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PRAISE FOR Dispatches from a Not-So-Perfect Life
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“A brave work. I felt as I read the book that I had lived exactly what the author was living.” —Liz White, for ELLE Magazine
“Unconventional, challenging . . . warm, and funny.”
—Kirkus Reviews
“Fox is daring and refreshingly honest when she questions what it means to be a good mother and whether a woman must give up herself in order to be considered a successful parent.”
—Times-Picayune (New Orleans)
“Fox’s frustrations—which she relays in conversational, almost spontaneous prose—are sure to hit home with women who are trying to ‘live as mothers and individuals at the same time.’”
—Publishers Weekly
“Fox’s motherhood memoir is beautifully written with great intelligence, humor, and irreverence.”
—Independent Weekly (Durham, NC)
“A poignant memoir of motherhood in the new millennium.”
—Ft. Myers News-Press
“Women of various political perspectives will appreciate this honest look at the rigors of motherhood.”
—Booklist
“[T]he issues [Fox] raises are of vital concern to high-achieving women, and she addresses them with passion and thoughtfulness.”
— Radcliffe Quarterly
“[This] biting and humorous memoir . . . casts a critical eye on the cultural and societal forces that make motherhood unnecessarily difficult.”
— Richmond Times-Dispatch
“Bravo to Faulkner Fox for tackling head-on the major issues facing women today. Intellectually rigorous and emotionally honest, this book should be required reading. Faulkner Fox is a wonderful writer. I found Dispatches from a Not-So-Perfect Life to be loving, disturbing, hilarious, and deeply meaningful.”
—Lee Smith, author of The Last Girls 
“I devoured this book. Passionate, angry, honest, and intelligent, the antidote to What to Expect When You’re Expecting, it’s one every pregnant or planning-to-be-pregnant woman with a modicum of ambition would do well to read.”
—Cathi Hanauer, editor of The Bitch in the House
“What a gift. This book shines a much-needed light into the despair of new motherhood . . . Faulkner Fox hunts down the causes of our maternal blues—and brilliantly searches out the ultimate cure.”
—Ariel Gore, author of The Hip Mama Survival Guide 
“The story of Faulkner Fox’s experiences—her pregnancies, horribly long labors, her struggle to maintain her own professional life and discover an equitable division of labor in marriage . . . make for irresistible reading.”
— Montclair Times (NJ)
“[A] memoir in the sassy ‘rebellious mothering’ tradition of Anne Lamott’s Operating Instructions and the writers in The Bitch in the House. Fox writes in the voice of your best friend: smart, funny, and not afraid to tell you what motherhood is really like.”
 —Brain, Child: The Journal for Thinking Mothers
“Faulkner Fox is my new best friend. . . . As a result of her journey through new motherhood, she wrote this brilliant book about what some of us feel, why we feel it, and how we can move past those feelings. This book is about real life that for some reason people are so afraid to talk about . . . Faulkner Fox has penned not only a provocative, flawlessly written book, but an important one.”
—girlfriendbooks.com
“Funny, human, and complicated—a bold new book on motherhood, feminism, and the survival of the self raises the bar for popular Mother Lit. . . . A highly original, genuinely funny, sometimes outrageous and sometimes profoundly moving book.”
—Judith Stadtman Tucker, The Mothers Movement Online

INTRODUCTION
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When I had a three-year-old and a seven-month-old, I loved my children passionately, and I was also very unhappy. This made me guilty. What did I have to be unhappy about? I had two healthy, beautiful sons; a husband who sometimes got on my nerves but whom I loved; a house that was often dirty but had a lot of potential; an interesting, albeit badly paid teaching job; several hours a week to write; and enough money, at least for the time being. This wasn’t the profile of someone who should be weeping inconsolably. It was more like the description of a life many women—myself included some days— would view as near perfect, or at least quite good. So what in the world was wrong?
As I’m prone to do, I turned to books for answers. I read The Art of Happiness by His Holiness The Dalai Lama, Of Woman Born: Motherhood as Experience and Institution by Adrienne Rich, Feng Shui: Arranging Your Home to Change Your Life by Kirsten M. Lagatree, and  Screaming to Be Heard: Hormonal Connections Women Suspect, and Doctors  Still Ignore by Elizabeth Lee Vliet, M.D. I scoured dozens of other spiritual, medical, feminist, nutritional, and self-help titles looking for a solution and a reason for my unhappiness.
