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Introduction

A Mother’s Eye View of Mothering




Being a mother comes about as naturally to me as being an astronaut. This fact alone should inspire trust. Who wants to read anything written by a mother who is arrogant, who sails through effortlessly, who is blissed out putting a snowsuit on her flailing toddler, or whose eyes always shine brightly when she says, “I am a mother,” in response to the question “What do you do?” I have none of the aforementioned problems, so I am well suited to offer my honest experience and best thinking about mothering and how it transforms us—and all our relationships—both inside and out.

After initially setting out to write a book on parenting, I shifted gears along the way. It happened like this: I had been writing merrily along for several months when I decided to visit one of those giant three-story bookstores that are as big as Bloomingdale’s and as overwhelming. I walked bravely to the section on parenting. Any author who begins writing a book on a particular subject is obligated to look at other works written on that topic, even if the prospect is daunting.

I was especially worried that I’d find a book exactly like the one I was writing, a prospect about as unlikely as my bumping into a mother who has children exactly like mine. But authors, like mothers, worry about everything, so I couldn’t help experiencing heart palpitations and mild dizziness on approaching the section labeled “Childbirth/Child Rearing/Parenting.”

Actually, I had sworn off the entire genre of parenting books when my first son was born, for reasons I’ll explain later. While I had kept fairly up-to-date with the professional literature on mothering, I hadn’t paid attention to the popular books for some twenty years. Now I noticed that they had flourished wildly. Several thousand books filled the parenting section to help mothers get through pregnancy and childbirth and breast-feeding and then to instruct parents on how to proceed from there.

Okay, I’m exaggerating, but there were more books than any parent could read and still have time left to spend with a child. Refreshingly, child-rearing books now focus on “good parenting,” as opposed to the more narrow focus on “good mothering.” But wall-to-wall books on parenting? It would be easier to make or adopt another baby than to wade through even a fraction of these volumes.

Did I really want to add yet another how-to-parent book to the already cluttered market? Perhaps enough had been said. But after perusing the contents of this bookstore and others, I couldn’t help but notice that a conspicuous silence surrounded the subject of mothering itself; that is, I found little about the mother’s experience of mothering and how her life and relationships were altered and transformed by motherhood. So instead of a book about how to parent, I decided to write about being a mother—what it does to us and what it feels like from the inside—written from my dual perspective as both a mother and a psychologist.

 

When I began writing this book, I had one son in high school and another in college. Two years later I completed the project from the vantage point of a newly empty nest. I’ve valued the opportunity to take a retrospective look at my own complex experience of mothering, and I’ve not hesitated to share the best and the worst of it. Readers who know me from The Dance of Anger or my other books may be surprised to learn that I can behave so badly with my own children. But I hope my frankness will help new mothers and mothers-to-be prepare for what lies ahead and feel less alone in making sense of an overwhelming experience. As Christina Baker Kline notes in her book Child of Mine, new mothers crave hearing the voices of other mothers talking to them, telling them they are not crazy or alone.

This craving is no less urgent in women whose children, like mine, are no longer small. Whether your kid is two or twenty, you may look back and judge your own mothering harshly, concluding that you didn’t get it right. If you fall into this category, I hope you will find confirmation in these pages for the amazing variety of feelings that mothers experience and that you will be less fettered by nonproductive guilt, anxiety, and self-blame.

There are countless categories of mothers, numerous kinds of families, and endless issues and challenges that any particular mother may face. This book does not begin to include them all. Every mother’s experience is both universal and unique, and no two journeys through the perilous terrain of child rearing are ever the same. Kline quotes Gloria Steinem, who put it this way: “Perhaps we share stories in much the same spirit that explorers share maps, hoping to speed each other’s journey, but knowing the journey we make will be our own.”

Of course, I’ve also tucked in my best parenting advice. After twenty-five years of trying to help people solve their problems, I can hardly stop now. The truth is, I not only love giving advice but also rely on getting advice from others. Some folks are do-it-yourselfers, but not me. I believe we’re here to help each other and, especially once we have children, we need all the help we can get.








Part 1

Initiation
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Conception and Birth: A Crash Course in Vulnerability





I became pregnant in the old-fashioned way. I never believed that I would really become pregnant because the thought of having an entire person grow inside your body is such a bizarre idea that only lunatics or religious fanatics would take for granted the fact that it might actually happen. And then there is the matter of getting the baby out, which is something no normal person wants to think about.

I was thirty when I became pregnant for the first time. Before this pregnancy, I had not experienced one maternal twinge. When my friends would bring their infants in little carrying baskets to dinner parties, I felt sorry for them (the parents) because the whole thing seemed like so much trouble. “Oh, yes,” I would chirp with false enthusiasm when asked if I would like to hold one of these tiny babies. But I was just being polite or trying to do the normal-appearing thing. I always sat down before allowing anyone to hand me a baby because I’m something of a klutz and I knew that if anyone was going to drop a baby it would be me.

