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What are bubbles? My breath, pushed into liquid, suspended in air, blown by the wind, carried away until it meets a surface or object which punctures the fluid casing. Bubbles are a visual illustration of the way our atmosphere works; they show us liquid, air, gravity. But in their petroleum-sheened, spherical perfection, they also offer a lens through which to view the world, a rainbow-esque diffraction through which whatever is on the other side of them is visible, yet transformed. As my daughter and I blow bubbles every day I think about how extraordinary they are, how light and free, simple, yet complex. I too begin to whisper ‘bubbles’ with reverence as they float and glide upwards from our small square patch of garden, exceeding our boundaries and beginning to roam up and beyond towards the sky.


Bubbles, so harmless and childlike and fun, all of a sudden become beautiful bombs of my toxic breath, my germs encapsulated in a perfect sphere, drifting in the air ready to pop and spray my trapped exhaled air all over an innocent bystander. This is what the pandemic is doing, it is changing everything. Not changing the activity or the action itself but shifting the meaning of it to something darker, more dangerous and deadly. I hate it for this, for ruining these things.




 


Preface


 


‘IS SHE OKAY? Does she look okay?’ I asked my husband who was standing up, peering over the screen watching her tiny body emerging from mine.


‘She looks great,’ he said. Then grimly: ‘You, however, are not looking too good’.


He mentioned later that he had seen my organs, my innards. Through the process of birthing our daughter he saw a part of me that I have not seen myself; he has seen inside me. Becoming mother has created this gory intimacy and allowed what was inside me to spill out and become visible.


In Rebecca Solnit’s The Faraway Nearby she discusses the etymology of the word ‘emergency’. Reflecting on her own relationship with her mother and the dementia she experienced at the end of her life, Solnit suggests that it is in emergencies that we are revealed. The root of the word is ‘emerge’ – to appear or to be revealed. My daughter’s birth by caesarean section was the result of a series of decisions and deliberations which had to be taken in a short space of time and was therefore classed as an ‘emergency c-section’. It was an ‘emergency’ in that my daughter very suddenly was revealed, emerging from my womb through a slice in my flesh to appear precipitously into the world. Writing later in The Guardian, Solnit suggests that it is in emergencies that we are exposed, ‘as if you were ejected from the familiar and urgently need to reorient’.


Here, Solnit is writing explicitly about the coronavirus pandemic, a global health crisis which began in Wuhan, China at the start of 2020 and within the first months of the year had prompted a widespread lockdown and disrupted the daily lives of millions of humans around the world. This global emergency interrupted the writing of this book and is integral to my reflections on becoming a mother. The tone of my reflections change throughout; that is because I, and we, were changed by these events as they unfolded. This book is about two positive tests: the first at the start of 2018, a positive pregnancy test, which would set in motion my becoming mother; the second in December 2020, a positive test for COVID-19, passed on to me and my husband by our daughter after an outbreak of the virus at her nursery.


I am a white Scottish woman in my late 30s. I have worked in higher education for my whole career, in the field of performing arts, and I am also a writer and poet. I am a daughter, a sister, a niece, an aunt, a cousin, a wife and a friend. I am also now a mother. Bubbles is a meditation on motherhood and a memoir written in the process of experiencing the transition from non-mother to mother – becoming mother. By writing it while living it, my thoughts on motherhood are also becoming, unravelling like thread from a spool as the embroidering of the pattern is still in process. I can’t see the full image that I am creating yet, I’m too close to the detail of the needlework, the labour of the small stitches I am working on each day. I’m aware of the way in which my seams are being complemented by the handiwork that my mother has done, and her mother before her. I know that my sister is working on her corner of the pattern and that both her and my daughter’s efforts will be woven with mine to give a clearer sense of the overall tapestry. Or maybe it’s not a tapestry, maybe it’s a quilt, like so many that I have received from women to mark special occasions in my life. The fabric chosen with love and then pieced together over time, the care and labour of making it as much the gift as the object itself.