I also solicited advice from friends and family. Everyone listened patiently and all had suggestions. No one was objective, of course; I’m not friends with any robots. The people telling me to take Prozac were, basically, on Prozac themselves. My mother persuaded me to get my hormone (she pronounces it “har-mone”) levels checked. She often favors biochemical explanations for distress—possibly, in this case, because anything psychodynamic might lead down a road that could implicate her. A priest told me I needed to forgive myself. A man who wanted to sleep with me told me I should have an affair.
But I’m making everyone sound incredibly narrow-minded, some full of raw self-interest. It wasn’t like that. I believe my friends and family were genuinely trying to help me, honestly giving me the best advice they had. Who was right? Everyone?
As the books did, most people tended to focus on one arena for change: a psychological shift, a new exercise regimen, antidepressants, weaning, or sending some of the laundry out. Sometimes the same person would focus on an entirely different solution during a second conversation: the benefits of yoga, say, when she had previously talked about the possibility of separating from my kind and well-meaning husband. What package of changes would work for me? I wasn’t sure, but here are some of the things I found most interesting and relevant in my reading and conversations: 
During their childbearing years, women have, on average, half of the serotonin in their brains that men of the same age do. 
There’s some kind of new traditionalism afoot, a pressure to have lots of kids and for women to reject the careerism of the 1980s and early 1990s. 
Breast-feeding women need to consume 3,300 calories a day. 
Sleep deprivation, which is par for the course in early parenting, causes burning eyes, delusions, paranoia, astereognosis (the inability to recognize things by touch), reduced levels of serotonin, and—at least in extremely tired lab rats and dogs—death.1 
When two people form a domestic partnership, the one whose outside work is perceived as less important, more flexible, or less likely to make a lot of money is the one who stays home with a sick child. This person also tends to do the lion’s share of daily childcare and housework. Nine times out of ten in a heterosexual couple, this person is the woman. 
My mother says I’ve always been a pessimist. 
As a group, middle-class and upper-middle-class white women in the Western World have been vaguely dissatisfied to stark raving mad for at least 150 years. Sociodemographically, we’re the client base that created psychoanalysis. 
While I had a lot to think about, I wasn’t wondering what was wrong with me full-time, or even very often. I was busy, busier than I’d ever been. I had a baby, a toddler, a teaching job, and a half-done book of poems. Before motherhood if I slipped into a funk (never as deeply as this), I’d go to bed for the day and try to sleep it off. That didn’t seem like an option this time. Who could replace me? Even if my husband, sister, and mother working together could, I would have been too guilty to lie in bed when nothing overtly physical was wrong. In retrospect, though, I probably spent many more hours reading, weeping, and talking on the phone than a few days of full-time bed rest would have entailed. I don’t know if a brief respite in bed would have cured me, but I bet it would have helped.
I didn’t take to bed as a mother because it felt like a betrayal of my responsibilities, whereas worrying and talking felt like coping. And I was breast-feeding so if I wanted to be alone in bed, I’d only be able to do three-hour chunks at a time. Or else cuddle up with my forty-pound breast pump, using it every three hours, then taking the fragile product down to the refrigerator—also not an option that would allow for uninterrupted bed rest.
When I hit my maternal low, I was in a situation that, I think, is considered totally normal for a person who has a baby and a three-and-a-half-year-old: Every day for the past three and a half years, at least one small, cute, and needy person woke me up at 6 A.M. or earlier. More days than not, that person wanted to drink milk from my body. My days struck me as starting under an engine other than my own and pretty much continuing that way all day and all night. Apparently, this was an adjustment I wasn’t quite adjusting to. Was this “all” that was wrong?
I decided to do what many middle-class women do nowadays when we’re distressed and confused about why: I went to a therapist. Unfortunately, when you most need a therapist, your powers of discrimination may not be at their best. Was Louise Dunlap a good therapeutic match for me? Who knew? I was too desperate to look around.
