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			This book is for anyone who needs to hear it: there is more than one way to have a good life. Going after the same things on the same timeline as everyone else might be the capitalist dream, but that’s how we get robots, not humans.

			And for Rob and Clementine, my inner circle, my loves. I finally found home and it’s with you.

		

	
		
			
				There was a young woman who swallowed a rule

				“Live to serve others,” she learned it in school

				She swallowed the rule to hold up the lie

				We all know why she swallowed that lie

				Perhaps she’ll die

				—Meredith Tax

			

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			This is a work of nonfiction and all the stories within are reconstructed from my memory. Much of this book centers around the very real and very private lives of my family and others. I tried my best to write with the utmost care, respect, and compassion, but the nature of memoir is that people are translated for the page and as such remain static. Because of that, some names and identifying details have been changed.

			These pages are my attempt to engage with the concept and conversation around motherhood as it continues to evolve, with the ultimate goal of breaking free from the patriarchy’s framing of what mothering means and expanding our imagination about how we talk, and think, about motherhood.

			My hope is that after you read the book you feel more connected to your own story, no matter who you are and where you are.
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			My Ancestors, Myself

			I come from a long line of women who abandoned their children. Or at least that’s what I’d been told.

			For as long as I can remember, I’ve heard about how my great-grandmother Kitty and my grandmother Ruth ditched their kids because of men or money or mental problems—or all of the above. As the story goes, Kitty left her son and daughter with her in-laws so she could gallivant around Europe, “man hunting,” as my mom calls it on a good day. On a bad day, my mom will let it all hang out. “Kitty was a gold digger,” she told me recently when I called to let her know that I’d been researching the women in our family.

			We were on video so I could see my mom’s face. The way her lips curled in disgust when I mentioned Kitty’s name. “What you don’t understand is that all Kitty cared about was money,” she said. She’d marry one rich man only to leave him when she met another man who was even richer.

			As I listened to my mom, what I heard was the conviction in her voice. She was certain that her take on Kitty was “true.” There couldn’t be any other explanation for my great-grandmother’s behavior. Kitty was cruel to her children and her grandchildren and money was the culprit. End of story.

			“She was married twenty-five times,” my mom said. “I know it sounds crazy”—here’s where she rotated her finger several times next to her ear, the universal symbol for cuckoo—“but she was.”

			I shook my head. Twenty-five times sounded ludicrous. Impossible. Yet, despite all the hyperbole and hysteria about Kitty, the stories about the men she loved and left as quickly as a mouse can snatch a piece of cheese from a trap, I later learned that there was some truth to the family legends. Over the years, I interviewed an aunt, an uncle, and a cousin. I even spent a weekend in Baltimore with Kitty’s son before he died. “Kitty didn’t want to be a mother,” he told me unequivocally, which is something I’d never heard anyone admit out loud about a woman. Especially one who became a wife for the first time in 1917, when women were meant to worship their husbands and children.

			Much later, I searched through census records, old newspapers, marriage and divorce decrees, and immigration files. I learned Kitty went by at least five first names: Kitty, Kune, Katie, Kate, and Katherine.

			Eventually, I could decipher facts from fables. I dug up documentation for fourteen of Kitty’s marriages. Her shortest was only ten days. She married my great-grandfather Irving twice, the first time at just seventeen.

			My grandmother Ruth followed in her mother’s footsteps, abandoning her first child, Beth, to marry my grandfather.

			The truth is this: I’d always secretly rooted for Kitty and Ruth, though I never told anyone in my family. I assumed that everyone denigrated them because they roamed around for their own pleasure, as if there was anything wrong with that. But I understood that of course there was. A woman living her life for herself has never been allowed.

			Women at that time didn’t choose whether or not to be mothers. What would choice have even meant for my great-grandmother and grandmother when the system—their family, their community, their religion, the culture they were steeped in—only showed them images of women as mothers? Mothering was natural. It was normal. There was no question of desire. Or a path for opting out. They could only choose to mother as much as a fish chooses to live in water. It’s what they had to do. It’s what women did.

			We now have a language, a lexicon, for maternal ambivalence, but back then, back in the early to mid 1900s, women were mothers, and that was that. Yet Kitty and Ruth always scoffed at the rules, which is what I admired about them.

