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			To Janell.

			And everyone who trusted me to carry this story, which is sometimes their story. It was you who carried me.

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			While writing this book, I would wake up in the dead of night sure that I was going to break something. A water glass. Someone’s trust. A million little hearts—or three.

			So, here is what I did.

			For those whose lives intersected with mine through no fault of their own, I have changed identifying details when in the service of protecting their privacy and dignity. Many of these individuals have been kinder to me than necessary. I tried to be likewise.

			For those brave souls who consented to an interview, I used audio recordings and e-mail correspondences and sometimes memory to compose and condense their words. Any failing in the accuracy or interpretation of those words is utterly my own. Most chose to use their real names. I am a little in love with them all.

			There is a charge in my religious tradition to speak the truth in love. Or, as I prefer to put it, the truth is not a tyrant. May these pages mend more than they break.

		

	
		
			
				We speak as though there is one good plot with one happy outcome, while the myriad forms a life can take flower—and wither—all around us.

				—Rebecca Solnit[1]
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			Preface: Mother or Mother Superior

			There is a belief that mother love is a superior love. Like American exceptionalism to which it is closely aligned, the worldview of maternal exceptionalism sees mothers as not just different but better, morally speaking, than those who are not mothers. Mothers are more mature. More selfless. Even more godlike. God is a parent, too, I’ve been told.

			As a young Catholic girl who grew up in the American Midwest on white bread and Jesus, I had two options for a life well-lived: Mother or Mother Superior. I could marry a man and mother my own children, or I could marry God, so to speak, and mother the world’s children. Both were good outcomes for someone else’s life. Neither would fit the shape of mine.

			I was born in the 1980s when motherhood was not, in fact, a given. The widespread legalization of reproductive rights was barely a decade old. Increasing numbers of women were delaying children to pursue an education or career, sometimes opting out or aging out of the traditional milestone altogether. Anxieties about this emerging future fueled conservatives’ renewed emphasis on the family and women’s distinct place in it.

			And what was more distinct about a woman than her womb?

			A pious child who picked up on religious rhetoric like it was hopscotch, I was fervently “pro-life”; all children were like hand-knit gifts from God. In elementary school, I wrote a want ad for my future husband that listed “knows the Lord” and “doesn’t believe in abortion” alongside must-haves like “loves the outdoors and sports, mainly baseball.” But when it came to the idea of my own children, the fervor faded. I wanted to be someone’s wife more than I wanted to be someone’s parent. More than anything, I think, I wanted to be whoever it was that I was.

			It took some time to realize that this would be a problem. I would be a problem. At first, I didn’t notice that Disney villains were nearly all childless or jealously parenting someone else’s children. I didn’t catch that relatives started sentences with “When you become a mother . . .” and not “If you become a mother . . .” I almost believed adults who promised with great confidence and zero evidence that my maternal instincts would kick in, despite substandard babysitting skills. But by the time I graduated from college in the South, where tradition hung as heavy as Spanish moss, the message was clear: A woman who embraced a purpose other than parenting was deficient, defiant, possibly devilish—in a word, cursed.

			It was also clear I had become that woman.

			I count it as one of life’s dumb blessings that at twenty-two I married a man who was mutually, but not equally, damned. Rush may have been the “head” of our household, as the thinking went among my evangelical friends, but surely I was the controlling “neck” when it came to the question of children. On a blistering summer day in July, we wed in a church ceremony bereft of any blessing for future offspring. No reproductive fruitfulness, please. Or mention of multiplication, thank you, we told our officiants. We were purposefully, prayerfully even, what we would later call “childfree for the common good” and my grandmother would call “interesting.”

			Community, not parenting, is what compelled us to marry. We thought we were better together; it was as simple and shapeless as that. Like Jesus sending out his disciples, two was enough. But after our wedding day the pressure to start a family, as if we were not already a family unto ourselves, only increased. “You’ll change your mind when you get married” was replaced by “You’ll change your mind when you get older.” The premise felt preposterous to test, as if my body was some high-stakes craps table.