During our sessions, Louise gave me shopping advice. I’m not a shopper. She asked what I thought about Anne Lamott’s new book—I liked it. She asked if I could recommend other books like it for her to read—I could. She told me I needed to make friends with other mothers at the park, but I was afraid of the park and the other mothers who looked as tired and unhappy as I was. Louise encouraged me to “move past” this view.
Surely, this couldn’t be worth eighty-five bucks an hour.
In our fourth session, Louise asked to see something I’d written. Two weeks later, she began our session with “So you’re not delusional, you can write.”
Was this a compliment? It sure didn’t hit me in the gut like one. I felt that Louise was trying to suss me out, catch me in a big fat lie. I might have passed this test, but who knew what the next one would be?
“Do lots of your clients lie,” I asked, “say they’re writers when they’re not?”
“Yes,” she said. “Fifty percent of the women I see claim to be writers.”
Shit, I thought. What I’m doing—in my garage, in sweatpants, often depressed—is so glamorous that half the women in therapy (at least in therapy with Louise) want to, or pretend to, write, too? Whatever happened to the noble dream of being the first woman doctor in the family—helping people, curing sick children?
Maybe those of us in therapy are able to romanticize our unhappiness by thinking it might be connected to the production of art. Depressed yet verbal women, in particular, could be drawn to identify with suicidal writers like Sylvia Plath, Anne Sexton, and Virginia Woolf. If I have to suffer, goddamnit, I’d better be a genius. I can definitely see the appeal in these identifications—I’ve gone through several obsessed-with-Sylvia-Plath phases myself.
Within a few weeks of therapy with Louise, I began to realize what I wanted from her, what would make my time and money seem unwasted, and I asked her for it. I wanted a pie chart of the reasons I was unhappy, something like this: 14% cultural pressure to be a perfect mother; 10% dysfunctional family of origin; 8% biochemical tendency to depression; 14% unequal division of household labor with my husband (I did more); 8% alienation from Texas, where I was currently living; 10% sleep deprivation; 8% hormonal imbalance due to breastfeeding; 6% pessimistic temperament; 10% loss of social power; and 12% no good friends in town.
Louise said I couldn’t have this kind of pie chart, that the mind didn’t work that way. Why not, damnit? I wanted to know what was wrong with me, in what percentages, so I could fix it. I was willing to concede that certain slices of pie leak into others, but I wanted to know in any given moment who was most relevant to my current despair: Freud, Dr. Spock, or Betty Friedan?
The Dalai Lama says we Americans always want a cause for our unhappiness, that we are uncomfortable with the mysteries of life. I am American to the bone. I want causes, and then I want solutions.
Louise refused to give me causes or solutions. I can see how this might have been too much to ask, but I don’t think it’s why our therapy ultimately fizzled out. It fizzled because I began to feel—rather strongly—that Louise thought I was a whiner. About 80 percent of the time, I felt certain Louise was thinking to herself, Why can’t she just get over this and shut up?
Perhaps Louise was right about certain of my maladaptive obsessions. On the other hand, feminists never “get over” anything. That’s where our analytical fervor comes from, as well as our reputation—which I find unfair—for being humorless.
I feel confident in saying that some of what has caused me trouble as a wife and mother comes from our culture. But I also have some “issues” with mothering and wifedom that I suspect are peculiar to me. I don’t want to ignore social pressures on women—just the opposite, I want to expose them—but I also don’t want to blame the patriarchy for my own idiosyncrasies. I did blame the patriarchy (and my parents) for almost everything throughout my twenties. I’m thirty-nine now, and I’m expecting a more multifaceted lens from myself. When I first started trying to sort out the reasons for my distress as a wife and mother, the most complex model I could visualize was the pie chart.
But a pie chart isn’t all that helpful in sorting out a situation like Frank Gilroy’s chicken. Frank Gilroy was my husband’s boss when our second son was born, and Frank had his own backyard smoker. Three weeks after the birth, he appeared at our back door with a freshly smoked chicken. How kind! How thoughtful! And I was ravenous—I could have torn the chicken leg from wing and devoured it right there on the spot. Frank just smiled as I went on about my hunger and excitement to eat, then delivered the comment that was clearly itching inside him, the sentence designed to let us see the true enormity of his thoughtfulness. “I figured you all might really need this chicken tonight,” he said, “since it’s Faulkner’s teaching day.”
