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            Further praise for Panic & Joy:

            ‘Brockes has carved out a niche for witty, feminist reporting and to see her exploring something so personal is a delight … Her account of going through fertility treatment … never once feels stale or like Brockes is retreading old ground. A welcome look at alternative family models and an essential addition to the parenting memoir niche, both queer and straight.’ Diva

            ‘At a time when conservative opposition to reproductive rights is growing, and the idea of motherhood as a woman’s free choice seems increasingly under threat, [this book offers] important contributions to the arguments that continue to rage around motherhood and feminism, and how the two can be made to coexist.’ Stephanie Merritt, Observer

            ‘Brockes has a delightfully straightforward sense of irony about her own situation … [and] a rare knack for tackling serious topics without ever taking herself too seriously … Brockes’s dark humour and quirky observational eye lend her account of this gruelling process an unexpected charm … [She] is particularly good at nailing the conflicted ambiguities fertility treatment throws up for women.’ Elizabeth Day, Evening Standard

            ‘I don’t know whether to love Emma Brockes more as a writer or a human being. Why can’t we all face life with her courage, grace and shockingly good sense of humour?’ Lauren Collins, author of When in French

            ‘Emma Brockes says the unsayable: about women; men; dating; relationships; grief; being gay, being straight; being feminist; being an English journalist in New York and becoming a mother. What she says is also very funny. Her book is like Sex and the City for the bicurious generation.’ Sharon Maguire, director of Bridget Jones’s Diary and Bridget Jones’s Baby

            ‘Brockes generously details, with wit and wisdom, how she made the decision to become a single mother and what it took to get there.’ Vogue

            ‘Shot through with dry humour and self-awareness … There are setbacks, grim physical complications and seemingly endless bills, all of which she details with comic detachment and an eye for absurdity that recalls David Sedaris.’ Guardian
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            Prologue

         

         Eight p.m. is a dangerous time in my household. If everything has gone well in the preceding few hours, two out of the three of us will be sleeping, but it’s a light sleep, easily broken. If everything has gone badly, two will be wailing. There is an indeterminate stage, when one is asleep and one wakes up, during which I have approximately four and a half seconds from the sound of the first murmur to rise from the sofa, skid down the hall in my socks, cross the bedroom in two Spider-Man-style leaps and soothe her to sleep before she yells and wakes up the other one. This is what it is to be outnumbered by one’s children: you are always ready to run.

         The anxiety of bedtime is known to all parents – the fact that, for children under two, the trajectory from afternoon into evening must be negotiated with the precision of a space shuttle re-entering the earth’s atmosphere (too steep and you will trigger the baby’s indignant rage; too shallow and she will bounce off into overtiredness, never to return) – but it is felt most acutely, perhaps, by single parents. For us, the danger of evening isn’t only in the wailing, the stress and the tiredness. It is in those close-of-day hours when we are inclined to feel the strangeness of our circumstance most keenly – in my case, the manifold strangeness of being a Briton in Manhattan and a single mother of twin girls, with a partner, or partner-of-sorts, who lives with her three-year-old son in the apartment upstairs.

         This scenario is not the fruit of careful planning. Even five years ago, when I first started thinking that if I wanted a baby then I’d better get on with it, all my imagination would stretch to was the blurry outline of a small, portable infant whom I could pop in my bag and take with me on jobs to LA, or out to dinner in New York, where it would sleep quietly under the table. It would have my surname and dark hair like me, and if it was a boy I’d raise him gay so we could watch old musicals together on Sunday afternoons. If it was a girl she’d be bookish and serious with a straight fringe across her forehead, like a smaller version of Amélie, or Matilda without the telekinesis.

         How this baby would come into being I had no idea, but given that I was, at the time, living alone in a walk-up in Brooklyn, with an unstable immigration status and a fluctuating income, I had a few things to figure out first. I was also in a relationship with a woman. L was three years older than me and wanted a baby too, which would seem to offer an obvious route towards a somewhat conventional family arrangement. The only problem was this: we didn’t want the same baby.

         Before I go on, I should say that L is not a writer and finds the endless use to which I put my own life distasteful – I can’t imagine why – and so, in the story that follows, the ins and outs of our relationship aren’t something I can get overly into. What I can say is this: she and I were not twenty-two-year-old newlyweds. We were women in our late thirties who, when we met, had been around long enough to know our own natures and be somewhat unflinching in regard to accommodating them. She did not want a baby as an expression of her love for me. I did not want a baby as a reflection of my love for her. I wanted a baby because I wanted a baby, and if I’m forced to give more of a reason than that, the best I can do is to say that, as in most things, from how I make scrambled eggs (with water, not milk) to how I fight (indirectly), concede (grudgingly), compete (overly), love (jealously) and hate (over decades, and with an overdeveloped appetite for revenge), it probably has to do with the relationship I had with my mother. Anyway, whatever it was, it had nothing to do with the person I was seeing.