			Instead, we began practicing “the ministry of availability” to other people’s children. This was not because we liked children per se but because we liked other people and, at a certain age, one has to accept that it’s hard to love your grown-ups without learning to love their little ones. “Let us watch your kids so you can go to dinner,” I told our friends. “Go grocery shopping. Go to an R-rated movie. Go to sleep.” For reasons I can try to explain but change every time that I do, few people called on us. So we called the Department of Social Services, curious if there were parents who might actually need us, if we might actually need them.

			Was it possible to do something more meaningful than mothering? You would think that after almost thirty years of childlessness, ten spent coupled and six devoted to earning degrees in gender and theology, the answer would be clear. But the old scripts that said women are made to mother—and made to like it—were legion. Our natural wiring would win out. Our paid work would never pay off. Besides, women are told, “You don’t know love until you become a mother.”

			That last one really fucked with me.

			

			—

			As a theological anthropologist, or someone who thinks a lot about what humans (anthropos) think about God (theos), I’ve spent years talking to people about the stage directions they received on how to be acceptably female. These stage directions are sometimes called social scripts, and they refer to an entire choreography of language, practices, and beliefs that reinforce cultural norms. “Normal” is a community of belonging.

			When I first set out to study social scripts, I was hoping to find a universal answer to what made women women. I was hoping to find an answer to what made me me. I longed for an Easy-Bake manual to my life as much as the next girl. Instead, I discovered that if women are a monolith, it’s because we’ve had to manage some version of the mother scripts[*] that say our highest self is hiding in our reproductive role. Best wishes, warmest regards, and good luck unlocking your ultimate destiny.

			But seriously.

			Social scripts are not inherently bad; they’re simply the behavioral and conversational shorthand we use to predict, control, and make sense of our mercurial reality. They are ready-made answers to the questions that churn in the night: Why are we this way and not that way? What do we want, and will it make us happy? What does happy feel like exactly? And why do we feel so far from home in these hapless human bodies? The mother scripts take a “typical” woman’s body—her womb, her breasts, the anxious heart inside her chest—and promise a way out of the unknowing. A mother’s love will always shine a path.

			For some lucky souls, this promise pays off. Maybe for a time, maybe for always, motherhood is a revelation. This is true of my own mother, who for most of my childhood was a single mother and worked as little as she could for as much as she could in order to spend as long as she could with my older brother and me. Her only regret is that she didn’t have more children. We were that great, apparently.

			But for others, the promise of experiencing fulfillment in motherhood is painful, nonsensical, exhausting. I’ve heard women who don’t have children ask, “What’s wrong with me?” and women who don’t want children moan, “I can’t talk to friends anymore,” and mothers doing it differently sigh, “I’m tired of having to defend my life.”

			Along the way, I’ve learned that the problem with the mother scripts is not simply that they don’t work for some women. The problem is that they’re assumed to work for all women, thereby shaming any woman who lives beyond their cloud of certainty.

			Take, for instance, the script, “Your biological clock is ticking.” Are we saying that if you’re not worried about your reproductive window or don’t feel the pull to parenthood, you’re unnatural? Like, maybe your body is a little bit broken?

			Or consider the script that says, “Children are a gift from God.” It’s a lovely belief in the abstract. But I do worry about it being applied individually. Does this mean that if you don’t know the blessing of offspring, you’re unfortunate? Or, if you don’t want the blessing of offspring, you’re ungrateful? By this logic, is using contraception ungrateful?

			Then there’s the script that assures, “But you’d make a great mom!” which is only uttered to some women, the “right” kind of women. The word mother, as Alexis Pauline Gumbs has helped me see, is more often a noun that reproduces the status quo than a verb that subverts it.[1]

			In some ways, the option for me to make a life as an actual Mother Superior, or regular Catholic nun, was itself subversive. I don’t imagine I saw it that way when I was in catechism class. But it did undermine the broadly American notion that biological mothers are the most blessed, their homes the most “missional,” their work the most patriotic. So, too, did it undermine the belief that a woman’s life should and would center on romantic love, a love born and fueled by feeling rather than the tedium of faithfulness.

