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Introduction


Imagine you have just moved to a foreign country. You have the worst case of jet lag ever. The guidebook you brought, which seemed so comprehensive before you left home, does not tell you everything you need to know. You do not yet speak the language, and everything is confusing. Your spouse or traveling companion either hasn’t come with you or gets to go back home each morning, coming to visit you only at the end of the day. In this new place, the customs are very different. Your natural ways of behaving and interacting are no longer appropriate. Despite the newness of everything, in this particular country you are expected to adapt immediately. But the rhythms of life are different here, and you are constantly sleep-deprived. You miss your old life, where everything was familiar. You miss your friends back home, who only imagine the excitement of your travels and are unable to fully understand the difficulties you describe.


This is what it feels like for many of us when we become mothers: we find we have entered into a strange new world with a language, culture, time zone, and set of customs all its own. Until we become acclimated to this new, seemingly unfathomable territory, we exist in a state of culture shock. 
We are in mother shock.


When I became pregnant, I scoured the Web for information. I read about women trying to have babies; women who battled infertility; women who were three months pregnant, six months pregnant, nine months pregnant; women who miscarried early; women who delivered late; women who loved being pregnant; women who hated it. I tested the Chinese Conception Calendar to predict my baby’s gender; I looked through the endless selections of baby names; I comparison-shopped for strollers. I signed up for e-mail newsletters detailing the rapid, invisible development of my in-utero guest. I posted on discussion boards and argued over parenting techniques with other women who were not yet mothers. I learned about Toni Weschler’s Taking Charge of Your Fertility, Ferberizing, and the horrors of Ezzo and Bucknam’s Baby Wise. I discovered the bible that is Fields’s Baby Bargains. I enrolled in birthing class and began to watch the cable series A Baby Story. In short, I tried to do all the research I could and know everything there was to know about my biggest project to date: having a baby.


But then I had my baby. Suddenly I was in unfamiliar territory. I’d had nine months to anticipate being a mother, and then about thirty seconds to snap into being one. When I eventually left the hospital, shell-shocked by the whirlwind of sleep-deprivation, two days of pre-labor, an excruciatingly epidural-free delivery, and the unbelievable reality of my baby in my arms instead of snugly lodged inside me, all I could think was: why does no one talk about this?


It wasn’t just that the sun seemed so bright to me after being inside for two days, or that the cars driving past suddenly appeared to be death traps on wheels, or that the streets were full of grime and dirt I hadn’t noticed before, or even that I saw the people around us as the germ-delivery systems they really were. It was that everything was fragile, everything was tenuous: I had crossed over to a strange new world, a world where another person’s life literally depended on me, and everything seemed at the same time both more real and more unreal. I realized I had spent the past nine months learning how to be pregnant, not how to be a mother —and being pregnant was the part that came naturally. Finally, after all my wondering, after all my preparation, after all my research, I had crossed over to the other side, and instead of being happy, I was in shock. Why had no one told me about this? Why had people been talking about slings and bouncy seats instead of telling me what motherhood is really like? Why had I never bothered to ask?


I had packed my bag for the hospital, but I ended up going on a much longer trip. I felt that in becoming a mother I had been transported to a foreign country with a whole new language, a different culture, a striking political landscape, and a punishing time zone to adjust to—and this sense of being in a strange land was all the more jarring since, of course, I hadn’t left home.


Suddenly I was allowed only a few nonconsecutive hours of sleep a night, yet I still needed to function normally to care for a tiny, incredibly loud baby who didn’t speak my language. Suddenly I had to know how to interpret my baby’s cries, which in the beginning sounded merely like incessant screaming, not nuanced vocalizations full of clues as to what she needed. Suddenly I had to assume the mantle of responsibility for another human’s life despite the fact that I barely felt responsible for my own. Suddenly I had to navigate my way through baby books, parenting articles, and advice from experts, grandparents, well-meaning friends, and complete strangers. Suddenly I had to be the one to know which was the safest, best, most baby-friendly stroller/car seat/highchair/sling/bassinet/baby food and where to find the cheapest/most environmentally friendly/ least politically offensive place to buy it. Suddenly I was supposed to be the authority on all things related to my child. I was a new citizen in a brand-new country, and not only was I supposed to be immediately acclimated to living there, I was supposed to be the President.


