
[image: A plain white cover with text reading “The M Word: Conversations about Motherhood. Edited by Kerry Clare.” The O in Word is the face of a baby made out of modelling clay.]



The M Word





the M Word

Conversations about Motherhood

Edited by KERRY CLARE

[image: Logo: GOOSE LANE]




Copyright © 2014 by Kerry Clare.

Copyright in each essay is held by the author of the essay.

All rights reserved. No part of this work may be reproduced or used in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording or any retrieval system, without the prior written permission of the publisher or a licence from the Canadian Copyright Licensing Agency (Access Copyright). To contact Access Copyright, visit www.accesscopyright.ca or call 1-800-893-5777.

Edited by Bethany Gibson.

Cover and page design by Julie Scriver.

Cover image courtesy of Samantha Potter, Cakes by Samantha, www.partycakes.gr.

Typeset in Richler, designed by Nick Shinn.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library and Archives Canada Cataloguing in Publication

The M word: conversations about motherhood / edited by Kerry Clare.

Issued in print and electronic formats.

ISBN 978-0-86492-487-2 (pbk.). — ISBN 978-0-86492-797-2 (epub)

1. Canadian essays (English) — Women authors.

2. Canadian essays (English) — 21st century. 3. Motherhood. 4. Mothers.

I. Clare, Kerry, 1979-, editor of compilation.

PS8367.M67M22 2014 C814’.608035252 C2013-907597-6

C2013-907598-4

Goose Lane Editions acknowledges the generous support of the Canada Council for the Arts, the Government of Canada through the Canada Book Fund (CBF), and the Government of New Brunswick through the Department of Tourism, Heritage, and Culture.

Goose Lane Editions

500 Beaverbrook Court, Suite 330

Fredericton, New Brunswick

CANADA E3B 5X4

www.gooselane.com




To our women friends, and all their stories.





Contents


	Foreword: The Motherhood Conversation (or “Life With a Uterus”)


	Truth, Dare, Double Dare HEATHER BIRRELL


	Twin Selves JULIE BOOKER


	Dog Days DIANA FITZGERALD BRYDEN


	Doubleness Clarifies KERRY CLARE


	Unwed, Not Dead MYRL COULTER


	These Are My Children CHRISTA COUTURE


	I Taught My Kids to Talk NANCY JO CULLEN


	What Can’t Be Packed Away MARITA DACHSEL


	Babies in a Dangerous Time: On Choosing to be Child-Free NICOLE DIXON


	Primipara ARIEL GORDON


	A Natural Woman AMY LAVENDER HARRIS


	The Best Interests of the Child FIONA TINWEI LAM


	The Girl on the Subway DEANNA McFADDEN


	Junior MARIA MEINDL


	Bananagrams SALEEMA NAWAZ


	Wicked SUSAN OLDING


	Robin ALISON PICK


	The Post-Maia World HEIDI REIMER


	Confessions of a Dilly-Dallying Shilly-Shallier KERRY RYAN


	How to Fall CARRIE SNYDER


	You Make ’Em, I Amuse ’Em PATRICIA STORMS


	Mommy Wrote a Book of All My Secrets SARAH YI-MEI TSIANG


	Footnote to the Poem “Now That All My Friends Are Having Babies: A Thirties Lament” PRISCILA UPPAL


	Leaving the Eighteenth Floor JULIA ZARANKIN


	Afterword: Grandmothering MICHELE LANDSBERG


	Notes


	Acknowledgements


	Contributors








Foreword The Motherhood Conversation (or “Life With a Uterus”)

When I had my first baby a few years ago, I started talking about motherhood, joining a conversation that is buzzing and vital, notwithstanding clichéd headlines about mommy wars, helicopter moms, yummy mommies, even slummy ones. This was a conversation apart from the headlines, one that took place on thoughtful blogs and web-forums, in the margins of books like Rachel Cusk’s A Life’s Work and the anthology Double Lives: Writing and Motherhood, and with friends over cups of tea as we talked and talked, our babies playing on the floor beside us.

During those early, overwhelming days when I was struggling to find my footing with a screaming babe in tow, it was by talking about motherhood and reading about motherhood that I was able to make sense of my new life and of this whole other world into which the baby and I had landed. These were conversations that took for granted the nuances of love and ambivalence, the exhaustion of the sleepless nights, all the ways that motherhood had changed us, and (even more troublesome sometimes) the ways that it hadn’t.

For a while, motherhood was my main occupation, but it was also my preoccupation, one you might have supposed I shared with society in general. After all, motherhood memoirs abound, celebrity motherhood feeds the gossip mills, and there is now such a thing as “bump watch.” Motherhood is still widely considered to be a woman’s sole path to self-realization — even as mother blaming is a favourite pastime. Amplifying the noise, everybody and their auntie is asking when you’re having kids, or when you’re having another. This mama saturation all became officially too much for me around the time that the term “momtrepreneur” was coined.