Frank was right, in fact, that immediately after Benjamin was born, I taught only on Mondays. It was a low-paid job at the University of Texas that I’d been able to get (with a hand from Frank) because my husband, Duncan, was full-time faculty there. Not that the job felt like anything you’d need insiderism to snag. As an adjunct, I made one-seventh of what Duncan made per course, and he was paid meagerly by most people’s professional standards. The great benefit of academia—the one that’s supposed to make up for the shitty wages—is flexibility, and Duncan had indeed been able to arrange his schedule so that he could be home with Benjamin on Mondays.
Here was a bone for Frank to chew on: Monday was the only day we ever had good food in the house because Duncan had time and the inclination to cook on Mondays. Not that we wouldn’t eat up Frank’s chicken. We would, and I felt certain it would be tasty. I was extremely grateful to Frank and simultaneously pissed. Where did he get off thinking I was in charge of cooking? Did his assumption have anything to do with how little my postpartum salary was?
If truth be known, I hadn’t done much more than boil water since my older son, Joseph, had been born. Since then the cooking had fallen pretty solidly to Duncan. And how in the world could I cook now? I was breast-feeding constantly, taking care of a toddler and a newborn, grocery shopping, cleaning, doing laundry, grading papers, teaching, and preparing a course. I know there are some superwomen out there, but I’m not one of them. With a three-week-old, Monday was the only day I consistently took the time to get dressed. Why bother? I’d have to rip off my shirt about a billion times a day, and it’s hot enough in Texas to live in a nursing bra and underwear. I wanted Frank Gilroy to know that Monday was my best day, and definitely not the day our family was on the verge of starvation.
Did I explain any of this to him? Of course not. I just took the chicken and let Duncan handle most of the profuse thanking that I, too, could see was necessary. Afterward when I tried to tell Duncan why I was angry, I yearned for a pie chart. But no pie chart is up to the job of explaining accurately what was going on that afternoon—some combination, I’m sure, of self-esteem problems, exhaustion, resentment toward Duncan (he taught two classes that semester and I taught one, yet I was the parent in charge four days of the week while he covered Mondays), and funky breast-feeding hormones on my part; a heavy dose of sexist assumptions by Frank; ingrained gender inequity in the university pay scale; and nothing at all, probably, on the part of the chicken.2
As a wife and mother, I’ve experienced dozens of scenarios like this—times when I’ve felt a mix of emotions, suspected several culprits, and longed for clarity. While I know the perfect pie chart is a strange thing to crave, sometimes I imagine myself as a social scientist in front of a gorgeous visual aid because the stance itself feels so beautifully self-protective. If a particular mothering moment really depresses me—say, a Mommy-and-me sing-along at the library where all the moms look exhausted and bored but also anxious, and some of the kids are antsy, some wild, and none seem to be paying attention to the stern librarian who is playing the Autoharp and singing “Old MacDonald” in a militaristic and off-key way—sometimes I slip into social scientist mode. I watch and take notes, though often just mental ones since my life as the mother of young children has been too hectic at times to have a free hand. The persona of social scientist gives me a purpose, which helps me not to get demoralized, but it also isolates me from other mothers. I’ve been lonely because of the isolation, yet I’ve wagered, perhaps wrongly, that isolation in these situations will be less debilitating to me than feeling like “just” a mother.
I think the root of some of the anguish I’ve perceived in other mothers and within myself on occasions like the sing-along stems from uncertainty about how, exactly, we should be spending our time. Shouldn’t we be doing  work the world deems productive and worthy of payment? Certainly, it would be crazy for an American woman to wait for the United States to recognize—and pay women—for mothering. On the other hand, are sing-alongs really necessary? Would our children, who don’t seem to be particularly enjoying the Autoharp, be just as well off at daycare without us?