But although it seemed that my entire world had shifted in the course of one exhausting, joyous, eventful day, it didn’t seem as though anyone else had noticed. I waited for that mythical maternal instinct to kick in, waited for someone—a mother, my mother, any mother—to acknowledge that yes, really, everything does feel different and new and difficult, and that’s okay. But nothing kicked in aside from sleep deprivation, fear, and self-doubt, and what I heard was that newborns are easy, that mothering, at the beginning at least, is not that hard. So I suffered my culture shock in silence, and as I began navigating my new surroundings with my daughter in the world instead of inside me, I silently wondered why I couldn’t cope as easily with that transition as I had with changes in my pre-maternal life.


My sense of emotional dislocation reminded me of what I’d read about geographical dislocation: the phenomenon of culture shock and the general fish-out-of-water experience a person has when uprooted from her normal environment. So I did some research and discovered that the similarity between culture shock and what I was experiencing as a new mother was even more pronounced than I had imagined. The term “culture shock” was first coined nearly half a century ago by anthropologist Kalvero Oberg to describe the anxiety produced when a person moves to a completely new environment. In general, I learned, there are four phases to the adjustment cycle:





	Initial euphoria, also referred to as the “honeymoon” stage, usually lasting from a few weeks to a month, where the newness of the experience is exciting rather than overwhelming;


	Irritation/hostility, the “crisis” stage, in which many of the things the traveler initially found intriguing and exciting now seem annoying, frustrating, depressing, or overwhelming;


	Recovery, where the traveler eventually becomes acclimated to the new country and feels less isolated; and


	Adjustment, the final phase, in which the traveler can function in both cultures with confidence.





These phases of adjustment seemed to correspond so neatly with the first year of motherhood, I realized Oberg had provided a perfect description of the process I was in the midst of—this dislocation, this coming to grips with an entirely new way of living, was a kind of culture shock. It was mother shock.


A mother’s culture shock, what I call “mother shock,” is the transitioning period of the first year of new motherhood. It is the clash between expectation and result, theory and reality. It is the twilight zone of twenty-four-hour-a-day living, where life is no longer neatly divided into day and night, the triple-threat impact of hormonal imbalance, sleep deprivation, and physical exhaustion. It is the stress of trying to acclimate as quickly as possible to the immediacy of mothering, a new conception of oneself and one’s role in the family and in the world, a new fearful level of responsibility, a new delegation of domestic duties, and a newly reduced amount of sleep.


Mother shock is not merely the hormonal plummet of the short-lasting “baby blues,” and it is not the medical emergency that is acute postpartum depression. Mother shock is the transition, the period of adjustment to the weight of all the things required of mothers, a weight that presents itself all at once. (For that reason, I think of mother shock as something almost exclusively limited to first-time mothers. Mothers of two or more children certainly have their own overwhelming initial experiences, but that element of surprise shock is missing.)


Like the traditional breakdown of culture shock into four phases of adjustment, I conceived of mother shock as comprising a cycle of stages:





	Mother Love (honeymoon stage, the first month): The pure joy of a mother’s bonding with her newborn, analogous to the “honeymoon phase” of culture shock. This is the Hallmark-moment experience of maternal bliss that we routinely see in the media and expect to enjoy ourselves.


	Mother Shock (crisis, months two to six): After a few weeks, the stress of the new situation—and in many cases the chronic lack of sleep—begins to take its toll. In culture shock, the second stage is mostly sparked by unmet expectations and the strangeness of being cut off from cultural cues. The second stage of mother shock can also include those features, with the added critical factor of sleep deprivation. No matter what type of sleeper your baby is, chances are you’re not getting the same amount of sleep your body has grown accustomed to for the last twenty- or thirty-odd years. A chronic sleep deficit can be brutal, and it can also strongly affect judgment, perspective, and sense of well-being. With little sleep and first-time-parent nerves, disillusionment, frustration, and self-doubt can begin to set in. In addition, new mothers are inundated with often conflicting advice from friends, family, doctors, and even complete strangers. This can undermine a new mother’s confidence, especially if she is insecure about her parenting skills or is exhausted (as new mothers usually are). A new mother may feel overwhelmed by the immediacy of her baby’s needs and may also feel isolated. A mother in this stage may feel conflicted about her postpartum body, about returning to work or not returning to work, about breast-feeding or being unable to breast-feed. She may experience depression, and it is in this stage that postpartum depression can set in for some women.


