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			​Dedication

			It is said that there is no prayer more powerful than the prayer of a mother for her children.

			Let this book be a prayer for the mothers, and for all who need the prayer of a mother.

			It is given with reverence to the Divine, who answers our prayers according to the rhythms of unknowable mystery.

			And to the three Es, for whom I shall pray, with confidence in the great love that underpins this mystery, all the days of my life.

		


		
			​Epigraph

			“Rhythm is the inevitable result of repetition.”

			—Ellen Dissanayake, 
Homo Aestheticus: Where Art Comes From and Why
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			​Magnificat

			As I finish this collection, I have begun to spend nearly every Tuesday evening in Bath Abbey in Somerset, where I now live, listening to my son sing Evensong. What a long way (and yet not) from the Minneapolis of my birth or the small Lutheran churches of my Midwestern upbringing. He is now ten, which means that it has been a decade since I became a mother, and I write this memoir reflecting on ten years of seemingly continual transformation—transformation I know will continue as my children grow and evolve.

			Although I knew from the time I was little that I would leave the United States, the reality of my life now would likely surprise childhood me. An avid reader and high-performing student, I believed in the power of the written word to open the doors to knowledge. I believe in it still; it is for this reason that I write, and yet it has only been in motherhood that I have realized how much life must be lived to be understood, how truth reveals itself slowly, over time, and only if one retains the presence to pay attention—an increasingly difficult task in today’s world. Then, once we have lived through something worth sharing, there is the naming of it, finding its expression. Over twenty years of living as a foreigner in a country I had assumed to be quite similar to my own have revealed how difficult it can be to do just this. It is not simply about language and culture; it comes down to an impasse in how to understand one another. This problem is universal rather than specific; even within our own families, or between the best of friends, true understanding can be hard to find. One of my greatest prayers for this book is that it will open a window of insight not only into the experience of one woman’s initiation into motherhood in a foreign land, but that it will create an opening through which all stories can flow in purity, simplicity, and innocence, penetrating straight to our hearts—that place where compassion and understanding can be found. All prayer is made from the heart but expressed through language. And so it seems fitting that I should open the words of a mother’s prayer.

			

			One of the songs my son sings every Tuesday is the Magnificat, meaning “[my soul] magnifies [the Lord].” It is also known as the Canticle of Mary. Whilst there is no fixed melody for the song, the text of the canticle has remained constant for thousands of years; it is said to be one of the eight most ancient Christian hymns, and possibly the earliest Marian hymn.

			The Magnificat comes from the Gospel of Luke, where Elizabeth, pregnant with John the Baptist, praises her cousin Mary when her faith causes John to move in Elizabeth’s womb. Mary responds with the Magnificat, a humble expression of gratitude for God’s love. She describes it as a force that raises her from nothingness to the greatest expression of blessing: a mother.

			Whilst these words attributed to Mary are traditionally associated with evening service in the Anglican church, in the Eastern Orthodox tradition, the Magnificat is always sung at matins. Venus, otherwise known as the morning or the evening star and sometimes associated with Mary in her guise as Queen of Heaven, also alternates between greeting us at dusk (evening star) or dawn (morning star), those liminal moments in our earthly reality where what was comes to an end, or what is yet to be begins to show its promise.

			Bringing the celestial down to earth, our family homeopath, who has seen me through the lowest lows of parenting, once promised me that the day would come when, as it did for her, my children would occupy my first thoughts upon waking and my last thoughts before sleep. In truth, it is already so.

			Family life is not universally celebrated in England where I live, nor in America where I was born. There is so much discourse now about modernity and motherhood, but this is not that kind of book. Instead, I write a personal story, one that nonetheless sheds light on the two cultures I know best: that of my birth, which will always be my mother culture, and the one I’ve lived in for the last twenty years and which, I both celebrate and, at times, regret, will be the mother culture of my children. And, in that incredibly circular way that motherhood changes us, I see how raising my children in this country has in turn made me English, too.

			

			American, English, shaper of the generations to come wherever they may journey and find home, I welcome the idea of motherhood as a blessing. I cherish the thought of it merging with what I more readily regard as a spiritual practice. I long to glorify it as a gift I humble myself before as I rise, and again as I return to unconscious sleep. I see it as my own personal Christmas Star (it helps that I had all my children in December), one that guides me towards something greater than not only myself, but also the family I have created. Towards the universal, the sublime, the human. I have not always regarded motherhood so; I know that there are many like me who struggled and who struggle still.

			It is for all people, but especially for these that I write what follows: my own motherhood song, with all its light and all its shadow. I invite you into both.  
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			​Origin Story and Collection Map

			Now, ten years after my motherhood initiation, there is a light that I feel pouring forth from my heart, my womb, and the tiny scar just above my pubic bone—small wounds from big events that now shine like stigmata in the art I make of the aftermath. How do I share this light with sensitivity, with grace, with a clarity that will offer a healing truth? Which stories are mine and which are too entangled in the private experiences of others for me to share? Puzzle pieces fit together retrospectively; themes connect messily and out of sequence. And I have contorted myself around their curves, taking on many roles to make these stories flow, dazzle, and display whatever artistry I have been gifted, or that I have cultivated through practice. Archaeologist, philosopher, pop-culture alchemist, and (hopefully) wit (read: big Sagittarian energy), I have become them all in service to these stories that I hope will entertain, even as they lead you towards the still waters of reflection. I was not sure I would be equal to this task, but I find that, almost against my will, I have been practicing all the while. Writing is how I saw myself through these years of turmoil—it is an art I practiced almost unwittingly at a time when I thought all creativity had drained from me along with birth waters that held the fruits of my womb: fresh, new life.

