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 Introduction

A woman who is a mother and a professional writer sits down to write, rushing to meet a deadline. She takes a moment to reflect on where she left off and then quickly jumps back into the story. As she writes, creating an alternate world, her real world intervenes: The children demand food, the husband wonders where his good pants are, the baby swallows a button, a delivery arrives, the husband wants her attention and insists that she stop her “scribbling,” one of the kids destroys the first page of her manuscript. She perseveres, writing through the distractions for as long as she can, and then finally surrenders to the domestic chaos, telling her husband to just hand her the baby already and wondering aloud why she bothers trying to balance a writing career and motherhood.

Another woman who is a mother and a professional writer tries to convince a bookstore to host a reading for her new book on motherhood. The manager is unenthusiastic, predicting that even in the unlikely event the writer draws an audience, book sales will be minimal, because mothers don’t buy books. The woman writer suspects the manager believes that mothers don’t write books. The woman writer eventually convinces the bookstore to schedule a reading. Despite the inconvenient time chosen, the event draws a good crowd and many books are sold. The bookstore manager later apologizes to the woman writer for having given her such a  difficult time. “I’m sorry,” the manager says. “I didn’t realize you were a writer.”

The first woman is a fictional character in a story written by Fanny Fern and published in 1853. The second woman is a writer whose book was published in 2003.

Separated by 150 years, these two writers share many of the same dilemmas: how to balance creativity and motherhood, and how to be taken seriously as a writer. The question is, why is the modern mother-writer fighting the same battles her literary mother fought nearly two centuries ago?

 



Even well into the last century, it was widely accepted that women’s minds were at the mercy of their wombs, that women couldn’t think and be female at the same time. Women were encouraged to be procreative rather than creative—to choose babies over books. By the 1970s, society had changed, and for the first time, literary women were urged to choose books over babies—to deny their procreativity. It was believed the social constraints of motherhood limited creative potential. Regardless of the century and the prevailing attitude, determined mother-writers chose—and continue to choose—books and babies: a maternal and a literary life, not one or the other.

But many of the mother-writers of the past have been largely forgotten, their legacy lost for their creative daughters, who must readdress the problem of books and babies in each generation. Then, as now, many editors, publishers, reviewers, and scholars did not view motherhood as a theme, or mother-writers as having literary merit. Their works, if published at all, were rarely kept in print. Nor were they made available in the marketplace, taught in universities, stocked in libraries, or represented in bibliographies. This is as true today as it was in the 1850s.

Whether the mother-writer is Fannie Fern or her modern-day counterpart, motherhood literature is not considered literary. A web search of motherhood literature brings up a host of how-to parenting books. Bookstores shelve literary memoirs about motherhood in the “Parenting” section. Mother-writers often are told by publishers that the market is flooded with mother  books; that mothers don’t read or buy books; that motherhood is a “trend” that is already “played out.”

Is the market really flooded? Or do the works of contemporary mother-writers seem ubiquitous because of general attitudes toward the mother’s voice in literature—namely, that “motherhood” and “good writing” are incompatible? As one mother-writer put it, “There are 907 books about Ronald Reagan. You would think we could stand a few more about motherhood.” At Literary Mama, we’ve been developing a bibliography of memoir, fiction, poetry, and critical commentary on motherhood that is fairly complete, and it hasn’t reached 907 entries. The market can’t really be flooded.

In the academic world, the reception to motherhood literature hasn’t been much better. When today’s students encounter motherhood in the classroom, they tend to be assigned texts that depict motherhood and art as being incompatible (e.g., Elizabeth Stuart Phelps’s The Story of Avis, Kate Chopin’s The Awakening, or Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s “The Yellow Wall-Paper”). A recent check of the major bibliography used in literary studies reveals a strong preference for books that mine the incompatibility of motherhood and art, not their synchronicity. Motherhood is not viewed as a theme worthy of literature, unlike uniquely male stories (such as traditional war stories). Some mother-professors report that colleagues react with ambivalence about the seriousness and quality of motherhood and literature. Motherhood makes many academics uncomfortable, and thus the academy doesn’t always work to keep literature about motherhood in the cultural memory.

