONG,

but

fertility is

SHORT.








   
LIFE

can be tough.

MOTHERHOOD

can be tough.

CHILDLESSNESS

can be tough.






   
Grief is a

DIALOGUE,

not a

MONOLOGUE.

—







If

childless women

are

CAREER WOMEN,

where are the

CAREER MEN

then?







We only change

when the

PAIN

of

CHANGING

becomes

less painful than

the pain of

NOT

changing.







When our

broken dreams

have cost us so dear,

dreaming

A NEW DREAM

takes great

COURAGE.







You don’t

HAVE

a body;

YOU

ARE

a body.

—







Self-care

is not

self-indulgence;

self-care is

SELF-RESPECT.







Transformation

sounds like

too much effort.

I just want to

WAKE UP and GIVE A DAMN

again.







CHANGE HURTS;

even the good stuff.

Ask the butterfly.







You are

NOT ALONE

anymore.

WELCOME

to your tribe.





Footnote

Chapter 1 – The Power of Our Stories

* See Chapter 2 for a more detailed analysis of this data.
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