Except for the seven months immediately after Joseph was born, I’ve been working or in school while I’ve had young kids. But I’ve had flexibility in my work schedule and less childcare than would allow me to work nine-tofive every weekday, so I’m often with Joseph and Ben, now ages five and eight, at some point during regular work hours. As I’ve moved among the full-time moms and varieties of part-time and flex-time moms like myself, I’ve been, frankly, terrified by much of what I’ve seen: unhappy women talking in fake, zombielike, high-pitched voices; whiny, demanding kids; huge bags of diapers and snacks. Rarely is a man present. This is a women’s ghetto, albeit a moneyed one.
Initially, I was afraid to ask other mothers how they felt about being in all-women situations with their children. Did they view library sing-alongs as disempowering, or were they simply having fun? Did they feel like less of a person, on occasion, without the job they used to have? Or were they, perhaps, relieved to leave it behind? It seemed presumptuous to ask questions like this to mothers I was just meeting. But I was desperate to know the answers.
I was curious—for personal, political, and social science reasons—how contemporary American mothers felt about ourselves. Take the issue of ambition: How many of us would describe ourselves as ambitious? Had our ambitions changed since having children? To help me answer these and other burning questions I had, I eventually began to interview a wide range of mothers, but I knew I was no sociologist. This is primarily a book from my perspective. Still, I am someone who makes sense of the world by talking to other women. The days when I was too fearful to broach true feelings about motherhood and domestic life with the women around me were some of the most isolating of my life. I began conducting interviews out of loneliness, curiosity, and sympathy and also because I wanted to see how much of what I was feeling was “just me” and how much was shared by others.
While these certainly haven’t been my only emotions, I’ve felt split, ambivalent, and guilty as a mother, to a degree I never felt beforehand. If these feelings are simply part of being human, then mothering has made me more human. To the extent that they are difficult, sometimes excruciating, emotions to sit with, mothering has made me wonder, What’s wrong with me? more often than I used to.
I don’t hover endlessly in self-doubt, though, especially if I’m getting enough sleep. What’s wrong with this, them, him, or her? is likely to follow close on the heels of any initial look inward. Sometimes I flip back and forth really fast—it’s me, it’s them; it’s me, it’s my husband; it’s my mother, it’s me; it’s those exhausted but competitive women at the park, it’s me; it’s me, it’s our pernicious, sexist culture.
It’s important to me not to blame the wrong people or structures for the wrong things, which is why the pie-chart concept appealed to me in the first place. Overall, I’ve been somewhat surprised by which domestic situations have unnerved me most. They haven’t always been the ones I would have predicted, pre-motherhood. Diapering, for example, turned out to be a complete non-problem. Amazingly enough, I really don’t mind having poop on my hands. In fact, the actual work of mothering—the tasks I do with my young children like feeding and bathing them, reading to them, brushing their teeth—rarely fill me with the kind of dismay I felt regarding Frank Gilroy’s chicken. I love my children dearly, and I don’t love Frank Gilroy, but that doesn’t explain everything.
My sons have unquestionably stoked the sleep-deprivation fire, a force that makes literally everything in a day harder to handle, but especially now that they’re older, my major domestic problem areas seem fairly detached from my own children. Once after I’d returned from a horrendous birthday party featuring a filthy blow-up pool with at least thirty toddlers slipping, falling, and crying in the water while their parents stood around, long-faced in the broiling sun, trying to connect with one another without acknowledging how truly awful the event was, Duncan said, “Parenting is an antidote to parenting.” What he meant is that the actual love and work of being alone with your children can heal you from the hell of various public parenting situations. He was right, I thought, and what I wanted as detox from the party was to get everyone into pajamas and lie around calmly, reading or chatting. Possibly, I would have been more quickly restored if I’d read alone for an hour or so, but being with my children, per se, was not what had me so strung out right then.
In this book, I describe the particular trouble spots that have been hardest for me as a wife and mother— maintaining a sense of myself as an individual; work ambitions vs. desire to be a focused über -mom; negotiating pregnancy advice literature and birth options without resorting to crippling self-blame; barbed negotiations over housework and childcare with my husband; judgmentalism at baby-and-me classes and preschool potlucks; and realizing I didn’t have to radically alter my personality for my children’s sake. Rather than making a pie chart of the reasons for my domestic difficulties, I tell stories and raise questions, keeping one eye on myself— is this just me?—and one eye on elements of the larger social world: What’s Frank Gilroy’s investment in my being the family cook? At every turn, I explore which aspects of the house-man-child package feel most oppressive and which most redemptive.