Despite all this, mother-writers have always written and always will, and we’ve found supporters within the publishing community and academia. A recent flurry of publications about motherhood suggests that as the first generation of women writers raised by feminist mothers now become mothers themselves, they are making inroads into the publishing profession. The proliferation of women publishing work on motherhood has even given rise to the term “momoir”—a dismissive label applied to memoirs that focus on the psychological, spiritual, and emotional development of a woman through motherhood. Memoirs by Anne Lamott, Louise Erdrich, Naomi Wolf,  Lisa Belkin, Andrea J. Buchanan, Anne Richardson Roiphe, Phyllis Chesler, Susan Kushner Resnick, Junee Waites and Helen Swinbourne, Faulkner Fox, Spike Gillespie, Brooke Shields, Annie Spiegelman, Ariel Gore, Katherine Arnoldi, Lauren Slater, Ayun Halliday, Martha Brockenbrough, Jan Waldron, Francesca Lia Block, Cherríe Moraga, Ann Leary, Michelle Herman, Isabel Allende, Eleanor Vincent, and many more use humor and pathos to explore motherhood as a journey of heroic proportions. Anthologies—such as Child of Mine (2000), Mothering Against the Odds (1998), Wanting a Child (1998), A Mother’s World (1998), Bigger Than the Sky (1999), Mothers Who Think (2000), Room to Grow (2000), Breeder (2001), Pregnancy Stories (2001), The Bitch in the House (2003), Toddler (2003), Mamaphonic (2004), You Look Too Young to Be a Mom (2004), Because I Said So (2005), and Rise Up Singing (2005)—offer personal narratives that challenge and question social constructions of motherhood. In addition, we have seen the publication of the multigenre anthologies Cradle and All (1989), Double Stitch (1991), Mother Reader: Essential Writings on Motherhood (2001), and Birth (2002); an anthology of poetry, Mother Songs (1995); an anthology of fiction, Mother Knows (2004); and an anthology of critical and personal essays about women as both mothers and poets, The Grand Permission (2003). As more women who are editors, publishers, and professors become mothers or gain interest in motherhood, we find more literature about motherhood in the bookstores.

Even the glossy parenting magazines, which traditionally feature only personal narratives about motherhood that fit a narrow formula, are expanding their approach. Many editors are encouraging writers to submit “edgy” pieces (although these same writers report their “edginess” tends to get edited out). The magazine Brain,Child regularly publishes high-quality literary writing about motherhood. Websites such as HipMama.com, AustinMama.com, Mamaphonic.com, and others create an online outlet for writing about motherhood that is immediate and current. Their popularity reflects the large number of mothers who want to read other mothers’ literary writing. And the number of weblogs focusing on motherhood suggests a whole new group of writers and readers. Many mothers choose to blog because web self-publication  lets them write and read the work of other mothers. Bloggers also receive the immediate gratification of seeing their work published without going through a long submission process, and have the freedom to explore topics that are often taboo in other venues. The large audience for these blogs suggests that the vein of voyeurism that is often a part of motherhood—observing children, teachers, other mothers—leads women online, often late at night, between feedings or diaper changes, to seek out other mothers’ stories. Clearly the market for motherhood literature isn’t played out.

However, will the mother-centric books and weblogs be there for our daughters? Will our daughters have access to mother-writers of previous generations? When we at Literary Mama first discussed reviewing Mother Songs, the only collection of poetry specifically about motherhood, many of our editors hadn’t heard of it, even though it had been published in 1995. In some ways, our cultural memory is already fading. We’re not nominating twenty-first-century mother-writers for the endangered species list at a time when it seems they are coming into their own, but there may be reason for concern. Fanny Fern and other mother-writers of the 1850s, like mother-writers today, challenged the status quo. They thought they had won the battle. But who knows them now?

 




Literary Mama was the brainchild of women writers frustrated by what they perceived as a lack of readily available literary writing about motherhood. A group of us began a quest to find more mother-writers like ourselves. We found that most of the available contemporary literature on parenting fell under the categories of nonfiction journalism and how-to books, much of which had not been written by mothers. But we did discover an easily accessible medium being used by mothers speaking in their own voices about their experiences: the Internet. On parenting websites and bulletin boards, on sections of sites like Salon’s “Mothers Who Think,” and later on blogs, women were writing, talking, exploring the honest and sometimes-uncomfortable truth about motherhood. Still, those avenues proved less satisfactory than we had hoped: Salon’s “Mothers” section was eventually transformed into something  less mother-specific called “Life”; parenting bulletin boards were dominated by chat and shoptalk, which is vital toward growing a community but not in crafting writing; the blogs, while often well written, offered individual voices and isolated experience rather than the digested perspective of literature. And while many of our favorite sites published stellar creative nonfiction, few included poetry and fiction by mothers.

Given the dearth of outlets for motherhood literature, we decided to create the place we wanted to find, with the kind of writing we wanted to read: Literary Mama, an online literary magazine of writing about motherhood.

With twenty or so editors—mothers who are writers or aspiring writers—volunteering their time and effort, the site has become the only literary magazine on the web to publish exclusively mothers’ voices. Since its launch in November 2003, Literary Mama has grown from a small hobby site to a nationally recognized online magazine that each month attracts more than 35,000 unique visitors, a half million hits, and hundreds of essay submissions. Literarymama.com was chosen as a Forbes Favorite in Forbes.com’s “Best of the Web” picks for 2005; and Writer’s Digest named us one of its “101 Best Websites for Writers,” saying, “Don’t let the site’s casual name fool you: These writers are serious.”

Some Literary Mama contributors are well-respected authors; others are women who are discovering themselves as writers for the first time. All of the writers speak to their own unique experience of mothering in a way that is compelling, literary, and unsentimentalized. As we say on the site, Literary Mama aims to publish work that is “too long, too complex, too ambiguous, too deep, too raw, too irreverent, too ironic, and too body conscious for other publications.... At Literary Mama, writers explore ideas and emotions that may be outside the usual scope of commercial writing.”