Yet, there is a difference between this pop culture-fuelled din and the motherhood conversation that helped me find my feet after my baby’s birth. With the former, motherhood is simplified, commodified, packaged to make most of us feel inadequate. The essence of the motherhood conversation gets drowned out. And as much as these prevailing views of motherhood fail to reflect the reality of so many mothers, women without children must feel particularly alienated against such a cultural backdrop, the exclusivity of motherhood so underlined.

The exclusivity of motherhood is a paradox, however, given that mothers are everywhere. How is exclusivity even possible for an institution with non-existent standards for membership and such low barriers for entry? But all this does little to undermine mothers’ setapartness, the insularity of their order (even in spite of a conspicuous lack of a united front), and the knowing glances indicating that outsiders just don’t get it.

“Could it be true that one has to experience in order to understand?” asks Rachel Cusk in her seminal book on mothering. “I have always denied the idea, and yet of motherhood, for me at least, it seems to be the case.” And it’s true that there is something so transformative about the experience of bringing a child into the world. To become a mother by any means is to cross a threshold; it is to shatter one’s universe and then have it put back together as a wholly other place. It is difficult to put into words exactly what this transformation feels like, though this hasn’t stopped many of us from trying again and again, thereby ensuring the motherhood conversation is perpetuated.

As my baby grew and we settled into life together, my preoccupation with motherhood waned and I started having different conversations. Many of my friends were having babies, too, but others had had miscarriages, were dealing with infertility, were ambivalent about the prospect of motherhood, or had decided against having kids altogether. Other friends were talking about single-parenthood, adoption, step-parenting, and IVF costs, and it began to occur to me that in our most earnest and essential conversations about motherhood, many of us had been missing huge parts of the story.

We were missing it partly because these other experiences involved ideas that people still have a hard time discussing. But we were also missing it due to a presumed gulf between women with children and those without them, one that is usually presented as unbridgeable.

There is among mothers a reflexive tendency to close ranks, which goes a long way toward shutting up blowhards, idiots, baby whisperers seizing on our desperation, and any male doctor-turned-author with bad advice about how one should care for her child. Mothers also continue to be maligned (check out the comments on any online article about big strollers or public breast-feeding to see what I mean), even as they’re being sanctified in theory by our mother-obsessed society, and the contradiction is confusing, bolstering mothers’ defences. And this is where the exclusivity comes in, enhancing the motherhood conversation not a bit, creating a sense of apartness that leaves so many other women feeling their experiences are outside of the ordinary and, for some, that they are, perhaps impossibly, alone.

Though they aren’t. Not least of all because even women with more straightforward relationships to maternity can feel alienated by motherhood, particularly under the influence of those aforementioned clichéd headlines. There isn’t a mother alive who hasn’t thought of herself as stationed far outside maternity’s central zone, that place we all imagine, where all the babies are cooing, the bananas are never bruised, and every woman is comfortable enough in her own skin to disregard magazine covers’ blaring provocations: Are You Mom Enough?

In fact, it seems that outside the zone are most of us, those whose relationships to motherhood are complicated — we’ve lost children, we never had the ones we longed for, the children we have are not biologically ours. We are the women who’ve had too many children or not enough, or we didn’t have them properly. Women for whom motherhood is a fork in the road, encountered with decidedly mixed feelings. There are those of us who made the conscious choice not to have children and yet find ourselves defined by what we’re lacking instead of the richness of our lives.

Motherhood: the M Word. It means something different to all of us, and exactly what it means is rarely simple.



You might ask if the world needs another literary anthology about motherhood, and I would argue that it needs this one. Here is an anthology that presents women’s lives as they are really lived, probing the intractable connections between motherhood and womanhood with all the necessary complexity and contradiction laid out in a glorious tangle. It is a book whose contents themselves are in disagreement, essays rubbing up against one another in uncomfortable ways. There is no synthesis — is motherhood an expansive enterprise or is motherhood a trap? — except perhaps a general sense that being a mother and not being a mother are each as terrible and wonderful as being alive.

These essays show that in this age of supposed reproductive choice, so many women still don’t have the luxury of choosing their mothering story or how it will play out. And those who do exercise choice often still end up contending with judgment or backlash.

The essays also make clear that women are not as divided between the mothers and the childless (or between the breeders and the child-free, depending on your point of view) as we might be led to believe. Women’s lives are so much more complicated than that. There is mutual ground between the woman who decided to have no more children and the woman who decided to have none at all. A woman with no children also endures a similar kind of scrutiny as the woman who’s had many, both of them operating outside of societal norms. A woman who has miscarried longs to be acknowledged for her own invisible mothering experiences, for the baby she held inside her. And while infertility is its own kind of journey, that journey is also just one of so many whose origins lie with the desire for a child.