This book has been written in the presence of my daughter, in the small hours, typing into my phone while she sleeps next to me or gazes furtively into my eyes as she feeds from my breast. It has been written in the bleary morning hours before she wakes and in the evenings after she is asleep. I have typed it up on my computer while the white, ghostly shape of her head looms in the small screen of the video monitor which sits next to my laptop. The night vision on the camera makes her head look like it did on the ultrasound we had the day before she was born, a final urgent check on her position which revealed she had turned in the last week, or perhaps had been covertly upside down the whole time, we will never know. The surprise of finding out she was breech when I was eight days over my due date was my first real understanding of one of the greatest lessons of motherhood: that your child will do things you do not expect.


She was born in September and we named her Autumn. I’ve often wondered how she will feel about me writing this, how she will respond to me sharing these intimate moments of our first meeting and months together. I have worried that she will feel embarrassed or indignant about me writing about her in this way before she has the agency to tell me if it’s okay. For this book is about her, it has to be. As I was becoming mother, she was becoming a person. An ex-student of mine from Iceland, now a friend, bought me a book to celebrate my daughter’s birth: the aptly named Autumn by Norwegian writer Karl Ove Knausgard. It is framed as a letter to his unborn daughter and includes reflections on the world as he finds it: ‘showing you the world, little one, makes my life worth living’. I hope my daughter will know that becoming a mother is one of the most significant facts of my life and I have tried to capture this before it is irrevocably lost. In reading this when she is older, she will know what it was like for me in this process of becoming, and as we forged our relationship as mother and daughter in those early days.


This memoir is about being a mother but also being mothered, being a daughter, and the ways in which new motherhood has brought my understanding of this into sharper focus. Bubbles has been informed by my experiences with my mother, a matter-of-fact Glaswegian woman who has been the single biggest female influence on my life. At the age of 30 she had just found out she was pregnant with me when her own mother died suddenly of a heart attack aged 56. My mother hadn’t told her yet that she was pregnant so my grandmother never knew about me, the life that was to come. My mother (now in her late 60s) has solemnly told me many times over the years that she walked around with a towel round her neck for a week after her mother died to catch her tears. As a child I felt the loss of my mother’s mother keenly, even though I had never known her. When I found out I was becoming a mother myself, I wanted to tell my mother immediately, should the same sudden loss inexplicably happen.


During pregnancy, I began to wear the pendant my mother had given to her own mother. It was round and silver, the size of a two pence piece with a ridge around the edge and the symbol of two fish intertwined in the middle. Pisces. We were all Pisces: my mother, her mother who I had never known, and me. On the back, word welts: With Love. Curving, looping, flowing letters scratched into the solid metal. I had treasured this pendant since I was young as a talisman of the women that had preceded me. Although my interest in astrology waned as I grew older, my affinity with water increased, and I would hold the silver pendant in my hands until the cold metal grew warm. I liked to feel the rough engraving under the pads of my fingertips. I had never seen my grandmother’s handwriting and I knew that this curving hand was not it, but the hand of whoever had engraved it over 40 years ago. Nevertheless, I felt that this was her hand, that I could recognise the trace of my own mother’s curving, left-handed loops in the shape of the cursive letters. My daughter breaks the chain of women in the family born under the sign of water but I will pass the necklace on to her nonetheless. I also pass on to her my surname as we gave her my family name (which I kept on getting married) rather than her father’s, traces of both the matriarchal and patriarchal lines being woven into her story.


In these months of becoming mother, I often feel an oscillation between my roles and relationships. My daughter sees me as mother, but to my mother I am daughter. This feeling of being simultaneously adult and child occurs frequently when we are all together, all generations in the same room. I have missed this so much since the lockdowns began. I look at pictures of my mum when she is my age. We look the same.