This work is continued and exemplified in Literary Mama: Readings for the Maternally Inclined, which features standout pieces published on the site over the last two years.
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We knew that mother-writers had craft and style. We knew that the theme of motherhood could inspire writers to explore the depths of the human psyche and the complex web of human relationships. We knew all of this when we started Literary Mama. But with this volume, with the work laid out on paper instead of hyperlinked, we are seeing new trends and patterns that we didn’t expect. And what we are seeing is blowing us away.

The first section, “Creative Acts,” emphasizes an important theme: the birth of a child as the birth of the artist/writer. In these selections, the creative acts of pregnancy, becoming a mother, caring for a young child, writing, and art come together on equal ground. Because mother-writers in the past often subscribed to the traditional opposition between books and babies, “Creative Acts” suggests a new generation of mothers that recognizes the ranking of (pro)creation of the body as less significant than creation of the mind for the gender propaganda that it is. The mother-writers in this section claim that creativity is creativity, whether it comes from the physical body or the mind.

“Pregnancy,” the first poem of this section and the book, is a perfect example. Male writers have often used pregnancy and birth as a metaphor for creative acts of the mind. This poem uses pregnancy and birth to reject the artificial binary of the mind and the body, and details the physical symptoms of pregnancy in the shape of a pregnant body, with the content matching the body part. Other poems in this section also explore the pregnant, birthing, and nursing body, transforming these private creative acts into art.

Creative nonfiction pieces in this section, such as Joanne Hartman’s “Evolution of a Muse” and Nicole Cooley’s “Thirteen Ways of Looking at Being a Mother and a Poet,” describe the writers’ transformations into motherhood as inspiration for, rather than impediment to, their writing. Hartman uses an innovative form, employing key moments with her child as the impetus for writing and detailing her writing process. Cooley’s piece mixes poetry and prose in stanzalike sections.

This coming together of writing and motherhood is not without uncertainty. Barbara Crooker’s poem, “The Blue Snake Lies Curled in My Bowl Like Oatmeal,” employs an extended metaphor that links the child with  a creative product, exploring the conflict the poet feels between her writing and her mothering work.

Mothers of older children, too, discover personal illumination as well as ambiguity about motherhood and art. Lizbeth Finn-Arnold’s “Out of the Woods” explores how Walden Pond and Henry David Thoreau help her to see her children as valuable to her creative work. Karen Vernon’s “The Gift” and Jennifer Lauck’s “Not So Perfect” address the ways in which family members can discourage creativity. Both pieces encourage mothers not to squelch their own or their children’s artistic impulses, even if it means being different from those around them.

The second section, “Mothers Raising Women, Defining Mothering,” begins with the poem “Casi’s Face,” by Gabriela Anaya Valdepeña. The poem introduces a theme that appears often in women’s writing about their daughters, the girl child as a mirror for the self: “I see me, but taller; me but prettier, / and with your father’s chin.” The poem “LiLi,” by Laura A. Lopez, celebrates a daughter caught in song, using the daughter’s moment of creation for poetic inspiration.

Many of the writers in this section investigate how raising their daughters inspires reflection on identity and transformation. Deesha Philyaw Thomas’s “The Girl Is Mine” explores how motherhood is defined as the author grapples with issues of adoption and nontraditional family structures. The speaker in Rachel Iverson’s “nighttime with dorothea” navigates the boundaries between mother and daughter, sometimes collapsing them, sometimes holding them firm. The dangers and joys of a daughter’s growing independence appear in the two fiction pieces in this section: Cassie Premo Steele’s “Chocolate” and Peggy Duffy’s “The Girl at the Side of the Road.” And the poems “Eclipse,” by Marguerite Guzman Bouvard, and “Beautiful Daughter,” by Mary Moore, detail the separation mothers feel from their adult daughters—even as the mothers admire their children’s independence. All of these writers use setting—specifically the outdoors, with its elements of danger—to highlight themes of separation. These pieces illustrate how as children grow, mothers grow, forcing both generations to confront the larger world in new ways.

The third section, “Mothers Raising Men, Exploring Mothering,” shows mothers grappling with the ambiguity of their concurrent closeness to and distance from their boys. Ona Gritz’s poem, “Boy Child,” and Jennifer Eyre White’s nonfiction piece, “Analyzing Ben,” attempt to reconcile the writers’ stereotypical views of boys with what they see in their growing children.

Many of the writers in this section see themselves as outsiders in their boys’ worlds. In “When You’re Ten,” Lisa McMann tries to reconcile the image of boys holding weapons in war-torn countries with the vision of her son taking his first shooting lessons. She, like Amy Burditt in “Albion Street,” sees the dangers inherent in learning to be male in a culture that defines manhood in narrow ways.