“So, life with a uterus, then?” is how it was put to me once when I was trying to sum up this anthology and its intentions. And in a way the suggestion is exactly right. Except for when it’s also about life without one.

— KERRY CLARE





Truth, Dare, Double Dare

HEATHER BIRRELL

for Charles


Truth

What I know about motherhood could fill a book — a book with pages that crumble on contact with the earth’s fierce and gentle atmosphere. Or a thimble — a thimble full of fairy tears, a swimming pool for pin-dancing angels. Everything I know about motherhood seems to contain its own bristling contradictions. I cannot think “knowing” without thinking “knowing better.” But I didn’t know better, and I probably never will.

I knew I wanted to have children from a young age. Or at least I thought I did. But then I decided I wanted to be a writer. It took me a long time to cultivate the selfishness and singularity of purpose required to write. I come from a family of socialists, coal miners, factory workers, hairdressers, and teachers. The women in my family were never shown how to take or make space for themselves. So when I finally had my first child, as a writer and teacher I thought I had managed something incredible — an integration of all best possible worlds.

But when the first person asked me, “Can you even imagine your life without her?” I chose to shake my head mutely rather than lie. Because I could. And I did. I pined for and mourned that pre-baby life. “I don’t think I thought this through,” I found myself blurting to my sister, a mother of one child, aged two at the time. “Oh,” she replied dryly, “I still feel that way.” I got the same response from a friend with three children, ten, thirteen, and sixteen. And when I voiced my dismay to my own mother, she laughed. “I know what you mean,” she said. Cold comfort. But I think I understand now what they were getting at. If Motherhood had a slogan, it might very well be the double-barrelled “You should have known better” and “You can’t think it through.”



Dare

I gave birth, at the age of thirty-seven, in a crowded, faded hospital room — husband, sister, three midwives, a fickle fetal heart monitor, two nurses, and an OB/GYN in attendance. They sucked her out of me with a Hoover-like apparatus, inserted like a plunger. Vacuum extraction is the doctor name for the procedure. They cut me. It was too late for painkillers. The pain was sudden and searing and strange. Unlike the contractions that rocked me from within, this pain was an attack. I felt besieged by baby. I thanked the OB/GYN, a latecomer, an interloper really, for her efficiency. I would feel the wrench of the baby being pulled, unwillingly, from my body for six months afterwards — when I walked, when I sat, when I reached or sneezed. But at the moment, there was only the stark, expansive relief of pain’s absence, and a cone-headed bundle nestled in my arms.

Back home, my husband and I did not sleep, too terrified for her. And perhaps she, in turn, took cues from us. She cried, as newborns do. She cried a lot. We were mildly crazed by trauma and intense fatigue. Something was spinning out in both of us. We gazed at each other as if at poorly drawn self-portraits, with a growing sense of both distance and dismay. Three days later, my milk had come in but I was engorged, exhausted — I couldn’t get enough of the stuff into the tyke’s little maw. Mid-morning, the midwife manhandled my breasts, kneading and pinching, and my husband, overzealous with concern, took cues. I finally began to understand the expression, “Get off my tits.” In the afternoon, we discovered the dehumidifier, a white noise maker that lulled the baby into slumber, however short-lived. That night, the baby would not stop wailing, mewing, and writhing in her bassinet. My husband lifted her in her bassinet. We were on the second floor of my mother’s house; the dehumidifier was in the basement. He carried her down the stairs. I was half-awake, advised not to walk much, never mind run, so sore and slow.

But I knew he would drop her before he did. I took that first flight of stairs like a champion — all long strides and unselfconscious leaps — and I watched as one of the bassinet’s handles slipped from his hand at the top of the basement flight, watched as it happened, the baby rolling, little well-swaddled sausage, bump, bump, down three stairs, coming to a soft thudding stop on the landing. Not crying now. And she was in my arms, on my breast, lips latched like a lock around a key. At the hospital, they pronounced her unscathed, but a bit yellow. Monitor the jaundice, they said. And, they said, wake her up every two hours. To be safe. They used the word concussion. And suddenly I was a mama bear gone mental, claws bared, where before I was merely a wrung-out, strung-out human. I was moody, possessive, unrepentant. I had trouble letting my husband touch our child.

For weeks afterward, I refused to let him carry her up or down stairs. We spun further out and away from each other. There was a terrible murk between us; it was a recipe for mistrust and misfired remarks. The unabated shock of the baby’s continued vulnerability and my pointed lack of confidence in my husband’s parenting abilities helped send him spiralling downward — plus his own father left when he was four and was generally crummy in the dad department, unreliable, absent. He was beset with doubts. Then there were the practicalities of tending to a baby: the hand offs and jigglings and bum changings and bathings. Oh, the feedings. The skewed biological reality of it all; I had the boobs. I wanted him to do more but I wouldn’t let him do anything. He became angry, withdrawn.

We forgot how to be kind to each other.

