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INTRODUCTION


Katherine May


I used to think I had some kind of problem with the word ‘mum’.


It started in pregnancy with the phrase ‘mum-tobe’: the sense of dislocation whenever I heard it. It was so righteous, so compact and smug, so certain. Mum: a fragment of baby talk pasted onto an adult woman, a self-contained palindrome. The brooding hen tapping her bump, a mug of tea (decaf) in hand. I was already sick of her, looming on the cover of every book and pamphlet, the clean, smiling woman, self-satisfied. Her belly was like a balloon. It had always looked so light before I had one of my own, but now I knew how heavy it was, how laden.


That was before people started calling me mum. Years before my son could even approach the word, other adults borrowed it as if it were their own: Pop onto the couch, Mum, they would say. And how’s Mum today? There were a million facetious answers to a question like that, though I knew better than to give them. I broke, finally, during an appointment for his first vaccinations, when I was too nervous to contain myself. ‘I’m not your mother,’ I snapped, and instantly felt guilty. But it was painful, this loss of my name at the exact moment that I felt I’d lost everything else.


I knew that I should be vigilant about postnatal depression, but I wasn’t expecting it to arrive in the first trimester. It was the otherworldly shock of it, I think: I had been assured that I couldn’t conceive. I turned up pregnant at my first IVF appointment, which the nurse told me was not uncommon. This was certainly a wanted baby, but I just didn’t expect him to come so soon. I was bleeding, too, for the first eight weeks, and so I was going in for weekly scans: just a pulsing blob at first, which in time morphed into a gummy bear, and then, gradually, into the cartoon-headed baby that I recognised from other people’s scans. I had miscarried two embryos bigger than this, and I was grateful that had happened before I’d seen what I now saw on the grainy screen. It was nothing, nothing at all, but also everything. And I knew that I was supposed to carry on and be brave and capable, but I was not brave and capable. I could eat only white foods (my husband once handed me a bowl of cornflakes and I wailed, ‘Too floaty! Too yellow!’), and every time I sat down, I woke up an hour later, still upright.


Trying to be brave and capable one day, I travelled into London on the train and ended up locked in the toilets of Tate Britain, sobbing, and being urged to come out by the cleaner. She took me to the cafe and gave me a glass of water. I felt as if I’d been hit by a brick: everything was black and terrifying. It was all I could do to catch the train home again and get into bed, cursing my own weakness, my ingratitude.


This set the tone for my pregnancy, and my first years of motherhood: I was desolate without understanding why. One night, when my son was three months old, I confessed on Twitter that I was depressed, and was struck by the uncanny silence. What I was feeling was unspeakable. Nobody wanted to hear it. One woman direct-messaged me to say that I should get help immediately, because I would no doubt be affecting my child’s emotional development. It was coruscating: the immediate assumption was that my love was lacking, not my happiness. Not for the first time in my life, I felt like a different species entirely.


It was another four years before I got an autism diagnosis, but that is a story I’ve told elsewhere. What I want to say now is that I became a tiny bit more comfortable with that word, ‘mum’, when I could understand why I was struggling. And I grew to like it a little more when I was editing the essays in this collection. Because in reality, ‘mum’ has only rarely been the bland, smiling white woman with the helium bump. The true, dirty business of motherhood is a constellation of experiences. That is the only universal: everybody finds their own way through.


When we were commissioning the essays in this collection, we asked contributors to write as though it was a given that their mothering was good enough. Write about the things you’d tell your friends, we said. You don’t need to qualify what you say. You don’t need to apologise.


That doesn’t sound particularly radical until you remember how much of our parenting is hidden behind the front door. We put the certificates and the rapturous holiday photos on Facebook, and keep the dark moments of doubt to ourselves. We hide the conflicts with our partners that Sharmila Chauhan reveals so recognisably, and we tamp down the simmering ‘maternal rage’ that Saima Mir identifies (a phrase I will now use forever). And it’s no wonder we do: after all we live in a culture that actively judges our parenting, from acid comments about the children of celebrities to the tuts and glares that come when a child is too exuberant in a public space. Hollie McNish captures this with great fire in her essay, pointing to the many shocking ways in which life isn’t designed with mothers in mind.