			Words weave a magic potent and strong, and I’ve been busy at my loom. Looking back through journals, I see prayers for peaceful nights messily scrawled in pre-bedtime pages, assessments of my motherhood body and detailed descriptions of the babies I bore and their particular predilections. There are notes of study as I learned arts aimed at keeping them and myself well in mind, body, and spirit. There are chaotic incantations, beleaguered complaints, and of course a few hundred Instagram posts (since deleted), where I wavered between wit and vulnerable confession, seeking to shape a new identity in prose and picture that was consumed neither by motherhood nor career. Language has become incredibly important to me; I have tried to be as precise as I can.

			The breadth of our English vocabulary allows for this—a precision that invites the idea of uniqueness. But in writing, I have been surprised to discover how many of these stories, so intimate and personal, become in the telling universal, impersonal, downright emblematic. Motherhood felt so isolating that I could not comprehend how much of what seemed painfully and uniquely mine was and is, in fact, the story of all who suffer and overcome. While I imagine that these stories will most deeply penetrate the psyche of other mothers, I hope that anyone who might read them will feel a resonance with their own struggles, and that the light I found can illuminate anyone’s path to victory.

			Stories, letters, essays, and poems—these pockets of insight offered in prose and verse form the frame, if you will, for these windows into my experience. Of all the ways I found to recount these stories, the letter has felt the most potent. While I wanted to show the glory and destruction of motherhood with a certain degree of objective detachment, in the end I found that only the most personal of containers could hold the fullness of both what I’ve experienced and what I want to share. And so here at the beginning I write a letter to you, the reader. Thank you for picking up this collection; I hope it opens something in you the way that motherhood opened a world vast, terrible, and beautiful, all at once, in me. Below I offer a map of this new world—the landscape you are about to traverse.

			This collection is many times over a hybrid; it blends language everyday and fantastical, allusion contemporary and ancient as the earth. What is memory, and what is myth? Birth stories become apocryphal almost immediately in the retelling; these stories are no exception. In these pages, alongside descriptions of tangible sensations and settings easily visualized, I speak of the etheric. I invite in once again the intangible forces that nevertheless felt so palpable to me in these early years of motherhood, connecting me not only to my own family (present and past), but also to the legions of families that come both before and after. Ancestors, spirits, and nebulous icons of the mysterious eternal—I court them all in these pages.

			Yet this collection is highly personal as well, flipping over the tapestry of my life as a mother to reveal all its messy threads, crossing and jumping across the fabric they adorn. And what a mess we find there. I must caution that these pages act as a sort of time capsule, preserving a period of intense and painful introspection that is, at times, hard to permeate from the outside. My desperation and longing remain palpable in many of these passages, which is why I have included many of them as they are, including the retrospective dates and circumstances that have moved now that this work comes to publication. I wanted to retain the rawness of the anxiety I felt. In deciding not to dull the jagged blade of this impassioned mental state, I have allowed some of the confusion to remain—it is against this swirl of confusion, particularly evident in certain of the sections I introduce below, that the return of cogency appears as stark and welcome relief.

			Now, on to the collection.

			First, I want to ground you in the earthy, primal, and incredibly physical act of birth—centre stage in the transformation of woman to mother. Birth is hardly the beginning, but Birth Stories open this collection, and herein I detail how I became a mother not once, but twice and bore not two but three children. Twice my body expanded in ways I never could have thought possible; twice we knocked on the gates of the world, my babies and I, and twice we were received. In these stories, I play with the convergence of time, season, hands and faces, materials and mettle—all the ingredients of Fate unwinding. There is detail, and there is scope. These stories explore the power of birth, the importance of community (both real and in spirit), the fragility of life, and the power of generational patterns—a thread I will fray and examine in greater detail later.

			Readers will meet the main characters in the Love in Letters section. The fullness of my heart, it would seem, could be most easily poured into the form of a letter—a personal structure for personal stories. Mementos of moments big and small, these letters were hugely cathartic to write, and I know they were meant for all and not just their addressees. These do not appear in temporal order but hit a scattering of the highest highs and the lowest lows these last years have meted out for our family.

			Next comes Naming, a section that explores the magic I have known all my life but was invited to contemplate more consciously in marriage and motherhood. It is the magic of language, of writers, of manifestation (a complicated word that, in this present moment, evokes both hope and disdain, yet nevertheless possesses a rightness which necessitates its inclusion here), and, ultimately, of prayer. Naming is a significant duty and, often, a source of great pleasure for parents. The rightness, the fit of a name is no small thing. Sound has its power, as all the sages know. Nebulous concepts, once named, shift into form, initiate into life. In motherhood, I felt the full power of naming as never before. Of course, there are the names I gave my children, but there is also my own name, pliable under the pressure of transition to wife, to mother. How would it weather? Names can become omens or spells; they can evoke a familial through-line or break with it entirely. There is a particular rhythm to how we named our children, but finding my own name in motherhood was not so easy. What comes first: the name, or your intention in bestowing it? I was lost in both tasks when it came to myself. Perhaps we are not meant to name ourselves; perhaps the gift of a name, however wrongly we think it fits, is one we cannot give back. Then there are the names I tried to give to my experiences in this new world I occupied as a mother. The language I sought did not quite exist, or maybe it was simply that the thick hormonal haze covering this unfamiliar landscape prevented me from seeing truth in enough detail to name it. I could not articulate myself; I could not name what I felt, who I was, or what I needed. That muteness—that halting, changeable, inarticulate speech had lasting implications for my entire family.

			Darklands starts with a parting of the veil and a descent into the deepest confusion and mental experience as I lost myself, once and then again in my fall through the post-birth portal. I became Alice descending into a Wonderland that revealed itself as a hall of funhouse mirrors. Every reflection imparted a shock; every surface revealed a twisted version of a world I thought I knew. Shadow and grey—even the colour of the clothes I wore in those initial postpartum months evoked the wash of cold, damp detachment. I had fallen into a world not entirely foreign but frightening for the memories and sensations it evoked. I felt the ghosts of childhood experiences long forgotten stir in my very bones. The rest of this section details how I searched for a way out, grasping for help with an incomplete vocabulary. Helped and hindered by this scrabbling, I passed among relics and ruins of my former life with a grim surrender I thought was bravery. Dark times taught dark lessons.