I couldn’t give him what he needed most: the trust that would allow him to grow into being a dad, the assurance and reassurance that he was a good father. He was too distraught to comfort me or encourage my nascent motherly efforts. But we didn’t tell each other any of this; we couldn’t see it, wouldn’t know what to do with it if we could. He fell into a postpartum depression that culminated in an early-morning confession of suicidal thoughts. The baby was crying and we were crying, too. The peak of the crisis was a relief in many ways; we began to discuss ways of moving forward. But the earth still turned, the baby still cried, the nights still rose up, sleepless shifts of darkness in every sense.

I was so tired I could not put coherent sentences together. Sometimes I unwittingly swapped words like “recreation” for “consternation”: a strange, perhaps Freudian, conversational dyslexia at play. The baby — so uncooperative! — didn’t understand the concept of napping. You must sleep when the baby sleeps, went the chorus of the well-meaning. Except the baby would only sleep when I was holding or pushing her in her stroller, like a royal, along stretches of Bloor Street. It is possible I did not trust myself to venture off this main artery — how would I find my way back again? It is also possible my brain was having difficulty giving orders that extended beyond the impulse toward a certain staggering forward locomotion. The truth is that even when I had a moment or three to myself, the prospect of sleep was so foreign, my bond with my baby so solipsistic and all-consuming, I could only lie awake creating disaster narratives, pining for her as if she had been kidnapped by hostiles, when in reality she was being lovingly lullabied by responsible blood relations in the room down the hall. I hesitate still to use the term post-traumatic stress disorder; it seems a designation best reserved for those who have endured awful losses, witnessed horrible atrocities. I gave birth to a healthy baby in a well-equipped hospital in a developed country, loved ones by my side. What was the matter with me?

I went twice to the emergency room with unbearable stomach cramps. There are gallstones in my family; I yearned for a corresponding diagnosis. Imagine: a few days alone in hospital, cooing nurses on call to tend to my various hurts. Out with the gallbladder! But it was only my heart and head in disarray, my gut a sympathetic cousin; there was nothing “wrong.”



Double Dare

When, a little over two years later, I got pregnant again, it was a mistake, an accident, a surprise. A whoops! baby is the cutesy name for it. But there is nothing cute about an unwanted pregnancy. We had talked about another child in an abstract, tentative-yet-positive way, but there was never any orchestrated intent; instead a slip-up, a just-this-once, a gamble.

I was frightened by the baby growing inside of me, the prospect of the birth, the loss of control, but mostly I was frightened by what another baby — days and nights of frazzled repetition, the journey from bed to rocker to couch to stroller — would do to my relationship with my husband, how we would, if we could, weather this particular unpredictable storm.

I considered having an abortion. How selfish and irresponsible — adding an erasure to a fuck-up! — especially considering that, at the time, I had two friends trying desperately to conceive. And in the last few months miscarriages had been blooming secretly around me, the fact of them muffled by the hush of convention — such cloistered, terrible losses. I had no right to end this pregnancy.

But, in the end, the decision did not come down to the baby itself. (And semantics and diction are important here; at this point it was most definitely still an “it,” a problem to be solved — as was my first child when she was wedged in the birth canal. “Get it out,” I screamed. Except I didn’t, I’m told. But the phrase scrolled like an electronic news banner across my mind’s eye, somehow louder and more urgent than any voiced imperative.)

You see, it was not a good time. The resentment that had fomented between my husband and me after No. 1 had receded. I had returned to work; my husband was a full-time stay-at-home dad, which tipped and then evened the domestic chore balance. We were filling out our mother and father shapes in the world. I finally had time to rock back on my heels and take a good hard look at my life; I had dreaming and writing space. Oh, we should have known better. We were on the brink of forty — certainly old enough to know better. So why didn’t we? Any therapist, indeed, any friend worth her salt, will tell you that a baby is never a solution — not to marital strife, to feeling lovelorn, lost, or lonely. A baby, once born, is purely and stubbornly — actively, even — herself.

And yet.

We found ourselves grappling with this perhaps most fundamental and mysterious intersection of biology, emotion, instinct, and great, complicated need. I know it is easy to find pattern and purpose retrospectively, from the distance a measured articulation of experience and emotion affords. Still, I hope you will not think me old fashioned or twee if I say it’s possible there was something beyond our ken at work in this conception.

But, at the time, what it came down to was choosing the lesser of the evils. Evils? Did I just call my baby-to-be evil? This deserves censure or at least bears discussion. And how sacrilegious it seems, now, to record these thoughts. The baby is ten months old. She is the most remarkable of children. I say this, safely ensconced in my mother pod, shooting out indiscriminate lasers of love. Her birth was intervention-free and quick, as these things go. The baby is good-natured, calm, and serene. An observer, but also a joker. Sometimes she “laughs,” heh, heh, heh, not because she finds anything funny but because she anticipates the effect — she can read an audience. The girl elicits joy, deliberately. Showbiz (yet somehow achingly sincere) smile, sumo thighs. An Olympic-calibre cuddler, she naps as though it is a task she has been paid handsomely to perform. When she’s sick (rare), her attitude is wry and apologetic: Oh God, what a drag sometimes, this being mortal. But let’s endure, shall we? Wise, wise eyes, people (strangers!) remark. But all this we were not to know.