To say that I was not maternal is an understatement of vast proportion. I enjoyed adult company, and my idea of a good time did not include hanging out with babies who were unable to dress themselves, use the toilet, or make interesting conversation. By contrast, my husband, Steve, truly loved babies and never worried about dropping them. We always planned to have children, but not, on my part, out of any heartfelt desire. I just thought that having children was an important life experience I shouldn’t miss out on, any more than I wanted to miss out on live concerts or traveling through Europe. Although I thought having children seemed like the thing to do, I put it off as long as I reasonably could.

As soon as I got the news that I was pregnant, however, I was bursting with self-importance and pride. I wanted to grab strangers in the supermarket and say, “Hey, I may look like a regular person, but I’m pregnant, you know!” The fact that other women had done this before me didn’t make it feel any less like a miraculous personal achievement.

My confidence inflated even more when I sailed through my first trimester without a flicker of nausea or discomfort. I took credit for the fact that things were moving along so swimmingly, and I concluded that this was a “good sign,” that maybe I was suited to motherhood after all.

But at the beginning of my second trimester I began spotting, then bleeding. My doctor asked if I wanted to consider having an abortion because the baby’s risk of brain damage was significant. Sometimes I wouldn’t bleed at all and I’d be filled with hope, and sometimes I’d really bleed and think that I—or the baby—was dying. I felt panic-stricken, filled with a mixture of terror for our dual survival and of utter humiliation at the prospect of ruining someone’s expensive couch.

I consulted with an expert at the University of Kansas Medical Center, then transferred to the best obstetrician in Topeka, one with outstanding diagnostic skills who did not think my baby would be brain damaged. Basically the whole thing was a gamble. We didn’t know whether enough of the placenta would stay attached, because it had become implanted too low and was shearing off as the pregnancy progressed. There is probably a more medically accurate way to describe what was happening, but this is how I understood my situation at the time. I had a healthy fetus in utero, and I thought that the medical profession, as advanced as it was, should know how to make a placenta stay put. It seemed like a minor technicality that needn’t have life-or-death consequences.

Containing my anxiety was not easy. When I was five months’ pregnant, Steve and I were watching a late-night adventure story about a group of people trapped in the elevator of a high-rise building. The bad guy, lurking above them in the elevator shaft, was severing the steel cables that held the cabin. Panic spread among the occupants as they swung about, their lives now hanging by a thread. What a stupid, boring plot, I thought. Seconds later, I felt as if I couldn’t breathe. I told Steve I was about to faint or I was having a heart attack or I was simply going to die. “Call the doctor at home!” I commanded my frightened husband. “Wake him up!”

“It sounds like you’re hyperventilating, doesn’t it?” the doctor said when I had composed myself enough to describe my symptoms. I should have put my head in a paper bag. Now that it was determined that I would live, I was embarrassed that we had awakened him at midnight—two psychologists failing to recognize the ordinary symptoms of anxiety. The television show must have triggered my terror about what was happening within my own body. The image of people trapped in an elevator with the weakened cords threatening to plunge them to their death stayed with me for a long time.

Having a baby was now almost all I cared about. I wanted this baby with a fierceness I had not known was possible, and I would burst into tears if I found myself in line at the supermarket with a mother and her infant. I’m not sentimental about fetuses, so there was no way I could have anticipated the searing intensity of this bond and the devastation I felt at the prospect of my loss. I desperately, desperately, desperately wanted this baby, but what I got was a crash course in feeling totally vulnerable and helpless. Indeed, having children, even in so-called ordinary circumstances, is a lifelong lesson in feeling out of control. So if you’re one of those total control freaks, I advise you at all costs to avoid making or adopting a baby.

 

I was told to expect a cesarean section and a premature birth, but as an act of hope, Steve and I took a natural childbirth class at a local hospital. Apart from us, it consisted of normal couples having normal pregnancies. The teacher appeared to be the sort of person who would never herself do anything as messy as giving birth, and she spoke with that false brightness some people reserve for addressing the very old and the very young. The word woman was not in her vocabulary. It was always lady, as in “A lady may notice a bloodstained mucous discharge at the start of labor,” or, in the plural, “You ladies will have your pubic hair shaved when you are admitted to the hospital.”

During every class, I considered approaching her politely to suggest that she try out the word woman—maybe just once or twice—but I never gathered the requisite courage. I still had sporadic bleeding, my nerves were shot, and I had become wildly superstitious, so I was convinced that the entire placenta would shear right off my uterine wall if I upset this teacher with my radical feminist demands.

I did raise my hand in class to ask a couple of questions, actually the same question in two ways: “How do you know when you are going into labor?” and “What do contractions feel like when they first begin?” To each inquiry, the teacher responded, “Some ladies say it feels like menstrual cramps.” I paid careful attention to her answer, because I tend to be absentminded. I certainly didn’t want suddenly to find the baby’s head sticking out when I wasn’t paying attention because by then it would be too late for my cesarean section, which I had been told might be necessary to save my baby’s life and my own. Absentmindedness aside, though, I felt terrified in the face of my inability to ensure that the baby—or I—would be okay.