         Clearly this presented me with a number of problems. The choices available to thirty-six-year-old single women who want babies have not, historically, been wildly attractive. You can get lucky. You can get promiscuous. You can, as women essayists pop up every few years to remind us, ‘settle’ for a partner you’re not wholly into – that is, if you can find someone abject enough to agree. You can turn your life upside down at the first whiff of romance. In the past few years, I have watched as friends, or friends of friends, have moved from New York to St Louis, the West Coast, London or, in the most extreme case, Bali to be with a man. (‘I win!’ said the one who went to Bali.) These women, all aware of and grimly amused by this trend, put it this way: you can live in New York and never meet anyone or you can move to the other side of the world, change your job and abandon your friends, but win the jackpot of being in a couple. (The landscape is slightly different for single gay friends, who have better luck in the cities but suffer the same uncertainty as to whether the person they’ve met is the ‘right’ one to have kids with.) No man I know has, in the early stages of a relationship, ever moved to where his girlfriend was living unless he had at least one other good reason for doing so.

         There are two further possibilities: resign yourself to the fact that it’s not going to happen, or pull the emergency cord and do it alone.

         I should pause here to acknowledge that being a single parent is still, for the most part, not a matter of choice but of unforeseen circumstance and as such makes what I’m talking about – elective single motherhood – laughably decadent, a bunch of well-heeled professional women fretting over how to have babies, when the vast majority of single mothers are just trying to get by. Of the roughly two million single parents in the UK, most of whom are women, nearly half live below the poverty line.

         The very definition of single parenthood exists on a sliding scale, and because competition over who has it worst is often as fierce as it is over who has it best, I should also own up to the fact that having L upstairs insulates me from many of the anxieties of raising babies alone. Single mothers with no help at all will feel superior to me, just as I feel superior to divorcees with big alimony settlements or anyone with fewer than two babies or women who have their own mothers on hand, and we all feel superior to married women who say things like ‘Dave’s off golfing and I’m a single mum for the weekend!’

         This petty machismo is, in my experience, outmeasured by the solidarity among women raising kids on their own, but in any case, this is not a book about my life as a single parent, the difficulties of which are comparatively small and ordinary compared with those of the period immediately preceding it. These were the months and years of my mid- to late thirties when every day seemed to bring another set of terrifying and uniquely irreversible decisions. Am I really going to do this? How am I going to do this? How much will it cost? Can I afford it? How alone will I be? Where will we live? Is it too weird? What if my kid doesn’t look like me? Is it immoral? What if it doesn’t work? What if it does work? Can I use an American-born baby to get myself US citizenship? Am I ready to be a single mother? How I negotiated these decisions in the midst of all the advice, scolding and general hysteria that still attends the way in which a woman has, or doesn’t have, children is the main concern of this book.

         I will not be writing about elective single dads, not out of any bias against them but because I know so few – one, in fact. It is, however, fair to assume that, aside from the stuff about vaginas and ovaries, most of what I’m saying here applies equally to them. In fact, because of assumptions about men’s nurturing abilities and the narrower range of biological options available to them, men wanting children alone probably have it harder than we do.

         Still, the vast majority of people choosing to become single parents at the moment are women. As I write, two of my oldest friends are pregnant with babies conceived the same way that mine were, two others are trying, and it’s no exaggeration to say that, of those who want children, every other single or kind-of-single woman I know is considering it. ‘It’s the death of men,’ said a (married) friend recently, a little caustically, I thought. ‘No,’ I said, ‘it’s the death of crappy relationships for the sake of having a baby.’ It’s the death of back-against-the-wall decision-making. It is, potentially, the death of a lot of unhappiness, although ask me again in thirty years’ time when my own children’s memoirs come out. In any case, it is the rise of options where latterly there were none.

         What it isn’t, I’m pretty sure, is THE THIN END OF THE WEDGE, the slippery slope into eugenics and a master race and curated children with no sense of belonging. In Denmark, where they have, of course, been doing this for years, one in ten babies conceived with donor sperm is born to a single mother by choice, and nascent studies show that the kids are all right, performing across every metric as well as or above children from traditional two-parent families. Even so, the notion of a sperm donor, while more socially acceptable than that of an egg donor or a surrogate, comes with hefty negative connotations. It is selfish. It is existentially troubling. It messes up the children. It messes up society. It encourages women to leave it later and later to have a first child, with the concurrent risks to both mother and baby. Since my babies were born, I have been informed by one news outlet or another that they pose a threat to democracy, god’s good grace, evolutionary design, the sanctity of marriage, human diversity, common decency, male self-esteem and themselves. Not bad for two people who can’t say their own names yet.

