
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


No Parent Is An Island

second edition

––––––––

by

Paula Johanson



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      NO PARENT IS AN ISLAND

    

    
      First edition. March 31, 2023.

      Copyright © 2023 Paula Johanson.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1989966259

    

    
    
      Written by Paula Johanson.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For all my family

For all my dear friends

      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Splendid Isolation
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There isn't much about having a family that's unique. We're born into families; most of us are raised in families and go on to start or choose our own. But when I began my own family, it did seem unique. All these exciting and dull and frustrating and peaceful things were happening around me. And when I wanted to talk about all of it, there was usually no one around to talk with – no one, that is, who wouldn't answer with insightful comments like "Gollygollygolly" or "People have toes." So I started writing.

When our twins were born – yes, twins, we do nothing by halves in this family – we were living in Victoria, BC in a downtown industrial neighbourhood, in a duplex which formerly had been a fine old 1910 house. Although the neighbours on either side were six feet away and could look into our living room and kitchen windows if they so chose, it was astonishingly quiet and peaceful to live there.

There were a dozen old houses on both sides of the block, surrounded by light industry. The brick yard and warehouses at the end of the next block were not noisy; the gas station and glass cutter were even quieter, and every few weeks a worker from the Soap Products warehouse would come out and hose down the suds that piled up in their receiving bay on a rainy day.

We could walk in that neighbourhood for a mile in a spiral of streets, never seeing a single human being, while traffic on two major roads roared by, two blocks away. When we told people where we lived, their usual response was: "But there isn't anything between Bay Street and Gorge Road! Doesn't the harbour come right up there?" Sometimes living there felt like splendid isolation. Sometimes it felt like living in forgotten territory. Those feelings had a lot to do with raising children where no one expected to see them – next door to a rhythm & blues band, strollering downtown to the provincial museum, or walking around the corner to the cathedral full of old people.

The rent was low, there was a small yard for the toddlers, and a basement for my husband, Bernie's, woodworking. I wrote three novels, two dozen stories and a stack of poems; two of the stories and some poems sold to magazines. We stayed for five years while other families gradually moved away, and the tone of the little neighbourhood began to change. When we moved away, we didn't end up in the suburbs with a Yuppie lifestyle. Bernie and I hardly qualify for Yuppies or a mortgage. We moved to his parents' farm, almost fifty miles north of Edmonton, Alberta.

You want to talk splendid isolation? The nearest neighbour was half a mile away. Our mailbox was a full mile away. The dozen houses of our entire former neighbourhood could have fit on our new lawn of rough grass around the tiny farmhouse now filled with two five-year-olds, a woodworker and a writer.

You want to talk forgotten territory? Most of the old farmhouses for miles around were empty. The owners would come out in spring, plow their quarter or half sections of land (a section of land is a square, one mile on each side), plant grain, spray for weeds in summer, and harvest the grain in early fall. People who had "moved to town'' or had always lived there talked of our family living on the farm in winter as if we were heroic, or foolish.

At times it was heroic. Just shovelling the driveway was a task for Hercules. Bernie used a tractor after snowfalls, and I would clear wind drifts with a manure shovel. The kids loved the heaps of snow and used them for sliding and building snow forts.

And yes, at times it was foolish. With temperatures of -40°C every winter, the children had to be taught new safety rules. Number one: "Don't Lick Metal!" (All Prairie kids try this once.) Number two: "Tell us before you go out to play in the field!" (One hundred and sixty acres, some of it bush, is enough to get lost in.) The one that didn't make sense to them at first was, "If no one else is home, stay indoors!"

Think about it. Two six-year-olds coming home on the schoolbus, arrive to an empty house because Mom and Dad drove to town to get groceries and got caught in a snowstorm. If the kids sit down to eat peanut butter sandwiches and watch cartoons, no problem. Even if the power and heat go out, they have blankets and food. The parents can concentrate on getting home safely.

We didn't have any disasters on the farm, and we lived there for four summers, learning market gardening and keeping our expenses low while Bernie got his training in fine furniture making. I wrote two and a half novels, and began writing book reviews and articles. Many of the articles became this book.

Some of the experience of being a stay-at-home parent is similarly splendid isolation – a time away from work for pay, a time away from the rest of the world to focus on the child or children. Sometimes there is no relief from paid work and worldly concerns, yet child care must go on, even when no one else seems to understand the strange new focus of a parent's life – dynamic professionals suddenly hanging around parks and babbling while playing on the swings.