Surrender

Only much later would I come to understand that I needed to surrender to the fear—that pregnancy and childbirth inevitably teach us about surrendering to forces greater than ourselves. Surrender is not the American way, and most people have negative associations to the very word. To surrender is to lose, to throw our hands up in the air to admit defeat. Instead, our cultural orientation requires us to be in control. Men are supposed to be in charge of other men, women, and nature. Women are supposed to control their children, as if we could. Surrender has connotations of giving up, failing, rather than of giving ourselves over to forces or events larger than we are.

It’s the American way to believe that every problem has a solution and that every obstacle can be overcome. We believe that we’re in charge of our own destiny, that we get what we deserve. When things get rough, we can try harder, make a new plan, think positively, and bootstrap our way to success. Everything that goes wrong can be fixed, if not by us, then surely by the doctor (or therapist, rabbi, priest, or healer). Much of the pain and grief that mothers feel stems from the belief that we should have control over our children, when it is hard enough to have control over ourselves.

Up until the time my pregnancy became prefixed by the word complicated, I assumed that my adult life would go as I planned, that nothing really bad would ever happen to me. Intellectually, I knew this wasn’t so, because bad things happen to everyone, and indeed, some bad things had already happened to me. But I secretly believed that I could surely get pregnancy right, if I only put my mind to it. In reality, pregnancy is an event largely beyond our control, and there is no one right or wrong way to move through the experience.

 

How can we best prepare for pregnancy? Consider the voice of one new mother:


As soon as I learned I was pregnant, I read everything I could get my hands on. I wanted to be as fully informed as possible. I became an expert on fetal development. I studied the biological, hormonal, and emotional aspects of pregnancy. I read everything about childbirth. I wanted to know exactly what was happening to my body and what I could expect each step of the way. When I wasn’t reading, I was talking to other women and getting advice. For me, knowledge was power.



In contrast, a mother of two shared the following words with me:


As soon as I let people know I was pregnant, other women began to tell me their personal stories. I didn’t ask them to share their experiences, and I didn’t particularly want to listen. I wanted to trust the universe, to see my pregnancy as a normal process that did not require me to become some kind of expert. I read nothing on the subject, because I just wanted to be in the moment. I didn’t want to get trapped by false expectations or future fears. If I heard the horror stories, they would only scare me. If I heard about perfect pregnancies, I’d feel angry if mine didn’t go that way. I had the basic information from my doctor on prenatal care. I prepared for natural childbirth. I knew the essentials. Beyond that, I just wanted to experience whatever happened.



These two women may sound as different as night and day, but their stories simply reflect opposite sides of the same coin. Both are describing their coping style in the face of a catastrophic experience. By catastrophe, I don’t mean disaster or tragedy. In this context, catastrophe refers to “the poignant enormity of our life experience,” as Jon Kabat-Zinn explains in his book Full Catastrophe Living.

Pregnancy and childbirth can be either heartbreaking or exhilarating. The same is true of the process of adoption. Whether these journeys go smoothly or not, there is no other normative experience in our lives, apart from our own birth and death, that puts us through such massive change and transformation in such a relatively brief amount of time. The challenge is to embrace the full experience, and sometimes just to get through it as best we can.

When things go by the book, which statistically speaking they are likely to do, pregnancy is still a lesson in surrender and vulnerability. Your body is inhabited; you live with the realization that childbirth is a wild card; and you know at some level that your life will soon be altered in ways you cannot even begin to imagine. No matter how well you prepare yourself, you are not going to be able to run the show. You’re in the thick of a full catastrophe, and change is the only thing you can count on for sure.

And All of This Leads to…a Baby!?

With so much anxiety about the pregnancy itself, I had almost forgotten that the end result might be a baby. But on June 5, 1975, I woke up in the middle of the night and noted to my amazement that I was having menstrual cramps. I racked my brain to figure out how for godsake I could possibly be having menstrual cramps when I couldn’t even remember having my last period. But I figured everything was going wrong anyway, so here was just one more bit of weirdness from my entirely untrustworthy body. I considered searching for the Midol but then remembered that pregnant ladies don’t take drugs. So I lay in bed thinking that surely the menstrual cramps would go away, since it was inappropriate for them to be there in the first place.

In the jargon of my profession, I was engaging in “denial,” which, as the saying goes, is not just a river in Egypt. My due date was in August, and going into labor in June was unthinkable. So I fell back asleep with my menstrual cramps, only to be awakened minutes later by something gushing out of me that I took to be blood, which meant I would be dead in a matter of minutes since there was no way to get to the hospital fast enough to save my life.