Throughout my pregnancy and during the first year of her life I keep a journal for my daughter, moving between her and you, unsure at times of how to address her, trying to keep my handwriting neat enough to be comprehensible to her (to you) should she read these thoughts when she is older. I want her to know that she is loved, that the moments I am spending with her are important and intimate, that they are significant to me and I hope they will be for her. The question of how to live a meaningful life has been recontextualised through motherhood: what used to give my life worth no longer has the same power. What is it to live a meaningful life? Who and what gives it meaning? My life is inextricably bound with her life, our family a series of people knotted together by genetics and love.


This book has also been influenced by some literary ‘mothers’: writers I admire and look up to. Janice Galloway, Simone de Beauvoir, Jeanette Winterson, Rachel Cusk, Dani Shapiro, Ann Patchett, Kathleen Jamie, bell hooks, Rebecca Solnit, Zadie Smith (and others) all tell the stories of their lives through their writing. I never thought I would tell mine but now, as I read my daughter the children’s versions of the life stories of feminist icons, I am showing her that these women’s lives and the telling of their stories is important. How can I then insist mine is not? That ours is not? As Adrienne Rich asks in Of Woman Born, ‘but what was it like for women?’





Bubbles attempts an impossible task: to describe or fix an experience that has been joyful, challenging and often contradictory, and that is ongoing. As I write, I am still becoming mother, as I imagine I will continue to do for the rest of my life. Rosi Braidotti argues that what sustains the process of becoming-subject is ‘the will to know, the desire to say, the desire to speak’. As I become mother, I desire to speak of it, to say aloud what was whispered to me about motherhood, only when I was pregnant and had committed to the task. Rachel Cusk says in A Life’s Work, that the experience of motherhood loses nearly everything in its translation to the outside world. I would ask that readers view this offering as this mother’s attempt to know, to translate, to say and to speak what I have learned in these mother months.




 


CHAPTER 1


Burgeoning


 


AT 4.00AM ON the morning of 4 January I found out. I knew that the test was supposed to be most accurate if done first thing in the morning, but having obtained a negative pregnancy test result a few days before (Friday, the day of my friend’s post-Christmas party), the blue cross when it appeared was a surprise. I must have been pregnant over Christmas and not known. A special Christmas present. My husband had been keen to be awake when I took the test so we could wait for the outcome together, but as it was so early in the morning (and as I was sure that I was not pregnant) I didn’t wake him until my bleary eyes realised the magnitude of what the plastic stick was telling me. I ran through to the bedroom and pounced on him, my words coming out in a rush. ‘I’m pregnant. It’s positive. We are having a baby. We are having a baby.’


The day I found out I was pregnant I started handwriting a daily journal and endeavoured to write a poem for every day of my pregnancy alongside my diary entry. This was too ambitious and petered out after the first fortnight, but I kept my journal up devotedly throughout, documenting every single day of my pregnancy. Even when I was in hospital, I wrote up my birth experience in a torrent of writing, filling eight pages. I had not kept a journal since I was a teenager but had written them frequently from early childhood till around the age of 15. I slipped very easily back into this practice, 20 years later, like revisiting an old friend. I had often questioned in the interim who diaries were for and I remembered Virginia Woolf’s diaries as her way of constructing the version of herself she wanted the world to see posthumously. I thought also of Sylvia Plath’s diaries, first published as a massive tome in the 1990s. I had used the WH Smith voucher I received for the John Hume Prize for creative writing to buy this book when I was 16. This edition was more expensive than the value of the voucher and so I supplemented it with my own money from my Saturday job as a junior at a local hairdresser, where I would sweep hair, make coffees and shampoo the soft heads of elderly ladies who came in for their perms and blue rinses. Plath’s diaries amazed me. I had read The Bell Jar and Johnny Panic and the Bible of Dreams and I knew of her history of depression and her suicide. But her diaries were the light, beautiful thoughts of a young, keen mind and I loved dipping in and out of them over the years, picking up at the page where my black cat bookmark indicated my last dalliance with her thoughts. I set some intentions in the journal I started the day I found out and which I wrote in every day for a full year after I learned I was pregnant. I continued to write after this but not every day, the demands of a new baby taking up more and more time as she was awake longer and required more stimulation and play.