	Mother Tongue (recovery, months seven to nine): Day by day, so gradually it might not even be noticeable at first, a mother becomes acclimated to the routine of life with an infant. Physically, her postpartum body may begin to resemble the one she had pre-pregnancy, and either her baby has begun to sleep for longer stretches of time, or she is now used to getting by on interrupted and generally reduced sleep. By this point her baby is also becoming more interactive (e.g., smiling, cooing, laughing), and with more “proof that everything is turning out fine, the mother can feel more confident in her parenting choices, less thrown by changes in routine, and generally more comfortable in her new role.


	Mother Land (adjustment, months nine to twelve): This is the point at which a mother feels more or less fluent in mothering. She feels comfortable in her new role and has assimilated to this new place in her life. She is no longer a stranger in a strange land, and she may even find it difficult to imagine ever returning to the way things were before.





Not every stage of mother shock is discrete, and not every mother will experience each stage in the same order (or duration) in which I have described them. But nearly every new mother will experience some aspect of this total period of adjustment. I see mother shock as being twofold: the series of stages I have laid out, a timeline of adjusting to life as a mom; and the less temporally limited experience of motherhood in general. Mother love is something we can experience whether our babies are three weeks or three years old. Mother shock—our anger or disappointment or frustration as mothers—can be sparked from dealing with a colicky newborn or a tantruming toddler. Mother tongue, mastery of the intricacies of mothering, is something that we revisit sometimes monthly as our children change their routines or evolve developmentally. And mother land, the feeling of contentment at being a mother, is someplace we might reach with an infant sleeping on our shoulders or with a preschooler saying “I love you” for the very first time.


When I speak about mother shock with other mothers, many of them readily identify the feeling: the disconnect, the giddy joy of caring for a new life contrasted with the gnawing fear of falling short, the numbness that got them through the blurry, sleep-deprived days and nights of the first three months of their child’s life. There is a light-bulb moment I can actually see happening when we talk about mother shock and put those difficult months of transition in context. Shock is generally not what comes to mind when picturing a new mother and her tiny infant, and yet when I compare the shock of new motherhood to the experience of culture shock, mothers get it. They recognize themselves in the description of a traveler in a strange land, they relate to the stress of trying to acclimate in the face of information overload. They are relieved to finally put a name to what we new mothers experience as we hover in the gap between our past world and our present, trying bravely to put aside our own needs to tend to those of our defenseless newborns, attempting to navigate the sheer strangeness of so much responsibility and so much selflessness on so little sleep.
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This book is an exploration of mother shock from the inside out, featuring essays written during the first three years of my daughter’s life. I have organized the essays by subject matter rather than in pure chronological progression, to loosely correspond to the stages of mother shock I have described. In the first section, “Mother Love,” I write about not only the joy of being a mother but also my misconceptions about motherhood and my pre-partum worries about what it would be like. In “Mother Shock” I explore the darker feelings of maternal anger, frustration, and ambivalence. In the third section, “Mother Tongue,” I write about learning to speak the language, scaling the learning curve of early motherhood, and my adventures in navigating everything from playgroup politics to learning the hard way why no one should ever take an eighteen-month-old to a business lunch. The final section, “Mother Land,” features essays on what it’s like to embrace motherhood, in all its complexity, reconciling my pre-maternal life with my current one and feeling comfortable walking around both with and without a stroller between me and the rest of the world.