I pounded Steve awake, and he flew out of bed to switch on the light. We saw, to our most incredible relief, that whatever poured out of me was definitely not blood, because it was colorless. While we were examining the wet sheet, I happened to mention to Steve that I was having menstrual cramps, of all things. He suggested instead that I was in labor, that my water had broken, and, yes, it was early, but it was happening, and that’s why the bed was soaked.

I refused to accept this reality. It was not true because it was not time. Obviously the baby had kicked my bladder and knocked all the pee out of me, because I had recently heard of this very thing happening to some extremely pregnant person while she was grocery shopping. So I crouched on the bed on all fours, put my nose to the wet sheet, and insisted that Steve get down and sniff it with me. I was quite positive that I detected a definite urinelike odor.

Carol Burnett says that comedy is tragedy plus time. If I had been a fly on the wall, I would have observed a scene of great hilarity: the two of us crouched like dogs on our bed, noses to the sheet, coming up for air only long enough to fight with each other about whether we were, or were not, smelling pee. We called the doctor, who said he would meet us at the hospital right away.

Standing under the moon, outside the hospital door, all fear left me. In its place I felt the most ineffable sadness I’ve ever known. I turned to Steve and said, “I am so sorry.” He hugged me and said that he loved me and that nothing was my fault, but I knew it was. I knew I had just committed the biggest screwup in the world. The stakes had never been so high, and I couldn’t even get pregnancy right.

 

Labor is a well-named, all-consuming experience. When it was determined that I could go ahead with natural childbirth, I was entirely immersed in getting through it. My emotions got put aside, like an athlete competing in a major event. My obstetrician said that a helicopter would be available to fly the baby to the intensive care unit at the medical center in Kansas City, if need be. Everyone was predicting a tiny premature infant of, say, four pounds. I imagined one even smaller because, as I lay on my back and looked down, I didn’t even look pregnant anymore.

There was nothing I could do but have this baby. I was taken over by the pure physicality of the event, and now everything went by the book. Soon I was being wheeled from a small dark room into a large room flooded with sunlight. I remember my body pushing for me, how struck I was with the mammalian nature of it all, and then out slid the most beautiful baby that you could ever imagine seeing in your entire life. The most beautiful big baby.

I didn’t trust my eyes. It occurred to me that maybe he was only the size of a hamster but that, in my psychotic denial, my mind was blowing him up into a normal-sized baby. So I held my breath and waited for someone to speak. And then my doctor said, “He’s big!” and someone else said, “Well, look at this perfect baby boy!” Steve was beside himself with joy, and if I have ever in my life known total happiness it was then.

Matthew Rubin Lerner was twenty inches long and weighed 7 pounds, 4 ounces. He showed some signs of prematurity (three years later, his brother Ben weighed in at 9 pounds, 13 ounces), but he was not nearly as early as we had all calculated. Then he was taken away, and the next thing I heard was that he scored 9 out of 10 on his Apgar test. I didn’t know what this meant, but figuring that it was like getting an A– on his first exam, I was filled with pride that he was already distinguishing himself in some academic sense while still leaving room for improvement.

My first pregnancy taught me the basics about motherhood. I learned that we are not in control of what happens to our children, that this fact needn’t stop us from feeling totally guilty and responsible, that matters of life and death turn on a dime, and that most of what we worry about doesn’t happen (although bad things happen that we fail to anticipate). These are the essential lessons of motherhood that were repeated again and again throughout my child-raising experience, and the universe taught them to me right up front.
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Are You Fit to Be a Mother?





I would not advise any woman to slide haphazardly into motherhood. It’s not a good idea to close your eyes, hold your nose, and jump. There are things to be considered, not the least of which are how a baby fits into your own life plan and whether or not you feel prepared to rear it. Indeed, there are countless questions to reflect on if you are contemplating having children. For example, what are your short- and long-term work and career goals? Where do you most want to invest your time, talent, energy, and money? What is the condition of your marriage, if you have one, and your overall support system? What are your fantasies about what you will gain or lose from having a baby? How much responsibility are you ready to take on? How will you and your partner decide how much time each of you will spend on child care? Are you prepared, if necessary, to care for a child with a severe emotional or physical disability? The list goes on and on.

But after all things are considered (or not considered), the decision to have a child basically involves a leap of faith. There are so many unknown variables. The reality of the unknown and the unknowable is true for other life decisions as well, but to a far lesser extent. Your husband, if you have one, may be full of surprises, but at least you handpicked him, presumably after a courtship that gave you enough time to make an informed choice. You have to be willing to take the child you get. You can’t try one out for a while and then move on if this little person is not what you think you signed up for. So you’re faced with the most enormous decision of your life, and yet you can’t prepare for the reality in advance.

Furthermore, it’s impossible to be entirely rational about the decision to have children no matter how much careful consideration is given to the matter. A woman may have one or more babies for all sorts of irrational, unconscious reasons. She may be motivated by a wish to pass along her gene pool, to achieve immortality, to please her own mother, or to fulfill some image of what constitutes the ideal family. She may want a baby to fill a big empty space in her life or because she doesn’t have a clue about what to do with herself and is terrified of testing herself in the world of work. She may want a child to replace a prior loss, to outdo her big sister, to cure her loneliness, or to hold on to her husband and keep him close to home.