Instead: how would we manage post-abortion at this juncture in our lives, in our relationship? What if we couldn’t have another child? What kind of hauntings and recriminations would the decision entail? Easier, no, to give birth, to create, than to destroy? Maybe. How were we to know? Becoming a parent means striking a wager with the gods and goddesses; it is truth, dare, double dare. We decided to have the baby. It was not an easy decision, but it was a decision. As I am writing this, Canada has a prime minister who would prefer this decision were not mine to make. South of us, in the US, women are facing draconian limitations on their access to safe and hassle-free abortions. In other parts of our small, small world, women give birth, against their will, to children they cannot care for, at the expense of their own health (physical and mental), their own families.

A couple of weeks ago, I was walking down the main drag in my comfortably middle-class neighbourhood with my youngest strapped to me in her ergo dynamic carrier, my husband by my side pushing our oldest in the stroller. We were eating ice cream. I was trying to maneuver some of my Very Berry into the baby’s mouth without slowing or slipping when we noticed a ruckus up ahead. It was a small but vocal pro-choice demo in front of the local Roman Catholic church on the opposite side of the road. We stopped for a few minutes to observe. We wondered aloud at the impetus for the protestors, but we made no move, tethered as we were to our offspring, to our trajectory, to approach them. Still, I’d like to think we conveyed something more respectful than gawking. When we started up again, we passed an old woman who gazed at the cherub on my person, the ice-cream-covered urchin in the stroller, then toward the slogan-chanters and placard-wielders on the other side of what she imagined was an unbroken divide. She gestured toward the demonstrators then, smiled at me inclusively, making us a team. “You don’t need them, dear, do you?” she queried, although it was not a question, not really.

It took me too long to grasp her intent, plus I am often slow to speak at pivotal junctures. “Oh yes, she does,” said my husband. And we walked on.



(Promise to Repeat)

The mothers I know often play up their small ineptitudes, the extent of their not-knowing. It is easier than acknowledging — out loud — the terrifying depths of our ignorance, the multitude of mistakes we have made or nearly made, and the transcendent satisfaction and pleasure (yep, I said it) of caring for a child. The trend instead is toward a certain gross-out honesty — a “come join me here in the trenches” mordancy (“I just let her chew on the stroller tire!”), which, although funny and often a welcome release, leaves out the deeper resonances and rewards of being a mother and co-parent. Why is this? Because it’s hard to put your finger on the glint of joy in the dirty dishwater of drudgery. It slips away, seems a trick of light, impossible to photograph, let alone articulate. It demands a polite repression or a full-on saccharine aww-fest.

At about the four-month mark, my model second child went through a rocky period, difficult to settle. I had been spoiled; I had forgotten what to do with a baby resistant to routine, to textbook soothing strategies. And then one day, it came to me in a moment of well, duh enlightenment. I just had to be there with her — count to six or seven thousand in my head while I rocked, gazing into her deep, darkling eyes. I was speaking about this to my sister one afternoon, walking through a park in midtown Toronto. I explained that once I let go of my expectations, something strange happened. I was singing to the baby — a song our father, dead now for fifteen years, had sung to us — when I felt him streaming through her. She looks like him, it’s true — same rascally squint to the eyes, pointy chin that offsets the chub of the cheeks — but this was different; his presence was so powerfully large in the room. I told her the story, haltingly, averting my eyes. Then I said the only thing I could come up with as closing gambit, snorting a little in apologetic prelude: “Kinda weird to be breast-feeding your dad.”

Sometimes I think we talk this way — in hey, what can you do? shrugs or sarcastic aphorisms — to keep ourselves from proselytizing. Motherhood must seem the most irritating of cults when viewed from certain outside angles. I mean, really, who can abide a convert?

And sometimes I think it is easier than trying to explain — or perhaps exclaim — how much we actually, miraculously, have learned. We should have known better but we didn’t. Except that, maybe now, for an instant, or a lifetime, we do. Or perhaps we know deeper — our children, our partners, the world, our very selves.

People warned me; they said two is more than double the work. Things are not always rosy at our house, but for us, two has been much more than double the recompense. It would not be inaccurate to say our second child cured us in important ways, made us a different kind of family, stronger, more flexible and resilient.