I told my sister the day I found out. We knew we were supposed to wait until the 12-week scan to tell people because of the risk of miscarriage, but my sister has always been my closest confidante and I knew as soon as she saw me that she would see my secret in my face, so I drove round to her house and blurted it out. A few days later, she phoned in a panic to say she had shingles and was worried because we had hugged again and again when I had gone round to tell her the news. This was the first glimmer of anxiety around illness and health that I learned is such a big part of motherhood.


As an academic, my first response to finding out I was pregnant was to do what I always do: read a lot of books to try to understand it more fully. In my email adieu to the students, I jokingly referred to my absence being to my undertaking a new ‘research project’ into motherhood. Perhaps this was only half a joke, as I found myself reading, annotating and note-taking from Ina May and others as though I intended to write an article about the topic. I approached pregnancy as a reader, a researcher, an academic and a writer. My body, however, was not content with this cerebral approach and made its experiences, needs and developments very clear throughout. Being pregnant is the most aware I have ever been of my body. It is the time I have had to listen most keenly and relinquish most control to it. Even now I write as though it is something other, something I was up against, but actually it was the most kinship, affection and understanding I have felt for my physical self in my lifetime.


When my body needed sleep I slept, when it needed food I ate (what food it needed seemed to be largely baked potatoes with butter, salt and cheese, hearty, plain comfort food). When it needed fluids I drank deeply and the thirst I experienced through pregnancy and breastfeeding was insatiable; I could not get enough fluids in my body, despite night-time guzzlings of orange juice out of the carton in the fridge on missions to quell my drouth. I missed events, coming home from work early to crawl up to bed into the oblivion of pregnancy sleep; I cancelled plans at the weekend so I could feed my addiction to slumber. I was a slave to the requests of my body and it made me wonder why I had so often ignored my body’s needs, working late and then not sleeping, missing lunch so that I could fit in another meeting, filling my weekends up with things I felt obligated to do, then starting the week exhausted. My pregnancy was cause for reflection on these things and an acknowledgment of the need to recalibrate.


At a conference in Dartington when I was seven months pregnant, one of the participants came up afterwards to speak to me. I was researching the sea and performance and had cited the following passage from writer and sea historian Philip Hoare:


In the womb we swim in salty water, sprouting residual fins and tails and rudimentary gills, turning in our little oceans, queer beasts that might yet become whales or fish or humans. We first sense the world through the fluid of our mother’s belly; we hear through the sea inside her.


Donna, the woman who approached, asked if I intended on having a water birth as she had been struck by this quote. I told her that yes, I hoped to have a water birth and she intimated that both her daughters had been born in birthing pools. She confided that what you don’t realise is that when you have a water birth, the water becomes murky as it mixes with your bodily fluids and that when the baby is born you have to move your hands around in the water until you find the baby to bring it up for its first breath of air. She told me that she had grasped in the water to find both of her children and was eager for me to understand that this was what I was going to have to do if I had a water birth. I would have to help my daughter transition from the sea inside me, via the birthing pool, to the world outside of my womb. This insider knowledge was passed on to me, like so many things in pregnancy and childbirth, as a warm intimation, a compassionate attempt to prepare me for the things that you don’t know and that no one tells you.