 

The long list of unconscious fears and longings that inspire pregnancies may have you shaking your head in dismay, but countless women reproduce for ignoble reasons. It’s not just immature teens who accidentally and thoughtlessly conceive. Educated grown-ups do the same. But the most important point is that there is no clear link between the unconscious motives that initially drive us and how we eventually come to love and care for our children over time. And, of course, these motives exist in combination with other, more positive reasons for wanting to have children.

Sheila, one of the more satisfied mothers of my acquaintance, became pregnant when she was nineteen years old. She was poor and single and so immature that the only reason she could give for keeping her baby was that she wanted to have someone who really needed her. She lived with her mother and grandmother, and the three women, along with other family members, raised this baby girl with great difficulty and enormous love. With her family’s support, Sheila finished college and acquired the computer skills to land a good job. Now, a decade later, she and her daughter are doing exceptionally well.

My point is not that it’s fine to bring a child into the world if we lack the necessary resources or relationship networks to rear it. In Sheila’s case, her family and church connections were strong enough to provide the necessary support, and Sheila herself rose to the occasion. But I’ve been around long enough to feel humble about making judgments about who should or should not have babies and what the outcome will be. I was recently reminded of this point reading Erma Bombeck’s description of her mother: “My mother was raised in an orphanage, married at fourteen, and widowed at twenty-five, left with two children and a fourth-grade education.” Erma Bombeck was a national treasure, but who would have deemed her mother fit to reproduce on the basis of the hard facts alone?

Also keep in mind that no matter what your personal qualifications for motherhood happen to be, you can be sure that you will surprise yourself by being quite fit to deal with some of the situations you were worried about. And you will be less prepared than you imagined for certain others.

Who’s Judging you?

Society will always deem some women unfit to be mothers. A list of mothers considered “questionable” includes the following groups: unmarried women, ambitious professionals (“Why did she bother to have a baby if she’s not there to take care of it?”), lesbians (“unfit” no matter how mature and loving the individual or couple), poor women (especially of color), and teens. In contrast, well-heeled, married women are encouraged to have as many babies as they darned well please, despite Alice Walker’s reminder that privileged children use up far more than their fair share of the world’s resources and that the planet can’t continue to sustain us unless we all rein in our reproductive leanings.

Women who choose not to have children are also judged. They may be labeled selfish, misguided, and unmaternal, as if all women should inherently want to have children. Women today are finally saying “Enough!” to guilt-inducing pronouncements regarding the lesser or suspect status of those of us who are not mothers. But old attitudes persist. Even the term childless (as compared to child-free) reflects a lingering, negative, or pitying attitude toward women who do not reproduce.

My sister-in-law, Lisa Birnbaum, an English professor, writes this about her decision not to have children:


A few people say I need no argument at all. My sister tells me she envies me the freedom to go to the beach with a book whenever I please, after she recounts a series of details in a day with her six-year-old I know I wouldn’t want. It must be that I know too much about what I do well and what I like to do to embrace a job like parenting. Wait too long, and you may be just a hair too rational to go for a back-breaking 24-hour-a-day volunteer job.



Birnbaum goes on to note the following:


But being different in this way makes me conscious that people will wonder, at least, and possibly pity or judge me. All of us are put in the position of being simplified by the ways we’re different, but it’s often infuriating…. Usually, I have the sense to look inside my life, and ask myself whether I am satisfied with how I am living, whether I am honest, courageous, reasonable. At those times, it seems more difficult to create my own life than to decide to create another.



For those of us who want to have children, our maternal capabilities may be suspect long before we become mothers. I heard from a fifty-two-year-old woman who sought my advice because she discovered that her son’s fiancée had a history of incest. Speaking for her husband as well, she said, “We have read about the psychological makeup of adult incest survivors, so we question what kind of mother this woman can possibly be. We want only the best for our son and wonder if therapy can help people totally get over a trauma so that it never affects them again.”

Of course, we never “get over” trauma so entirely that it no longer affects us. No amount of therapy or recovery brings us to the place where it’s as if painful events of the past never happened. Nor would we necessarily want this to be so, because we wouldn’t be who we are. So, yes, this woman’s prospective daughter-in-law would be affected by her experience of incest, and by everything else that has happened in her life.

But beyond having endured and survived a terrible trauma, the fact that her daughter-in-law was a victim of incest says very little about what is special or limited about her. I’ve worked with any number of sexually abused women who show an extraordinary capacity for creativity, love, and joy, just as I’ve worked with women who report no abuse yet lack these same attributes. The human spirit is remarkable, unpredictable, and lawless. This being the case, who knows what kind of mother this daughter-in-law will be?