When I first left the hospital with my baby, looking at the world for the first time as a mother, I asked myself, “Why does no one really talk about this?” As I grappled with my own experience of mother shock I realized why: it is problematic to discuss the difficulties of mothering without seeming ungrateful, uncaring, unappreciative, or unbalanced. It is difficult to contradict the conventional assumption that motherhood is noble and joyous and uncomplicated. But just because women have been having babies since there were babies to be had doesn’t mean that becoming a mother isn’t profoundly life-changing. Having a baby takes a matter of hours; becoming a mother is a much more gradual transition.


















I
Mother Love
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Honeymoon stage. An initial reaction of enchantment, fascination, enthusiasm, admiration and cordial, friendly, superficial relationships with hosts.


—Kalvero Oberg







Initial euphoria: Most people begin their new assignment with great expectations and a positive mind-set. If anything, they come with expectations that are too high and attitudes that are too positive toward the host country and toward their own prospective experiences in it.


—The University of Iowa’s Web site on culture shock







My world shrunk to the size of her body. Immersed in her smell, her feedings, her needs, I couldn’t imagine doing anything without her, that didn’t involve her. . . . Totally absorbed, I lost myself within the tiny coil, the perfect comma, of her body.




 —Nora Okja Keller







I looked at this tiny, perfect creature and it was as though a light switch had been turned on. A giant rush of love flooded out of me.


—Madeleine L’Engle























Birth of a Mother: Part 1


My mother worked as a teacher while I was growing up, and over the years I eavesdropped on a number of juicy conversations about the woes of the profession. But by far the favorite topic of my mother and her female co-workers was the labor and delivery of their own children. Inevitably, as they met over a pitcher of vodka and orange juice to pound out progress reports or report cards or end-of-the-year evaluations, the conversation would turn from the students and parents they’d like to throttle to the horrific rite of passage each had experienced bringing her own kids into the world.


“Well, this one,” my mom would say with a nod in my general direction (while I, of course, would be doing my best impersonation of someone reading a book and not listening), “this one had me in labor for hours—thirty-six hours of labor! Please! I’ll take a root canal any day!”


“Tell me about it,” someone else would chime in. “I pushed for ten hours before they gave up and did the C-section. Ten hours!” And they all would sigh in appreciation and reach for another round of drinks. Occasionally the tone would become more serious and all the teachers would lean their heads in, huddling around the table. Then it was all whispers, murmurs, the occasional scary-sounding word or phrase bubbling to the surface: “bleeding,” “episiotomy,” “post-partum depression.”


These conversations seemed to last for hours, and though I heard many versions of the same stories year after year, I never tired of listening. It was mesmerizing in the perverse way that traffic accidents and horror movies are mesmerizing. I was drawn in to the drama as much as I was repelled by the frankness of their discussions, and I remember marveling that anyone could talk so much about anything that had happened so long ago. It was the kind of knowledge no one had ever shared with me face-to-face, and I had the sense that I was listening in on a secret, getting the inside scoop on something that might actually be personally relevant to me later on. It was thrilling and terrifying all at once.


“What are they all still doing here?” my sister would ask eventually, trying to see how long she could sneak in some forbidden TV while the teachers’ bar was still open.


“They’re all sitting around talking about giving birth,” I’d reply, and we’d both roll our eyes.


“Gross.”


That about summed up our burgeoning teenage attitudes toward the messy complications of the female body. At a time when our physical nature was a constant source of agony for us—all these unanticipated changes, all these hormones, these hips and breasts and zits—it was sickening, really, how they all kept talking about the bothersome things their bodies did. There they were, six ladies sitting around talking about private stuff, personal stuff, stuff that no one talks about. Didn’t they realize when they said things like “pushing the baby out” that what they meant was that the baby was emerging from a vagina? Who needs to share that kind of detail with other people? Granted, it was fascinating that they all had this common experience to discuss. But it was still with a sense of foreboding that my sister and I listened, our rolling eyes and our smart remarks obscuring the emerging sense that our bodies had yet more in store for us—and that it wouldn’t be pretty.


When I was in the seventh and eighth grades, my mother enrolled me in a Lutheran private school to evade school-district restrictions that would have mandated my certain torture at the hands of the junior-high kids at the local public school. Unfortunately, since I was almost a full two years younger and a foot shorter than most of my classmates, I was not spared any social humiliation. But I did learn a thing or two about the Old Testament.