Before I became a mother, some of the most hurtful things that have been said to me about my decision or otherwise to have children have come from other women. The choice to have children or not feels like a personal one and I am writing from the privileged perspective of someone who has not experienced struggles with infertility or pregnancy loss, like many people have. My own experience of questioning my childfree status had punctuated my existence since my late 20s. It seems at this age that the pressure to procreate ramps up and escalates further after your 30th birthday. Exacerbated by hysterical articles about how your fertility drops off a cliff after 35, my friends and I felt the uneasiness around these conversations as the years into our 30s notched up one by one. I gave birth when I was 35 and have no doubt that the fears pedalled around infertility for women in their late 30s influenced my decision on when to start trying for a baby. I remember thinking how I would hate to put it off for so long to then have issues with conceiving and regret it. An acquaintance of mine told me how a visit to her doctor at age 35 turned into a grilling about her intention to have children. When the (female) doctor asked if she was planning on starting a family, adding that if she was she should not hang about, my acquaintance blurted out ‘Cherie Blair had a child at 45.’ ‘But not her first,’ said the doctor, ‘that was her fourth.’


When I was 30, a female academic asked me at a conference dinner: ‘do you have children?’ This question was not unprecedented or unexpected to me by then (although the male colleague I was presenting with was not asked). When I responded in the negative she pushed further: ‘Are you planning on having children?’ This kind of personal questioning becomes a common occurrence in the landscape of conversations with strangers and friends when you are a woman over the age of 30. Nobody knows if you are in the process of trying for children, if you are unable to have children, or if you have simply decided motherhood is not for you, but that these questions are permissible indicates the ways in which female bodies and the decisions women make around them are still up for public debate (often against the wishes of the woman herself). The second wave feminist agenda to claim control over women’s bodies used the rhetoric of choice to campaign for abortion rights and access to contraception. This right to choose has been commandeered and repurposed for other agendas since, but the fact that women are still denied a choice in terms of speaking about the decisions that they make about their lives is evident in the way in which these highly personal, intimate and vulnerable aspects of identity are carelessly thrown about in conversation. What gives you the right to ask me if I intend on having children? How do you judge me if I respond in the negative? What do you think of me if I say I am planning on but haven’t got round to it/have been focusing on my career/haven’t met the right person? How dare you make me feel like I have to make excuses for my own life and the choices I have made; or worse, for circumstances that have dictated a particular outcome completely beyond my control?


I am writing from the perspective of a woman who was able to get pregnant naturally and quickly after stopping contraception. I can only imagine the pain and heartache that these kinds of questions, so flippant and loaded, so naïve and nasty, cause those who are dealing with fertility issues. ‘Mind your own business’ was the tempting reply on my lips when pressed about my family situation in small talk pre-baby. Now that I am a mother, I have found the question ‘Do you have children?’ on the tip of my tongue to ask others a few times but have yet to utter it. Having become a mother, I now feel the urge to ask this question to hopefully connect with someone over the strange yet common state of parenthood. I would ask this question as an olive branch to see if this person has also undergone the trial by fire of newborn-ness and infant-rearing but I have yet to ask it to anyone as I remember how affronting and difficult this question could be to the childfree person I was for many years.


The morning I found out I was pregnant, I felt changed. I kept trying to work out what was different. Nothing really yet. But the new knowledge made me sense my heartbeat differently, I moved more softly. Feeling every muscle movement as I rolled over in bed, my eyes closing softly to try to feel this more, to feel my body more. Cat-like, I stretched, luxuriously, before a tremor of excitement tightened my body and I wrapped the duvet around me, tucking it between my legs.


I had worried it might feel like an invasion, a taking-over of my body, being a host to something other. But I realised that morning that this was me, she was part of me and that I had nothing to be frightened of. After a few moments of lying listening to my own breath and imagining another, I pulled my body up and walked to the bathroom, grabbing my towelling robe on the way. Feeling the cold floor under my feet, I stood over the bathroom sink, took a glass from the shelf, and drank deeply. I looked at my face in the mirror. Eyeliner from the previous day was smudged into a half-moon on my left upper eyelid and I had sleep encrusted in the corners of both eyes. With my pinkie, I gingerly wiped it away. My hair looked tousled, tied back but loose as it did every morning. I peered more closely into my own face, looking for clues. Moving back, I tried to look at my face objectively, tried to see it as the face of someone else, as if this might help with my analysis, but I could only look at it as mine; it was mine. Not a special face, but my face, both known and unknowable, familiar and uncanny.