And why wasn’t this woman worried about the kind of parent her son would be? I suggested that she divide her worry energy equally between the son and the daughter-in-law. My intention was not to minimize the profound effects of incest or the concern this woman felt for the future of her hypothetical grandchildren. Rather, I wanted to encourage her to get to know her daughter-in-law as the complex person she surely was, without making assumptions about her capabilities and her future behavior based on her past history. We need to apply this same humility and generosity of spirit to ourselves as we contemplate what sort of mothers we are or might become.

Your Past Does Not Doom you

Young women in therapy tell me they feel doomed by their parents to doom their children, as if history can only repeat itself like a scratched record. A poem published more than two decades ago by Philip Larkin in High Windows captures this decidedly pessimistic view:


They fuck you up, your mum and dad.

They may not mean to, but they do.

They fill you with the faults they had

And add some extra, just for you.



But they were fucked up in their turn

By fools in old-style hats and coats,

Who half the time were soppy-stern

And half at one another’s throats.



Man hands on misery to man

It deepens like a coastal shelf.

Get out as early as you can,

And don’t have any kids yourself.




When I ask women to tell me the worst-case scenario they can imagine for themselves if they become mothers, a common response is something like “I’m afraid I’ll become like my own mother.” So deep is this fear that the poet Lynn Sukenick coined the term matraphobia, the fear of becoming one’s mother. A woman may indeed respond to becoming a mother by repeating history. (“Oh my God,” she shrieks into her coffee cup one morning, “I’m just like my mother!”) More likely, she may try to “solve” the problem by trying to be as unlike her mother as possible, which lands her in just as much trouble as being exactly the same. A man may also be concerned about repeating history, but he may head into fatherhood with modest goals, like becoming a better father than the one he had. Men tend to be less concerned about “ruining” children, since they see their primary responsibility as breadwinning, whereas mothers still tend to blame themselves (and are blamed) for their children’s problems.

 

Our first family is our most influential context, our blueprint for navigating our future relationships, and the most important system we will ever belong to. But, although everyone is shaped by the past, no one is doomed by it. Nor can we make glib predictions about how we will greet motherhood based on our own history, the family we grew up in, or our preconceptions about how we will respond.

The renowned author Dorothy Allison was interviewed by Judith Pierce Rosenberg for her book A Question of Balance, in which artists and writers share how motherhood shaped their creative work. Allison grew up in a community that despised her family as “poor white trash,” and in a family where her stepfather beat and sexually abused her and her mother loved her but could not protect her. Allison, a lesbian feminist activist, said, “I didn’t want to bring a baby into the world and damage it.” Speaking of the time when her partner, Alex, was pregnant, Allison said, “One of the things I was terrified of was that I would look at him and not love him—and that I would have to fake it.”

When their son, Wolf, was born by cesarean section, Allison was in the operating room. She recalls that he looked like a “huge pink-and-white ball, and this ball unfolded like a flower. His legs and arms opened up and extended; his eyes opened up. I cried for two days because I just couldn’t believe that I had looked at this baby and knew immediately that I loved him passionately.” Allison told Rosenberg, “I discovered a capacity for imagining a kind of peacefulness and joy that I don’t think I had ever had. Up until the baby was six months old, I would rock him and sing to him, and there was something purely physically and emotionally satisfying about that. Better than sex, and I had never found anything better than sex.”

There are no simple equations between the family we grow up in and the family we help create. At many points along the way, motherhood will confront us with the unresolved pain and emotionally loaded issues of our past. But no matter who reared us, or failed to, motherhood also provides an opportunity to revisit the past and renegotiate our relationships with members of our first family. It’s also reassuring to know that almost everyone has a difficult past; it’s just a matter of more or less, although admittedly “more or less” can make a huge difference. But as author Mary Karr puts it, a dysfunctional family is “any family with more than one person in it.”

Should You or Shouldn’t You?

Thumbing through a woman’s magazine, I came across a quiz entitled “Are You Ready to Become a Mother?” Ah, if only you could answer twenty-five multiple-choice questions, total your score, rank yourself on a mother-preparedness scale, and, presto, the truth would be revealed. In fact, the truth is that no one else can know what’s best for you, although there’s no shortage of advice out there that may or may not fit you. Obviously, there is a lot to consider, and I suggest that you consider as much as possible while keeping in mind that you can’t expect yourself to predict the future.

First and foremost, do you really want a child, or are you responding to pressures that are generations in the making that link love to marriage to motherhood, to women’s “proper place” in society?

Second, have you thought carefully about the timing of a child, so that you can ensure your economic viability? It’s still the mother who loses her earning power and economic clout after children enter the picture. Poverty is the biggest problem mothers and children ultimately face, and it’s not something that happens just to other people. You may want to get your education or job training completed and your career under way, if you can.

Finally, how is your marriage doing, if you have one? A chronically distant or conflictual marriage will not improve with the added stress brought about by the arrival of children. And if you definitely want a baby, and he definitely doesn’t (or vice versa), I’d say that’s a big red flag waving in your face.