Many of our authors find themselves on the edges of that identity, anyway. As an adoptive mother, Michelle Adams shares her fear that she might not be the parent her daughter wants, while Jenny Parrott recounts her life as that most maligned beast, the stepmother. Susana Moreira Marques muses on her reconstituted family, and Emily Morris explores the feeling that, as a single mother, she is not quite enough of a family for her son. Peggy Riley pulls back the hospital sheets to show us the life of a mother who never carried a baby to term, Javaria Akbar grapples with an unplanned pregnancy, and Jodi Bartle explains why she can’t stop having babies. The closer you look at motherhood, the more unstable it appears as a category.


These multiple versions of motherhood have always been there, if a little hidden beneath the persistent image of that jolly, inflatable woman. But perhaps contemporary motherhood comes with an extra set of dilemmas and anxieties, conjured into being by our fear of doing it all wrong, and the judgement that may follow. Charlene Allcott considers how to fall in love again when your first love will always be your children, and Dani McClain makes a passionate case for seeing the bigger picture when writing for and about black women who parent alone. MiMi Aye ruminates on the heartbreak of raising children in an age of rising racial tension, and Huma Qureshi wonders whether she should do more to help her sons feel connected to her Pakistani heritage. Meanwhile, Josie George meditates on life as a disabled mother whose own physical constraints can’t help but affect her son’s freedoms, and Joanne Limburg tells us what she’s learned as the autistic mother of a neurotypical teenager. Michelle Tea delves into her internal debates as the queer mother of a son who seems determinedly cis-gendered, and we walk alongside Tiphanie Yanique as she reflects on the meanings of marriage and mortality when children are dependent on you.


If this book is full of questions, then there are also some hints at answers. Carolina Alvarado Molk found her way back to herself through reading about other women’s experiences of motherhood, while Leah Hazard makes an impassioned case for knowing our bodies as well as midwives do. But another answer also emerges, loud and clear, from between the lines: we need to talk about all the different ways of being a mother. Even when we don’t relate, we can listen. Sometimes there’s strength in knowing that there’s more than one way to get by. Sometimes we see a version of ourselves in lives that might otherwise feel alien to us. Either way, we learn that complexity is something to be celebrated.


Does this anthology represent the sheer diversity of motherhood? Not even close. That’s partly because a fully representative collection of essays would sprawl across your bookshelf like the Encyclopedia Britannica; maybe it would never end. There are still many voices we’re not hearing – mothers who already find themselves under an uncomfortable level of scrutiny, who don’t feel entitled to express dissent, or who haven’t yet found their way into the world of the professional writer, with all the amplification that brings. In my own working-class background, women would have found it absurd to theorise the brutal fact of life that was mothering, despite making jokes about its hardships. There was a real terror of exposing the flaws in your parenting – the kids home alone after school because everyone was working; the inevitable dips in mental health – for fear of attracting the attention of social services, or ‘bringing the police to our door’. The mothers who write here have a means of expression, and the social permission to express anger, doubt and ambivalence. Not every woman feels quite so safe.


That’s not to underestimate the courage of many of the essays in this collection. We invited our writers to choose a part of their personal experience that they felt was rarely seen, freed from any obligation to pretend that everything’s perfect. Women know from experience that this invites sneering: these ungrateful, ineffectual, selfish mothers, airing their dirty laundry in public. I think many of us are ready to weather that storm in order to tell some necessary truths. This is a book of brilliant writing, full of images that will stay with you, phrases to be reused, stories that break your heart or make you laugh. Arguments that cut to the quick. Perspectives that you might feel relieved finally to hear out loud. Given that none of it’s my own work, I’m unreasonably proud of this anthology. Had I not already had the pleasure of editing it, I would have guzzled it as a reader.


