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Chapter 1

We can’t control everything, no matter how hard we try

Things don’t always work out as we planned or as we want them to. We have to be ready not to fall apart when everything starts going wrong, and just take it as a test we have to pass. That’s the only way we can find the strength to bounce back or to fight back. Easier said than done, I admit. But that’s the simple secret that makes us survive the worst in life. Our attitude toward the situation will help us pass the test or fail it. Our preparedness will help us pass the test or fail it. Our definition and understanding of the situation we are facing will help us pass that test or fail it. I believe this because, otherwise, how can I explain that I was working and making enough money to pay for my house and prepare for my child’s birth, but ended up homeless and penniless? I have never been one to over-plan everything. Actually, I am well known in my family and my circle of friends as the big risk taker, not that I put myself in harms ways or anything dangerous. But I have been known all my life as the one who will jump first, and figure out how deep the hole was when I finally land.

I was giving birth to my first child. This was my sacred life-changing moment of bringing another human being on earth. The higher calling, the higher purpose of life I had heard so much about, that I had dreamed about since I was a young girl. I always knew what colour the clothes will be, what cologne I will use for my child, what crib I wanted, what robe I will wear at the hospital, what sandals I will wear and how my hair will be styled. I talked about it when I was a kid, then a teenager, then a young woman. I always knew that bringing my first child to life would be so special, and I had been raised to believe that this is the most defining moment in any woman’s life. Everything has to be perfect, everything has to be special, and I would have to plan for it.

I had to learn the first and the hardest lesson of how everything doesn’t always go according to plan. It’s just a way of life that we all know, but for some reason we are always surprised, shocked, traumatized or altered when we are in that moment when it all goes wrong.

All women usually go through their lives knowing their exact menstrual cycle, fertile and infertile periods; so we know exactly when we can conceive if we have a normal cycle. On the other hand, besides abstinence, if we don’t want to get pregnant, birth control pills are a powerful tool to prevent unwanted pregnancy. In my big picture, I planned to have my first child at twenty-nine years old, when I would have my Canadian citizenship and I had been back to school to become a lawyer and have my own practice. I wanted to have children, a lot of children some day or at that point; but not at twenty-five, without my citizenship or my permanent residency of Canada, and with my work situation being less than stable, with me actually between jobs. This was not what I had planned.

I had just moved to my first real apartment, so I wouldn’t call this a stable life, but I wanted to make it big, and had big dreams and great ambitions. The radio show I started two years before as a freelancer was really picking up well, and I got offered my own spot hosting and producing my own show. This was major to me. Not quite the career plan I had in mind, but I could make something out of this. So as the thoughtful, ambitious and responsible woman that I am, and after discussing the situation and the risks with my boyfriend, we agreed to have some preventive measures in place so I would not get pregnant earlier than I wanted. To make sure that my plans went smoothly, since I had entered a committed relationship and was living with this man, I discussed my situation with my family doctor and got a prescription of birth control pills. I was well into two years of taking my pills, and felt that I had everything under control, enjoying my life with my boyfriend to the fullest, and preparing for my future.

Things were getting clearer and more stable, and I landed a job at a major bank, handling merchant accounts from chain corporations. A week before my twenty-seventh birthday, a few guests were talking at my house about a young woman who just had a baby. It was pointed out that she was on social assistance and receiving welfare cheques. I kept on wondering how someone can put themselves in that position when we all know how you can prevent those involuntary pregnancies. I kept on bringing up the point that we owe it to our children to make sure we are in a favourable position. I kept lecturing them about the responsibility—physical, emotional, financial and social—we all carry, especially us women, to make sure that we meet all the favourable conditions to fall pregnant or decide to bring a new life on this earth. On my birthday, my sister kept telling me how right now might be the perfect time for me to have a child. I felt she had the audacity to ask me what I was waiting for. I simply answered: “And where would I put a kid right now in my life? What would I do for a kid in my life at this point? How would I take care of a child?”

Four months later I was in Montreal prospecting some opportunities and seriously planning to move there so I could combine studying at university and working. But one little problem kept bothering me: This was the fourth month that I had had my periods, and it had lasted more than the usual three days. I made an appointment to see a doctor, who quickly performed a blood test and an ultrasound. He called me the next day to tell me that I probably had a miscarriage that didn’t evacuate itself completely, and that’s likely why I was having these prolonged periods. He offered to admit me to a hospital so they could properly clean me internally and make sure there was no residue, and avoid all possibility of infection. What a bunch of rubbish, I thought. And he called himself a doctor? First of all, how in the world can I be pregnant while I was taking birth control pills? If I was pregnant, I would have known it. And how can I have a miscarriage just like that without any alarming signs? I decided not to give another thought to all that, and just go back home and see my real family doctor.

