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  Introduction




  Katherine Kotz




  I set up The Motherhood Project as a way of bringing artists together to respond to the needs of the pandemic. Inspired by the groundswell of activism in 2020, and particularly the Black Lives Matter movement, I had been reading about the rise in calls to the domestic-violence charity Refuge, and I wanted to coordinate an artistic collaboration that would both raise money and send out a public message of solidarity to anyone feeling invisible and unsafe in lockdown.




  Creatively, I was keen to engage with new writing on the topic of motherhood because I was pregnant and grappling with my own preconceptions about what lay ahead. I’d always considered motherhood to be quite a hard sell. Bearing in mind that it’s 2021 and women are still performing eighty per cent of unpaid care responsibilities, we could be forgiven for being a little hesitant about leaping open-armed into family life. In my experience, women don’t tend to talk very openly about motherhood for fear of offending one another, or seeming selfish or inadequate in some way. As a society we’re still quite quick to attach labels to women if they choose not to have children – we want to know why.




  This collection is an attempt to dig into the issue and engage with a cross-section of different perspectives. I had the idea to mix real-life reflections with dramatic pieces and produce them in a fairly rudimentary way to raise money for Refuge. One by one, playwrights and authors I admired agreed to contribute something and the line-up grew ever more exciting and varied. A brilliant production company called Drift Studio agreed to help me produce the films, and waived their fee to shoot and edit them – an extraordinarily kind act which meant we could be far more ambitious on an extremely limited budget.




  As lockdowns came and went, the project steadily grew. Fifteen short films were made and edited, and a streaming partner found in Battersea Arts Centre. A magnificent effort on everyone’s part.




  My baby was born when we were halfway through creating the films. I can confidently tell you that it’s incredibly hard to juggle working with being a new mum, not least because the sleep deprivation turns you into a monosyllabic yeti for whom ‘spare time’ amounts to doing some mental arithmetic of your baby’s bowel movements while you hunt around the kitchen for old bits of toast. As I write this, my six-month-old is beaming at me as he massages banana into the sleeve of my once-favourite shirt, a fitting end to this fading relic from my past life.




  The pieces you’re about to read are not sequential or thematically linked. It was my intention to gather a wide range of writing on the subject. I hope this collection forms part of a wider conversation about our attitudes to women and motherhood and how they could be reimagined.
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  SUITED




  Hannah Khalil









  Performed by Emmanuella Cole




  Directed by Caroline Byrne




  Director of Photography and Editor Crusoe Weston




  Sound Designer Sinéad Diskin




  Camera Assistant Alex Mead




  Thanks to Robin Allen









  You wouldn’t have understood before.




  (A beat.)




  You only bleed for a few days. Weeks. Months. That toe-curling pain passes. Eventually. It’s natural. Normal. The pain. The bleeding is normal. The hair falling out is normal. The hair on your boobs is normal. Those freckles are normal. That tiredness is normal.




  Normal.




  It’s normal not to want to be touched.




  Normal not to want to be sucked or held.




  Normal.




  (A beat.)




  The stretch marks don’t go though. You’re stuck with those.




  (A beat.)




  You wouldn’t have understood before.




  (A beat.)




  Enjoy it now, this age passes so quickly. Make sure you hold yourself when you go to the toilet so the stitches don’t burst. Cabbage leaves help. Put your pads in the freezer. Try not to worry.




  (A beat.)




  She’s very small. He’s very big. Breast is best. Get her on the bottle as soon as you can.




  Don’t wake the baby to feed her. Feed him every three hours.




  Sleep when the baby sleeps.




  I hope he’s sleeping through.




  Remember when you were worried about the birth?




  You wouldn’t have understood before.




  (A beat.)




  Hold him like this. This. This. This.




  Not like that.




  Try not to worry




  (A beat.)




  The days pass slowly but the years go quickly. Enjoy this age. It’s going to fly by. Get up every day. Get dressed. Go out. Take him swimming. To baby massage. Monkey music. Baby yoga. Fit baby to your routine. Bring her into the office. Remind them you’re still alive. Visit friends. Go on holiday. It’s easy when they’re that age. It’s cheap when they’re that age. Enjoy it now, this age passes so quickly.




  (A beat.)




  Once it’s come out you can’t imagine anything going up there again. But it will. Wear a bra or you’ll get milk everywhere. Not sexy. Pretend you want to. That you don’t mind everyone owning all the bits of you, touching bits of you, holding bits of you, sucking bits of you - that no bits of you are yours any more. Nothing is private. Yours. Get used to that.




  (A beat.)




  Don’t hate your body. It may look different but think about the wonderful thing it did. Think about the fact it made a baby – a miracle – and you bought it into the world. Of course you don’t look the same. Don’t feel the same. Because everything is different – changed – forever.