			The problem with public records is that the emotional tenor of the past is erased. I have no idea if Kitty loved any of her husbands (or if Ruth loved hers). I have no idea why Kitty left them, or if, perhaps, they left her. I have no idea if she was looking for money from them or some other type of security. I have my guesses, though. Citizenship was a priority for a Jewish girl who spoke only Yiddish and never went to school after arriving at Ellis Island in 1906 at the age of just six.

			It may be true, as my family tells me, that Kitty married a Chicago gangster then divorced him because Chicago was too cold. Or that she married the owner of a jewelry store empire in South Florida and left him when his business went kaput. And then finally in her nineties, living out the last of her days in a nursing home, she married the man, several decades her junior, whom she called “what’s his name.”

			Everything I know about Kitty and Ruth has been passed down to me through a web of grief and sorrow. It’s like the Indian parable of the blind men and the elephant. In the parable, none of the blind men had encountered an elephant before, and they could only imagine what one looked like by touching it. But each man felt a different part of the elephant’s body. One man felt the side and determined that an elephant is smooth and solid like a wall. The next man felt the trunk and thought the elephant was like a giant snake. The third man felt the pointy tusk and decided the elephant was deadly like a spear. The fourth man felt the tail and figured the elephant was like an old rope. The lesson of the story is that each man could only see the world through his own personal experience, and yet we all use our partial point of view as the whole truth.
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			A Leap of Faith

			It was a cold winter day when I ran into my ex-husband, Evan, at my local indie bookstore, where a friend of mine was giving a reading for her new book. I was already late, so I barely looked up as I pushed open the glass door and quietly maneuvered my way through the obstacle course of people huddled together with plastic cups of cheap wine. All I could think about was whether I could locate my friend in this roomful of strangers, give her a quick hug of congratulations, and dash to find a seat before the event started.

			It wasn’t until I was halfway into the room that I even saw Evan. By the time I noticed him, there was no way to run for dear life, and there certainly wasn’t time to pray for the floor to open below me and swallow me whole. I felt like I was under the ocean and everything was slow and garbled. I didn’t know if I should go with the current, moving with the crowd in front of me. Or stand frozen exactly where I was. I was in fight-or-flight mode, but I was only fighting or fleeing from myself. Evan was facing the other way. He didn’t know about the tug-of-war happening inside my body.

			Evan and I hadn’t laid eyes on each other in over four years, and my first thought was: Why are you in Brooklyn? Okay, it was a little more complicated than that. I’d tracked him across social media and knew that he and his girlfriend, the one he started dating mere months after our separation, had moved not only to Brooklyn, but to the neighborhood that was a fifteen-minute walk from where I now lived. This was after years of him swearing that he’d never, ever live in Brooklyn whenever I pushed for us to move there. After our divorce, I’d gone to a breathwork practitioner/acupuncturist who told me to write down all of the reasons I was angry at him on pieces of paper and burn them in a pyre. I only had a candle, so I figured that was good enough, but instead of feeling relief or closure after sending my fantasies of our long life together up in smoke, the next day I ran into Evan’s girlfriend walking down the street in our neighborhood. When I told a friend this story, she said, “How did you know it was her?”

			How was that even a question?

			“Um, because I stalked them both incessantly on Instagram,” was my answer. That’s also how I found out they were living in the same zip code as me.

			All my friend could say was that I’d conjured Evan’s girlfriend. That my witchy, fiery attempt at a goodbye to my marriage created some sort of rupture in the space-time continuum and brought us together on that street corner.

			So that night in the bookstore, I knew why Evan was in Brooklyn: he lived here now. My next feeling was anger. How dare you step foot into our neighborhood bookstore when you know writing and books are my thing. Of course, he’d read books when we were together, too, but not intellectual books, newsworthy books, books written by my friends. He read sci-fi, fantasy, things I’d always looked down on for being something other than literature. I can still see his ragged copy of Ray Kurzweil’s The Singularity Is Near on our bookshelf. And now he was standing in this bookstore holding Pablo Neruda’s Love Poems, a book we once owned together and displayed prominently in our apartment.

			At that moment, I was forty-two years old and twelve weeks pregnant. All the same, as soon as I saw Evan, all I could think about were the seven years we spent together, almost three of them married, arguing over whether we’d break up once and for all because he didn’t want under any circumstances to have children. When we first met I agreed on the baby thing. My family hadn’t exactly made motherhood look like a good option. And looking around me—at TV shows and movies and, well, everywhere—having kids seemed like a scam. Let’s be honest: moms look like they’re having no fun at all. I didn’t want to be selfless, sacrificing, saccharine. Not to mention when I met Evan I was thirty-one and had finally created the life I wanted for myself. An entry-level reporter job at Forbes. A steady paycheck. A studio apartment on a tree-lined street in Park Slope with a much-dreamed-about brick wall. I’d made it. Now I’d give it all up? For what?