			Generations—this is where the lessons I hinted at previously truly began for me. The mists began to clear, and I could begin to see the mess in which I lay. Why? How? I’m still not sure I can say exactly how I summoned the dawn; I tried so many things, asked so many people for help. Do we ever know why prayers are answered? What I do know is that I set about opening every window, trimming every wick, filling every lantern with oil, and saying prayers all the while. I worked and I prayed, trying my best to create the opportunity for illumination to come, to catch the warmth of the sun if it rose. And when, finally, it did—like the first pinks of sun on the horizon showing hope, precious hope—I was ready to receive it. My mouth was primed to call out whatever horror needed naming, and to bless it and send it forth once I could find its name in this new light. Mostly, this light appeared from behind me, and I caught it first in the mirror before I had the strength to turn around and face its fierce rays head-on. The truth. The truth: I would learn that this concept is not so fixed as we might like, but revolves like a planet unto its own, showing different faces at different times, depending on where we stand. Nevertheless, clarity came, and in the light of stories finally told, patterns finally recognized, I could see where I was. The future will forever be a place of mystery, its parameters unclear, its landscape tangled with possibility. But it stands on the shoulders of the past, even if only to hurtle over them. Generations came back to me; generations instructed me; generations stood in awe of all I had endured, for myself and for them so they could vanish, satisfied.

			After is, well, what came after. Here are reflections on where I have ended up, what world I now occupy. I try to define it both relative to where I was (an important measure), but also against where I think I could be, and where the others near, dear, and otherwise find themselves. A hard but necessary teaching I have found in this period lays in the universality of the human experience. Truly, the suffering of another is my suffering, the joy of another is my joy. I’m willing to wager that few experiences teach you this quite so precisely as motherhood. Much as I might wish to claim all my own healing, or to hoard all its reward, the very point of running the gauntlet is to free those both behind and before you. That is the victory I have found in my after, the victory I offer at the close of this collection, which I also bless with gratitude for every set of eyes that reads my words, every heart that feels the depth I have poured into them, and every soul that emerges transformed in some way, big or small. Thank you, from the bottom of my heart.

			

		


		
			​Part 1  
Birth Stories

			The Smallest Thing About Me

			My tiny womb.

			No bigger than a fist—

			more powerful

			than a

			bomb.
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			​Born to the Sound of Laughter
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			Sweating and shaking, flushed with blood and pulsing with divine aid, to become a mother is, while thoroughly enmeshed in the physicality of our human form, to transcend its limits nonetheless and reach into the ethers, where, for just a moment, you dance with unfathomable eternity. No matter if life begins at the quickening, conception, or sometime before even then, the miracle of physical birth is, as director Joe Wright’s Elizabeth Bennet says of the “accomplished woman,” a “fearsome thing to behold.” Just as Lizzy baulks at the idea that Miss Bingley and Mr. Darcy’s “accomplished woman” could possibly exist in the flesh, we baulk at the real, flesh-and-blood miracle of birth, and forget the accomplishment of it. Motherhood is not among the qualities listed by these characters, and 250 years after Jane Austen’s death, I’m not sure much has changed (for all the current discourse). And yet we celebrate motherhood too, especially in the commercial context, especially in its archetypical form. Feared, ridiculed, coddled, dismissed, revered, worshiped, generally misunderstood—both individually and as a society, we twist and contort ourselves when faced with the awesome power a mother wields in the act of birth. The sheer audacity of it: to dare to create life. How can there be an act more powerful? Human birth evokes the jealousy of even the gods, as the most cursory reading of Greek mythology will reveal.

			But it is not just life in its humble simplicity that stirs such emotions; it is the newness of a child—a glimmer of one’s past, a promise of the future, emerging unblemished and full with possibility. But there is no such thing as true “purity”; no true blank slate exists upon this planet dense with patterns and stories old as time. We deliver up our precious creation, and, as in Psalm 137, it is dashed against the rocks. The jagged limitations of earthly possibility mar tender skin from first breath, and we arrive not light and free, but heavy with all that has been, which we are doomed to repeat, rehash, revisit. The inescapable circularity of existence is encoded into our DNA; it is woven through the air we breathe. Awareness cannot save us; it is impossible to outrun our lineage. New life descends into the arms of the mother and falls immediately into a web of fate. Thick strands bind the stories we weave, the language we know. Some say we come here again and again, ghosts who haunt each other not in dark corners but in the light of lifetime upon lifetime, each a foray into trying to undo the past. Relentlessly we return, trying to achieve . . . understanding? Forgiveness? Liberation? Love? Life ends and we are lost to all but each other, and each re-encounter is the chance to try again. Parent to child, sibling to sibling, lover to lover, we find ourselves in each other and realise that all the world is caught in these quicksilver moments of time that fly between us.

			I knew none of this when I laboured with my son. I fell pregnant at 33, hardly an elder (indeed, I was the youngest in my NCT group—a new parents’ group organised by the National Childcare Trust), and indeed a complete novice in the ways of family life. It turns out that simply making your way through this world, even as part of a relatively stable family unit, is no meaningful preparation for the act of creating a family of one’s own. Certainly, it is no preparation for labour. I found that, as other mothers in my NCT group started to have their children (I was one of the last), the narrative of this experience read like a script. There was surprise, pain, the managing of it, the further managing of the various horrors any hospital visit is likely to include, and finally an exhausted but relieved return home, where themes of further exhaustion, more pain, and overwhelm continued to dominate the narrative.