At its core, this is a book about love. Love, in its truest form: complex, frustrated, compromised, argumentative. White-hot one moment; cold as metal the next. I always think this is the most authentic love, and it’s what I feel for my own child: fury, rage, adoration. All at once. It’s nothing to be proud of. It just is.


Whenever I hear women reaching for the moral high ground ‘as a mother’, I think of all the appalling thoughts I’ve fostered since I gave birth; of the small children I’ve secretly damned to hell for hurting my son’s feelings; of the acres of landfill I’ve filled with disposable nappies (and I was in no hurry to potty train); of the distinct urge I feel to protect him above all others. When he was two months old, I was driving home one afternoon and another driver cut across me suddenly at a junction, forcing me into an emergency stop that left the baby seat juddering behind me. In that moment, if I could have caught them, I knew I’d have killed the driver with my bare hands. Something about that experience sums up motherhood for me: it’s savage and raw, and not entirely in my control. Good doesn’t really come into it.


This is not a book about self-sacrificing, pure-ofheart, bleeding-breast saints, but neither is it a book about how terrible we all are, how degraded, how seethingly desperate for gin. It’s about the strange places that love takes us, the peculiar feelings it evokes, and the winding paths we tread. It’s a snapshot of reality, told in twenty dazzling voices; the best job in the world, and simultaneously the most awful. Because motherhood is everything at once: pleasure and pain, anger and tenderness, light and shade. In short, true love.









WHAT YOUR MOTHER
DIDN’T TELL YOU


Leah Hazard


‘Bilateral paraurethral grazes’: three words that make every midwife wince, cross her legs and tut in sympathy. We know exactly what this means; we know the very specific, broken-glass pain it causes; and we know the ways to soothe that pain. ‘Pour a jug of warm water over yourself when you pee,’ we advise. ‘Keep your sanitary pads in the freezer.’ We are able to probe gently – so, so gently – with gloved, searching fingers, pushing back petals of flesh to find the damage done – damage your mother never told you about or, at least, not in these terms. She might have said, ‘I tore’, or ‘I was cut’; she might have told you it was ‘never the same down there’. She might, in all likelihood, have said nothing.


But we midwives know the parts, and we know the pain, and we name it all. ‘Down there’ is not just vulva and vagina; it is rugae, it is introitus, it is posterior fornix, it is fourchette. We know the myriad ways in which mothers’ bodies stretch and gape to accommodate birth; we know the bits that nip and pop; we have seen the ways they burst, snag, sag and distend. We name the part and how it breaks and, in doing so, we give women power. To name is to identify and to acknowledge. And in acknowledging these womanly wounds, we open the door to healing.


Although I’ve now seen the female body break and heal in ways I never knew were possible before I became a midwife, my younger self knew of only one route for babies to enter the world: surgery. Both my brother and I were born, for our own particular medical reasons, by elective caesarean section. Growing up, it seemed normal to me that a mother’s belly could be opened to reveal the baby curled inside, like the innermost layer of a Russian doll, and then resealed with a long, thin line of spooling suture – the vertical, ‘classical’ incision popular in the 1970s – ready to be unpicked for any future births. Our family folklore held no tales of hectic hospital dashes or waters breaking onto bathroom floors; I knew only this open-and-shut version of human reproduction which was, to my young mind, neat, clean and normal.


Twenty-five years after my birth, I, too, found out what it felt like to be split open and a child lifted out; my first daughter was born by emergency caesarean section after a long, futile labour. My own wound was a more modern ‘Pfannenstiel’ incision – a horizontal slice across the lower abdomen, a gruesome smile that has faded over time to a thin, silver seam. The pain was searing and new, a burning throb in the deepest parts of me. The postnatal ward should have been a haven of comfort and love; for me, it was the whirling epicentre of a junkie’s fever dream. I wore a morphine pump around my neck and clasped its button in my clammy palm, pressing furiously in the night to release opiate pulses into my bloodstream at regular but still inadequate intervals. Eventually, time played its famous part as the great healer; only now, after years of midwifery, do I realise how lucky I was to have had such a straightforward recovery. I have seen caesarean wounds spraying fountains of serous fluid; I have met women whose wounds can be smelled long before they are seen; and I have seen abdomens puckered with rubbery adhesions years after the original scar has healed. I was sliced and sutured but I was one of the fortunate ones. My child and I had emerged relatively unscathed from our ordeal; we lived and – even more miraculously – we loved each other.