			But as time marched forward I wobbled in my certainty. What started as a small flicker grew and grew until I was thirty-five and I’d softened to the idea of having a baby. Even though it was clear we wanted different things, Evan and I got married, anyway, and I fantasized that maybe he would change his mind, too. Together, we’d dive into our fears and decide to start a family together. In the end, love would conquer all.

			

			—

			That’s not what happened.

			Instead, Evan and I had gotten divorced. And he was now in the same bookstore as me, having moved with someone else to Brooklyn. Did that mean he was now willing to give the whole baby thing a shot, too? My mind latched on to this possibility with ferocious speed, certain that in the future, I’d be forced to run into Evan on the street carrying a BabyBjörn and a diaper bag, wearing a T-shirt that read I’ve Evolved.

			My next thought was that if he changed his mind and decided to have a baby with his new partner, did that mean there was something wrong with me? Did that mean that he didn’t think I’d make a good mother and that’s why he didn’t want a baby? That his decision not to have kids was about me specifically?

			Even though I’d made up this whole fantasy, it was so clear to me. I saw myself ducking by him on the sidewalk, the woman he didn’t want to have a baby with. And then I pictured our friends—the ones we’d had at our house for dinner—gossiping about it, feeling sorry for me, and all the “fertile years” I’d wasted thinking Evan might come around.

			I stood there huffing and puffing, fuming and raging, all the while staring at the back of Evan’s head wondering why he’d let his hair get scraggly and his clothes get frumpy. And then suddenly he turned around and looked right at me, and I saw a faint trace of recognition on his face. For a second, I wondered if we’d both spontaneously combust. But instead he turned back around as if I wasn’t even there. I looked to see if there was another way to grab a seat at the front of the room like I’d hoped, but there wasn’t. I’d have to push past Evan, which I wasn’t willing to do because I feared that would entail speaking to him. I had no choice but to stare at his shoulders, cold and bony in their silence.

			Defeated, I ensconced myself in a corner, peering through an opening in the wall, half listening to my friend speaking radiantly about her new work all the while wondering if Evan could tell that I was pregnant. You see, the truth was that while one part of me was mad at him, the other part wanted closure. I needed validation that getting divorced was the right decision. I deeply needed him to be happy for me. To tell me that he always believed I’d make a good mother and that we were right to end our marriage so I could pursue that option. I desperately clung to the story that this man whom I’d once vowed to spend the rest of my life with would hug me and say: I’m so proud of you. I always knew you’d become a mom. You’re doing it. Can’t you see? You’ve. Got. This.

			Let’s leave aside the fact that at that point no one could tell from the outside that I was pregnant, not even me. For weeks I’d been taking photos of my “bump” and sending them to my family to show them how my body was growing and changing. But there was no protrusion to speak of. Mostly I just looked like I had gained a bit of weight.

			No matter. The voice in my head still told me that in the 1.3 seconds he’d looked in my direction Evan had somehow magically perceived that there was a baby growing inside me, and was in his quiet way thrilled for me.

			But for now at least, he was doing a marvelous job of pretending I wasn’t even standing there. When I think about it, he was just doing what he’d always done—he was not seeing me. He was choosing to turn the other way when parts of me didn’t line up with his vision for his life. I told myself he wanted to speak to me; he just didn’t know how. I told myself I was the stronger one and that I should make the first move to acknowledge him. And as I watched him, wondering what to do, my body flooded with grief. My limbs felt heavy, my breathing ragged. We’d blown up our marriage so I could have a baby, and here I was with one inside me, and still I yearned for Evan, or anyone really, to tell me I was on the right path.

			When I look back at this scene, with me in that bookstore, it hits me: I didn’t believe I was actually carrying a baby. A baby seemed far fetched. A baby would require a leap of faith I couldn’t muster. A baby would mean I was going to be a mother. And a mother was something I could never imagine for myself.