			In birth, the heavens in all their majesty open before us, but adrift in this sky full of luminaries, we focus on but a few bright stars, the constellations they inhabit lost. This failure is not just in vision, but in language; I found there was a special vocabulary in use around birthing and labour, words carefully chosen to enter the consciousness through the mind, through logic, through evocation of an experience well known. When in my second birth I prepared for a C-section, I was told that the feeling of my doctor delivering my babies would resemble that of someone rummaging through a handbag, with my body as the handbag. The divine mysteries reduced to the image of an impatient mother searching for her keys in a particularly large carry-all, an archetypically mundane medical explanation designed to keep my mind focused on just that—the mundane, rather than the horror of surgery, or equally, the wonder of new life emerging, its own unfathomable miracle. Preparing for birth the first time, I was given so many tools. There were mantras to practice, “surges” to embrace, visualisations to conjure up, and postures to adopt in body and in mind. The language of what we have known, words fit for this earthly plane with its quotidian human experiences—how can they prepare us for the sublime?

			And yet I found a transcendent sound for a transcendent experience; my son was born to it.

			On a cold December evening—exactly on his due date, a rare anomaly for all our scientific achievement—my body began to stir with the song of my son’s triumphal march. Twinges became sharper peaks of tightening; my steady appetite left me, and after a few hours, curiosity crept closer to certainty. I called my husband (after accidentally misdialling my chatty mother-in-law) and told him to come home. I then called Corina, my doula: an incredible and seasoned South African midwife, who instructed us to settle in for an evening of cosy preparation, promising that our son would be worth the wait. My husband began to make turkey chilli; I wasn’t hungry, but spice is said to help labour progress. I timed contractions and tried to flow with sensations as confounding as they were totalizing. “Surges,” I was encouraged to call them—pulses of energy and effort bringing us ever closer to an experience some women claim to be ecstatic. But I found no joy in the overwhelming rhythms of my body, just a growing fear in the powerlessness I felt to control them. Waves of nausea hit me; I could have sworn my organs were going to come up and out through my mouth, the inverse of an embalming ritual. As I pressed my hands onto the tiles of the cool bathroom floor, decades of stomach flu (a recurrent childhood ailment for me) washed over my memory, mixing with the present. Labour was a dredge unearthing all sorts of childhood pain; I could not know then that these shards would not sink back down into the depths where I had buried them but would rise up with the new life I beckoned forth, demanding as much attention as the newborn they clung to.

			I begged Corina to check my cervix; she coolly guessed that I’d be only a few centimetres, but relief wafted over me as, upon inspection, she declared me close to five. It was time to go to hospital. My husband gathered bags and books, LED candles and essential oils—and his half-eaten supper, I’d learn later. He summoned a taxi and bundled bags and bodies into the back. I crouched on the floor, laying one cheek on the side of the fold-down taxi seat and breathed, breathed, breathed as my body tensed and released again and again. The driver was delightful; I was his first passenger in active labour, his first brush with the burgeoning new life while on the clock. Away we sped in London’s most iconic of rides, but our journey came to an abrupt halt just around the corner when my husband remembered something he’d forgotten. We had arranged to bank some of our son’s umbilical cord—investing in some vague assurance of future safety for him that would find equivalent expression months later when my husband opened a pension for him. I gritted my teeth and waited while he ran back to the house like it was on fire.

			We arrived with perhaps more ease and certainly a bit more glamour than most of my NCT friends; my comprehensive American health insurance allowed me to deliver my son in one of London’s private hospitals. I was greeted at the door by a porter who guided us into the lift with sympathy in his eyes. Hospital staff often harden to cope with the delicate balance of life and death they witness day by day and night by night, but there was none of this grizzled indifference in the faces that attended me that evening. My doula accompanied me inside, all calm and sunshine, plumping my pillow and helping me into an oft-washed gown. Once settled in a room, we met the hospital midwife on duty that night. Mercy, a gorgeous Ghanaian woman, had also seen me several times over the last few months, memorably recommending pole dancing to encourage my son to engage in my pelvis. She was already several hours into her shift but sparkled with smiles and encouragement as she handed me a tube connected to the wall, the “gas and air” I would use to cope.

			But my labour progressed quickly, and I didn’t particularly cope. My mother delivered both her children within ninety minutes of labour commencing; I, too, laboured efficiently. I requested an epidural and shrank only slightly at the sight of the enormous needle. I had been cautioned against an epidural by many different women citing many different reasons, but no one baulked at my request, and after a first attempt that left only half my body numb, the second go spread a sweet nothing across my system, and I returned to sense. Quickly I scanned my mind for any sense of failure, of “less than” or judgment, but was relieved to find none—quite a break from my regular orientation. I recognised immediately that it was this drug that brought the wild horses of my psyche back from the brink of the cliff it was poised to tumble into. Rationality, my long-time friend and lens through which I had primed myself for this experience, returned. I could now see the women who attended me—and my husband, who retreated to a corner to finish his chilli. After he finished, I asked him to leave—not with irritation; this had always been the plan. For the birth of my son, I wanted to only be in the company of women. Freed now of any kind of extraneous concern, I could harness my faculties and strength and prepare, at last, to greet him.

			Drugs—we use them to transcend reality (though I can’t say I’ve ever really gone down this route), but what about bringing us back to our senses? Sense—for me, the epidural allowed me to return to my mind, but also to physical sensibility, to familiarity with my body. True, much of it was numb, but I was back in my body, rather than flying up above it. In the moments leading up to the anaesthetic (I had reached about eight and a half centimetres), I had gone glassy-eyed and strange. Again, I was brought back to childhood and the wave upon wave of intense nausea that used to hit me with my frequent stomach bugs (equal parts virus and Pop-Tart, I’m now sure). Then, as in the hours of unmedicated labour, I wanted nothing more than to leave my body. Perhaps forever? But drugged down (there is no escaping the downward pull of such drugs, away from the transcendence so integral to the birth mysteries), how could I touch the heavens; how would I feel the miracle of my child?