Two poems, Linda Lee Crosfield’s “Packing the Car” and garrie keyman’s “Son of a Bitch,” explore the separation the poets feel between themselves and their sons. Crosfield begins her poem with a metaphor that links her son’s removal of boxes from her home to the removal of evidence from a crime scene. Keyman also experiences separation, but with a bittersweet anger: “they never told me / to stop pushing.” The poem’s title suggests that she blames both herself and the traditional role of mother for the distance between them.

In contrast, “How to Make a Meat Pie and Other Tales of the Ambitious Mother,” by Lisa Rubisch, sets up a parallel experience where the mother and son both have temper tantrums over something they cannot have: The child longs for someone else’s toy, and the mother wants both to have a career and to be with her son.

In the “Sex, Fertility, and the Body” section, writers challenge the duality between the virgin and the sex goddess, the angel and the whore. Most people balk when asked to discuss the sexuality of their mothers because mothers are supposed to be sexless and utilitarian. KerryAnn Cochrane’s poem, “Matermorphosis,” demonstrates how even mothers themselves internalize these social messages. Jennifer D. Munro’s “The Dogs of Sayulita” and the Naughty Mommy’s “Becoming Mine” reveal settings outside the house, away from where mothering takes place, as allowing liberating moments that enhance sexuality, as if the home itself stymies mothers’ libidos.

The fiction piece “Camping,” by Barbara Atkinson, and the poem “Sanctuary,” by Peggy Hong, both explore longing and desire—again outside the home—for unattainable men.

In the next section, “Mothers, Fathers, Parents,” mothers learn to be parents from their own parents. Whether they reject or accept what they have learned, mothers recognize that their past families shape their present families. The section opens with “The Impatient Mother,” by Ona Gritz, a poem that collapses the past and the present, the mother and the mothered. The speaker portrays herself as being possessed, demonlike, by her mother’s impatience—thus becoming her mother—then shifting to align herself with the child forced to endure the impatience.

Kimberly Greene Angle writes in the nonfiction piece “Forecasts” of her father’s love of rain and tornadoes, and how she survives the storms of her parents’ alcoholism. “Nebraska,” by Holly Day, “Eyes in the Back of Her Head,” by Gayle Brandeis, and “Blueberries for Mom,” by Meagan Francis, each explore the effects of growing up with mothers who were wounded, lost, missing, or otherwise displaced. Suzanne Kamata’s “Gan” explores a crosscultural relationship when a mother-in-law’s health emergency sparks a marital crisis. In “Mama’s Orange Robe,” Cathleen Daly uses a 1970s housecoat to symbolize her mother’s powerful ability to make her father’s absence (and their family’s difference) bearable. “Word-Girl,” by Mary Moore, offers an extended metaphor in which the generative acts of speaking and creating children become one, as the speaker explores how her mother’s words shaped the child she once was. And in “Motherkind,” S. A. Miller attempts to understand her abusive mother when she encounters a warm, loving mother figure so different from her own.

The final selections in this section address illness, death, and secrets. “Gray,” by Sybil Lockhart, and “Mitzraim,” by Liz Abrams-Morley, show women of the so-called “sandwich generation” struggling to be caretakers to both children and aging parents. The narrator of “Acts of Contrition,” by Lisa Meaux, finds secrets hard to bear; she refuses to continue the family tradition of not speaking of mental illness, choosing instead to support her  son’s recovery. “Dad, in Red,” by Sonya Huber, traces generational patterns when the artist narrator attempts to fulfill her father’s last wishes: to have his ashes mixed into her paint. Genetics matter, these writers tell us, as does early socialization. How much they matter is perhaps never more apparent than when we are raising our own families.

The sixth section, “Surviving Illness and Loss,” highlights what is at stake in the journey of bearing and raising children. At the most basic level, the job of mothering is to keep another person alive. It’s the struggle between life and death. Women often write about miscarriage and loss, but Megeen R. Mulholland’s “Miscarriage of an English Teacher” reveals the writing process as part of the poem’s structure. The speaker revises her writing as she struggles to capture the essence of her experience with miscarriage, illuminating the distance between creative body and mind. “Johnny,” by Heidi Raykeil, explores the death of a newborn son and the writer’s battle to come to terms with her loss. The poems “Namaste,” by Rachel Iverson, and “Hospital Quartet,” by Phyllis Capello, and the essay “Dear Friend,” by Vicki Forman, detail the vigils mothers keep with ill children. And finally, Rebecca Kaminsky, in “Down Will Come Baby,” confronts postpartum depression in a story that rings true for many mothers and fathers who suffer from this serious and life-deadening illness.

The work in the final section, “Healing the Past to Live in the Present,” examines the connection with nature or with other humans in a wide range of settings—homeless shelters, concentration camps, mental institutions, music conservatories. The opening poem, “Answers,” by Lisa Suhair Majaj, asks us to consider what we carry with us from the past, how we remember the past, and how that past leads into our futures. Cindy La Ferle’s “Fragile Season” tells the story of a mother, struggling to define herself after her grown son has left home, who finds solace working in a homeless shelter. In “Why My Garden,” Ericka Lutz, prompted by the need to understand the Jewish heritage she is attempting to pass on to her daughter, goes on a journey to the ruins of Birkenau and Auschwitz. After confronting the quiet evil of humankind, she considers planting fragments of the ruins in her garden, assimilating the enemy.