         To them, then, I offer this scene, a fade-out from the bookish, dark-haired baby of my dreams to two flame-haired toddlers in a Taco Bell off the I-495. We have stopped for dinner on the way out to Long Island, where we are holidaying for a week with L and her son. She is holding two children, one hers, one mine, both grabbing at her car keys while she tries to order three Meximelts and a chicken burrito. My other daughter is squirming in my arms, pointing to people in the restaurant and, in an accent none of us knows how she came by but which has for the past few months made me feel as if I were living with a small, angry German woman, shouting her signature phrase, ‘Oh no! Vhat’s THAT?’

         For a week we will sleep, eat and play together on the beach, and when we return from holiday we will ride up in the elevator together until my children and I get out on the seventeenth floor and L and hers proceed to the eighteenth. As I do every night, I will put them to bed alone, hovering outside the door like a criminal to ensure they’ve gone down before eating dinner in front of the TV and doing the hundred and one things that go into maintaining two toddlers. I will rinse their bottles and put them in the dishwasher. I will tidy the toys and grill chicken for the girls’ lunch the next day. I will worry about the rash behind the smaller girl’s knees and why the bigger one isn’t walking yet. Before I go to bed, I will look in the fridge, curse myself for forgetting to buy milk and wonder whether, come the morning, I will be noble enough to give what’s left to my children or, in the manner of secure-your-own-mask-before-helping-others, use the last dregs in my coffee. At 10 p.m. I will go to bed alone and by the morning there will be three of us in the bed, our breath rising and falling in unison.

         That none of this makes sense doesn’t diminish its power to amaze me, not because of how I got here, although god knows there were enough ups, downs and pharmaceuticals along the way. Instead, what I wonder at in the off hours is how a contingency plan, a so-called measure of last resort that I was supposed to hope against hope wouldn’t be my fate, somehow became my first and best choice.
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            ‘Are You Going to Do It, Then?’

         

         The hardest thing about having a baby alone isn’t the expense, the fear or the loneliness. It isn’t the process of getting pregnant, with its cycles of raised and dashed hopes, or the term ‘sperm donor’, with its unsettling connotations. It’s not even the queasy feeling, indistinct but pervasive, that what you are doing sets you apart from other people and that the reason you are doing it is not because you are a powerful, rational, resourceful woman, but, as a friend of mine put it recently after considering and rejecting the idea of having a baby alone, because ‘I couldn’t get anyone to shag me’.

         All of these things are hard, but they are not the hardest. No. The hardest thing about having a baby alone is making the decision to do it.

         ‘So are you going to do it, then?’ says Rosemary. It is late in the summer of 2013 and we are drinking whisky in a hotel bar in Edinburgh. Rosemary is in the city to attend a panel at the Edinburgh Book Festival, where I am promoting a book. I have spent the afternoon in a deckchair on the festival lawn, watching literary men with large hair sail by and trying to figure out a strategy for getting up.

         ‘Yeah, probably,’ I say. ‘I mean, I might do. Are you?’

         ‘I don’t know.’

         I haven’t seen Rosemary for a few months and we have a lot to catch up on: her new job, my new book, the fortunes of all the people we both know. It is only after more whisky, however, and with a casualness that belies the cold, flat terror underneath, that we reach the main order of business: our ongoing discussion, part lament, part spur to action, over what to do about having children. That is: if, when, how and with whom, or rather, since we are both, for the purposes of this conversation, single, ‘with’ ‘whom’. (Neither of us yet knows this, but there are more air quotes in the world of assisted fertility than there are in a vegan cookbook.)

         ‘The thing is,’ says Rosemary, ‘what if it turns out fugly?’

         ‘You get pictures of the donor. Also, I thought you said your friend was obese.’ The last time I saw Rosemary, she told me she’d been thinking of using her best friend, a larger gentleman, as a sperm donor, since when he’d got a new girlfriend and nixed it.

         ‘He is,’ she says. ‘It’s different when you know him, though.’

         I have always known I wanted children. From the time I was old enough to conceptualise my future, motherhood made sense to me, the way books made sense to me and equations did not. It was always one child in my imaginings and never part of a fantasy about marriage, and while everything else in my life changed over the years – the country I lived in, the kind of work I did, the gender of the people I dated – the distant outline of a child remained steadfast. For a long time it was in the deep background, a passive assumption rather than an active desire, and yet on the rare occasions I allowed myself to inspect it directly, the idea that it might never happen made me feel giddy with loss.

         There is deciding you want a baby in the far-distant future, however, and there is deciding to have one right now, alone, and those two things are wholly distinct. I should say at this point that, despite surface indicators to the contrary, I am pretty conventional. I began paying into a pension fund at twenty-three. I bought my first property at twenty-five. I didn’t start moisturising until too late, but in most other respects I spent the bulk of my twenties conscientiously working my way through the world’s most sensible to-do list. Before the question of babies came up, the most radical thing I’d ever done was to resign from my job of eight years and move from Britain to America, a move less risky than it sounds given that, on the day after my resignation, I signed a short-term contract to do the same job for the same company but on slightly worse terms.