			All of this was running through my mind as I stood in that bookstore staring at Evan, numb, in shock, uncertain of what to do. Until I felt a wet stickiness between my legs. My baby, I thought. My baby. And I ran to the bathroom and saw blood.
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			The Default

			The light in the bookstore bathroom was dim. Even so, I could see the blood on the toilet paper. I wiped some more to make sure I wasn’t just seeing things, and then stood, grabbing on to the porcelain sink so I wouldn’t fall. Suddenly, I understood. I wanted to be this baby’s mother more than anything I’d ever wanted in the world. I would do anything in my power to keep it alive. The trouble: there wasn’t much I could do.

			A few more minutes passed, and then I slowly made my way out of the store and onto the street, no longer worried whether Evan was still there. Once I was on the sidewalk, I closed my eyes. Nightmare scenarios pushed out all rational thought. I had recently read a book on how to control your mind when it’s like a runaway train. The first step is to name five things you can see in front of you.

			There was a parked car, a tree, the subway station, the bookstore, and a garbage can.

			Now breathe.

			The second step, the book outlined, was to realize that in the present moment, nothing you’ve anticipated has come true.

			I looked around. The ground was still firm beneath my feet. I could feel my breath coming into my nose. I wasn’t in pain. I could inhale and exhale.

			I’m going to be a mother, I told myself. I’m going to be a mother.

			That’s when I texted Rob and told him about the blood. “Come home,” he wrote back quickly.

			

			—

			Once I was safely in our apartment, I immediately dove into the bathroom and wiped again between my legs. More blood. I came out, my underwear still down around my thighs, and called to Rob.

			“Blood. Blood,” I said, pointing, hoping he would verify whether there was in fact blood in my underwear.

			He tried to calm me. “Everything is okay,” he said, stepping forward and holding my cheeks gently between his palms.

			“Look.” I pointed again. He nodded.

			“I see it,” he said, trying to reassure me. “Why don’t you call the doctor?”

			So I did. I no longer could think for myself. I was a robot. Following directions. It was nine at night and the doctors weren’t in the office. I called the answering service and told the woman on the other end what was wrong. I heard her typing and I thought: Can’t you just get the doctor?

			The woman’s voice sounded unfazed. Like she was just trying to get through her shift.

			“The doctor will call you back,” she finally said.

			“Call me back?” It came out like a shriek. Rob’s hand was on my back. “When? How long? Don’t you understand? I don’t want my baby to die.”

			

			—

			The next thing I remember, the doctor was on the phone, calmly asking me questions. How much blood is there? What color is it? Does the blood fill one pad per hour?

			“I don’t know, I don’t know,” I said. Then, inanely, “I’m sure it’s nothing.” I’m still not sure why I said this. My mind was chattering so hard words were just coming out of my mouth.

			“It’s fine, this is my job.” His voice was kind. “Blood is normal. Twenty percent of women experience spotting in the first trimester. Put on a pad, and if you fill it up within an hour then call me back. Do not hesitate. In the meantime, try and get some rest,” he said.

			After I hung up, I cried into Rob’s shoulder. I was sure our baby would die and it would be all my fault. The machine of my body would fail. The batteries would corrode. The on/off switch would get stuck. The engine would rupture. My irrational thoughts kept churning. As a woman, biologically speaking, I was a vessel with one job: to reproduce, and I couldn’t even get that right.

			It’s not like I didn’t know how I’d gotten here. A year and a half after Evan’s and my marriage dissolved, I met Rob. Both of us were still fragile from our divorces. So fragile in fact that when we first got together we called our exes “ghosts” because of the way they haunted our relationship. The other thing that haunted our relationship? My sudden certainty that I wanted a baby. Now.

			Rob was on board, but his timeline was different from mine. As in, he didn’t have one. Eventually, though, we figured it out, and I stupidly assumed that once we got on the same page about when to have a kid it would all be smooth sailing. Now I was pregnant and having a full-blown panic attack.

			I couldn’t catch my breath. I couldn’t slow down my brain enough to observe anything in front of me like I knew my therapist—and all the self-help books I read—would urge me to do. I couldn’t do anything but make guttural sounds and gush snot all over our pillows. It wasn’t just that I was certain we’d lose this baby. I was certain our child’s death would be my punishment: for aborting the baby I got pregnant with when I was seventeen, for marrying someone who didn’t want kids to prove to myself and the world that I was lovable, for traveling and pursuing my career and having adventures and believing I could be anything I wanted to be on my own timeline.