I had felt like that my whole life, that I was not able to really see myself. In photos of childhood, I looked like a different person in each one. ‘Who is that?’ I would ask my mum as we looked through shoeboxes of old photos. The ones from the 1970s of her and my dad all had a brownish shade and were matte in texture, the ones from the ’80s looked cheap somehow, and the glossy ’90s photos were larger, more garish both in their aesthetic and in terms of the images themselves. The odd black-and-white interloper was in there too; my parents when they were younger, my dad wearing cut-off denim shorts with long hair and a beard, eyes closed. They were closed in every photo, his head tilted, giving him a perpetually dreamy air. One of my mum in Brazil, her hair waist-length, ironed poker flat, wearing hot pants and a white sleeveless blouse, legs long and stance defiant, a palm tree and white villa in the background.


As we moved through the box of fragments of their lives, I would ask, ‘Who is that?’ ‘You!’ my mum would say. ‘That is you’ When you were one, when you were five, when you were in the Brownies, when you were in that dance class, when we visited my bridesmaid (your namesake), on an English beach when the sun shone and you made sandcastles.


Each face staring back was a different stranger. A different face-shape. Different eyes and mouth. In some photos my hair was white, in others it looked mousy brown or dark. In some I wore dungarees and a stripy jumper and in others I had on fancy frocks and sparkly hair clips. Who is that? I thought. I scanned each image as my mum flicked through, looking for clues, occasionally resting my hand on hers as a signal to pause.


I placed my hand on my mum’s thumb. Stop there. The photo was of a toddler, around two, sitting in a sandpit wearing a t-shirt that said Eastminster Day Camp. The sandpit looked to be in a glade in a forest and there was bright dappled light coming through the canopy of green leaves. The girl is sitting side on, a bucket and spade discarded in the sand. Her neck is twisted round and her face is looking directly into the camera. Her eyes look accusingly into the lens, her small mouth turned down and a green baseball cap, slightly too big, tilted back so the lettering on it is obscured apart from the word Camp.


As I looked at this image I remembered that day. The light, the sandpit, the clearing in the impossibly tall trees. I knew I was somewhere frighteningly different; I was too small to know I was not on the West Coast of Scotland, but in another country entirely, America. I was too young to know these facts, but I remember the feeling of difference, unease, foreignness. My body memory could feel the sand; soft sand, dry and light, the futility of my spade as I tried to make castles in the dust. A sound, a wailing, is coming from my face, my mouth mutated into an O. They are laughing at me, my language not fully formed, tentative. I had been confident with what I knew. The older children had mocked my accent, the words coming out of my mouth sounding alien, wee and impossibly naïve.


Did I remember this? Or had I just seen this photo more frequently than some of the others? Did I just remember my mother telling me about the day camp, how I had loved it at first and then, in the sandpit, had had a crisis of confidence. She would sing to me the Alan Sherman song from the 1960s, ‘Hello Muddah, Hello Faddah’, as an ongoing joke about my bad day at camp.


I always felt on the periphery of things and when I looked through those childhood photos I often felt as though I couldn’t really see myself. Frequently photographed from the back or the side, half profiles or hair-covered fragments were often all that were visible. My childish shyness could be seen through the near-misses, glimpses and shards of myself in the photos. As an adult, I would peer at them, looking for clues. Who are you? And how did you become me?