         I was thirty-one years old and America was, if not the shining city on a hill, then the promise of every 1980s movie I had ever seen. When people asked why I had moved, the flippant answer I gave was that it was a result of coming of age in the era of Working Girl and Desperately Seeking Susan. There was probably some truth to this. It was almost impossible to grow up in Britain in the 1980s and not see New York as a city of outlandish good fortune, a place where people dried their armpits under the hand dryers in the Greyhound bus station toilets or took the Staten Island Ferry to work, walking in as the secretary and out again as CEO. Where we had Kim Wilde, they had Madonna. Where we had the BT Tower, they had the Empire State Building. They had hustle, we had wait-your-turn and be-grateful-for-what-you-get. And while the New York media was, I was sure, the red beating heart of the entire universe, by the time I left London its British equivalent had started to feel like a fish tank that didn’t get cleaned out enough.

         I wasn’t thinking about babies when I got to New York. I was thinking how liberating it was to be far from home. It was the run-up to the 2008 presidential election and I spent a lot of that first winter traipsing around after Hillary Clinton, trying to understand the difference between a ‘caucus’ and a ‘primary’. Simple things became strange. No one knew what I meant when I said ‘sockets’ or ‘loo paper’, and when I judged something to be ‘quite good’ most Americans thought I meant it was quite good, rather than what I obviously meant, which is that it was terrible. Even lunch in America was exciting. It is hard to remain jaded about life when embedded in the mere act of ordering a sandwich is the drama of having to say ‘tomato’ three times.

         And while I was friendless in those first weeks and months, wandering around Central Park at the weekend with a $20 salad from Whole Foods and no one to talk to, this too, in its way, was quite thrilling. You can be bolder when there’s an ocean between you and everyone you know, something that, for me, mostly manifested itself in small acts of transgression, like ordering takeaway every night or bunking off to drink champagne on a weekday or pretending to be the sort of person who can carry off leopard print, but which I hoped might one day give me the push to make more radical life choices. In the meantime I could write off months and even years futzing around trying to figure out where to live, or how to get a Social Security number, or where to buy cheese that didn’t taste of emulsified plastic.

         The real reason I had moved to America – the one I was willing to admit to – was to buy myself time to write a book about my mother, and any thought of babies, along with everything else in my life, fell effortlessly into the category of Things I Can’t Possibly Do Until I’ve Finished The Book. Every day, I sat in the small second bedroom I used as an office surrounded by bits of paper and photos, books stacked haphazardly on the floor, a plant in a green vase with a crack across it in the window, and tried to put my mother’s life into words. I went for long walks around my East Village neighbourhood, deliberating over who she had been. The easy part was that I was her only child and the love of her life and that she was my great champion and friend. She played Scrabble with me on rainy afternoons and took me to the jewellery store where she worked, where I played on the adding machine and counted the money. She sat with me through old musicals and made me read Gone with the Wind. She filled me with a sense of my own consequence and the idea that my best was always enough. ‘Have the courage of your insane convictions,’ she said. And ‘Of course you can do it, you’re my child.’ And ‘If at first you don’t succeed …’

         This was my mother as I knew her when I was a child. But there was another story, much of which I found out only after her death from lung cancer in 2003. If, as adults, we are engaged in continuous acts of trying either to replicate our childhoods or to get as far away from them as possible, then my mother fell into the latter category. She had left South Africa for England in 1960, ostensibly for political reasons but in reality for what turned out to be personal ones. Adults who have been abused as children bring a very particular set of assumptions to the raising of their own children, and the fierceness of my mother’s love for me, and the ways in which it came out, were rooted in what turned out to be the extraordinary traumas of her childhood. It shouldn’t be surprising that she, a motherless child whose father was a violent alcoholic and paedophile, should have married my dad, a kind, loving, generous man with whom she could make a safe home for herself and their daughter, nor that she should have moved to a part of the world – a leafy village in the south of England – where the worst thing that would ever happen to her was living next door to someone who had voted for Thatcher.

         It was a conventional household: my dad, a lawyer, made the money; my mum, a part-time bookkeeper, kept the home. But she was not a conventional woman. She had the very un-English habit of talking to people in shops and queues. She was confrontational, the kind of mother who told off other people’s children in the dentist’s waiting room while I slouched down in my seat for shame. I took it for granted that, compared to other people’s mothers, my mother was just More: bigger, louder, stronger, and of course she loved me more than their mothers loved them, not through any fault of theirs, but as a simple matter of physics. My mother had survived unimaginable abuse as a child and, as a result, had a sense not only of life’s fragility but of its possibility too, of how far one might travel from any given point of origin, evidence for which was the baby before her. ‘Those precious feet,’ she would say, taking me to the shoe shop for the umpteenth time for the woman to check whether I hadn’t outgrown my shoes. ‘Those precious hands.’ ‘Those precious teeth.’