The fictional piece “The River,” by Amy Hudock, is also about a journey, but one into and out of madness. This story reworks the tale of the mother-artist who kills herself—like Edna in The Awakening—to reveal greater possibilities for mothers who write, paint, create. “The Plant,” by Andrea J. Buchanan, explores the notion of nurturing—plants, ourselves, our children—as something that can be learned in her story of grappling with the nature of pain. All of these stories celebrate the heroic internal work that must be done to overcome the past and fully embrace the present.

 



The basic story arc of motherhood is the same as it always has been. In fact, it might surprise those who think of motherhood as a nonuniversal experience to recognize in that arc the classic hero’s journey: separation (the physical transformation of the pregnant body marking a gestating woman as different from other women), initiation (giving birth, the identity-shift of motherhood), and return (rejoining society as a mother, with all the cultural expectations that status carries). What’s different about the mother writing of today versus centuries ago—such as the current preference for frank honesty about mothers’ previously private experiences, from birth and breastfeeding to sex and anger—has more to do with the cultural zeitgeist than with anything fundamentally new about the story of motherhood itself.

However, one crucial difference between Fanny Fern’s world and the world of today’s mother-writers is that of access. Contemporary mother-writers around the world can easily and quickly share their work. Literary Mama is produced entirely via email and the web; many of the editors who communicate with each other every day have never met in person or even spoken on the phone. We’ve never met the majority of the writers we publish. Yet through the immediacy of the Internet, we are able to know one another—to read each other’s stories, to collaborate on large-scale projects, to encourage and inspire one another.

Our goal at Literary Mama is to take writing about motherhood seriously. By publishing writing exclusively by mothers, we assert that motherhood as a  theme is worthy of great literature—and that mothers are capable of writing it. Our literary foremothers began this work generations ago. With Literary Mama: Reading for the Maternally Inclined, we hope to further our role in midwifing the literary mothers of the future. For these are writers who do not deserve to be forgotten.

 



Andrea J. Buchanan and Amy Hudock 
September 2005 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, and Summerville, South Carolina






 I.

 Creative Acts




Pregnancy 

by Lori Romero

 



mood 
swings 
piqued 
euphoric 
morose 
pooped 
blue 
pink 
pale 
anxiety 
keenness 
breasts blossom 
small ring of color 
caresses the areola 
hypersensitivity 
nausea 
heartburn and indigestion 
shortness of breath and backaches 
frequent urination, abdominal cramps 
tiny amounts of hCG enter bloodstream 
food cravings, fatigue, bloating, back pain 
incessant urination, constipation, irritability 
triple fudge sundae and pickles, navel pushes out 
ohwowsomethingismovinginsideyesicanfeel 
youmoveandnowyouarekickingandpunching 
owwtherewewillbothshifttoamorecomfortable 
position I wonder if you’ll have my mother’s 
eyes or the soft curl of my sister’s upper lip 
should I name you Elizabeth or Samantha 
Samuel or Caleb or wait until I see you 
spider 
veins 
fluid 
edema 
ankles 
swelling 
feet feel 
tight and shoes 
don’t fit quite right




Third Month 

by Sarah Pinto

 



Lucknow, India

 



Forgetting—like nausea—is a matter of 
waves 
and walking 
into this new remembering strangles narration 
and its 
false beginnings. 
What should be a thing of insides and interiors, 
hanging drapes and gluing paper in a new room 
where secrets can be told in the glow of sunlight through velvet curtains

 



feels more like 
a demolition of 
walls and windows 
into crumbling bricks and glass.

 



I am onions and spices, the 
tang of men’s urine spritzed casually on building sides, 
a dizziness grander than these narrow, faulty walls of skin. 
Like those snowbound Eskimos, 
I am a dictionary of the thousand words for smoke, 
a story about other people’s joys and sadness. 
I am an Indian city on the plains in summer, 
a great invisible oven with shiny knobs and dials—
tubes and corridors of shivering heat under a sun meant for no woman. 
Bake me and I shrink, 
in rain 
I will swell,

 



I am the clay miniature toasting into readiness 
which the town has become.

 



Instead of one-two-ness I become an infinity of things not even human. 
In this way the world decimates me 
and collects and collides and merges in my bloody depths. 
In this way the world becomes human.

 



I had read that in the highlands of a certain island 
a child is not made by connecting it to a world of named others, 
but by separating it, stretching it away 
tediously 
from all and all and all that is. 
But I wonder now if before the child can be

 



made not to merge with the slippery world 
the world must coagulate, 
all that is sticky and moist and 
sharp and sugary and soft and loud and persistent 
must first crash through the well-maintained boundaries of 
someone already made.

 



This is what it feels like 
from the heart of a barrage of everything.