			But I didn’t feel drawn down; I didn’t feel guilty; I felt free. In truth, it was the epidural that allowed me to entertain the absurdity and humour of my body in its contradictions; it freed my lungs to laugh as my body, splayed and senseless, worked harder than ever before. Mercy and Corina now revealed themselves to be the first of many angels I’d meet as Mother. They kept my spirits up, joking incessantly over the next few hours. The epidural had slowed the progress of my labour considerably. And so we settled in, urgency and panic replaced by peace and comradery. They teased each other, they teased me, and they even teased God as they encouraged this new life, waiting in the wings, to come forth. And when, at just after 2 am the crown of this little king emerged, Mercy took my hand in hers and led my fingers to his head. His crown to my palm, the whole of the cosmos reverberated through this new planet still in motion with the heavens and pulsed up to my heart. With wonder, with incredulity, with love, I laughed.

			The universe is infinite; our tight joy expanded out to the waiting room, where my husband sat in a worn leather chair. His every expectation would have been cries, screams, groans of exertion, pain, endurance, struggle. Elsewhere, this was also true. But by the power of the choices I made, and the grace of God, the sounds that greeted the first-time father were laughter, laughter, and then a baby’s cry.

			What complex matrix of choices and chance, waiting here but speeding there, choosing what had been forbidden, excluding the familiar while embracing the unknown—all these pieces worked in harmony to create a melody of victory. The web of joy that caught my son, made of these circumstances and choices and coincidences and firm, firm fate strummed with the perfect sound to celebrate the triumph of joy over pain and fear. Ease in effort, the ambassador of new life, shone none the less spectacularly for how it rooted rather than rose. And then a moment becomes timeless, and the individual becomes the collective as together we laugh a new paradigm into existence. The generation behind healed by the generation brought forth, light teasing light from murky grey. My son, whole and strong, born exactly on the date foretold, inhaled the perfume of our laughter, and stretched his new lungs into the shape of joy as he joined us.

			

		


		
			​Small

			My second birth found me a changed woman. The intervening three years and nine days marked changes in myself and the world that still, seven years later, have not completely settled into stasis. I was no longer working, and what a difference that made to my orientation in myself and in the enormity of London, my home. Britain itself was navigating crisis, having voted to leave the EU, and still trembled with the seismic ripples the decision tore through the fabric of society. As I write this now, such dynamics seem painfully normal, but in the mid 2010s, knives had just cut through family ties, friendship bonds, and institutional outlook; we all shuddered with the trauma.

			Perhaps given the general turmoil, it is no surprise that the end of my second pregnancy bore hallmarks of anxiety beyond even my own, which had never fully quelled from my first postnatal period. Now 36, I was officially a “geriatric” mother, a label I felt fit at the time, even though I now look back at pictures of myself then and see only youth—tired, but glowing. The fact is, there had been an effacing; I was ready to believe what I was told about myself. Specifically, I was told that because of my age, because they were twins, and because of their positioning in my body, the risks were too high for a natural birth. And so we move from a December night, warm and cozy with the laughter of women and an experience all of flesh and sweat and joy, to a very different December day three years on. The world and I were both wearier; perhaps both of us—all of us—were in need of a miracle.
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			Tiny hands, tiny hearts, breaths scarcely audible in the clinically cold expanse of white and chrome where they were born. No, I cannot quite say “born”—even I, their mother, who of all people should hold the right to declare what moment constitutes “birth”—I cannot describe their arrival this way. For all its ancient practice and imperial associations (Julius Caesar, no less), I can only see it as a strange way for two cosmic beings to make their way into the world. And their entrance rendered them such to me; they felt not just different from the starlit being of their brother, but both unknown and unknowable. Years later, as I write this, I can see the cluster of stars around their arrival and the rightness of their timing, premature as it was. It was just nine days after their brother’s birthday and eighteen after my own, a pattern pointing to precision. But when I shrink back (for I must shrink; my entire being was so small then) to the woman I was on that steel table, numb in various ways and none particularly welcome, I feel a detachment from the essence of my star children that lingered long after the anaesthetic wore off. Let me probe it. It is not indifference or lack of care; it is some intrinsic quality to the triangulation of our relationship (for we are a trio) that I cannot puzzle out. While some of this, I suspect, is endemic to the nature of twins, I feel the presence of some other force, a dark pallor that hovered over their delivery and proved tough to shift. It wants to confuse me, to have me forever searching for an unreachable but tantalising false light when the real deal is right in front of me, here with my baby girls. And now back to my story.

			Where their brother’s birth had brought me back to myself, back to consciousness through the intervention of anaesthetic and rejoicing female sympathy, the delivery of my daughters showed me the other side of modern birth. Numbed, monitored, scheduled, and scrubbed, emotionally I was totally at sea and psychically as separate from my body as I dared. I had been cozy, courageous, and so ready to meet my son, even in the dead of night when he arrived, first crown to palm, then immediately heart to heart. Here, all was strange from the beginning, contorted by the intersection of three souls with competing agendas in one tight body. Their prematurity surprised me; the labour baffled me in its lack of sharp sensation (perhaps there was simply no room for great contraction). Because this second labour brought little pain, the epidural was smaller relief, more of a numb presentment of a destiny I feared. With our son, I sent his father away a maiden and greeted him a mother—smiling, spent, and proud. This second time, I gripped his hand in fear as paper tents hid my inert body ready for reconfiguration. If angels hovered, they were unseen, and any music was muffled by the clatter of steel implement on steel tray, and by attending nurses and doctors who chatted and laughed not in camaraderie with me, but in the background, sharing secrets I would never know.