         Writing about these things, weighing up my mother’s life and the impact of her mothering on me, dominated my first years in America, and as my mid-thirties loomed what had started out as a joy turned into a nightmare; everything subordinated to getting the thing finished. Every few weeks I broke off to make some money by writing a story for my newspaper and to glance longingly towards the day when it would be over and I could finally tackle the rest of my to-do list: find a cheaper apartment, apply for a green card, tidy up, go to the dentist, find saucepans that worked for me, change my cable provider, do something about my hair, repot the plant, get more fibre in my diet and confront this business of having or not having a baby.

         That last consideration was one I pushed to the back every time. It was too big, too alarming, and a cliché to boot. Prioritising children isn’t what feminists do, I told myself, a corrective to millennia of them being a woman’s only priority. Some of my friends had kids but most of them didn’t, either because they didn’t want them or because they didn’t want them At All Costs. If there was regret and sadness that came with this, it was accompanied by the understanding that life entails choice and choice entails loss.

         At least my life in New York had opened out by this time. When I met L, I was two thirds of the way towards finishing the book and ready to start going out again. On the surface of things, we looked very different – me, English, lefty, fundamentally unkempt; she, New Yorker, centre-right, well put together – although if one allows that British journalism and New York finance are two of the most aggressive industries in the world, then on some level we understood each other perfectly. ‘Everything is sales,’ she said one night not long after we met. We were in her apartment on the Upper East Side, where vague shouts drifted up from the Irish bar below. ‘That’s a terrible way to look at the world,’ I said pompously, and tried to figure out what I thought ‘everything’ was. ‘Everything is story,’ I said eventually, and this seemed to me an insurmountable difference between us until I realised both entailed spending large amounts of time trying to recruit other people to one’s own point of view. She was ferociously good at her job and I admired this too.

         Still, on any given day we could disagree about everything under the sun – fact or fiction, Manhattan or Brooklyn, subway or car, Republican or Democrat, all the way down to cats or dogs – so that, in the months after we met, it felt like being on safari in each other’s alien worlds. I made her read Joan Didion and took her to press nights on Broadway. She made me read Good to Great and a memoir by Cathie Black, the former chairman of Hearst Magazines, and took me to a car dealership in Queens, where she bamboozled the salesman so thoroughly he practically paid her to take the car off the lot. If falling in love is, partly, a question of finding a docking station for one’s neuroses, I knew I was home when L told me that, after her building was evacuated during 9/11, she went straight to an off-licence and bought hundreds of dollars’ worth of booze in case civilisation collapsed and the world reverted to a barter economy. Come the zombie apocalypse, this is a woman you want on your side. But there was this too: the house she grew up in would one day have to be sold, she said, and what she would miss most were the things you can’t take with you, like the sound the stairs made when they expanded at night. Somewhere in my system, a pilot light flared.

         All relationships have a deadline by which they must either find their level or fall apart, but it is not as hard a deadline as the one on a woman’s fertility, and, as she was three years older than me, L told me from the outset that, in the near future, she was planning on trying to get pregnant. Logistically, this made sense; if she was sure she wanted a baby, it would be madness to forestall while we flapped about for another two years trying to decide what we were doing. Emotionally, however, it stumped me. According to every relationship model I knew, you could either be with someone who’d had kids before you met, have kids together and separate down the line, or split up and have a baby alone. There was no such thing as being with someone who had a baby on her own, for the very good reason that it sounded like a terrible deal: all the stress and anxiety without the substance of motherhood, the rights and responsibilities that are the beginning of love.

         At that stage, the strongest terms in which I could have put my own long-held but dormant desire for a baby were that I didn’t want not to have one. Materially, I’m not terribly acquisitive. If I ever win the lottery, I’ll have to suppress a dickish urge to dash out and buy a Lamborghini, but in the ordinary run of things I don’t care much about bags or shoes or clothes or apartment size. What I am greedy for, like most writers and journalists, is insight, and on the rare occasions I gave it any thought, it drove me insane to consider the possibility that, if I didn’t have kids, any two-bit newlywed with a baby could lay claim to a superior knowledge of human existence than mine. I thought of all the people I hated with children and grew faint with indignation and rage. If there was, behind this impulse, a larger, less tangible longing, I didn’t want to look into it too deeply lest it unleash a full-blown baby hunger I couldn’t get back in the box.

         I did at least manage to move from Manhattan to a cheaper apartment in Brooklyn during those years, around the same time L moved apartments, so that for a very brief window we considered moving in together. After all, we had a lot of fun; we’d driven out to the beach for the summer and she’d come with me on a couple of jobs to LA. We’d hired a convertible and driven from Las Vegas to Palm Springs, where we laughed ourselves silly playing hipster bingo at the art deco hotel. Without a financial incentive, however – I was low on funds, that far into writing a book, but I had low overheads too and was paid by my newspaper in sterling, still worth something then – moving in together wasn’t appealing. I had too many books; she had too many clothes. I worked mainly from home and needed space for an office, which meant getting something bigger than either of us was willing to pay for. We also fought a lot. Our fights started out small and blew up to encompass everything. We fought in ways I had never fought with anyone: livid, shouting, crying (her); icy, cruel, withholding (me). ‘You have no needs!’ she once yelled, an insult that baffled me at the time. Surely having no needs was a form of perfection? (Thank you; the limitations of this position have since become clear to me.) After every argument I thought, that’s it, we’re done, and the next day – truly one of the revelations of adulthood – we made up and moved on. Apparently conflict, which I try to avoid at all costs, can be managed as part of a healthy relationship.