I could feel it moving inside me. What a strange feeling to be a host to another living being, for it to be moving independently inside my own body. It was a sense of knowing myself better than ever and not knowing myself at all. When the scans had revealed the level of activity, skeleton stark against the deep black of space, of the foetus moving, twisting around, legs above head, head above legs, I had been shocked. All of this movement, all of this life! I had some questions I didn’t ask the midwife as I didn’t want to sound stupid. Does the baby have times of sleep and waking? When does it become conscious? Is it asleep the whole time, moving in a dream-sleep? Or is it existing like frogspawn or fish eggs, incubating, growing and floating in the amniotic sac? What does it feel like in there? When I had been late to our appointment for our first scan and had run all the way from the waste ground across the street masquerading as a car park to arrive ten minutes late, and had lain on the table, breathless and sweaty, the life inside me was agitated, jumping, rolling, on its front, hands to face, twisting. That it felt what I felt should have come as no surprise, but it did. It came as a shock to think of it as having agency already. ‘This one is going to be a handful!’ the midwife said jokingly as she struggled to get a clear image of the baby on the ultrasound. ‘Is it?’ I thought. ‘Who will it be? When will I know who this person is inside me? When they are born? When they open their eyes, when they first talk, when they first defy me, when they first leave me?’ The mystery of the life inside me.


In April, when I was 17 weeks pregnant, we took a trip to Italy. Three years earlier we had travelled to Oslo then taken a tour of Scandinavia by train – to the fjords of Flam, Stockholm, Malmo, before flying out of Copenhagen. It was one of our favourite holidays and on 1 January, three days before we found out I was pregnant, we booked to go to Italy. We would do the same thing, fly to one city, Bologna, and travel by train to various places before flying out of Pisa at the end of our trip. When we realised that we were having a baby we knew it would be a different kind of holiday. Our trips usually consisted of exploring cities, museums and gardens before enjoying cocktails in the sun and wine with dinner. This excursion would prove to have more naps, less wine and a slower pace than our previous travels.


In Florence I read EM Forster’s A Room With a View, which is partly set in the city. Lucy Honeychurch’s observations about the tourists at the opening of the novel remain true today, as the city was saturated with American tourists. The church of Santa Croce is the scene for part of the novel, where Lucy gazes at the Giotto’s and compares it to a draughty barn. The novel was written in 1908 and in 1966 the River Arno flooded, causing severe damage to the building. There were terrifyingly high water marks throughout the building and I imagined the stone floor I was standing on submerged underwater. We travelled to Pisa for our last stop. The rain was torrential and we sat in a restaurant that my husband described as being like a garden centre in Lanarkshire. On our last day in Italy, I stumbled near the leaning tower of Pisa. I had my phone in my hand, looking up a place to eat later and it broke my fall, cracking its screen off the pavement.


When I was six months pregnant I broke my phone again and lost all of my pregnancy photos from the second month onwards. The weekend prior, I had been keen to back up my photos, one of those jobs to be done that often loses priority to other tasks. When my phone stopped working and it became clear the photos were lost, I couldn’t believe that I had not made backing up my phone the most important task of them all. Some vague fear about having my iCloud hacked and my photos stolen had meant I had never turned on the iCloud, so the images had truly vanished into the digital ether. I felt this loss of the documenting of my pregnancy so far as a grief. I had stood weekly in front of a small chalk-board hanging on the kitchen wall, my belly growing as I marked the mounting number of weeks on the board. I dreaded the question from my daughter: ‘Why are there no photos of you when you are pregnant, Mummy?’ I had fallen at the first hurdle of documenting her life before she was even born.


During pregnancy, a strange phenomenon occurred that I had never heard of before. As well as my belly swelling with the growing life inside me, a dark line, like a shadow at the bottom of a gorge, appeared from my breasts to my navel. This line, known as the linea nigra, is common during gestation and for me it lasted throughout my pregnancy and for a year after I gave birth. The mark was so distinct, so dark and strange to my body, the sharp line turning into a deep black well at my belly button, like a crater on the moon; it was the belly of another, not recognisable as mine.


In July 2018, when I was seven months pregnant, I had to travel to London to undertake external examining of a degree programme. I looked forward to the journey down by train, a solo night in a hotel and then working elsewhere for a day. As I was so pregnant, my mum suggested that she come with me to accompany me and support me with the travel. The idea of sharing the journey was welcome and I booked us tickets on the Virgin train from Glasgow Central. I met her off the train from Gourock and we bought sandwiches and snacks from Marks & Spencer before embarking.