He Says, She Says

Consider a letter I received from a woman named Gena who wrote to me in my capacity as advice columnist for New Woman magazine. She’s been desperate to have a child all through her seven-year marriage, and her husband has been equally desperate not to have one. All the counseling and therapy they have received, separately and together, always lands them back where they started out.

Now, however, Gena’s husband has acquiesced to having a child if Gena will agree to take total care of it herself. She writes, “He says he’ll offer economic support but he won’t get up from his chair to change a diaper, cart the child to the pediatrician or shopping mall, or do anything else to raise it.” Gena acknowledges that their situation is extreme, but she notes that single mothers raise children alone and do fine. Her question: “Should I sign this contract on the dotted line?”

When I mentioned Gena’s situation to a couple of friends, it surprised me to hear them suggest that Gena should have poked holes in her diaphragm years ago in the hope that her husband’s position would soften when there was a live little person tugging at his sleeve. I’d be the first to say that this turnabout could happen, that it’s possible her husband would fall madly in love with the baby and undergo a major transformation that would void all their previous negotiations, but that’s a gamble. From the way Gena describes the intensity and rigidity of her husband’s wish not to parent (which is quite different in tone from the usual kind of ambivalence members of a couple may pass back and forth between them), I’d say it’s a gamble that puts three people at risk.

I told Gena that I didn’t think the proposal was sound. I suggested that maybe it would work with a pet parrot, where, say, she could feed it, clean the cage, and take it to the vet when it got sick, while her husband simply paid the bills. But it’s not a viable arrangement when it comes to raising a child. Single parents do, indeed, raise children well on their own, but married parents with able-bodied live-in partners do not.

I also reminded Gena that her child will not have signed their contract and will selfishly make endless demands on both of them. And he or she will want a dad, particularly with one right in plain sight. If Gena says, “Don’t bother your father, because we made a deal before you were born,” it won’t fly. And if a kid did go along with it—at great emotional cost—his or her therapist would hear about it for years to come. To say nothing of the fact that Gena could die, or become disabled, or just leave town for a week, and then what? All told, I didn’t encourage Gena to sign on the dotted line. Instead, I suggested that she and her husband keep talking about how they are going to resolve their very important difference.

Clearly, couples should discuss and negotiate the baby question (and all other pivotal issues) before making a serious commitment, even though there is no guarantee that one person’s feelings won’t change or intensify later on. Married or not, it’s easy for couples to become polarized, with one person gung ho and the other able to see only the negative. Gena might have more ambivalence about becoming a parent than she knows, while her husband might have more capacity for nurturing. Neither can explore these feelings completely when each is so adamant and at odds with the other.

If Gena’s husband remains certain that he doesn’t want the responsibilities of fatherhood, Gena may face the difficult decision of whether her priority is marriage or motherhood. It’s painful dilemma, but often one life choice precludes another, and having one thing means losing something else. Ultimately, it’s Gena’s job to become the expert on her own self.

Women Who Think Too Much

The decision to have children is an individual woman’s choice, made in collaboration with a partner, if she has one. The downside of having choices, however, is that you can engage in the kind of ruminations and mental gymnastics that will take you past menopause before you make up your mind. A case in point is a friend who enthusiastically had her first child, but who continues to feel paralyzed about the decision to have a second one. What follows is a recent conversation I had with her in which I am definitely not wearing my therapist hat.

 


“My daughter is still pleading for a sibling,” my friend tells me. “She has sibling-lust.”

The word sibling has been in my vocabulary for decades, but I can’t warm up to it. When I hear sibling, I think rodent—it’s that sort of word—so I picture my friend’s child lobbying her for a pet rat. I once heard a commentator on public radio voice similar sentiments, so I know I’m not alone in my feelings. My friend is so concerned about her daughter’s wish for a sibling that I do not share my thoughts with her.

“I know it’s not a good reason to have another child,” she continues.

“What’s not a good reason?” I’ve lost her, thinking about furry little creatures scurrying about.

“To have a baby just to give Jackie a sibling. I shouldn’t even consider it. But I worry about her being an only child. Even the term only child implies that I should be concerned or feel sorry for her.”

We both concur that the term only child should probably be dropped from the English language and that Jackie’s pleas are not a good reason to contemplate a second pregnancy. I know from prior conversations that my friend feels strong longings of her own for a second child, but she is fiercely ambivalent, since she knows from experience what a child requires. She and her husband have been considering a second child for almost two years, but whenever one of them is ready, the other is a bit uncertain. At least they pass the resistance back and forth.

“And if any decision should really be thought through very carefully,” my friend continues, more to herself now than to me, “it’s the decision to have another child.” That concluded, she asks how I made the decision to have Ben, who followed Matthew by three years and seven months. “Did you just assume you’d have two kids?” she inquires. My friend considers me to be a very thoughtful person and she expects to hear something wise.