			

			—

			Not long after my wedding to Evan, I sat across from my therapist and said the truest thing I knew at that moment, “This whole baby question is driving me nuts.”

			“Well,” she said. “On a scale of one to a hundred, how badly do you want a baby?”

			I thought about it for a few seconds—letting my breath fill my body and then relaxing as the air pushed its way out of my nose.

			“The honest answer is fifty-five percent.”

			Apparently I wanted a baby a teensy-weensy bit more than I didn’t want a baby. No amount of analyzing or contemplation, books or talks with friends, moved the needle significantly on that 55 percent. I’d made pros and cons lists and my conclusion was that there were lots of good reasons to have a baby and lots of good reasons not to. The best I could muster was that I wanted a baby slightly more than I didn’t.

			“There you go,” she said, smiling, as if that’s all I needed to know.

			I had no idea back then that maternal ambivalence is the norm. In fact, Dr. Veerle Bergink, the director of Women’s Mental Health Center and professor at the Department of Psychiatry at Mount Sinai hospital, says maternal ambivalence is “the default.” I was normal, and yet I believed everyone else was.

			Whenever I disclosed to friends or acquaintances that I wasn’t sure how I felt about having kids, I was told some version of: Look inside yourself. Forget about what society tells you or what other people want for you. What do you really want? Which was profoundly unhelpful on so many levels. My whole life I’d been told by my family and the world around me to self-silence. There was no memo that outlined this expectation, but it was clear from the ways I was rewarded by society that self-abnegation was the key to survival. Now I was supposed to try and figure out my purest desires untrampled by what the world wanted from me? “As if there is some core truth resting deep inside of us and if we only had a few hours of quiet time, we’d find it,” writes the author Jill Filipovic.

			So I waited for a sign, an aha, or as Filipovic writes so beautifully, a “magical moment when I will know: when my heart will wobble with tentative yearning at the sight of a big-headed infant, or when my brain will firmly settle into a clear no, ma’am as I help a harried mother drag her stroller up the subway steps.”

			And when that magical moment never came, I was left feeling like a failure. That I’d failed at the most essential, natural, of human decisions.

			I’m white, well educated, privileged in every way, and I understood that I was making this all-important decision about whether to become a mother from my perch as a financially independent woman with a full and fulfilling life. Still, that choice meant that I understood what I was giving up when I picked one life over another. And I hesitated extra-long before choosing motherhood because, let’s be real, I was told that a mother’s life happens in a distant galaxy from a life without kids—one where I would be overwhelmed, exhausted, depressed, and likely resentful of my partner if I was lucky enough to find one. I was warned that I would no longer recognize my carefree, pre-baby self. I was told that those two sides of myself, warring in my heart—the one who wants children and the one who doesn’t—had to duke it out till death. And one must win out forevermore.

			Did I really want a child, or did I just not know what to do with myself if I didn’t have one?

			It’s Lydia Davis’s one-sentence story “A Double Negative” that put into words what I’d been feeling for so long. At a certain point in her life, she realizes it is not so much that she wants to have a child as that she does not want to not have a child, or not to have had a child. That was exactly it. I had FOMO for the life I thought I was supposed to be living. And yet I didn’t know how to pursue the life I wanted either. Or at what cost that desire would come.

			If I loved my life, the message I’d absorbed about motherhood was: get ready to lose it. But what if I didn’t want to?

			If I was in my thirties today and ambivalent about motherhood, I would be obsessed with the viral TikTok meme “I think I love this little life,” a parody of the British singer-songwriter Cordelia’s song, posted over videos of women’s enviable childfree lives. These #richaunties, as some of them call themselves, are often affluent Black women, and the comments section of their videos are a master class in IDGAF—I don’t give a fuck—about society’s rigid rules. From “It will be your biggest regret” followed by the face with tears of joy emoji to “We all die alone no matter if we have kids or don’t,” these videos show women taking the reins of their own lives.

			At the time I was deciding whether to become a mother, though, there weren’t Reddit threads and viral TikTok videos addressing those of us who were on the fence. “Some people might say you should really want a baby if you’re going to have one,” I told my therapist that day.

			“Who are those people?” she replied.