  (A beat.)




  A part of you is outside your body and walking around and nothing will ever be the same again.




  (A beat.)




  Get used to it. Enjoy it. Try to.




  You wouldn’t have understood before.




  (End.)




  INSIDE ME




  Morgan Lloyd Malcolm









  Performed by Jenni Maitland




  Directed by Maria Aberg




  Director of Photography and Editor Ali White




  Camera Assistant Max Quinton









  She is sitting down on the bed in front of me as I stand. And she’s like.




  ‘This will feel a bit weird as I’m down here and you’re up there but if you can just stand with your legs apart and relax a moment and I’ll just…’




  She starts to root about down there and.




  ‘Let me just try and find the best way in as I’m doing it upside down from normal.’ And she’s got a finger in. Then she says.




  ‘Now just shuffle your feet together a little. I know you can’t get completely together as my hand is there but… there that’s it, lovely. Now I want you to lift your pelvic floor for me so I can just have a feel of what you’re doing.’




  And I do something. I don’t know what I’m doing to be honest but I give it a try. And she’s like.




  ‘Okay that’s good’




  Is it? Okay great, I’m thinking. I’ll try and replicate.




  And she says.




  ‘Okay so you’re managing to do it both at the front and back but I now want you to think of your vagina as a compass. With your north, south, east and west. And try and engage all sides. Or like purse strings. Pull it all together.’




  I’ve got to pull it together. Yes I do. Pull it together.




  She’s talking to me quite seriously whilst also having a finger up me. Like she’s got her digit completely inside me and we’re having this chat. I find it very hard to maintain eye contact. I keep shutting my eyes so that it seems like I’m concentrating on the purse strings but really it’s because I can’t look her in the eye while I try to grip her finger with my vaj. And shutting my eyes is risky because I’m so fucking tired I feel like I could honestly fall asleep right now standing up with her inside me.




  This is so fucking surreal.




  She does this every day with so many women.




  To help us all stop pissing in our pants when we sneeze or laugh. She’s a fucking hero.




  Also. And I feel like I need to put a ‘too much information’ warning on the next bit but it’s probable that ship has sailed already. So…




  I can smell myself.




  Like. I basically get a waft. So she must have too. And it mortifies me because no matter how much feminist literature and activist freedom chat I’ve listened to I have had it deeply ingrained in me since childhood that my vagina is smelly and I need to do something about it. I had obviously showered this morning but the journey here and the Tena Lady and the slightly stressful school run obviously means I will have ended up with some kind of something going on down there and now I can smell it. I mean it’s not unpleasant to me but to Danny Wilcox in Year 8 it’s fucking disgusting and that’s all I can think of. This poor woman is smelling my stinky vaj. When she’s down the pub with her doctor friends is she going to be all like ‘Fucking hell this WOMAN today. She has SUCH A PROBLEM VAGINA. It STANK.’




  Isn’t that so fucked up that this is what I’m worrying about? Right now? In this moment while this woman is trying to help me fix my body so that my everyday existence can be happier, can be less uncomfortable. Normal.




  Well whatever I did whilst dealing with these thoughts, clearly was good because she was delighted with my squeeze. And then she says.




  ‘Now you need to make sure you’re engaging your tummy muscle and breathing. Let’s try the lift on the breath out and afterwards keep holding and whatever you do keep breathing.’




  Keep breathing, keep breathing. Yes. I must. Keep breathing.




  It’s a funny thing adulthood isn’t it? Because when you were a kid you imagined it all in chunks of – Get job, get partner, get married, get kids, get house, get old, die. You don’t imagine the minutiae. You don’t imagine the small little fucking insane events that make up all those chunks. You don’t imagine you’ll spend Thursday mornings every six to eight weeks chatting about your vagina with someone who has their finger actually in it.




  Also – you don’t imagine that doing something like this will feel like a break. I may as well have been going to a spa the way I left the house this morning. Genuinely the last time I did something like this for myself was when I got two fillings and I practically had a snooze in the dentist’s chair.




  ‘Let me just show you another way to do this.’




  She says withdrawing from me and removing her gloves. I catch a brief look at her finger and it’s gloopy and wet and I panic thinking ‘OH FUCK THAT’S MY HUSBAND’S SPERM FROM LAST NIGHT’ but then I remember she used KY Jelly and I calm the fuck down.




  ‘Just perch your bum on the edge of the bed and rest your elbows on your knees and engage your lower back so scoot your pelvis under a bit and make sure your back is straight that’s it. Now do the same, draw your belly button up about ten per cent…’




  Ten per cent of what? Of WHAT? I’m suddenly wondering if I’m even able to comprehend the details of all this. I barely understand what my vagina is doing when it’s doing it. Whatever it is. I pull my tummy in and hope that’s ten per cent.
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