“Yes,” I tell her. “I always pictured myself with two kids, if I had kids at all. But then when Matthew was about two years old, Steve and I thought long and hard about having another baby. We talked about it a lot and put our best thinking into the decision, because we didn’t want to be negatively swayed by the terror of that first pregnancy. The more we talked, the more it became clear to both of us that our family felt complete and we didn’t want a second child.”

My friend is listening with rapt concentration now because the story is obviously about to take an unexpected turn. I go on to relate how shocked Steve and I were when a laboratory test confirmed that one broken condom had led to my second pregnancy. We were equally shocked to discover how very much we wanted this baby and how thrilled we were when we heard the unexpected news. All our reasoned thinking about why we wanted only one child flew out the window. We welcomed Ben into the world with as much enthusiasm as we did his big brother.

“So what are you saying here?” My friend wants me to address what can be learned from my story, but I’m not sure what that might be.

“Maybe I’m saying that logic doesn’t always need to prevail. In your case, you can obsess about it forever, or you can just decide to take the plunge. What’s the difference?” My friend looks at me as if I’m talking drivel. “Look,” I say. “If you have another child, you’ll probably love it, no matter how hard it makes your life. If you don’t have another child, that’s fine, too. Your life will be that much easier, and you’ll avoid all sorts of stress and grief. It’s a mixed bag either way, with no ‘right’ solution because no amount of brilliant thinking can predict the future.”

My friend makes no effort to hide her disappointment with my musing. “You’re talking like an idiot,” she tells me. “You can’t mean to say that I shouldn’t think through the decision to have another child, however long that takes.”

“I’m not sure what I mean,” I reply, although I do know that it’s preferable that she want a second child rather than a sibling for the first.

Later, I ponder our conversation. I didn’t mean to be glib with my friend about a decision as monumental as having another baby. Any child can push a good woman over the edge, if she does not have the space in her life for it. And every child who comes into the world surely deserves to be loved and to thrive. But sometimes there is not a right or a wrong answer, only two different paths. And we may not even know what we want until we safely have it, as was the case for me with my second pregnancy.

 

As a postscript, I might add that when men and women weigh the pros and cons of parenthood, they are not weighing the same factors. I was reminded of this fact recently when a therapy client of mine announced flatly, “I want a baby, but I don’t want to be a mother.”

“They tend to go together,” I replied, in my ultimate wisdom.

“Yes,” she acknowledged, “but I would prefer to be a father.”

This is not an immature woman who wants to shirk the responsibilities of parenting, nor is she suffering from any sort of gender confusion. On the contrary, she is suffering from “gender clarity.” She knows that her husband, despite his good feminist soul, will probably end up assuming that she will be the “real” parent on the scene, and that she, despite her good feminist soul, will end up assuming that his work matters more. My client was scared about becoming a mother for good reason. She understood that she might lose too much of herself in motherhood or that her egalitarian marriage would go the way of “separate spheres” after the baby arrived. When a woman contemplates motherhood, her friends tell her it will change her life. It would be more accurate for them to say, “You will no longer have what you now call your life. You will have a different life.”


Sometimes the weighing of the pros and cons of motherhood seems so difficult and laborious that it’s easier to let “accidents” happen. As the British novelist Margaret Drabble said in a 1978 interview, “I feel sorry for people today who are faced with the decision whether to have children or not. It’s a decision that should be made in hot blood, otherwise you just keep on waiting for the right job to come along or the proper income.” This is not my general advice, but I appreciate Drabble’s sentiments.

For some people, going the route of happenstance may work out just fine. Other people take great care to plan the experience. For still others, the decision involves some combination of both chance and planning. The important point is that there is no one “right” way to enter motherhood. There are so many factors in the decision to have a child that one can’t expect to be able to take them all into account.
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Bringing the Baby Home and Other Hazards of Parenting





Some time back, New Woman magazine was planning a twenty-fifth anniversary issue to celebrate the twenty-five most significant moments of a woman’s life. There would be an article on the first kiss, the first love, the first lust, the first rebellion, the first betrayal, and so forth. As their monthly columnist, I was asked to contribute a piece about transforming moments and dramatic turning points in a woman’s life, my own included.

I was so stumped that I even pulled out all my childhood lock-and-key diaries to see if I could locate a moment where change “happened.” Obviously, when I compared second grade with fifth grade and then with ninth grade, the change from diary to diary was enormous, but thumbing through page by page, I couldn’t find any moment of transformation. Personal change, like physical change, is both startling and imperceptible all at once.

Of course, I knew full well that adult life does have dramatically transforming moments, but the only ones I could think of had to do with death and tragedy and illness and loss, which wasn’t exactly the tone that New Woman wanted to set for this anniversary issue. Ultimately, I wrote the piece, but I had to rack my brain to recollect moments in my adult life that I could identify as turning points. Clearly, I had failed to consider the obvious.

The moment that really transformed my life was when I stepped over the threshold of the hospital door to
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