Am I a more relaxed mother the second time around? Is my husband a less freaked-out father? Are we better parents? Yes and no. True, we have experience on our side, but, on the other hand, we have experience on our side. My oldest, almost four now, is, in general, quiet, sweet, and open. She mostly sleeps through the night. She’s crazy about gardening and literally stops to smell the roses whenever the opportunity presents. She adores her little sister and very rarely sits on her “accidentally.” Those first few months we spent together as a family feel so far away: a desert island populated by three castaways, veins coursing with hormones and history, a treasure map we’d go cross-eyed trying to decipher.

It has become cliché, and is perhaps gratuitous, to say our children teach us because, of course, their teaching is innocent, unwitting, and random, in no way purposeful. They undo and remake us in fundamental, accidental ways. But becoming parents for the second time — despite (or in deference to?) ourselves — allowed us a path to wholeness that had not existed before. And what is family — at its best — but an assemblage of people with wounds they help each other to heal?






Twin Selves

JULIE BOOKER

There’s me under a crisp blue Tibetan sky, walking ahead of the jeep convoy on the plateau, getting some exercise before a long day of travel, before my hair, clothes, and fingernails gather the dusty road. I pass staring yaks, then a wandering nomad, a devout man with pads on his hands, in the middle of nowhere, prostrating with each step. There is a complete absence of sound. The snowy tips of distant mountains lift like surrender flags. Later, our jeeps drive through a Wild West town. Four headless, skinless sheep sit on their haunches as if in conversation with the butcher. Two men are asleep on open-air billiard tables along the main road. We head out to the plateau. The children come, stare as we struggle to light our fire and pitch our flimsy tents. They are a tableau of miniature outlaws: filthy, rosy-cheeked faces; colourful sweatpants, plaid shirts, fedoras; snot caked beneath their noses. They work up the courage to speak: “Dalai Lama Dalai Lama,” wanting a banned photo of their exiled leader. Then: “Hello pen, Hello pen,” until I give in and produce a ballpoint.



Years later, there’s me rolling out flax-filled cookie dough in the kitchen in an apron, and the sun is shining down on the open recipe book, which I read in my leisure time for fun. I can hear the dryer tumbling downstairs, the boys’ nonsensical gibberish in the living room, the plonk-plonk, battery-operated version of “Baa Baa Black Sheep.” I contemplate mopping the floor before loading up the Tupperware with peeled and diced snacks for the double stroller ride, where they won’t be able to see whether I’m angry or crying or blissfully happy. Or swearing as I kick recycling bins mid-sidewalk, muttering about wheelchair rights. Then I look up and it’s that blue sky of Tibet. The same crisp cold suddenly settles upon me, like a page turning from across the world, reminding me to step with gratitude, grace.

I still can’t believe I’m here. A mother of twins in my forties. Continually tripping over the foreign phrase “my kids.” While the other me is still out there, hiking in some equally awe-inspiring, strange place.



Right out of university, I worked with children. Each day, exhausted, I said goodbye to my class of six-year-olds, goodbye to the place where family is everything, and went home to my tiny condo, fridge full of Diet Coke, a few condiments, two rolls of expired Kodak film. A fine layer of dust on the furniture. There were many good reasons not to have children. My lack of interest in anything domestic being one. Also: a lack of partner.

“Why haven’t you met Mr. Right?” everyone asked. I realized my pulsing uterus was broadcasting a kind of neediness, attractive only to Mr. Wrong. I went underground and gave birth to Super Independent World Traveller Girl instead. What guy doesn’t want to capture the free bird? After a few summer adventures in Australia, I found the courage to backpack alone for a year through Asia and Africa, always keeping an eye out for The One. Came home full of wanderlust pheromones, presenting firmly in the No-Kids camp. The inveterate single gal, collecting stories from around the world, dreaming only of getting published. A visit to a psychic revealed the seesaw star cluster on my birth chart was open to interpretation: a baby or a book, my life would be complete with either act of creation. Not exactly what I wanted to hear.

As my friends dropped into marriage, then kids, I tried not to resent how many showers I’d been to with no return on my investment. I took a few years off to make films at art college with twenty-three-year-old green-haired techno-whizzes whose films were devoid of content. To them, I was the middle-aged lady who wept in the editing room each time the computer “lost” her footage. I realized using a pen and paper was far easier. If I wasn’t going to have kids, I’d damn well better write that book. I took another year off and wrote stories about women who don’t get what they want.



Time ticked on. I’ll buy me some sperm. But I imagined being alone and pregnant, and crying all the time. I pictured the absurdity of something expanding to the point of outgrowing its exit hole. How could I enjoy nine months knowing the inevitable painful finale?