The Bible class was pretty boring, but we spent a lot of time on Creation and the Garden of Eden, which made quite an impression on me. I learned that there was pain and suffering in the world because of one woman who wouldn’t listen, and that as punishment, for the rest of eternity, men would have to work for a living and women would have to submit to their husbands and labor in pain to bring their sons and daughters into the world. Even though at the time I couldn’t sort out the real problem with that scenario, my ears perked up when the teacher mentioned the bearing-children-in-pain part. It certainly did sound painful, according to what I’d already overheard.


I asked the teacher, “So, because Eve ate the apple, women have to have really painful childbirth?”


“Yes!” he said excitedly.


“So, before Eve ate the apple, it didn’t hurt to have kids?” I pressed.


This presented a problem. Evidently, before Eve ate the apple, the teacher did his best to tentatively explain, Adam and Eve “didn’t know” how to have kids. As the teacher’s explanation progressed, there was a lot of tittering from the back of the room.


“So, if Eve hadn’t eaten the apple, no one would know how to, you know, ‘do it’?” asked one of the smart-mouthed eighth-grade boys.


“So it’s a good thing that she ate the apple!” said another.


“Listen, the question was about women having to suffer in childbirth,” said the flustered teacher, trying to evade the entire sex discussion. “And the answer is yes, childbirth is really painful. We don’t know what the world might have been like if Eve hadn’t eaten the apple, but she did, and now this is the lot all women have to bear. But here’s the important thing,” he said, and paused for dramatic effect. “You can ask any woman you know—you can ask your mom when you go home today”—a suggestion that evinced uncomfortable snickering from the class—“the fact is that it’s very painful, but when it’s over, the woman just completely forgets the pain. She can’t remember it. She’s so overjoyed to have brought a child into God’s world, the pain is completely forgotten. Completely.”


This quieted everyone down for a moment. How could something hurt so bad and be so painful and then be so quickly forgotten? From what I’d heard listening to my mother’s teacher friends, it didn’t sound like anyone had forgotten a thing.


The teacher continued. “Eve ate the apple, and as a consequence, men work and toil to support their families, and women have to endure the pain of childbirth. Both men and women suffer equally as a result of Eve’s transgression.”


“It doesn’t sound so equal to me,” I said to the teacher. “I think I’d rather go to work than have a baby.”


When I first became pregnant, I craved not only spicy chicken sandwiches and fries but also information. I realized that one Bible class and a childhood of eavesdropping on my mom and her friends wasn’t going to cut it in terms of preparing me for the reality of childbirth and parenthood. So I got right to work, thumbing through books and surfing the Net for stories of labor, delivery, and beyond.


I bought the bible of pregnancy, What to Expect When You’re Expecting, and realized that the health of my unborn child depended on my adhering to a strict diet that made liberal use of wheat germ and powdered milk. I also learned that I was already well on my way to creating problems for myself and my baby down the road since at eight weeks into pregnancy I’d already gained more than I was supposed to for the entire first trimester. The information I found online was more diverse, and much of it came from actual pregnant women and mothers. Still, a lot of what I read in the forums in which I lurked was just as frightening as the strict What to Expect doctrine: childbirth was an industry, doctors were negligent—they wanted women to labor flat on their backs, they encouraged C-sections so they could schedule their vacations—and the only way to safeguard against intervention was to have a midwife and birth at home in a Jacuzzi. Pregnancy and childbirth evidently was a time when a woman had to be hypervigilant against the routine misogyny of the medical profession if she had any hopes of avoiding forceps, vacuums, episiotomies, epidurals, C-sections, improper latching, or an otherwise overmedicalized experience of what should be the orgasmic completion of the union of a single sperm and egg.


I began to realize that these early kinds of choices—doctor or midwife, hospital or home birth, epidural or “natural” —were already determining the kind of mother I would be: bottle or breast, cry-it-out or attachment parenting, day care or stay-at-home. It seemed like every decision along the way was fraught with the politics of a larger choice, and like a good student, I wanted to be sure to make the right one.