Some of the experience of being a parent is forgotten territory – just how many two am feedings is anyone willing to remember? Parents of grown children often leave that part of their lives behind when they move on to new concerns. And some people just never think about parents and children at all, as if they never had been affected! For example, it used to be a lot harder to get a stroller across roads and onto high curbs before traffic engineers began making accessible ramps for differently-abled people.

Some of that attitude of "Parenting as Forgotten Territory" is what I wrote about in these articles for Island Parent, Transitions, the Bon Accord News, Single Minds, and Between Gynes. But I have tried to write about the splendid isolation also – and how I felt when the crawling twins ate a jar of Vaseline, or the morning my three-year-old daughter, Lila, taught me to sing "Twelve Sticky Buns" while we played hooky from work and daycare, or the day we called 911.

[image: image]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


What Did I Have?
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No one will ever make a movie of the day I gave birth to twins. For one thing, a series of slides showing dream-like images would better represent my birthing experience. And people in a theatre would never feel that kick inside. But while we were pregnant, when my husband and I curled up together, we found that Bernie could get kicked just about as hard as me; and when I gave birth, Bernie was there, holding my right hand, keeping me focused, while outside the February weather rained, blew clear and sunny, and snowed and hailed by turns.

If the ultrasound scan hadn't told us to expect twins, I would have known it long before they were born. The morning one of them somersaulted while the other curled still was a clue. Another clue was playing "kick-tickle" with the four little feet we could trace through the stretched skin under my ribs.

The high-tech circus images began when I was strapped into two fetal monitors, with two screens beeping in the labour room. Bernie called the nurse once, saying, "This monitor shows zero for heart beat. Now, I know it's just because the baby moved, but tell us anyway!" We knew about monitors, because I'd gone into labour eight weeks early, on New Year's Eve. The labour had been stopped then. I went home with a bottle of pills and instructions not to give birth for at least three weeks.

Our friend Bev did so much to help then, cleaned house, scrubbed my bathtub sparkling, and prepared to join Bernie as my labour coach. I would drift off into daydreams from one moment to the next while Bernie and I were getting the nursery ready. The next thing I'd hear was "Hello! You were in Bermuda again." Well, it beat painting the walls. As I came around a corner another afternoon, Bernie commented to a friend, "Ah! She just hove into view!" Maybe my belly had swollen like the mainsail on a three-masted schooner but Linda didn't have to laugh that hard.

Never mind. Bernie and Bev encouraged me every day as I hung onto the babies for six more weeks. ("Oops," said the doctor, "I didn't really want to have you take those pills for four weeks, only two. Oh well, two weeks early is just right for twins.") I spent the last week resting in a hospital bed, puffy with retained water. Finally the doc broke my waters. Bev even remembered to remind my doctor and obstetrician that I wouldn't need a full dose of any pain killers, as half-doses are more than enough for me. Bernie and I told them also, more than once.

Even so, when the doctor gave me "just enough Demerol to make you relax and feel drowsy," it knocked me out for six hours. But not before mumbling, "I'm sorry there are so many socks all over my bedroom floor, Doctor." Hallucinations. One hallmark of an interesting birthing experience. My blood pressure soared.

The next I knew was a blur of voices and people, intruding on the birthing. I could see but not focus, and hear but not understand. Couldn't talk or sit up. Where were Bernie and Bev?

"Oh, we've got a good spread on her," the obstetrician was saying, patting my thighs. "But I'm worried all this edema will get in the way." Grrr. Who the hell was he talking to, instead of me? I turned my drug-fogged head to look around. Leaning up against the blurry white walls of the operating room was a whole row of medical students. They looked like a bunch of guys with a pack of cigarettes rolled up in the sleeves of their white t-shirts, one foot up on the bumper of a '61 Chevy with the hood up. "Yep," I expected to hear one of these yobs say, "looks like those valves will need re-lapping." Where were Bernie and Bev?

Scrubbing and gowning, as it turned out. The doctor didn't tell anyone that they were allowed in - finally half an hour later Bernie just followed a nurse in, and Bev came, too.

The nurses were trying to get me to push. The doctor and the obstetrician hadn't said a word to me. Not one. They were lucky I couldn't talk. I wanted to cuss them out. It felt like I was giving birth all by myself with intrusions of nightmare images from someone else's dreams: machines, straps and chemicals. I wasn't seeing or hearing clearly until Bernie took my hand and leaned over me. ''All right, Beautiful!" he said. "Let's pop those puppies and blow this popsicle stand."

Bev took my left hand, careful of the IV needle. I couldn't see her, but I could smell her clean hair among all those hospital smells, and I latched on. Now I could let things happen. The obstetrician decided that an episiotomy and forceps were needed, and, in a slippery rush, my son was born.