			I shrugged. I didn’t know anymore. Parenting just seemed like something I should be all-in about if I was to have a kid. Maybe I should adopt a dog or get better at keeping my plants alive first. Maybe I should offer to babysit for my friends’ kid for a weekend. The truth is: What should the parent-curious do? How can we try out parenthood to see if we like it? In the end, babysitting isn’t the same—you always know you’ll be giving the child back at the end of the day. With parenting there are no returns, no guarantees that you’ll be good at it. So I waited, hoping my body or my doctor would tell me what to do. I fretted over the “ghost ship,” as Cheryl Strayed calls it, wondering about the path not taken.

			Before I left my therapist’s office that day, I tried saying the words out loud. I want a baby. I want a baby. I want a baby. A part of me figured that once I named it, it would be true. All of the female empowerment rhetoric I’d been digesting for decades made it seem that easy: “name it to claim it.”

			The deep ambivalence I felt was colored by the fact that I wanted to be a writer and I feared that having a child would make that impossible. When I think back to that time, the words of the author Louise Erdrich wash over me. “Every female writer starts out with a list of other female writers in her head. Mine includes, quite pointedly, a mother list…Jane Austen—no children, no marriage. Mary Wollstonecraft—died in childbirth.”

			Erdrich’s list goes on for more than half a page.

			Children.

			No children.

			No marriage.

			Marriage.

			As I stare at her words, my confusion and pain returns. Back then, I wanted so badly for someone else to tell me how to live. For someone else to define what a “good life” meant to me. But I didn’t know what to make of the puzzle pieces of other women’s lives. What could I tell about my own life from examining theirs? What answers did their hopes and dreams hold? What paths had they carved out for me? Or as Erdrich writes, what “toughness of spirit” do these women have to help me deal with mine?

			It didn’t help that I’d spent my whole life hearing everyone else’s tales about my great-grandmother Kitty and my grandmother Ruth. And through those shards of misinformation and conjecture, I started to piece together a narrative of who in turn I thought I would be. I told myself I should be ashamed of the women in my family. I believed their minds were messed up in one way or another. So, I ran far away, seeking out foreign places and stories, to avoid the contagion I was certain I’d catch if I got too close. I blamed their trajectories on trauma, bad luck, poor decision making, and their dependence on men for money and power. And later, when I’d gone to college and had just enough knowledge under my belt to be dangerous, I gave them diagnoses even though they were dead.

			I convinced myself that what I inherited from the women in my family was a glitch in my genetic code. A mutation that would destine me to abandon my children, too. The only way to avoid what I came to think of as the curse was to not have offspring at all.

			That was my plan throughout my twenties and early thirties. And then in my mid-thirties, as I felt the pull to decide once and for all whether to have a child or not, I began to wonder about the stories I’d been fed my whole life. What if the women in my family hadn’t abandoned their children? What if they weren’t bad moms, but good enough moms or at the very least decent moms? If that was possible, then maybe I could be a good enough mom, too. Maybe I wouldn’t abandon my kids.

			I no longer wanted to wander through the world feeling broken. I didn’t want my future to have been written before I was even born. I wanted to understand whether DNA was really a blueprint for my life, or if I could decide my own future. I wanted to know whether motherhood was off-limits to me—or whether I could carve out a different path.

			Maybe I could have the agency and ability to do things differently than my own mother and her mother and her mother before her. Maybe I could create the life I wanted for myself and my child.

			What I wanted was a story I could live with—free of regret, free of expectation, and free of everyone else’s ideas of who and what I should be. Around that time I opened my eyes with a vision—a waking dream, really—of walking down the street holding a little girl’s hand. When I sat up in bed I knew her name: Olive Ackerman.

			Even after years of convincing Evan, and myself, that I shouldn’t have a baby, I was suddenly overcome with an all-consuming certainty that I deeply wanted one. I tried to push away the thought, but images of Olive intruded on my day. I’d see her as I drank my morning coffee. I’d hear her as I commuted to work. When it became impossible to ignore, I floated variations of how this child might fit into the childless life Evan and I had agreed to. “What if I had a baby alone?” I asked Evan as we were washing up for bed. “We could stay married and live next door to each other, and we could still have dinner together every night.”

			It made perfect sense—to me. I mentioned this idea to my friend Sara to test the waters and was surprised to learn about a friend of hers who made it work. Sara’s friend now lived a mile away from her partner who didn’t want kids. Once the baby was born, though, he agreed to co-parent. Now they lived happily, apart. There was even a name for this phenomenon—LAT, or living apart together—and an article about it in Elle.