			The pregnancy too bore fewer markings of the magic so obvious in my first. No awe on my part attended the fact that my girls grew cell by cell and day by day, warm and snug together (or squished, perhaps) in my tight tummy. “All baby,” the doctors declared me on the day of their debut. It was true; for months they lay cozy but cramped, one atop the other in a vessel not entirely fit for its purpose. My skin stretched taught against a bump no one quite believed held two lives and all their biological baggage. Occasionally, I beamed with pride. But more often I asked, “Why me?” Or rather, not why me, but why we? I knew they were for me, as I was for them, from the moment I learnt of their existence. But if there is any truth to the idea that we choose our beginnings on this planet, then I had to ask: Why the three of us, together? Why descend as a duo into the tiny physical container of my diminutive body? Why press into our busy family? Why fight for places in my contracted heart, furiously clutching her wounds? For all the moments of joy that first time, the first three years of motherhood had laid me bare, weak and unknown to myself. When struggling to conceive, I visited a medium who told me I had too little vital force to fall pregnant again—an assessment that inspired both relief and rancour. But eventually, through perhaps the force of my own iron will, I rallied enough vital force to hold not one but two lives. There was no triumph in it though, only weak surrender as I roiled with morning sickness unknown my first time around and occupied myself predominantly with simply getting through my days. Why come to a woman in such a state? “May you be the mother of twins,” the African saying goes (or so I was told)—not a blessing, but a curse. For what pile of miracles must conspire to assemble for the pregnancy, birth, infancy, and childhood of not one but two small souls to sail smoothly?

			I had some sense, though it would prove incomplete. On the horizon I saw broken nights, incessant needs, monotony, limitations, and boredom, all intermixed with bright (if fleeting) sparks of joy, of laughter, of tender love, thinly stretched between two hungry babes. It was a depressing mixture even before I doubled it. Would all of this be shared out twice in equal measure? Or would one girl, carrying forward a pattern clearly established from the moment of conception and tracking through every antenatal scan, dominate, jockey for position, shove foot into neck and steal the lion’s share of the bright moments from her sister, leaving only sparks to illuminate the shadow she cast? I did wonder. I watched video diaries instructing me how to strap two children into baby carriers, how to efficiently structure nighttime feeds, and how to deal with double buggies on public transport (I gave up on this one pretty quickly; we couldn’t fit onto London buses, and the Tube was mostly lift-free in 2017). I assembled information, once again back in the futilely familiar space of my mind. I had wanted this time to be different, but here I was analysing and planning as I had before. I had hoped to leave this dimension of the motherhood experience behind the second time around; I had fought for healing so that I might flow more, intuit more, experience more, and simply be. But it quickly became clear that sanity and spontaneity do not a pairing make in a world of infant twins. So this was not a do-over; it was not just a second round in the ring I would now enter as a seasoned fighter. This was a new experience, both familiar and entirely foreign. Some of what I had learned before would apply; much of it would not. And so even in pregnancy, which I thought I had nailed the first time around, I reverted to the novice.

			At least I knew how to be a student; I again cracked the books (or unlocked my phone) and began to search. I also leaned on my American openness, which I found both disarmed and alarmed most Brits, and asked questions of anyone I could find with any connection to twins. All my sources, in person, in print, and on the Godsend of YouTube spoke universally of the need for structure and discipline. So far, so good; these were longtime friends from all my years of study and achievement. In motherhood too, structure and discipline had been my refuge and my prison. My son’s routine had created the confines for sleep (I fought hard to create good sleep habits) but prevented me from enjoying so much of the experience. Even as my paltry “life force” revealed that the deepest part of me still harboured doubts, I dreamed of a softer second time. I envisioned cuddles, calm, practised reactions to infant cries and a relaxing around how we lived. Instead, I received the double-whammy of true overachievement and watched my hopes for pleasure go up in smoke. This was not my initial reaction; some part of me rejoiced in the news that I would have twins. But one glance into the advice around mothering twins, and it quickly became clear to me that I should forget about fun and focus on survival. One woman in my gynaecologist’s office even went so far as to suggest I could “reduce”; I discovered my news especially early (at six weeks pregnant), as I was immediately so ill that I went in for a check, so maybe that would have been possible. This reaction was pretty extreme, but it wasn’t just her. Everyone urged me to look ahead to when they would be five or six years old; tellingly, no one suggested that their infancy would be fun.

			Indeed, our sonographer told my husband and I that he could always tell when parents expecting twins already had children: Instead of pure delight, the heavy weight of known reality muted reactions to images of their tiny babies. Seasoned parents knew too much (though definitely not enough!) of what lay ahead for them and could not help but temper expectations of future bliss with undertones of now familiar darkness. It was no different for us.

			The darkness—it had come on strong. The birth of my first child was a rupture that carried reverberations calamitous enough to shake me from my sleepy way of being. Birth had been so glorious, but soon enough postnatal disillusionment sunk its teeth into me and would not let go. Suddenly, who was I? Who was he? How would we both survive this world, entwined as we now were, inescapably forever? That realisation—the forever of it all—hit hard around the third month of my mother to his bouncing baby. Panic ensued: It felt suddenly as if everything that I had been before would never be possible again. A high-flying career (literally—to Kazakhstan, Senegal, the Ukraine, and many other exciting places) with money and prestige won by my own work, in my own name, fell to pieces. Success had been so easy to define, even relatively easy to achieve. Post birth, not only could I no longer pursue such things, but it was as if all I had been and done had been taken from me. Looking at me now, who could believe I had once been confident, capable, high performing? But it was not just a shift in the external orientation I felt. Internally, my focus shifted, and the compass by which I had navigated my life was now calibrated to a different geography where all that I had been simply did not matter. Lost does not even begin to describe how I felt. I did not understand it. How had I become this shipwreck of a person, or was this who I had always been? Both anxious and depressed, numb and manic, detached from the present moment even as I focused on the tasks of the here and now as ever before: Who was this person? I certainly didn’t know, and into this void stepped anyone and everyone’s opinions about who I was and what I needed.