Two weeks later, I was in my family doctor’s office for the test. I told him the crazy story from a couple of weeks earlier, and I was clearly expecting him to back me up and reassure me right away that the theory is just preposterous. He decided instead to run tests before eliminating the possibility of me having had a miscarriage. Three days later he asked me to come back because he had noticed something in my first results and he would like to confirm the test. He ran a second blood test. The next morning I called to get the final results for my tests, and I heard a loud “CONGRATULATIONS” from the medical secretary who answered the phone. Puzzled, I quickly asked her what she was congratulating me for, and she said, “You are pregnant… and well pregnant!” I angrily interrupted her with something like, “What are you talking about? I told you I am Ms Handy, which file are you reading?” See, this is why doctors usually insist on being the one to deliver news to patients. “Can you put me through to the doctor, please, and stop talking nonsense,” I said. Thirty seconds later the doctor was on the phone, confirming that not only was I pregnant, but I was almost five months pregnant. What? How? When? Who? What? “But I had my periods every month. I had been taking birth control pills. How can this be possible?” I asked. The only response my doctor gave was: “If that’s the way you feel, then you better come see me quickly because we don’t have much time left.”

I went to bed that night pondering what his sentence actually meant. Sure enough, I was sitting opposite my physician the next morning to discuss my “situation”. Then the whole thing hit me. My reaction to this incredible and unbelievable news might determine the outcome to not only this baby I am carrying, but also the rest of my life.

My panic and shock gave the signal to my physician that I didn’t plan this pregnancy and I was not ready for it, and he would have to refer me to a whole series of specialists, starting with a psychiatrist, and then a social worker. Maybe I really needed a psychiatrist for a shock of this magnitude. Where do I begin? All this was going through my mind, and apparently I asked twenty questions in less than two minutes. The physician couldn’t determine which one to answer first. I was so irrational, so incoherent, so horrified that I guess the physician got scared. Then he turned around and gave me the wake-up call: “You still have the option of terminating the pregnancy, you know?”

How can that possibly be an option? I thought. What would it mean for me to get rid of this pregnancy that I didn’t plan to have at this stage of my life, and go on with my life as planned, have my freedom, enjoy my life the way I wanted to, and keep planning to have a child one day when I am ready mentally, financially, physically and socially. The bottom line was to have a child when I decided that it was time for me to have one. But medically speaking, it could also be a big risk that may leave me scarred emotionally and physically.

The way I looked at things was that this was the kind of situation when God, nature, and everything else seemed to be aligned for the same purpose: to make me have this baby. I don’t care how knowledgeable science is in North America—this is the kind of pregnancy where, if you mess with it, like trying to terminate it, you will probably be the one dying at the end. I mean, I had been pregnant for more than four months without knowing it while I was taking birth control pills. I didn’t even think for a second that I should touch this pregnancy in terms of terminating it. You have to be out of your mind to even think that for a second. I did what I could do to plan, prevent, and hope for the moment. But I just had to face the reality that I was almost five months pregnant, and I was going to have a baby. “So doctor, tell me instead what I have to do to take care of this right and make sure that everything works well?” I asked. “This wasn’t the pregnancy I planned, but this is the pregnancy I got.”


Everything looked perfect on paper

I moved quickly into making a lot of adjustments in my lifestyle to ensure that I had the healthiest pregnancy possible. I had only four months left before the baby’s arrival. Four months to plan, to organize everything and buy what I needed.

Growing up, I have seen so many cousins, sisters-in-law, and even my own mother give birth. You would think that I had become an expert in handling pregnancy. But at five months pregnant, I quickly found myself drawing a total blank in my mind. I didn’t know where to begin and what to do first. So like always in this kind of predicament, I like to dissect my problem into segments, steps or levels of what I have to deal with, and generally classify them as issue number 1, issue number 2, 3, 4…. At this stage, my issue one was: I was very confused about the process, and had limited knowledge. Issue two was: I was overwhelmed with the timing and whether I would be able to prepare myself and be ready. Issue three was: what does the whole prospect represent for my beliefs, my life and my relationship? I decided quickly to prioritize my issues. All of a sudden, looking at the whole thing in terms of priority, issue number three became less important, so I could deal with it quickly and get rid of it or put it out of the way. Issue number two became the most important as it required serious, quick planning and a lot of adjustment.