         It did, however, mean that the only way we could envisage living together was in a five-bedroom house arranged over three floors, so that, in the event of a fight, we could retreat to different altitudes with an entire floor between us. Instead, we were looking at the standard New York two-bedroom, with barely enough space for one low-maintenance man, let alone two women. Things carried on as they were.

         Or they almost did. I started to notice small, unsettling changes in myself. When somebody asked me, ‘Do you have children?’ – a question that, until recently, I had responded to in my head with versions of ‘Are you mental, I’m about eleven’ – it started to sound less neutral, more unfriendly. At a friend’s week-long house party for her fortieth, I looked at the other guests, successful women all, most of whom were at least five years older than me and, with one exception, none of whom had children, and for the first time gave consideration to how they had got there. I had always believed as a matter of principle that, medical issues aside, most women without children had acted through choice, but now my faith in this weakened. I watched as a number of friends missed out on having children because their boyfriends broke up with them when they were in the vicinity of forty, before going on to have children with younger women. I watched as women five, six, seven years my senior finally met someone new and went through round after punishing round of IVF. I let my mind drift back to a conversation I’d had with someone years earlier, an elderly friend of my mother’s and a surrogate grandmother of sorts, whom I had loved and admired and who, as far as I knew, had been entirely content to have lived her life without children. Then, visiting her one day around her ninetieth birthday, she clutched my hand out of the blue and with an urgency that shocked me said, ‘All that matters is children’, a breach of character so startling I put it down to old age and sentiment, even though, after my mother, she was the least sentimental person I knew.

         Slowly I started to form visions of the future I didn’t want to be mine. This is, I realise, inverse to the kind of advice doled out by books like The Secret, in which we are told that the key to getting what we want in life is to create a precise picture of it in our head and work slavishly and unwaveringly towards that one goal. Instead, looking back, I see that most of my decisions have been made by figuring out what I don’t want, then doing everything in my power to make sure it doesn’t happen. This may be because my dislikes are more violent than my appetites, but it also, it seems to me, allows for the possibility that there are more routes to happiness than we can imagine ahead of time.

         I didn’t want to be alone at forty-five in a walk-up in Brooklyn, or fifty and on Tinder, dating people with children when I had none of my own. I didn’t want to be seventy, the age my mother was when she died, lying on my deathbed without the image of my child’s face in my head. Above all, I didn’t want to look back on this period, when there was still time to change things, and wish I’d had the courage to act.

         I also didn’t want to ‘help’ another woman raise her baby. Unless I was Mother Teresa (I’m not), the only way it would make sense for me to stick around in the event of L having a child was if our relationship changed to become a more conventional union, or – and this is where my imagination really started to strain at the leash – if I had my own baby independently too.

         
            *

         

         This period of paralysis might have gone on indefinitely if, in the autumn of 2012, something strange hadn’t happened. My youth, which in line with the rest of my generation had tapered obscenely on from my adolescence into my twenties and well into my thirties, came abruptly to an end. Ordinarily I like odd-number birthdays; there’s less pressure on them to be fun than on even numbers. I hadn’t enjoyed my thirtieth much, but I’d liked turning twenty-nine and thirty-one. Thirty-three, when I had a joint party at a bar in downtown Manhattan that smelled exactly like London – of spilled beer and Windex – was a blast. In 2012, however, the run-up to my odd-numbered birthday was different. No matter how hard I looked at it, I couldn’t persuade myself that thirty-seven was still my mid-thirties. It was, indisputably, the start of my late thirties, which meant the next stop was forty, which meant that, according to every magazine article I had ever read on the subject, my reproductive system was about to knit itself a bed jacket and retire. It didn’t matter that I wasn’t broody. It didn’t matter that I was in the wrong country, the wrong apartment, possibly even – we hadn’t decided yet – the wrong relationship. It didn’t even matter if I wanted kids or not. What mattered was that, if I didn’t act now, or at least soon, the decision would be taken out of my hands.

         I knew of a single example of a woman in her thirties having a baby alone through planning, not accident, and that was Tessa, my friend Laura’s sister, who’d had two children via sperm donor a decade earlier. Tessa, an energetic and successful entrepreneur from the north of England, was someone I knew only slightly but whom I had for years admired from afar. She was a decade older than me and it was apparent from the way in which Laura talked about it that her decision to have two babies alone had been considered brave but somewhat scandalous. No one at her work knew how her kids had been conceived, said Laura, and although it was all wonderful now, it had taken their dad in particular a while to come round. I had shoved the example of Tessa to the back of my mind in a file marked Too Frightening To Think About Now But Might One Day Turn Out To Be Useful and that’s where it stayed, right up until that year I turned thirty-seven, which was also the year L got pregnant.