Certainly, there is no global mothering experience, and I would be loath to claim that I’m living it. On the other hand, the sum of what happens to any one of us is never just personal. This book is my story, and it’s idiosyncratic, but I’ve been compelled to write it out of a sense that the isolation, conflict, and love I’ve felt as a wife and mother are anything but limited to me. I’ve wanted to tell the truth—in writing—in the hope that my story could help other women feel less alone, less crazy, and possibly less guilty.

ONE
House, Man, Child
[image: image]
I began to fantasize about being in a house with a man and a child when I was twenty-three. It was an ambivalent fantasy, in terms of motherhood; I wasn’t sure if I was the child’s mother. I was the man’s lover, that much was clear, and the child looked like him. Maybe I was the live-in mother, or maybe I was a frequent guest and sex partner who went home to her own bachelorette pad in the city.
The fantasy opens with me in the foreground, working at a computer beside a large glass window. It’s dusk and a purplish blue tinges the sky. I can see the ocean just outside the window and over a cliff—wild, angry, gorgeous. To my right at an open kitchen area, an attractive blond man is deveining shrimp for the paella he’s preparing while listening to Miles Davis. The music is low (out of respect for me), and as the man has anticipated, it doesn’t bother me. I like the sad and lovely trumpet drifting my way. At once, I feel relaxed and incredibly focused on work I love doing.
Between the man and me on a clean and bare floor, a blond four-year-old plays with wooden trucks. He loads tiny logs into the truck beds, then takes them out and splays them on the floor like a fan. He’s happy without ever being loud, and he doesn’t get up. He simply sits and plays.
Meanwhile, I keep working. There’s no reason for me to stop. My work is going well, and paella takes a long time to cook. Eventually, when the sky is dark, I do stop, and we—meaning the man and I—eat at a table beside huge windows that face the sea. We drink red wine, and there are candles on the table, the kind that bob in oil inside clear glass cylinders.
I never see the child when I imagine our meal. Maybe he continues to play quietly into the night, or maybe he has already put himself to bed. I never see it in my vision, but surely the man must have placed a bowl of apples, a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, a piece of shrimp from the paella beside the child at some point. I might even have given him a mug of milk. Pouring luscious whole milk into a cool blue mug, bending down once to place it on the floor—I could do that. I could do it and still be myself.
In my real life at twenty-three, I lived alone, with chin-length brown hair, in a New Orleans apartment recently inhabited by two heroin addicts. A dozen needles lay in the weeds beside a banana tree in the backyard. My downstairs neighbor was a woman who seemed to be suffering from posttraumatic stress syndrome caused by WWII. Often I would wake around 4 A.M. to her yelling or loud moaning. Sometimes Irene spoke in German; other times she would scream, in clear, crisp English: “Goddamn Jesus! Goddamn Jesus!” Irene didn’t have a car, and I drove her to Steak and Egg on occasion, the only place I ever knew her to go. We sat in the grimy, maroon plastic booths drinking iced tea and smoking cigarettes. Irene was very lonely. So was I.
It was 1987, and I’d moved to New Orleans to study voodoo and witchcraft. I did this by interviewing and apprenticing myself to a variety of practitioners. I wasn’t sure how much of my interest was academic and how much was personal. When I told one rootworker that I was doing research for a book I might write on women and magic, she said, “God sent you here, and you’ve come for a love potion.” She was right, I remember thinking.
I felt myself to be living provisionally in New Orleans. Interviewing people, typically older ones whose lives I viewed as “real,” contributed to this sense. I was an apprentice, an interviewer, someone who watched others to see how life could be done rather than someone who actually lived herself. I had a student’s view of the world: Nothing counted yet, I was just gathering information.