			Questions of this shape followed me most of my second pregnancy, and so as I learned all I could about raising infant twins, I also sought self-knowledge (or perhaps, less generously, self-help) and what we would now call self-care. The doula I had for my son had moved away; her replacement was a junior midwife who had loads of energy and good humour, but less experience. Recognising this, she had a colleague perform my antenatal checks, and once again I felt watched over by angels for bringing me this woman, a true elder who had carried and delivered full-term, natural triplets in South London in the 1970s. She coached me on what to eat, and soon I was feeling better on my protein smoothies and little bites of chicken between meals; pescatarianism would not carry me through this second pregnancy. Then there was yoga and therapy, and learning how to meditate from a serious, ginger Transcendental Meditation teacher who cheered me up enormously by flirting both earnestly and shamelessly with me throughout the two-day course. It confused me that a man could show such obvious interest in a woman so obviously pregnant, but I had similar experiences throughout my second pregnancy; they were sparks of light in a time otherwise dimmed by fear, and belied the myth that daughters steal your beauty.

			Of course, I also tried to stay grounded, trying names on the spirits I felt animating my full belly and picking at the curious puzzle of twinship, which has many aspects in different cultures and continues to fascinate me. I kissed and cuddled their brother, watching him hop as an arctic hare in the nursery Christmas show (not a religious overtone in sight in this North London nursery) and taking him for prune scones at Violet, our favourite East London bakery. On Christmas Eve, I dressed us all in matching reindeer pyjamas and helped him set out whisky and mince pies for Santa, later lamenting that we should have done the American version of milk and cookies so that I might have some too. Earlier in October, I had fallen sick and into a tired, black depression. I read stories to my son with a scratchy voice and half-heartedly interviewed maternity nurses, knowing help would be essential but struggling to summon the energy to assess each candidate fairly. But my main occupation this second pregnancy, even beyond the planning and preparation, was this self-obsession fed by fear, loneliness, and the numb driftlessness that had accompanied me since birthing my first child.

			I suppose this is why I never seriously entertained the idea that they could come early, as so many multiples do. I had been so self-focused, so fixated on taking good care that I could not fathom that my late January babies would come just two days after Christmas, firing their warning shots across my lower back as I bent to gather a box of Italian oranges from the doorway. I had imagined Christmas and New Year as heavy but happy, with the dark, dull post-holiday months dedicated to birth and infancy. Instead, familiar spasms rolled through my body on December 27, five full weeks before their due date. I immediately succumbed to self-reproachment, whispering “I’m sorry” again and again to my husband as he calmly called my doctor. It was as if the full responsibility I held as their mother hit me only then; my blurted apologies acknowledging how still, three years into the game, I failed to be a mother first.

			Sorrow never left me, but acceptance took the front seat as we rode to the hospital in silence. How different from that first time another December three years earlier, when I knelt and breathed and vaguely tuned into the hypnobirthing tape playing out through my iPhone. My husband had shared a laugh with my doula about the track’s absurd content (something about being underwater with the fish, I recall—not an immediately soothing scenario), and the three of us had arrived, expectant and nervous but buoyed by the portends of meeting our son (who now played with his Christmas presents under my parents’ care). This time, wearied and dull, encumbered by the mosaic of parenting we had constellated over the last three years, we held hands grimly as our taxi crept up the Euston Road. Even this journey seemed slower, all stops and starts. Perhaps I was in shock, not from the pain, but from the surprise of it all. I truly never thought that this would happen to me. For all I had read and heard about the risks of prematurity, these stories had always seemed one step removed from my reality—clearly much of what I had learned had not been digested and absorbed. But could that be? My hospital bag had been packed and ready; despite the surprise, this time we had forgotten nothing.

			We arrived at the same hospital but went not to delivery but to my doctor’s office. My doula arrived but said nothing; what could a junior midwife suggest about double-breech twins to a seasoned doctor who had known me for fifteen years and been delivering babies for twenty-five? For all the similarities in timing, my pregnancies could not have been more different. No one would permit me to even dream of a midwife-led delivery; they were still stubbornly double-breech. I took comfort from the depth of my relationship with my doctor, anomalous amongst my mum friends, most of whom had delivered their babies under the care of someone they had never met before. She was one of the few people in my life I still knew from my very first days in London, when motherhood was the farthest thing from my mind. She knew and understood me; I liked her immensely. She might have delivered my son, had she not been away in December 2014. But no amount of affection and goodwill could compensate for the difference in ambience. There were no candles, essentials oils, playlists, jokes, or homeopathics. Instead, I was examined, declared already “four centimetres gone,” and, strangely it seemed to me, quizzed about when I had last eaten or drunk anything. It turns out that six hours of an empty stomach must precede a “section,” as they call it in the UK. Not even a suggestion of turkey chilli this time. She handed me a form with “two hours until nil by mouth” scrawled on it and asked me to make my way to the labour ward. There was no arguing—not with any aspect of what came next, though I wish I had tried. “Proven pelvis” or not, both girls were breech, surgery the safest route. And my will, so fiery and sure at other points of my life, completely extinguished. Perhaps if I had asked? All these years later, I consider this moment in a wash of guilt and sadness. But in that moment, when shock piled atop shock, I said nothing. My husband reminded me, as he still does from time to time, that in another age, all three of us could have ended up dead. Small comfort, but certainly not none. And if I am quiet, I can remember a touch of relief, a glimmer of excitement—I would meet my girls at last! But mostly my memories are swathed in a numbness that preceded even the anaesthetic. All that power I had felt in bringing forth my son seemed to have seeped away. It was poured out, vanished, spent. Instead, I waited silently in an ugly room for my stomach to empty, the checklist to be complete. Confined to a bed with heart monitors plastered to my stomach, I was urged to lie still lest I upset them, and our trio of hearts could not be tracked—no mean feat as active labour progressed. Eventually, they took me through to a room all white and silver where now I was asked to curl my spine forward around my taught tummy—essentially contracting uncomfortably over a body already contracting. A needle found purchase in my spine, and this time the drugs took suddenly and completely. As they kicked in, I felt nothing save that particular terror many of us face when we imagine a scalpel descending to part our living flesh. My husband looked equally unsettled and asked me if I wanted him to leave. I clung to his hand desperately and tried to ignore the growing number of people watching me naked, numb, exposed, and even now as I write this, ashamed.