			Still, even spiritual motherhood can perpetuate the mother scripts. I have a friend in her seventies who knew from a young age that she didn’t want children and, in her words, “has wandered that alien path as quietly as possible.” Yet every year, she bemoans, people persist in wishing her a happy Mother’s Day. “I try to remind them—kindly—that I’m not a mother, and I am corrected, But you have been like a mother to so many.” What’s meant to be a compliment instead feels like coercion. Insisting all women find meaning in our metaphorical reproductive role is no more helpful than insisting we find meaning in our literal one.

			Questions of meaning are unavoidably questions of faith. So, how does our faith influence the emphasis we put on mothering? The little evidence that exists on the topic suggests quite a lot. There is quite a lot of correlation between your childbearing attitudes and, say, how literally you read the Bible or how often you attend church or how you religiously affiliate, if at all.[2], [3], [4] It’s not surprising then that, across faiths, the religious report more stigma than the nonreligious when deviating from the mother scripts.[5]

			Let me be clear here about my own faith. I’m no longer a practicing Catholic, but the prayers still live under my tongue, the incense hibernates in my nostrils. Somewhere in a Las Vegas cathedral, you will still find my father serving communion in a Hawaiian shirt. My mother, on the other hand, attends the same church that I do and talks to God in bed each morning. I talk to God, too, but I have a very wide definition of what this looks like: Breathing can be talking, having a hot cry on the elliptical can be talking, studying scripture can be talking.

			I have studied a lot of Christian scripture. So, the story of Jesus is one of the stories I know best, and, on the whole, I think it is a good one for the childless, childfree, and unlikely families.[*] And yet his followers have caused colossal harm over the last two thousand years by conflating our religious values with popular cultural ones. Even if you’re not religious, you may have been shaped by Christian idioms regarding everything from the purpose of sex to who counts as family.

			“Erin, nobody is thinking about this stuff as much as you,” my husband, Rush, once had to tell me.

			And I might have left it at that—a writer’s tendency to overwork things—had I not noticed how the mother scripts were failing a huge portion of the population. Not just the non-moms they demean. But also the conventional moms they esteem. The titles alone of popular parenting books in the last decade paint a bleak picture. Fed Up. Maxed Out. All Joy and No Fun.

			And I might have left it at that—a writer’s sympathy for other people’s misery—had the promise of motherhood not eventually failed me.

			

			—

			One year I was childfree, and eighteen months later, I was an adoptive parent of three. Spoiler alert: Parenting was not the shortcut to enlightenment I’d been sold.

			In order to be certified as a foster parent in Durham County, North Carolina, you have to take a thirty-hour class on parenting children impacted by trauma. The crew that came together in a room where biology was not destiny and a love life was not the only life was magic. There was a broad-shouldered Black man who wanted better for the youth he pastored. There was a mixed-faith couple who had buried a son and only recently begun to unbury their faces. There was a conservative White couple whose church took the call to love widow and orphan so seriously that they offered free childcare for anyone who followed the call to this class. How lucky we felt to practice family free from a formula.

			In one getting-to-know-you exercise called “the human chain,” our first facilitator stood in the middle of the conference room and proclaimed with Oprah-like pitch, “I love pasta!” The invitation was for someone else to stand and say, “I love pasta, too,” and join the fledgling circle by linking arms with their new mate. That someone else then offered another benign love to the group—soccer, sewing, cats—and one by one we bound ourselves together by common interests. It was not for lack of effort that I was the last one sitting at the end, but rather firm commitment to the cause. I liked but did not love soccer, sewing, or cats, and refused to be phony about this or any other loves simply to join the human chain.