			Evan wasn’t interested. So I asked if he might consider adoption. But that was a hard no, too.

			I even went so far as to fantasize about scenarios where I could raise a baby in community with other mothers, a “mommune” of sorts, before I’d ever read about the concept in The New York Times.

			I had plenty of reasons to opt out of motherhood, and yet there was something inside of me that kept pulling me toward wanting a child.

			

			—

			Now five years later, I lay in Rob’s arms as he whispered, “Remember what the doctor said?” I shook my head. “You just need to rest.” But his words didn’t sink in. My body heaved. Snot covered my face. I wondered if we could buy an ultrasound machine for our living room so I could see that our baby was swimming around peacefully in my amniotic fluid. Or maybe I could go to sleep and wake up when the baby is born in six months. All my thoughts felt crazy. Rob’s answer was to curl his body around me from behind and whisper that everything was going to be okay.

			That’s how we fell asleep, warm and scared and pressed against each other.
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			Figs

			When Rob and I woke up the next morning, I ran to the bathroom to look for blood. But there wasn’t any. When I told him, he smiled. I wasn’t ready to let go of my hypervigilance, though. I needed some kind of proof that everything was okay. Yet certainty was the one thing no one could promise me.

			At the clinic later that morning, I lay in a darkened room, listening to the crinkle of my paper gown as I waited to hear our baby’s heartbeat. The ultrasound technician with the vaguely Russian-sounding name cleared her throat as she moved the wand over my belly. When she was done the doctor examined me.

			“I see dried brown blood,” he said. “It looks like you have a subchorionic hematoma. We’ll keep watching it.” He paused when he saw my face. “It’s just a small pocket of blood, and sometimes it moves and a little blood spills out. It’s nothing to worry about. Your baby seems fine.”

			The truth was that I was happy he found something. I’d convinced myself that maybe there wasn’t any blood at all. I’d worried everyone for nothing. I was being a drama queen. Making a bigger deal out of this than necessary.

			“You just have to believe that your body is doing its job,” the doctor said, and I knew he meant this advice to be reassuring. But Rob and I had undergone years of failed fertility treatments, and his words sounded ridiculous. Believe my body would do its job? If my body did what it was supposed to do, I wouldn’t have needed to shoot myself up with boatloads of hormones and surgically remove my eggs in the hopes that my doctor could create a baby in his lab, which he’d then insert back into my body to grow.

			Since I didn’t know how to have faith in my body, that night I googled stethoscopes. My plan, if you can call it that, was to order a stethoscope so I could press it against my belly whenever I felt anxious and listen to our baby’s heartbeat. I typed “stethoscope” and “baby’s heartbeat” into Google, and before I opened any of the links, I took a sip of my tea. Beside me, Rob was asleep, and I could hear the long, slow draw of his breathing. He had been calmed by the doctor’s visit in a way that I hadn’t been.

			I hovered over Stethoscopes.com. Who knew there were so many kinds of stethoscopes in so many different colors? I placed a red stethoscope in my cart, and even though he was asleep beside me, I heard Rob’s voice asking, How is this helpful?

			I don’t know, but somehow it is, I answered imaginary Rob. I wondered what else women bought besides stethoscopes to feel in control of their bodies, of their minds. I wondered why I needed a guarantee that my pregnancy was progressing normally. When she was pregnant with me, my mother heard my heartbeat in utero, but she didn’t see me moving around inside her on an ultrasound screen. How did she know everything was okay? And even if I could hear my baby’s heartbeat from the warmth of my own apartment, what did I think that meant? That nothing bad could happen? That I’d have some high level of mastery over fear and fate?

			My mother didn’t know if I was the size of a lentil or a blueberry or a kidney bean. These baby-fruit size comparisons weren’t invented until 1997 when BabyCenter staffers noticed that parents called their fetuses “little peanut” or “little bean” and thought it would be a cute marketing concept. My mother didn’t compare the size of her bump to strangers’ bumps on social media. Quite the opposite. Maternity clothes back then, she told me, were designed to cover your stomach. And there obviously wasn’t Instagram to show her all the ways motherhood looked in other people’s homes.

			The stethoscope was my talisman. It became my desperate, anxious way of proving to myself that I was doing motherhood “right.” If my baby was still alive, I was doing a good job. If my baby had died, I wasn’t.

			The stethoscope would help me monitor and study this growing life. It would help me understand this creature that was simultaneously of me and wholly its own, feeding off of my body to nourish and sustain itself.