“It never occurred to me that I was living a real life there,” Joan Didion wrote of herself in New York City at twenty. “It was difficult in the extreme for me to understand those young women for whom New York was not simply an ephemeral Estoril but a real place, girls who bought toasters and installed new cabinets in their apartments.”3 I felt similarly in New Orleans. I never would have bought a toaster. I had no small appliances, and almost no furniture—a mattress, a card table, two attached seats from an out-of-business movie theater. New Orleans seemed the obvious place for me to live since I wanted to write and study voodoo, but I didn’t know how long I’d stay, how long the romance of New Orleans would last. When I left, I didn’t want to be weighed down.
At the same time, I was curious about the girls with toasters. Were they happier than I was? It was unnerving to have such a tenuous, if romantic, attachment to my life. True, I met someone fascinating at least once a week and because I wore my interviewer’s cloak, I got to skip the chitchat and move right to the questions that interested me most: What happens when we die? Is revenge ever okay? When people say “It was like magic,” what was it really, and how did it work? These people weren’t friends, though; I typically saw them just once. Intimacy was largely missing in my life, as was stability. Would I always sleep on the floor, support myself through a variety of low-paying and ever-shifting jobs, and fraternize primarily with a disturbed neighbor? I hoped not.
I knew I wasn’t ready yet, but eventually, motherhood might provide me with a richer, more grounded connection to the world. How could it not? It would bring me to the hub of life; I would create life. How extraordinary, how transformative! And yet when I thought about the mothers I’d had the opportunity to observe in action, they didn’t strike me as more rooted or wise about creation than anyone else. If anything, those with young children seemed less so. They had to wipe up too much.
I started taking long walks every afternoon through the tony uptown neighborhood adjacent to my own. Sometimes I hardly noticed my surroundings, so fully inhabiting my seaside fantasy of man and child that everything else went blank. But then I’d pass a particularly charming house, one elaborately decorated for whatever holiday was in the air—paper skeletons dancing from the porch rafters, glittery turkeys pasted on the windows with “Lulu” and “Charles” scrawled at the bottom—and I’d be wrested back to New Orleans, or rather, my imaginings of it. What was the mother of the charming house doing now? How did she feel? Did a man ever cook paella for her while she worked? I doubted it.
If you weren’t in fantasy land, it seemed that some rather heavy trade-offs might be involved to live in a house with a man and a child. While I began to think I might eventually want the full life I envisioned inside a carefully festooned house, I didn’t want to be the one to create it. All the trips to the drugstore to buy glue sticks and tissue paper, which struck me as likely to be exhausting, would be the least of it. I wanted to have plenty of time alone, and I didn’t want to be lonely. Who could I be and accomplish this? A spinster aunt who lived in the attic and came down occasionally to help with homework and sing old camp songs? A single woman who visited a man and a child by the sea, then got the hell out before morning?
In truth, I knew nothing about the women in the houses I passed. I couldn’t even see them. Uptown New Orleans is an oddly enclosed world. No one was ever on the porch, and the heavy green shutters were always closed. Perhaps people got used to shutting out the oppressive heat, or possibly some fear of crime kept them locked inside. I didn’t know anything about these people; I could only imagine, based on what I saw on the porch— kid bikes, abandoned tea parties for dolls, expensive jogging strollers.
When my boss at the tutoring agency where I worked, Caroline DuChamp, invited me to her shotgun house on Prytania Street, I was thrilled. Caroline was thirty, and she had a two-year-old daughter. Finally, I’d get an inside look at young motherhood.
While Caroline was home with her child quite a bit, she was no full-fledged stay-at-homer. She ran a successful business, charging $25 an hour for my tutoring services, and paying me $11. If I had baby-sat her daughter, she wouldn’t have paid me anything near the $14 an hour she paid herself for every hour I worked. Perhaps I should view Caroline as a role model, a mother who had a flexible and lucrative career. But I didn’t want to run a tutoring agency. On the other hand, the three part-time jobs I currently had—teaching French at a Catholic boys’ school, conducting weekend tours at the Voodoo Museum, and tutoring for Caroline—netted me less than $8,000 per year. Did Caroline know something I didn’t?