 



And what should smell of time 
and the sweeter side of impermanence 
is a vertigo of stopped seconds. 
My amazement stands ready for use 
like a regiment tired of weekend drills.




thirty-seven weeks 

by Rachel Iverson

 



sunglasses 
disappear 
from their perch 
on my head 
somewhere 
in the block 
between the 
coffee shop 
and dry cleaner. 
the fifth button 
of my shirt 
is agape exposing 
my tight-skinned 
belly until i feel 
a breeze. 
keys dangle 
from the knob 
outside my 
front door 
as i dream in 
the mezzanine 
of the afternoon. 
i forget to 
feed my baby; 
he shrivels 
and shrinks to fit 
faceless in my two 
cupped hands. 
my mother 
whispers promises 
this baby will never 
let me forget.




Evolution of a Muse 

by Joanne Hartman

 



The developing muse:

I have a great story idea one night as I try to go to sleep. But there is no paper of any kind in the room, no writing instrument nearby. I’m eight months pregnant, too big and too tired to get up, so I tell myself I’ll remember it in the morning.

This is what I remember in the morning: that I had a story idea the night before. No searches in my cranial hard drive are able to retrieve it. I did not write it down: Therefore, it does not exist.

I must, must, must write things down.

I start a pregnancy journal and leave it in my bedside table drawer. I want to remember how it feels to be heavy with another life inside of me, the responsibility and care I feel for something I can’t even see and someone I know so little about.

 



The muse is born:

After we bring our sleeping newborn daughter home from the hospital and set her on the couch in her car seat, and after the dogs have sufficiently sniffed her, we have that “Okay, now what?” moment some first-time parents recall.

I stare at her and wonder what I’m supposed to do now. My exhausted husband has already fallen asleep on the couch next to her. My new job description must be in one of my baby books. But instead of looking through the books, I find myself propelled to the computer, where I start to write her story, recording the first hours and days of her life, the way new motherhood makes me feel.

Whenever motherhood is too overwhelming or too quiet, the love too amazing to hold within, when she sleeps and I can’t, I write. I write for her, so she’ll know what I felt. I write for me, to remember my journey.
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The muse exhausts:

Sleep deprivation makes for esoteric poetry and illegible journal entries. Writing comes in starts and spurts, and it’s difficult to sustain a thought or idea, even though the muse inspires me. I write when she naps, but it’s not so much real writing as it is the jotting down of words and phrases on the proverbial paper napkin, even once on a disposable diaper. Mostly, I write on the back of old Yahoo! driving directions that litter the car and diaper bag, those many maps and directions I printed out to get me to a park, a museum, or a playgroup member’s home. The writing is a sort of mother-shorthand I later transcribe to my computer.

This mommy job isn’t as easy as I thought it would be. I’m constantly guessing, consulting books and more experienced mommies, and I feel just like I did my first year teaching: not sure, a bit off balance, but loving it and knowing I’m doing something incredibly wonderful. My writing takes the form of lots of questions and responses, as if I’m writing a Q & A interview with myself. Will she ever sleep through the night? Of course, they all do. All of them? Will that include mine?

I write at night in the dark when I should be sleeping, keeping the lights off so as to not wake the baby or my husband. In the morning, I find words are layered upon words.

 



The muse speaks:

My daughter is two. She is a poet, unknowingly masterful at allusion and metaphor.

“The moon is a sleeping ball,” she tells me on our night walk and points up to it, full and round, low in the sky. As if that isn’t enough to make me want to run home and write it down, she says to the night sky, “Come down, down, down, moon, into my arms, and I will hode you.” She reaches both arms skyward, stretching her tiny palms up toward the huge white orb that bathes her small face in its glow. I want to freeze this moment in time.

I write in a manic bit of insomnia. I discover, through writing about it,  that she is my moon—in orbit around me, close and full like the moon was that night. I publish the moon piece in a local parent publication. I paste the printed piece in her baby book and show my daughter her name in print. Several phone calls and emails arrive from mothers who have read it. They are sending copies to friends; they hope that’s okay. I save the messages for a long time as concrete proof that I am a writer.

At the annual neighborhood picnic, I’m introduced to a new neighbor who has a son my daughter’s age. The woman’s a writer who has sold a fantasy novel, a completed book that has an actual publication date. I tell her about my little essay. I don’t feel like a real writer now.

Later that night, my daughter tries to dress herself. “No, Mommy. Go away. I can do it!” She pushes my arms away dramatically as she attempts entry in her one-piece pajamas, confusing the arms for the legs, writhing with frustration on the floor when she is twisted in the fabric like a pretzel. “Help me, Mommy! I am inside out!” she screams through tears, and I go to her from my not-so-distant orbit. I help turn her right side in, gently guiding her left arm in the proper place and letting her find the right sleeve herself.

I decide I am a writer, that I must go and write it down.

 



The muse is restless:

As I sit down to finally write after so many long months of not doing so, I have to remove from the computer keyboard a stuffed animal named Domino, a hefty Dalmatian who is resting upside down with an entire roll of Scotch tape wound around his middle. The tape is also wrapped around the mouse. A dozen Post-it notes with swirly hearts and asymmetrical drawings stuck on the monitor and the surface of the desk, a pink barrette attached to a pink ribbon, and a small white plastic horse inhabit what is supposed to be, and what was long ago, my writing space.