So, in my late thirties, I had a brainwave: adoption. Each week, for three months, I took a bus, then a subway, then a long walk up a hill to the Children’s Aid Society. Two-hour classes addressed every worst-case scenario, including drug-addicted birth mothers, fetal alcohol syndrome, attachment disorder. The class was full of what appeared to be supernaturally compassionate couples, many of whom were on their second adoption of a special-needs child. There was one other single woman; I was there to balance out the numbers. She was a lesbian with a wallet full of photos of her niece. She’d call the six-year-old on break and have high-pitched conversations that left me bored and feeling like a complete narcissist. We graduated with a binder heavier than the DSM-IV and an appointment for a home visit from a CAS worker. With my completed thirty-page medical/psychological/ social/physical questionnaire on her lap, the lady looked around my condo and gestured toward the sunroom, swooping her hand to show where a curtain would need to be hung for the child’s room. She said I was weeks away from being “presented,” weeks away from being a mom. “But I have to be honest,” she said. “I’ve written one word in my file: ambivalence.” I breathed a sigh of relief.

I never told anyone I did this.



When I turned forty, my mother hooked me up with a Last Chance Man. He was perfect in every way: wealthy, nice car, good job, a pension. Except he was in his late fifties.

“I might still want kids,” I whispered.

“What?” she said. “You don’t want children.”

That shocked me. As an eight-year-old, I compulsively carried around the smallest of the neighbourhood kids, forcing them into my doll carriage, barking orders at the boy-husbands. But I’d successfully fooled the world, including my mother, into thinking I chose childlessness. Finding the man was work enough.



Then, after years spent at singles club events, speed-dating-rock-climbing-line-dancing my way into some very painful blind dates, Boom.

He was forty-five. I was forty-two. We’d known each other from the neighbourhood for years, had often said hello in passing. Fate had finally put us in the same room. Him, a publisher, and me, in need of an opinion on a manuscript.

“Would you look at it for me?” I asked innocently.

He said: “Bring it by the house.”

I heard: “If I wasn’t interested in you. I would have said mail it.”

I stepped on the elevator, already planning what I would wear for our “date.” As the doors closed, he stood with his back to me, staring at an Alex Colville painting, the one with the horse running head-on into an approaching train.

He had no idea what was about to hit him.



We were both so astounded at getting together that we didn’t dare wish for kids. We gave up birth control as a quiet gesture to the gods. Nothing. It seemed proof we’d waited too long.

Then my father had a party for his eightieth birthday. I made him a video. The theme: how my sister and I were witnesses to his life. There wasn’t a dry eye in the room. My partner has very little family left, and on the drive home, our mortality hung heavy in the car. He asked the question we’d casually asked on and off for a year.

“Do you want to have kids?”

This time I said definitely, “Yes.”

“Yes???” he said.

“Let’s just get some help, go as far as we can, so we have no regrets.”

At age forty-four, I gave birth to twin boys.

Seven months later, my first book came out.

Careful what you wish for.




I preface this with: I am truly, truly grateful. But I go in and out of full-blown grief.

I grieve the loss of that completely self-actualized woman climbing the Himalayas solo for a week with a backpack and a Sherpa who disappeared frequently to smoke pot. Who paddled the Zambezi River, a mere mile from Victoria Falls, continuously banging the kayak’s hull to ward off hippos and crocs. Who walked across a landslide in China, her left foot shifting gravel into the roaring Yangtze thousands of metres below. This was Life Without Kids. I’d braced myself for the cold, hard upward climb and faced fear squarely. Come to trust myself and my instincts in the Big Bad World. Learned it’s a Big Good World that takes care of you if you’re paying attention.

All I’m paying attention to now is whether my shit-smearing son has his hand in his diaper again. Which means I’ll have to return home weeping from my usually proud walk down the main drag (“oh aren’t they cute”) because he’s painted the inside of his half of the stroller with excrement. Even overalls do not deter. A full-time neck-to-toe onesie, then. If he figures out the zipper, I’m sewing him into it. This is what I spend my time thinking about now.

I won’t go into how hard it is. How it’s as if I’m waterskiing at top speed, my skis have fallen off ages ago, and the driver hasn’t looked back to notice. I won’t say how many times a day I go through rage — internal tantrums — only to be tortured nightly by the sleepless tag-team of Thing One and Thing Two. How anciently tired my face feels. How I’ve almost put our house on the market twice, longing for A Simple Small Town Life. As if a big backyard with a fence could contain the chaos. How my capacity for discord, noise, mess, has grown beyond what I thought possible. How, after a lifetime of learning to take care of myself, I can’t. How my partner has started wearing only white shirts, a new style decision that coincided with toddlerhood. He looks smart, you’d think, if you saw him before 9:00 a.m. Before a pasta-sauce handprint, a swiped-at glass of red wine, or a strawberry mouthprint on the left shoulder. An obvious act of denial. I can’t blame him. I dream of checking into a hotel and lying starfish on a king-size bed, waiting for this tidal wave to end.