A cry of delight went up from Bernie, Bev and the nurses. Bernie told Frank Bernhard Klassen his name. Ben turned his head to follow Bernie's voice with his blurry eyes.

Bev had told me that before she had her own kids, she had been looking forward to having a flat tummy again. She wasn't sure when it was supposed to happen – right after the birth or in a few hours. (Anyone looking at her own tummy is laughing now, right?) When I rested, unconscious, for half an hour, Bev noticed something she hadn't expected. The soft skin of my belly settled down around the remaining twin, showing the outline of the curled infant.

When my belly hardened into a dome again, I didn't wake up enough to push. Bernie had to wake me up, and speak right into my face. We were so angry with the doc and the OB: neither had said so much as one word to me. Was I okay? Was the second baby okay? They didn't say. The nurses glared at them, furious, Bev told me. The second birth was as blurry as the first. The medical students, all in a row, were still there. Bev reported to me later indignantly, "They looked like a bunch of guys with a pack of cigarettes rolled up in the sleeves of their white t-shirts, one foot up on the bumper of a '61 Chevy with the hood up. I kept expecting them to say you needed an oil change." At least I wasn't the only one seeing that nightmare image.

The nurses were very supportive, talking to me and Bernie and Bev, and wiping Bernie's brow as he worked with me, getting our second child born. Their whole manner toward the doctors radiated disapproval, according to Bev. But they showed a lot of approval for Bernie, as he encouraged me and cursed the doctors.

Oh, yes, cursed them to their faces. "Open your eyes," he said to me with each contraction. "Breathe. Now push. Push harder! Push that @o/c#'& doctor's hands out of you." Later he helped me push, saying, "Yes! Push! Don't worry about that $*!#@. Push! Good! We'll come back later and kill the %0*@$." And the nurses wiped our brows and said the baby was coming. She was born more slowly, and was met with even more delight. We had a daughter and a son – a matched set!

While Bernie and Bev hugged me, our daughter was weighed and wrapped up. She turned her head to follow their voices, eyes tracking Bernie as he came to tell Lila Marie Klassen her name.

Bev helped the nurse and orderly to wrap me up and get me on a stretcher to take me to my room to rest. She didn't feel very useful.

Three years later I knew how she felt, being neither nurse nor doctor nor spouse, outside the centre circle as I waited outside the door of the room where she gave birth. I heard the baby's cry, and Bev's voice matching it in delight and tears. My own tears came, as murmurs of praise were audible through the door.

Soon her husband, Al, came out into the dim room where I waited. He hugged me, telling me she was perfect, a girl named Arwen. He went to make phone calls. When Bev was brought out, a nurse asked me, "You're waiting here? Are you family, then?"

"She's my friend," Bev said, and I was allowed to help her shift to a bed and wrap up warmly.

Friends don't have much role in birth, but sometimes there's some small attention or a word that comforts. What did I do for Bev's labour and delivery? Not much: far, far less than she did for mine. I have memories which she gave me; what she saw and heard when I couldn't see or hear or speak to say what she and Bernie said for me.
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Falling in Love Again
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My baby blinked blue eyes at me and looked up, clean and sweet and nice, little arms coming round my head as I kissed the round, full tummy wrapped in a flannel nightie. I knew I loved my baby, not just wanted it, loved it with complete ferocity. More than my hands, my voice, my life, I loved this baby.

My baby closed sleepy blue eyes after a late-night nursing. I wrapped the flannel blanket more snugly, felt a burp and a contented sigh. I knew I loved my baby, wanted it and would do anything for it. Anything I could do wouldn't be enough for this baby I loved.

That first memory comes from two weeks after the twins' birth, the second from when they were almost a month old. Bonding with newborns is something parents and hospitals are fashionably sensitive about at present, encouraging the mother to keep the newborn in her hospital room so they can bond in the first days. With a multiple birth or complications, the process of getting acquainted and getting to love these warm, wet, noisy rascals takes a little more time.

And while I was falling in love twice in a month, where was the man I already loved?

Bernie regards Fine Woodworking magazine as "pornography for woodworkers." He's the only man I've ever caught watching a Celine Dion video (the one where she's rolling around in her slip, on a bed and later a massive Gothic armchair) while he's murmuring "No, no, no, – go back to the chair."

He was holding the babies in the nursery the morning after they were born, when the doctor came in to tell him I'd just hemorrhaged again and was back in Surgery. He rocked the babies, fed them and was promptly spat up upon, scared and sure in his heart that I was dying. (Even though ten units of blood and plasma went into me during the delivery and surgery, I was chalk white for weeks.) If I needed to take weeks to learn to love our children, that was fine with him, it seemed, just so long as he had me around at all.
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