In my writing group, before I had a child, we discussed our Zen-like approach to clearing the clutter around us before we could truly focus on writing. Now I laugh out loud at that thought. I must write amidst the distractions, with the  continuous and concrete reminders that I have a young child. Perhaps if I can become one with the clutter of her childhood, I can still focus on my craft. But it is a challenging task and something I cannot yet master.

The writing life and mothering life are so similar: Both are unpredictable, isolating, and they pay poorly.With both, I try to follow gut instincts, I constantly revise ideas and expectations, and, with limited opportunity for feedback from my peers—someone to say, “Hey, that was well done!”—I have to be creative and confident. After all, these are two professions where critics abound.

“You’re a bad mommy,” my daughter tells me when I explain that chocolate pudding is not a choice for breakfast. And then I go to write. My husband is watching our daughter; it’s the only time I’ll have. But my own critic tells me the writing isn’t flowing; it’s clogged, backed up. I’m way out of practice, but I try to write anyway.

My daughter is screaming that she wants me, not her daddy anymore. Breakfast time has passed, though she still hasn’t eaten, and I’m tempted to give in to chocolate pudding (there is protein in the milk, right?). Laundry is piled as high as our dog. We’re out of OJ and low on milk. I don’t have the time or energy to be a writer. What made me think I did?

The next day, I find out an essay I wrote almost a year ago will be published, and I’ll be paid close to $300. My daughter is in the story, of course. She’s there when the editor calls to tell me the good news. “Terrific,” I tell the editor. “I’m so glad you liked it.” I yell to be heard over my daughter’s whining. After I hang up, I explain to my daughter why I’m doing the twist when no music is playing in the room. “Well, I want to write a story,” she says; this dance of excitement is something she desires, too. She tells me a tale of a unicorn and a cat and a girl. I grab the fat orange felt-tip pen from her art supplies, and I begin to write it down.

 



The muse is unpredictable:

I write a lot since my daughter is more independent now. She has many friends and playdates, and her formerly workaholic father is now home with  her. He shares much more of the parenting and has taken over the exhausting role of Head Question Answerer. He is more qualified, since most questions are of a scientific nature. What’s the difference between a comet and meteor? What are eyeballs made out of? He makes me write them down.

I send more pieces off to magazines and anthologies. I start a column. I write while she happily entertains herself crushing flower petals to make perfume. I stop my writing to help her catch butterflies with the huge gold lamé net her father has made for her. White flutterings bounce and hover from bush to bush like fairy wings.

She has her first loose tooth. The tantrums come—periods of intense frustration and neediness. It’s not pretty or easy. I don’t write much of it down. There are the jokes she makes up and songs she sings of butterflies and old vine swings that I record in writing, but I miss her free-flowing thinking out loud, when she told me everything she was thinking, all the time. She’s more reflective now; there are private thoughts that she doesn’t want to share. This should come as no surprise. I taught middle school, I know all too well that my days of knowing her every thought are numbered. I just didn’t think it would happen when she was only five and a half.

I find myself writing about loss, about the changes that are taking place as my muse struggles with growing up. Graduating from preschool made her cry, and I don’t know if she’s worried about starting kindergarten; she’s not talking about it, not asking any questions. When I bring it up, she doesn’t say much.

I write about her growing independence being wonderful to witness; I feel some relief that she no longer needs me in the constant way she has before, but I miss the easy ways to comfort her: nursing, picking her up and rocking her, rubbing her tiny back. Her babyhood is over. I’ll never again carry her strapped in the front pack, her head resting above my breasts, her heart beating on top of mine as she falls asleep, connected, cocooned.

The summer is punctuated with days of bliss among the steadiness of her intense frustration. I so want her to open up to me. Is she wondering if she’ll ever see her preschool friends again? Is she afraid that kindergarten won’t be so fun?

One summer day, I drive her to the playground of what will be her new  school. We run around through the redwood grove and kick high on the swings to the top of the canopy of branches that frames the cool blue sky. That night she says, “Mommy, I’m very confused about something.”

Aha. Finally. Here it is; my answers are ready for what I think she needs to ask.

“Maybe I can help,” I tell her and push the mail aside and invite her into my lap. She climbs up the tall kitchen bar stool and wraps her arms around my shoulders.

“Mommy, what it is that I don’t understand is—what is the difference from a quesadilla and a tortilla?”

I try so hard not to laugh at my expectations, or trivialize her question. I don’t want to risk future conversations when she might actually need me to help navigate deeper issues of confusion. “Cheese, sweetie,” I answer. “A quesadilla is a tortilla that has cheese inside of it.”

“Oh,” she says with furrowed brow, her head nodding as she files the explanation in the Mexican food section of her brain. She smiles and climbs off my lap.

And then I go and write it down.




Thirteen Ways of Looking at Being a Mother and a Poet 

by Nicole Cooley


 1. 