The arrival of my second daughter was, by comparison, faster and virtually harmless. Here, with a vaginal birth at home, I ventured into territory that had remained unknown to my own mother. There was no way she could have told me what that would be like, how it would feel, or how it would change my body or my soul and – not yet being a midwife at the time – I could only guess at the ways my anatomy would rise to this new challenge. As it happened, I laboured for a scant two hours after my waters broke, and my girl shot out with relative (and here I must emphasise relative) ease. Seconds later, I lay back against the pillows of my own bed in a haze of relief, my legs splayed loose and wide while the midwife examined me, her brow knitted with the kind of concentrated scrutiny I now know well; I closed my own eyes and sighed. For all I cared in that moment, she could have driven a freight train through my vagina and I wouldn’t have flinched; I was lost in exhausted euphoria.


‘There’s just a small, first-degree tear on one of your labia,’ she said, sitting back. ‘It doesn’t really need to be sutured, but I can certainly stitch it for cosmetic reasons, if you like,’ she added, looking first at my husband, who kneeled by the bedside, and then at me. My husband looked as shocked as I was by the midwife’s request for his approval, and he gave what can only be described as the correct answer, which was ‘Whatever Leah wants. It has nothing to do with me.’


And indeed, it has nothing to do with him. The tear, as you can imagine, went unstitched. It healed into a small, smooth notch; easily lost among the folds of my anatomy unless you know, as I do, where to look. I carry it with pride; it is both a war wound and a medal of valour, my lasting prize for a moment of glory. This notch – this ‘cosmetic’ flaw – is not something about which my mother could possibly have told me; nor do most women speak of their own such notches and nicks. I know now, as a midwife, that almost every woman who has had a vaginal birth will bear its marks for a lifetime; millions of us walk this earth with intimate scars and seams, from the tough tissues of poorly healed episiotomies to the almost imperceptible grazes where a baby’s hand or shoulder slid by.


Your own mother might not tell you about such things; she might not have the knowledge or the experience to do so; the candour or the desire to share. But the midwives can. We can name the many layers of the perineal body; the labial tears; the deep apexes and the shallow; the edges opposed and unopposed. In naming them, we begin to heal, and in doing so, we impart some of our power to the women in our care. Your mother might not have had the words, or the power, but you can. Know the words, speak them aloud, tell the story. And heal.









ON THE SHOCK OF
A SURPRISE PREGNANCY


Javaria Akbar


The first pregnancy test I ever took was in the toilets at a mosque. I was newly married and not ready to have a baby, I told God, as I peed on a stick in the solemn atmosphere. I was relieved it was negative.


Since then I’ve had two planned-for positives, many negatives and now an unexpected (and medical marvel of a) positive. As the saying goes, the only guaranteed form of contraception is abstinence.


I took that last pregnancy test in the tiny understairs loo at my house, nine years after the first one and as a mother of two who was done with babies, ready to return to full-time work and ripe with delicious daydreams of writing in an office free from sticky Calpol syringes and baby socks sandwiched between her laptop screen and keyboard. I had just about clawed my way out of the bottom of that lonely well of motherhood, locked my fingers into the ridges of the rocky ledge and felt the sun on my face. My husband and I had put our house up for sale in preparation for moving to a new city and I’d polished up my CV in a bid to give freelancing the old heave-ho.


And then, as the two lines appeared, I felt as if someone had stood on my knuckles with an old, heavy boot, pushing me back into the darkness. The walls were closing in, my insides about to be squeezed out like slime from a toddler’s fist. Was this really happening?
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