			Our second facilitator had been the link before me. A more soft-spoken woman, she bobbed her wet, curly bangs left and then right before stopping on a love she thought I—surely anyone—could live with. “I love children,” she purred. The blood drained from my face. I willed my bones to stack and rise. Across the circle Rush’s cheeks ballooned out and in, out and in. When I finally arrived, I gave her my limp arm and conceded, “I’m getting there.”

			It was not children in general but children in particular that compelled us to adopt the sibling set of three school-age girls from our first foster placement. “If it had been anyone but you,” we still tell them, “we would have quit parenting just as soon as we started.” They had hoped to return home to their family of origin. We had hoped they’d be able to do the same. To them, we were a consolation. To everyone else, we were saints.

			Suddenly, an outpouring of back pats and attagirls—even thank-yous—appeared from our community, as if to say: Finally, your life makes sense. I was now recognizably, irreversibly, a mom—a word that came dripping with other people’s desire but had little to do with my own. Childfree, my life garnered the blank stare. Mothering, I got the gold star.

			I’m not going to pretend I didn’t love it at first. It felt good to enjoy the perks of membership in a club I long suspected but couldn’t be sure existed. Sermons that turned on parenting tales started to track. Neighbors whom I’d never met appeared with pulled pork and chicken thighs. Friends, as if their lips had been set free, spoke rapidly about their own children. The goodwill was new and bewildering.

			But when the shock wore off and the sadness set in, the tender shoots started to push through. Did I want to be celebrated for being a mother? Did I even like mothering, traditionally defined? I started to ask others, “Where’s the fanfare for women who are not mothers?” and “Is it okay to not exactly feel like a mom now?” I started to ask God, “Am I just the worst?” and “Make it beautiful anyway, okay?”

			What does it look like for an adult woman to love and be loved as someone other than a mother? It occurred to me that I knew some people whose lives suggested a kind of blueprint.[*] This is the story of how I used their stories, along with a small dumpster of research, to make peace with my story.

			

			—

			Another way of saying the same thing: This is a book about making meaning beyond motherhood.

			I have practiced making meaning beyond motherhood in two life stages now: one as a person intentionally without children and one as a person suddenly raising three. I don’t presume that these dual experiences are shared by many. Mine is a strange confluence, and I like it that way, mostly. Not belonging can give you the ability to see something from the outside, to see something other than sides.

			From this vantage, I can see that there are gobs of us who are making meaning beyond motherhood, whether we come to it as a mom, a non-mom, or someone in between. We want a purpose bigger than body parts. We want an identity fuller than children (lack of or love for). We want a legacy larger than our own kin. We do not want to be seen as more mature or immature, selfless or selfish, holy or unholy, than anyone else solely on the basis of our parenting status. Most of all, I think, we want to have conversations with each other in which the edges are not so sharp.

			The circumstances that led me to go looking for meaning beyond motherhood were largely chosen (painstakingly so), but it need not be this way for everyone. You may go looking out of curiosity or boredom, you may be on the fence: Do I want to be a mother, and if not a mother, then what? How could that be a good life, too? Or perhaps it is some grief—a diagnosis, divorce, motherhood itself—that causes you to listen for a new story, a kinder story, about who you are when you are not the woman you thought you’d be. Sometimes you go looking when time grows long, nothing dramatic about it, except that you didn’t plan to be here, and now here you are, and you would like to make sense of how things turned out without turning to resentment. Increasingly, you go looking because you have no choice. You have to reckon with the singular, astonishing life you have.

			This book is about what happens when that life is not the same as the life you expected, the life expected for you, to be acceptably female.

			So, here is what we will do. We will set out to investigate the old scripts and, along the way, test out some new ones. Getting rid of the scripts altogether may appeal to the most committed anarchists among us. But I am inclined to believe that in the absence of good alternatives the traditional scripts only grow bigger teeth. Each chapter is my attempt to offer you one good alternative. The pattern might sound familiar: You’ve heard it said that it is like this. But I am suggesting to you that it is like that.