         It would be inappropriate of me to go into the details of how it happened. Our stories overlap, but the story of her baby is not mine to tell. The thing to know about it is that (a) it didn’t make me any more broody (I defy any woman to witness another woman’s early pregnancy up close and think, hey, that looks fun! I should totally do that!), and (b) I wasn’t bound by her decisions. In fact, in the event of trying for my own baby, an infantile strand of my personality deliberately wanted to make different decisions, lest I be accused of copying. If we were going to do this thing separately and suffer the deprivations of single parenthood, we might as well realise all the advantages too – in my case, starting from scratch and doing precisely what suited me and my notional baby.

         All I had to do was figure out what that was. For example, would I use a friend as a sperm donor, or a stranger? If the former, who? If the latter, how would I go about making that choice? Would I move back to London and try to wangle free treatment on the NHS? (Which, to the horror of the right-wing press, now offers fertility services to single women and lesbians – or LESBIANS, as per tabloid house style.) Or would I stay in America and spend tens of thousands on something that might not even work? How much was I willing to sacrifice to pay for this? My London apartment? My pension? My shirt?

         There was one question that, depending on the answer, might render all other questions moot, and that was whether I could even conceive. I suspected not. In most areas of my life I didn’t feel particularly female and it seemed to me unlikely I would be successful in this, its purest biological expression, without a struggle. This was, perhaps, a weird assumption on my part; the idea that unless certain proprieties of being female are observed – a hunger for marriage; a willingness to make more effort with one’s appearance than I was willing to make; an engagement with the question of whether women can or should ‘have it all’, etc. – the rewards would be withheld. I wasn’t ashamed of the situation in which I found myself as my late thirties approached, but I was ashamed of that lack of shame, which felt to me like a failure of femininity. And I felt shame about feeling this too.

         The thing to do, I had heard, was to get one’s eggs counted. If I had only a few left, I’d better knuckle down and start thinking – really thinking, not shove-it-off-to-one-side-again thinking – about whether I had the gumption to do this. If there were dozens and dozens, I could shilly-shally about for a bit longer. The day before my thirty-seventh birthday, and feeling tremendously organised – look at me! Consulting with doctors as a precautionary measure! I had practically had the baby already – I went to see a gynaecologist.

         In London, if you need a doctor, you shuffle along to a local GP allocated by postcode, who, if you have a serious problem, refers you to a specialist. In New York, you go online, decide what’s wrong with you, consult New York magazine’s annual Best Doctors in New York list, ask friends and relatives for recommendations and, after finding the most expensive doctor approved by your insurer, ring his or her secretary to wheedle an appointment.

         And then, my god, you pay for it. It’s a source of bafflement to some Americans that Brits in the UK don’t visit the doctor more often. How is it, American friends ask me, that, given our free health care, we aren’t constantly getting our thyroids checked or popping in for blood tests? It would never in a million years occur to a British person to go to the doctor to ask for a ‘mole map’, for example, the anti-skin-cancer protocol that those in New York who can afford it demand of their dermatologists at the start of every summer. (No one in Britain who isn’t actively shedding layers has a dedicated dermatologist.) This is not, as Americans sometimes suppose, because of hospital waiting times or the ‘grubby’ facilities, but because of how we regard our relationship with the NHS: not as that of client to service provider but of beneficiary to birthright. One of the first and most unnerving things I learned when I came to America was how to collude with my primary care physician against my insurers, just to get my claims through.

         The gynaecologist came recommended by a hypochondriac friend whose referrals I take seriously and was exclusive, with a clinic on Park Avenue that felt like a private members’ club – all thick carpet and dim lighting, with an oil painting of a horse on the wall. After a fifteen-minute wait, I was shown into the consulting room, and a moment later a woman in her fifties swept in and began conducting the examination. Timidly I asked her about counting my eggs.

         ‘That’s not something we do,’ she said briskly, and looked at me as if I’d asked her to put on her hat and read the television news.

         ‘I’m thirty-seven tomorrow. Shouldn’t I be panicking?’ I felt ridiculous, like a made-up case study in a women’s magazine article.

         ‘Not at all.’ She paused. Then she asked me kindly about my work, my life and my plans for the future, while I mumbled non-committal responses.

         ‘I don’t think you have to start worrying about this issue for at least another year,’ she said, and smiled in a way that struck me as reassuring at the time, but which I suspected I might look back upon with mixed feelings, like the record of the Red Cross during World War II.