We travelled to Euston then took a tube and another train to Sidcup. We had dinner near the hotel; everywhere was mobbed. We found a bistro and had a salad, posh macaroni cheese (my mum’s favourite) and she had a glass of wine (while I, in my pregnant state, abstained). As we are a tight-knit family, it is rare that my mum and I have time like this, alone, without my dad, or sister, or both. We talked about her family, her childhood; she spoke about her mother and how she felt about her and how that shaped her approach to motherhood. She wanted to be affectionate and demonstrative in her loving of us (which she was) but I had not realised that it had been a conscious choice to counter her own experience of being mothered.


The day I was working could not have been entertaining for my mum, who stayed in our hotel room until check-out, wandered up and down the tiny high street, bought us food for our journey back and then sat in the park. She got to the station early in case I made the earlier train. One effect of pregnancy is that at the start of the day, your legs look almost normal and there is a curvature in the calf tapering to the more slender ankle. By the end of the day, all of the fluid in the body seems to fall victim to the forces of gravity and the calf and ankle become a solid mass resembling a tree trunk. After a clammy day in a board room I huffed and puffed my elephant legs as fast as I could to Sidcup station just in time to see the train pull away and my mum turn towards me. That was the beginning of an almost-making it, not-quite, slight-delay pattern that the journey home started to take.


Once we were on the Euston to Glasgow train we were able to relax, and while the bodies on the train, densely packed leaving London but gradually dissipating as we moved north, vanished, we had a whole table to ourselves and began to talk. I had some questions for my mother that I wanted to ask and I wanted to record her answers. While this made the conversation slightly stilted and awkward at first, we soon got into a flow as the rhythm of the train sped us towards home. My questions were about her experiences of being a mother and of being mothered. When we had spoken the night before in the restaurant, I felt we were having the conversation I had wanted us to have and capture, but this evening, almost alone in the train carriage as we crossed the border from England to Scotland, I was able to hear more about this, and also about how she was feeling about her daughter becoming a mother (and herself becoming a grandmother).


One of the things she spoke of most was not about being my mother, but about being mother to my sister when she had meningitis at nine months old. The words she used made me realise how much this experience had marked her, how much the potential loss of my sister as a baby had impacted her understanding and experience of motherhood. Yes, it is joy and love and closeness and soft warmth, but it is also terror, fear, the unknown, the unimaginable. The contradictions of motherhood were not known to me then, but I could hear them in my mother’s voice, her words, and see it in her face as she spoke.


I did not listen to the recording until exactly a year later. The thing I am most struck by when I play it back is her voice. There is the noise of the train in the background, an interruption of the tannoy announcing our arrival at Motherwell and other ambient sounds. Over this, her voice is unique, her laugh and intonation only hers. It is Scottish, intimate, warm. It is my mother’s voice.


I remember as a child the songs my mother used to sing for me: ‘You Are My Sunshine’, ‘Scarlet Ribbons’, ‘Papa’s Gonna Buy You a Mocking Bird’, ‘Little White Bull’. These were songs from her own childhood that she would sing to me every night before I went to sleep. The first time my mother was ill, I desperately wanted to ask her to record her singing ‘You Are My Sunshine’ so that I would always have this. I have always thought that she had the most beautiful voice, even although she is very self-deprecating of her talents. These are the songs I sing to my daughter now, and that she has begun to sing too. At a year old she would lie in her cot and say ‘why’. It took me a while to realise that this was her asking for a song. I am not sure why she said why, but I would always respond with a lullaby, my eyes closed in the dark as I tried to make it sound like my mother’s songs to me.

OEBPS/images/titleimg.jpg
Bubbles

Reflections on Becoming Mother

LAURA BISSELL

Luath Press Limited
EDINBURGH

www.luath.co.uk





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
\\