			

			—

			When I was in college in the mid-nineties, my best friend, Laura, and I would sit in cafés drinking coffee, talking about the older women we knew (women who, looking back, were likely in their early to mid-thirties) who didn’t have children. In our view, these women were better dressed, edgier, more fun. They had lives of freedom, travel, and adventure. They weren’t tied down by men or babies. They’d figured something out.

			The women we’d met who had kids looked grayer, sadder, and more beaten down. They’d clearly bought into the institution of motherhood, as the poet Adrienne Rich aptly described it—filled with self-sacrifice and never-enoughness—and I looked down on them for it. If these moms were trying to sell us on how great their lives were, they were doing a terrible job. I had no desire to be that kind of woman. I wanted very much to live for myself.

			I believed that other young women, the ones who sat beside me in my classes at Boston University and lived on my floor in the dorm, had an insatiable drive to become mothers. These women struck me as strategic in the choices they made after college—and the idea of being strategic rankled me. Having a strategy when it came to love felt cold, mercenary, capitalistic in a way that grossed me out. Call me old-fashioned, but I believed in romance, the idea that around the next corner I’d find love if only I focused on fulfilling my dreams and finding my purpose.

			In my mind, the women who got married were the ones sitting near the men’s bathroom entrance at the Harvard Law Library, which is something my father had implored me to do. He was being practical: he figured that men who studied law would someday earn a lot of money, making them a good bet as a provider. It was the same type of thinking that went along with one of his favorite sayings: “It’s just as easy to fall in love with a rich man.”

			My mother’s expectations could be just as insidious. She emphasized my looks above all else. She entered me in beauty pageants. She seemed to believe that if I smiled and waved like I did on those stages in suburban shopping malls, my prince was going to show up, and even if he didn’t have a horse, he’d have a safety net. After all, that’s what had happened to her. Once she divorced my dad she met and married my stepfather in six weeks. He had a gold credit card and a job running his parents’ business. He could take care of her.

			I hated the system that made women believe they had to give up their dreams of self-actualization to become mothers. But it was easier to turn my rage toward the women I was surrounded by who I believed were throwing away their own lives so their someday husbands and babies could live theirs.

			I told myself I was different. Special. I wouldn’t narrow down the paths in front of me to appease a man. The men I hoped to find, when I was thinking about men at all, were explorers, seekers, artists, who wanted to create meaning and mastery together.

			And yet when my roommate my junior year of college told me that she believed pregnancy was like being seeded by an alien, like a potentially hostile force was invading your body, my reaction to it, which surprised even me, was to push back, to tell her she was being too extreme. No, I thought, as strong and automatic as a gag reflex, She’s wrong. But I couldn’t explain why the idea that there was something gross or foreign about having children didn’t sit right with me.

			I hadn’t yet read the work of Shulamith Firestone, who wrote that “pregnancy is barbaric” and childbirth is “like shitting a pumpkin.” Firestone argues that for true equality to exist we have to disconnect pregnancy and childbirth from the female body. Some of today’s scientific advancements—artificial wombs, in vitro fertilization—would have been right up Firestone’s alley. Only when women are freed from societal expectations of childbirth and mothering, she wrote, can we have a chance at self-actualization.

			Later that same year, another friend announced over Indian food that having children was “natural,” by which he meant that humans were born to breed, our bodies designed to procreate. This was in its way as bad as the idea that pregnancy was like being taken over by an alien. My instinctive reaction was to swing wildly in the other direction. I was offended. Sure, giving birth was natural, as in, it was something a woman’s body could do. But what I very much understood, but didn’t have the words for at the time, was that not having children also felt natural. This was also something our bodies could do.

			Meanwhile, I found it hard to even picture myself as a mother. A blankness appeared in my mind whenever I tried to think about it. Would I be a single mom? Would I be married? Would I have two kids or three? It was a black box with nothing inside. Looking back, maybe the black box was actually resignation. Maybe it had to do with my complicated relationship with my own complicated mother. Or maybe it was a lack of imagination—I assumed that like most women before me I’d also become a mother without thinking through how I’d get there.

			Yet the biggest change since my parents’ generation was that I had a choice whether or not to become a mother. Motherhood wasn’t a foregone conclusion like it had been for my great-grandmother, grandmother, and mother. My lower-middle-class
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