If I did have a child, I could hardly drag her to the cemetery where I took Parisian tourists each Saturday to pay tribute at Marie Laveau’s grave. My own spiritual beliefs were in flux, but I wouldn’t want to take the chance that an unsettled ghost, hovering around the tombs, could curse my baby. If my child fell ill in a more traditional manner, I had no health insurance. Clearly, my life would have to change if I became a mother. I was eager to check in on Caroline’s life and see if I could gather any tips for possible future use.
The occasion at Caroline’s was a thank-you luncheon for the tutors, all single young women like me. Caroline served chicken salad, globbed with mayonnaise, and lukewarm potato soup. Cold or hot, I remember thinking of the soup—either way would be fine—but the in-between was so unsettling. Had she not had time to chill the soup because of her daughter? Her daughter was nowhere to be seen. The luncheon was a “special event,” Caroline announced; we were special enough to warrant a baby-sitter’s expense. But her child’s existence seemed to dominate the house anyway. Toys were pushed into corners, but there were so many. A Disney sing-along machine fell off one precarious stack during lunch and began to squeak, in fake mouse tones, “Three blind mice, three blind mice . . .” We all laughed warmly, but I was thinking, I’d go mad in a house like this.
Caroline had invited a few of her friends, mothers with young children, to join us tutors. They seemed overjoyed to be at a grown-up luncheon. An intense-looking woman from New Jersey said she’d never left her sixteen-month-old before. “I feel giddy! I can’t believe I’m here. And I’m drinking wine—think of that!” She closed her eyes and took a long, luxurious sip.
An hour later, after considerably more wine, she seemed less content. “I’m going to New Jersey next week,” she told the table. “Joe says we can’t afford it. Well, I need to see my family. I didn’t ask to come here, to leave my job and my life. I’m going all right, on a Grey-hound bus. It’ll take forty-two hours. Can you imagine? Me on the bus with the baby? Joe thinks I’m crazy, but he won’t pay for the airplane ticket.”
I was horrified by her account. Did she love this man? How could he hold money over her like this? In 1987! It was late by the time she finished her story, nearly three, and still the mothers made no gesture toward leaving. How long could they stay away from their lives, lingering in the specialness of adult women’s conversation, however depressing the content?
I didn’t hang around to find out. I thanked Caroline for lunch and practically ran out her door, away from the drunk mothers, the plastic toys, the bad soup. I was pissed at Caroline for making money off my labor—a fact that chicken salad could hardly amend—but I sure didn’t want to change places with her or her friends. My shitty little apartment had never seemed so welcoming. I lay on my mattress on the floor and counted my blessings.
Meanwhile, I kept having my paella-by-the-sea fantasy. My child, if I had one, wouldn’t play with unsightly plastic things, and my man, when I found him, wouldn’t put me on a bus. I’d drive my own damn car, or fly my own damn plane. Where were the good men, the ones who respected a woman’s autonomy? A friend of my sister’s told her they were in Shelburne Falls, Massachusetts.
I flew up to visit my sister, who lived in nearby Northampton, and we drove to Shelburne Falls one winter afternoon. Oddly, we saw no males at all except one man burning leaves in his yard and another sliding pizzas into an oven in an Italian restaurant. They were both well over fifty. Too old, we thought. So it was back to our day-dreams for both of us, and single life in the tiny, ill-furnished New Orleans apartment for me. For my sister, Celia, three years my junior, bachelorette life took place in a ramshackle one-room cabin between a junkyard and the Connecticut River.
Celia lived in that cabin for eight years, and I visited her often. In 1991, we celebrated Anita Hill Day there instead of Christmas with our friend Melinda. The three of us decorated Celia’s ficus tree with pictures of Anita that we’d clipped from Newsweek and  Time, then burned the images we’d collected of Clarence Thomas in the woodstove. We gave one another Thelma and Louise T-shirts. We were all looking for a good man, and at the same time we felt compelled to celebrate women who stood up against bad men, however high the cost.
Anita Hill Day at Celia’s cabin was home, as deeply as I’d ever felt it, yet I was sad and lonely that Christmas, not to mention angry. Were the only cultural options— for holidays, as well as life in general—feminist boycott
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