A confession: I was one of those people I shake my head at now, a woman who thought having a baby would not change my life.


 2. 

I was thirty-four and living in New York City when my daughter, Meridian, was born, and I had lived the majority of my adult life with—though I did not realize it at the time—total freedom. Freedom to spend weeks at artists’ colonies, to travel with my anthropologist husband through Europe and Southeast Asia, and most of all to set my own schedule for each day. I had published a novel and a book of poetry while getting my PhD, and I was very good at balancing and keeping separate all the different aspects of my life. Having a baby, I told myself, would just be like adding another genre to my writing repertoire.

I felt confident about having a new baby, writing, and teaching because I thought of myself as someone who was very good with time. For most of my life, I’d counted my writing time down to the minute. As an undergraduate, I calculated how much each creative writing class cost based on my financial aid package so I would feel too guilty to miss a single session. In graduate school, I tallied how many hours I read and wrote each day to make sure they added up to at least eight hours. At artists’ colonies I counted time as well—it would only be worth it to be there if I could spend eight hours each day writing. For years, I punched an absurd, imaginary time clock in my life as a writer.


 3. 

A scene: My daughter is three days old and absolutely beautiful. My husband and I could look at her all day. Her dark, shiny eyes hold my gaze, and her mouth puckers then widens into what I think is a smile.

Yet I am holding a three-hundred-page book open above her head as I sit  admiring her. I am making my way through The Collected Poems of Muriel Rukeyser so I can get a start on my own poetry again, stalled for so long during my pregnancy because I felt so exhausted and sick for the whole nine months.

She is three days old, and I think I am planning my third book of poems. I believe it will be no problem to write it, since the baby seems to sleep so much. She has slept the majority of the seventy-two hours she’s been home from the hospital. “Look how much I can accomplish!” I tell my husband, while breastfeeding ten hours a day, my daughter on my lap in the rocking chair.


4. 

Before Meridian was born, I searched literary history for examples of poets who were successful parents. First, I could only think of father artists: Rilke locked in a tower writing Duino Elegies and refusing to attend his daughter’s wedding, Robert Lowell in McLean Hospital suffering alone while his wife cared for his young daughter at home for months. All of the poets who were fathers seemed too absent. I searched through book after book in my poetry collection looking for references to their children and found very few. I t was easier to think about the fathers because the mother poets were more disturbing to consider. Two of my favorite poets, Sylvia Plath and Anne Sexton, were especially unsettling examples. They killed themselves. They left their children behind.


5. 

Just as, in the first few weeks with a newborn, you can convince yourself you can survive indefinitely on three hours of sleep a night, for a little while after Meridian’s birth, I managed to hold on to my belief that having a child would not change my life.

Of course after the first week of constant sleeping, she woke up, snapped to attention, and began to cry. She cried for hours. She refused to sleep. My husband and I took turns trying to comfort her, with little success.

Home with a baby all day, I found myself consumed with the desire to escape. To stand on the street corner with the local teenagers, drinking from  a paper bag and smoking. To disappear into the city alone. Having lived so much of my adult life doing whatever I wanted to do and whatever would be good for my work, I felt trapped in a way I had never envisioned. The strains on my body from the birth and breastfeeding were overwhelming. The baby’s all-consuming needs felt relentless. “Motherhood is the gradual extinction of self,” I wrote in my journal. No one had ever needed me like my daughter needed me. Paradoxically, there was no one I wanted to be with more, yet no one I wished more to escape.

Although motherhood was isolating, at the same time, what I missed most was my solitude, the freedom to leave the apartment whenever I wanted, to read without being interrupted, to look out the window and just think. Whenever I was able to get out on my own, rather than meeting friends I would walk the streets of midtown Manhattan and revel in the wonderful feeling of anonymity. Out of the apartment, down the wet, dirty winter sidewalk, over the unshoveled snow against the curb, onto the train, its tiled floor muddy with everyone’s tracks, through the tunnel—this was such a pleasure that each time I rode the subway alone I felt terribly guilty.

My daughter would teach me the most crucial lessons about my work and self, but I was not yet ready to receive them.


6. 

My understanding of myself as a mother and a writer was forever changed when my daughter was ten months old.

On the morning of September 11, one week after I had returned to teaching, I was at home with Meridian napping on my lap, holding a book in one hand and preparing my afternoon classes, when the first plane struck the World Trade Center. For the next few weeks, like most New Yorkers, I walked around in shock, trying not to breathe the burning smell that floated through the streets, that hung in the air, that entered our apartment no matter how we sealed the windows shut. All barriers against that dangerous outside world were futile. The terror invaded our apartment through the smell of the burning and the TV news we were unable to turn off. The phone kept ringing  with out-of-town friends asking if we were okay. In front of the endless TV coverage of “America’s New War” that fall, I held my daughter as tightly as I could, grateful that she was too young to understand the world she would have to live in.

This moment quite literally snapped me out of myself. It shattered my resolve to focus only on my work, drew me closer to my daughter.
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