			My story provides the scaffolding to the book, but the real aim is to invite you to consider the movements of your own life. (I like movements better than parts; movements suggest something more cyclical, edgeless.) The first movement is a snapshot of me discerning a purpose without children, without biological children. This is who I know myself to be. Why does it feel not okay to be this way? Can God use this, me? I want to be useful but not used up. We try fostering.

			In the second movement, I am fashioning a life in which the word woman is not synonymous with the word mother. You can be a woman who does not identify as a mother. You can mother without also being a biological parent. You can enjoy non-procreative sex. What does this look like? Does this require a lot of energy? My energy is dissolving; I am in the weeds of parenting.

			Finally, there is the life-in-review movement. Some things have happened, some things remain. It’s not so much Should I? or Shouldn’t I? anymore, but How do I understand this life? Are there regrets? What is legacy? Am I different? There were days, especially around the time of the adoption, that I grieved no longer being childfree. I still grieve aspects of no longer being childfree. This grief feels honest, healthy even.

			But what I no longer grieve is a loss of identity. You know, the idea that I was once that kind of person and now I am this kind of person. More and more, I think that I am the same person. (This is less depressing than it sounds.) I am the same person who knows some things now, not because I am a mother but because I am a grown-up. To be a grown-up is to know the joy and limits of writing your own story, within some bigger stories.

			I wish I could report that it’s easy to rewrite the mother scripts. It’s not; it ruins perfectly decent conversations, requires long explanatory texts. Whether you are single or coupled, infertile or ambivalent, stepparent or biological parent, it gets exhausting all the same. To feel out of sync with friends. To hear the same tired lines from family. To wonder if something’s broken on the inside. Still, if I can assure you—and, on dark days, me—of only one thing, it’s this: It’s worth it to labor for a world in which the capacity to love and be loved is not limited to those with the “mom gene.”

			If there is such a thing.[*][6]
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			Discerning a Life Well-Lived

			
				
			

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			Script: Your Biological Clock Is Ticking

			Rewrite: The Sound of Your Genuine Is Calling

			
				There is in every person something that waits

				and listens for the sound of the genuine in herself.

				—Howard Thurman[1]

			

			Deep in the heat of 2018, I am in my home in Raleigh, North Carolina, sitting at the dining room table, interrogating one of my best friends about mothering. Or, in her case, not mothering. I’m hoping she can help me make sense of something strange.

			It’s been a little over a year since I legally became a parent after decades of being childfree. This isn’t even the strangest part, although I’m having a terrible time trying to explain myself to myself. The strangest part about becoming a parent has been the reaction from my community. Elation. Relief. Recognition. One friend expressed shock—“Holy shit. Okay then.”—when I shared the news, but nearly everyone else responded as if motherhood was not only the most exciting thing I’d ever done but also inevitable. “I knew you’d come around to having children,” my aunt confessed, “even if you had to do it unconventionally.”

			It’s possible that a large part of the fervor was precisely because Rush and I had come to parenting unconventionally. Our people, which is to say White, Christian, American people, do love a good adoption story. We are nothing if not optimistic about the salvific power of family. Still, while it may be highly praised, it is not highly practiced. “Bless you,” the church ladies would say to me in one breath, followed by, “I could never do what you did,” in the next.

			To be fair to all our enthusiasts, most women do end their childbearing years with children of some kind. But I have not “come around” to being one of them. I can still hardly call myself a mom, though I do understand that this is a widely agreed-upon word for a female parent. There are good reasons for my resistance. One, the girls already have a woman whom they call Mami, and neither they nor I are interested in replacing her. Two, I never really intended on becoming a mom, so while I’ve been researching the role for some years, I’ve had scant time to make it my own. (That I want to make it my own—as precious and unique as an individual snowflake—is, I’ll give you, a very modern dilemma.) And three, I am keen to believe that a woman doesn’t have to be a mom in order to be Someone.