Having a baby before you are married brings some technical complications of its own. A child from an unmarried woman has to take the woman’s last name in my culture. I was raised in a strong religious family where jokes about the Bible were never allowed. The code of honour, dignity and integrity was so ever-present that even when living over six thousand miles away from my family, and even though my father had been dead a long time, I still carried the burden of that code. The weight was constantly on my shoulders not to disappoint, not to be the one to bring that shame and disgrace on the family name. Therefore, whatever I do has an impact and consequences beyond myself and my life. A girl grows up, goes to school. If she meets a man, he better have the intention to marry her. Then they get married before they live together and start having children. That’s what is expected of any girl in my home country of Cameroon. The girl who gets pregnant before she is married is a horrible disgrace to the entire family. They won’t throw you in jail, they won’t beat you up or kill you, but your life will never be the same again. Now, I was that child who should never do wrong; the one everybody is proud to call sister, daughter or cousin. This stigma of an unmarried woman with a baby stayed with me. If things don’t work out with this guy I am with, I thought, who else is ever going to marry me? No one else is going to want me after this. I will forever be sentenced to a single motherhood life. This is how I was raised; this is what I was taught to believe. No matter how much I have learned academically, no matter how much I have seen throughout my travels and my life, my beliefs were firm on this. I know my family has been judging every part of my life.

So here I was at twenty-something, and my first offence was to be living openly with a man without being married. I never got a chance to explain that to my family who kept on pressuring for answers. I was happy in my relationship, but deep down I could never remove the guilt I was feeling every day for living with a man without being married. Intimately, I prayed for forgiveness from God for my obvious sins, but asked him to actually take the fact that we were living together as my commitment to this relationship, and I was not fooling around. I always knew that God understood and forgave me for this.

My boyfriend and I talked about getting married someday, whenever the conditions were right. But now my guilt and my dilemma were suddenly doubled. Now I had to tell them that I was going to have a baby. I needed their support, I needed their blessing, I needed their love. I decided not to take for granted that they would just all be overjoyed for this new addition to the family. The situation may turn into planning a wedding at the same time as I had to plan for the birth of my child. I only had four months ahead of me, and I couldn’t deal with all of this. The lingering question was: “What do I do? How do I tell them and avoid any questions?” My mind was going all over the place, and I was getting sidetracked with all these questions.

I have learned in the past that when I am confused, especially when struggling with my beliefs and thoughts, I should talk to my spiritual friend about my dilemma and confusion. It doesn’t necessarily have to be my pastor or my priest; just my friend whom I trust. He doesn’t tell me what to do with my life; he doesn’t judge me or dictate how I should think. He usually just gives me some solid food for thought that often helps me refocus my attention. Surely enough, when I explained what my head was filled with, he just gave me a simple answer: “Read the book of John, chapter 1, verses 12 and 13; and meditate on it.” Here is what it says:

“Yet to all who did receive him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God. Children born not of natural descent, nor of human decision or a husband’s will, but born of God.” John 1:12–13


Then my friend said to me, “If you believe that God is the only one who decides who gets to conceive and when a child comes to this earth, then you should believe that this is God’s decision not yours. Therefore you won’t have a problem talking to your folks, your own head or anybody else, and you shouldn’t have a problem dealing with it all.

Next, I had to deal with how to take care of a pregnancy.

This is normally the easiest part:


!   I have to eat well-balanced meals with proteins, calcium, fibre and others nutrients necessary for a healthy pregnancy.

!   I have to sleep a lot.

!   I have to see a doctor.



I saw my sister and my cousins go through pregnancy, and there is a lot that my mother told me. I quickly learned that taking care of a pregnancy is not a simple thing of just eating well and sleeping a lot. This is just generally what we see from the outside.

First I had to understand the different stages of the pregnancy and how it will impact my ability to walk, sit, run, sleep, dance, and do any normal things I do on a daily basis. Then I had to understand the world of vitamins. Being five months pregnant already meant that I was way behind in my vitamin intake.

I found out about the public health service that is available in every municipality to advise and support women who are expecting. I enrolled myself in prenatal courses to learn the a, b and c of delivering a baby.

Yes I was having a baby, but I wasn’t alone in this. I had been living with my boyfriend (we will call him Paul) for two years, and this should also be a big moment for him. The adjustment wasn’t just mine. We had to go through this together. He was with me and assured me that he would be by my side every step of the way, and that this was his child out of love, so it is his first priority to bring this child right in life. He was working in a communication company, full-time from nine to five. I was working in a financial institution dealing with merchant accounts, and it took me a month before I told the higher power in the company that I was pregnant. I also requested to change my hours of work since my duties didn’t involve handling clients or non-stop phone calls. I requested to start at noon and finish at 8 p.m. This would allow me to avoid the rush hours of the morning and afternoon. I could take more time to sleep in the morning and go to work at my own pace. They agreed and granted me my request.
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