My husband and I signed up for a labor-and-delivery class, one of those once-a-week-for-one-month ones, and showed up for each class on time with notebooks. I listened as the instructor extolled the virtues of co-parenting, breastfeeding, and “natural” childbirth, careful to note that despite the fact that she was a hospital employee, she probably would have passed muster among the hard-core Internet birth junkies. We watched low-budget videos with questionable production values educating us about sudden infant death syndrome, the importance of breastfeeding, and how to breathe properly during labor. We watched a film following several couples as they went through labor and delivery, the women serenely rocking in comfortable-looking chairs, the men smoothing their partners’ hair and offering ice chips when requested. There was no movie of women screaming in agony or suffering in unbelievable pain, despite the fact that the instructor informed us that giving birth is probably one of the most painful things you can experience and survive (at least in this century). It seemed that if you had a birth plan, a doula, ice chips, comfy seating, and a docile mate, the whole giving birth thing wasn’t that bad. It was only if you were tense, had body issues, or were planning to formula-feed that childbirth would be really painful.


I had gathered a lot of information: from my eavesdropping as a kid I learned that bearing a child was something so momentous that women talked about it for years afterward, though evidently it wasn’t all that horrible since they could laugh over it among friends. From junior high I learned that it hurt but that women deserve a little suffering, and that once it’s over it’s forgotten. From the books I learned that if you don’t eat bagels or french fries and keep your weight down—and if you listen to your doctors—childbirth is quite manageable. From the Net I learned that if you just listen to yourself and your body, write a birth plan and use a midwife and a doula, giving birth can be a beautiful thing. And from class I learned that if you just make the right choices, you can create your ideal birth experience. I still instinctually held the opinion I’d formed as an eleven-year-old, that having a job was much easier than having a baby—but since I was already well on my way to the latter, I just resolved to try to make all the right choices.


So what would it really be like, this giving birth? The women I’d met who had only recently had babies were curiously tightlipped on the subject, and the women who had long been mothers could tell me only, “You’ll know when you get there.” But I needed more information. So I turned to the Web again, reading birth stories the way some people read romance novels. I read about women who labored for hours, only to have C-sections. I read about women who birthed at home, women whose labor went exactly as expected, and those for whom labor went disastrously wrong. I was still eavesdropping, in a sense, but this time I was privy to the full language of the discussion, the full disclosure of graphic details both universal and intensely personal. Still, even with all my reading and listening and imagining, I couldn’t know what it was like until it happened. And when it happened, just like everyone had told me I would, I knew.


















Birth of a Mother: Part 2


When it started, I was asleep. I was having a very vivid dream in which I was sitting on the side of a riverbank at night and there were candles floating on the water. As each candle came near me it seemed to glow brighter, and once it passed I’d look up to see the next one serenely floating toward me. As far as I could see down the winding river, there were candles, floating a few feet apart from one another, lined up like a string of stoplights along an empty street. Suddenly I woke up, realized that I was having contractions, that I’d been contracting throughout my dream, each real-life contraction peaking as a dream candle floated past me.


The contractions continued steadily for an hour or so, and I finally called the nurse line, excited and a little scared that this might really be it. It actually wasn’t so painful; I remember thinking that if this was as bad as it was going to get, I was going to be in good shape. The nurse told me to go ahead and go to the hospital, so I woke up my husband and we hopped in a cab. At the hospital they secured me with straps and sensors to measure my contractions. Now, instead of a new-age vision of candles floating by, each contraction was marked by some beeping and a graph-paper printout of a line arcing and falling. Oh, yes: and my yelling.


Things were definitely getting more painful, but according to the resident who examined me, I was dilated only a single centimeter. Barely. So they had me walk around for a while, trying to hurry things along. We paced the hospital hallways, stopping every now and then to wait out a contraction, and after an hour I was examined again.


“Sorry, sweetie,” said the resident. “You’re going home.


” “What?” I cried. “But I’m having all these contractions!” 


“Yes, but they’re not doing anything for you,” she replied. “You’re still just one centimeter. Believe me, you’ll be better off at home. I’ll send the nurse in to give you something to help you sleep.”
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