         ‘She’s crazy,’ I said to friends afterwards – everyone knows you have to hit the panic button at thirty-five – and then I found myself thinking, well, if a doctor says it’s OK to wait, it must be true. (That’s another thing about the British: we never seek second opinions. Our personalities aren’t set up for it.) And I liked her for trying to counter the general hysteria around female fertility. I thought – I knew – she was probably wrong, but I appreciated her for trying.

         At the desk on the way out, I handed over my credit card to pay the $380 bill.

         ‘Can I give you chlamydia?’ said the receptionist.

         ‘Um. Can it not be an STD?’

         ‘Fine. Yeast infection?’

         ‘Perfect.’

         She filled in the code for my insurers, who didn’t cover me for this kind of routine check-up, and, after signing and stamping the form, handed it back to me, smiling.

         ‘See you in twelve months.’

         
            *

         

         Over the next ten months, I did a lot of things. I handed in my book. I went on holiday with L to Puerto Rico. I doubled my output for my newspaper.

         One night, at a bar in Midtown, I jokily asked my friend Dan, ‘Hey, wanna be my baby-daddy?’ (‘Sure,’ said Dan, and the next day sent me a computer-generated image of a baby’s face made up of our two faces, plus our friend Sarah’s, plus Hitler’s.) Apart from that, the most I could manage was to look through my fingers at a few sperm bank websites then stare at the wall in despair. On good days, going ahead with the baby plan felt like a foregone conclusion. On other days, it struck me as an impossibility up there with climbing Everest or shouting out random words on the subway. Meanwhile my thirty-eighth birthday loomed and panic rose around me like the skirts on a hovercraft.

         Towards the end of 2013, I went on a series of book tours, first to South Africa, then around the United States, finally winding up at the book festival in Edinburgh, where Rosemary and I order one last round from the waiter, whose contemptuous politeness suggests we are more drunk than we think. And it is now, a few hours before dawn, that we get to the heart of the matter. Rosemary is adopted and has a better understanding than most of the shallowness of the debate around nature versus nurture. Even so, in the dying embers of our evening together, she and I fixate on what everyone fixates on in the early days of considering having a child via some kind of donor: not what people will say or think; not even whether it will work; but what the kid will look or act like if it doesn’t look or act like us. What happens if, thirty years down the line, a stranger’s genes surface and I find I’ve produced someone I don’t recognise from the way I have raised them?

         ‘What’s the nightmare?’ says Rosemary.

         ‘Merchant banker,’ I say. ‘You?’

         There is a long, thoughtful pause. ‘Tory Christian,’ she says.

      

   


   
      
         

            TWO

            Origin Story

         

         My mother had me a month shy of her forty-third birthday, a jaunty move in 1975. She was in good nick – five foot nine, slender, could pass for ten years younger and did, until I found her passport one day when I was about ten years old. ‘I thought you’d figured that out long ago,’ she said breezily, as if I’d come tragically late to the party, but I know it bothered her. ‘Older mothers make very good mothers,’ she would later say, somewhat sadly and echoing what the obstetrician at the Hammersmith Hospital had told her. ‘They just sometimes run out of steam.’

         It was a source of sorrow to my mother that she didn’t have more children, such a rare admission of regret on her part that to me, growing up, it put motherhood in a singular category: as one of the few things you couldn’t get for yourself via hard work or enterprise. It also left me with the impression that I might have trouble conceiving. By the time I was in my twenties it was clear to me, even without my mother’s example, that the way women like me had kids was at forty-three after three rounds of IVF, two on the NHS, one in the private wing of University College Hospital, before scaling down their jobs to three days a week and leaving the office at 6 p.m. on the dot, so that two thirds of the population around them – the men, the young people, the women without children – resented them for not doing their share. As a punishment they were forced to talk about work–life balance for the next twenty years, a debate so boring one might forestall having children just to avoid it.

         And of course that’s if they could get pregnant at all. I remember an older woman in my office, who’d had a child in her late thirties and been unable to have more, going on an impassioned rant to me about how women my age had been sold a lie; how all those you-go-girl pieces in the magazines about women having kids in their forties downplayed the sheer size of their gamble. I thought she was mad. Having ‘only’ one child sounded fine to me, but in any case I could barely imagine being thirty, let alone forty. The only thing I couldn’t work out was this: after the amazing two decades I was about to have working and travelling and writing books and learning about myself, what if I didn’t ‘meet the right person’?

         You might think that a story about the path to single motherhood would list all the exes I burned through, the ones who got away, who I should’ve or could’ve had kids with but didn’t. Instead, my emotional life in my twenties and early thirties was arranged almost entirely around my friends, with the mushroom cloud of my mother’s death in the middle of it and interrupted by my move to America. For a long time I couldn’t even decide if I was primarily dating men or women. I spent a lot of demoralising nights out trying to work out if he was boring me because he was boring or if he was boring me because he was male. (Looking back, it was often both.) ‘What did you like about him?’ friends would say the morning after I’d been out on a date, and I would have to think hard. ‘I liked his grey cashmere sweater.’
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