			It must be said, or people will worry, that I care deeply for the three small Someones—hereafter referred to as Oldest, Middle, and Youngest—under my roof. I care deeply that they are safe and supported and capable of penning a handwritten thank-you note when the occasion calls for it. Hours of my life are given to scheming what helps each of them to be a human person. Is it a beautiful book? A sewing class? A different parenting strategy? Giving up on the strategies entirely for a while? There is little I like more than sitting shoulder to shoulder with a child while we order personal hygiene products from Target.

			So, I am doing the work of loving and living for more than myself, even if I, like many parents, do not enjoy it half the time. This is not my main trouble with motherhood. My main trouble is that I thought I was doing this work, albeit with different people, before I became a mother, and I do not fully get why people are so galvanized by my life now. Or what was so uninspiring about my life before.

			A life before motherhood has historically and stereotypically been cast as a prepubescent version of what it could be. Nothing wrong with it, in theory, but to try and stay there forever would be to enact, in the words of C. S. Lewis, “a perpetual springtime.”[2] It would be small-minded, underdeveloped, and not just a little bit narcissistic. A perpetual springtime would also be highly unnatural anywhere but San Francisco.

			And so, I’ve taken it upon myself to start sitting down with friends, especially friends not mothering, or not mothering traditionally, and grabbing them by the proverbial hands to say, “Motherhood is not inevitable. Finding your purpose in motherhood is not inevitable. You are not inevitable.” In other words, I want to tell them what I wish someone had told me.

			More to the point, I want to know how I might embrace my life as a parent without dismissing my life as a nonparent. Contentment, I’ve gathered, can be a good look. Contentment with conviction.

			Hence, I’ve set off in the doldrums of a Southern summer to begin, and I know exactly the woman I want to begin with.

			Paying Attention to What Makes Us Tick (And What Doesn’t)

			Janell looks resplendent in the sunlight streaming through my book-lined dining room. Her blue eyes are wide and unflinching. A topknot of long brown hair sits fat and happy on her head. Every so often, I swear her nose ring actually twinkles. Mind you, the afternoon light is also highlighting a week’s worth of kid crumbs ground into our thick, wool rug.

			The truth is the trappings of my life, my home, have changed some since I first met Janell. Rush and I were living in a different house, just twenty miles up the highway in Durham, when she arrived on our patio carrying a bottle of molasses whiskey and a grin almost as big. We fell fast for one another. The second time we met, she spent the night in our guest room. It was still a guest room then, outfitted in Ikea white. The drapes were white. The dresser was white. The carpet was mostly white. There was no place to put a suitcase.

			Was that barely five years ago?

			Janell has arrived with no suitcase today. Although she’s lived in Denver, Colorado, for most of our friendship, she travels through town often for her work as a trained facilitator. We’re both trained facilitators, actually. (Is it so very hard to make an agenda? she texts me. No, it is not, I text back.) She leads suicide prevention programs for middle and high school students. When I’m not writing, I lead retreats for people exploring questions of purpose. Questions of purpose are the best kinds of questions in our professional opinion and yet they often go unasked, assumed.

			This is especially true of life paths that are culturally prized. A woman has a vision for a wedding and the frothy tulle dress, without asking if she wants a marriage. A woman has a vision for a pregnancy, now with the clever announcements and gender reveals and nurseries painted in trendy tricorn black, without asking if she wants a child.

			We get hung up on the trappings of a life and miss the deep desire of a life.

			Which is why I’m staring Janell down across my dining room table now. She is skilled at attending to her life, and I am confused about mine, or is it others who are confused? This is my point. I don’t know. To some observers, our lives have diverged. She is a single woman without children. I am a married parent of three. She describes herself as a person with “child-freedom”; I have started referring to my life as “childfull.”

			So, Janell and I are different. I know that. In some
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			When Procreation Doesn’t Equal Purpose
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			Humanity Is the Great Inevitability
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“Beautiful and clear-eyed, this book clears out the rubble of our culture’s baggage
about motherhood to make room for a kinder, more honest account of love in all its forms.”

—KATE BOWLER, New York Times bestselling author of No Cure for Being Human
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