			I never wanted it to be this way, and part of me will always regret this story. My memories of these moments stand brightly illuminated by that horrible hospital LED glow but remain in emotional fog. Feelings collide and collapse into a smushed collage of grey—a Monet of misery accented with disempowerment, confusion, helplessness, surrender, and a very different kind of pain. This story is all too common; I know I share it with many other women. But it felt—it feels still—a memory of intense separation, of loneliness and isolation notwithstanding all the faces present. No way around it—this moment in theatre, with the theatre of it all, was a heart-wrenching departure from what had come before, and from what I had dreamt would be. The contrast is so stark and shocking that it is as if a hospital blade divided them, as if these stories and dreams had been written in my flesh and then slashed to tethers. All agency foisted over; decisions made and I the recipient of what would be. The separation of this, my actual experience from my that of dreams like a surgical cut, so quick, precise, and clean that it hardly hurts. No tears will fall.

			But if it is I who part the veil of darkness, glimmers of that same spark I felt with my first birth shimmer faintly. Genuine awe at our first girl, so tiny, seemingly crumpled into herself, but emerging with a thick ring of hair around an entirely bald crown. Here was a princess to her regal king of a brother. And there were other crossovers; ten minutes later, the giggles that fizzed like champagne at the pop of her sister’s birth sac echoed those at her brother’s birth. Our second daughter emerged like a whale breaching the surface of life. Or perhaps like a Venus, sea-fresh like a mermaid. And then there was the repair to my body—a feat which had gone less well the first time when my flesh had torn. My trusted doctor replaced my tissues tenderly and stitched me with care and precision. “You’ll be very happy with that,” the nurse inspecting my incision would tell me later. And I have been. But the piecing together of me did not stop there; a day or two later, my doctor visited me in recovery to offer micro doses of her perspective on the birth and the girls, and flood me with eyefuls of sympathy as I literally wept over spilt milk (well, colostrum). She cautioned gentleness and rest, rest, rest. “Literally, Kari, just be a cow for six weeks and sit on the couch,” she told me. If only I had taken this approach at the end of my pregnancy. Only in stillness could flesh cut deep heal, shredded stories re-assemble.

			

			But how to be still as a mother of three? How to coddle and comfort a brother suddenly outnumbered by girls? This revealed itself as another unexpected layer to my second pregnancy, and one I barely had time to consider before they were here. Not just girls, but girls times two; not just twins, but twin girls. How different—so different—from just one, full-term boy? Against his singular wholeness, they arrived in stark contrast: premature, and one very unwell. The mountain of effort it would take to raise them those first two years would reveal itself only day by day, perhaps knowing it must mete out the strain to make it bearable. But in those first weeks back from hospital, my son’s needs launched themselves at me. He had already endured my weakness, my breathlessness, my scant energy, my itinerant focus, and now—now, here was the real work. How to nurture, defend, and care for two tiny babies when your own body is still in revolt, shedding tissue and fluid? Still—what mother of three can be still, even with help? The first time, my focus had been singular, and though the transition was daunting, monumental, and crushing, it had a simplicity to it. Suddenly a mother to three, wife to a husband, daughter to parents and in-laws loving but laden nonetheless with their own expectations and desires, I was once again undone. Everywhere was a want; everywhere was a need. Three became five, shattering what stasis we had created, and for months all of us stepped gingerly around the broken glass of a former life, wincing with the pain.

			My girls, my girls—girls I had longed for and, through no fault of theirs, feared. Tiny hands, tender hearts—their physicality a whisper of a promise passing through that cut through the core of me. I wanted to open the portal for them myself, all joy and expectation as I had with their brother, but this was not to be. I could blame “the establishment,” the “rules,” my own lack of will, their configuration in my body, God himself. All medicine, little magic, the knife could not make room for their full glory, and I fear that some part of their story was left behind inside me, trapped but not inert. Who can say what impact all of this has had on me, and on them, even now? What came through, and what remains in shadow?

			Later, I learned to make whole that which was wrenched apart. It came much later than it should have. Those early months—early years, really, were not much beyond survival. But over time, it has come. Tremendous embraces. Play and laughter. Acts of creation—theirs and mine. In the quiet of evening or the stillness of a nap, I put pen to paper to find words like a bridge over that chasm. If words can be light, can be the beginning of something new, then I am building, every day, a way back to that moment and all that I wished for it. I have tried, using every word of every language I know, to make sense of what happened, and to spin a web linking us together. These are the stories to come.

			I have learned so much about myself, about birth, about healing and about language. All that I sought, pregnant and lost, I have found on the other side of their birth. I am finding it still, because mostly what I have gained for all my efforts is the gift of my daughters themselves. My twins, my daughters—they have been magic mirrors, and only as a pair could they have shown me my whole self from every angle, terrible and sublime. The light that they carry can show, if I bear to look, all the ways in which I was too small, too tight, too restricted to embrace the joy and greatness I craved. Only now, years later, do I see how they had been at work from the very beginning, two golden seeds within me seeping their life force slowly through the network of biology, history, and spirit that carry me through this life and support them in theirs. All that time, as I fretted and bashed my way around what I could see of motherhood through the prism of one, they were expanding me. Expanding what I could hope to hold. They blasted open the footpath my son carved out with patience, searing me with pain even as they revealed a richness and love I scarcely dreamed possible. Indeed, I could not dream it; I did not know it could exist.

			I cannot say exactly why our story had to be this way, but I know now that it was only the beginning. What was to come was my labour with my own heart. My own heart, longing to be unleashed, to be unfettered, to emerge fresh and free, reborn and ready to embrace this beautiful life.
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