It’s really fucking hard. The only people I can say this to are other parents. Twins means double the reason to complain. Double the reason not to complain if I’m talking to people without kids. They hear whining, regret, lack of gratitude. It’s the Great Divide. I abandoned my comrades in the No-Kids Camp, shed my Hippie Independent Persona and leaped to The Other Side. And now I have to shut up about it. When I was single, I disliked mothers who disappeared inside their kids, unable to talk about anything else. I find myself downplaying how overwhelming and life-changing this is to women who seem bothered by my new role. I’ve had whole conversations with friends who never acknowledge the Tasmanian Devils round my feet, who only stop talking to let my kids’ screams subside. I understand the need to ignore my passing to The Other Side. Sometimes I wish I could ignore it.

“Just get through the first three months,” parents of multiples said.

Then: “We lied. It’s the first year that’s hardest.”

But we’re on year two, and most days, I still feel I’m just getting through it.

Women with singletons look at me and say, “I can’t imagine.”

Neither can I.

I can’t imagine what it is to take the time to tickle, coo, massage one baby until he signals play is over. I am in constant fight or flight mode; the minute one is content, the other starts. When I approach their cribs in the morning, they both scream, “Poo!” because they’ve decided that is the key word for being picked up first. The other one grabs at my shirt and holds on for dear life. When I pick him up, the other one hits, scratches, pushes him because he got chosen first. I look at women with singletons, imagine how they raise their child in a lovely bubble, imparting all their values before taking it for a test drive at the first play date. With twins, there is no preciousness.

I have learned to sip my coffee, while one boy pulls a bowl of fruit closer to himself and waits until his brother is reduced to tears. Then with an unmistakable poker face says, “Share.” This is the boy who let his brother take every toy from him; right from the beginning, he showed no sense of possession. His gentle nature is now turning to techniques of psychological warfare. “The shy one.” “The difficult one.” Twins are known for seesawing roles throughout childhood.

I’m on my own seesaw. I find myself feeling a childless woman’s shame in a room of moms. Or tearing up when a woman talks about needing a soulmate’s hug at the end of the day. Or delighting at a want ad for the perfect bachelor apartment.

Because I am still that woman.

It could have gone either way.

But here I am, fighting green bins on the rainy sidewalk, screaming, “What the fuck?” at a car going too fast, too close to the wide stroller, a heavy guitar balanced on its canopy, late for the Mommy’s Group Nursery Rhyme Jam Session. Calling forth bravery daily, in so not exotic locations.

My brain is now biologically hardwired to be afraid. It sees flashes: falls from playground climbers, heads pierced on coffee table edges. Breathing stops when I lose sight of one of the boys in the park. Even watching a stranger take off his glasses, his slightly myopic gaze in the private moment taken to wipe his lenses clear. The few seconds of vulnerability physically hurt. That man is someone’s son. When one twin is diagnosed with a benign tumour on his eyelid that pushes his eyes in different directions, I see his whole difficult life ahead and can’t stop crying.

This is the absolute worst thing about becoming a parent. The universe has revealed its sad, tragic, scary core. I always suspected I wasn’t up for the job, the constant toughening required. I understand why people don’t want kids.

The stress of trying to make this all work: the money, the patience, the sleep deprivation, the grandparents too old to babysit, the endless scrubbing down of poo-stained cribs, the eternal Cheerio trail behind bookcase and sofa, the ants and mice that have moved in because of it, the dual tantrums, the days I can’t even get out the door.



Then I’m sitting on the floor of the playroom trying to referee a tug of war that includes advanced WWE holds, and suddenly, both boys crawl into my lap. My arms hold them, each teetering on a thigh, as I open their favourite book. A visual dictionary of all the things known. Ball, train, bath, red wagon. They take turns tapping on pictures so that I will say the word and sing a song associated with it. One leans over to kiss the other on the mouth. He giggles and pulls away. Then turns his lips up to mine. We pass the kiss around. I think, there’s this. Everything else is to be gotten through. For now. There’s this.





Dog Days

DIANA FITZGERALD BRYDEN

Early August. Liam and I are driving Virginia, our old dog, to the farm where she’ll board for the rest of the summer. Liam, eleven, has known Virginia all his life. At fourteen, she’s getting very near the end of hers; frail, she has a chronic limp and her muzzle and paws have turned white. I know from a close friend that she’ll be well cared for here, but I worry she’ll think we’ve abandoned her. I’ve never been a dog person, but I am now. Nor had I planned to have children, and here’s where it gets complicated: this is not actually my dog, and Liam is not my child. And yet they’re both mine, too, though it’s more accurate to say that I am theirs.

This paradox reminds me of a long-ago encounter outside the Jewish cemetery in Prague. A young man approached me, pamphlets in hand: Miss, are you a Jew? Um . . . I hesitated, unsure how to explain, and he waved me off dismissively. A Jew always knows, he said, turning away. I found myself bridling defensively at his categorical certainty, as I have since at understandable assumptions about my identity as a childless woman in a common-law marriage. Jewishness; parenthood; wifedom: all of these, in my case — and I can’t be the only one — are hard to define with a simple yes or no. It depends who’s doing the defining, and how
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