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To all the women who told me their stories.


And to Molly, who showed me how to tell mine.









Introduction


Since the 1950s, the global average fertility rate has fallen from 5 children per woman to 2.5, and is projected to fall to 2.1 in 2050.1


The average birth rate has dropped below 1 child per woman in South Korea and Puerto Rico.2


1 in 5 women in their late forties in England, Wales,3 Germany, and the Netherlands4 do not have children.


1 in 4 women in their late forties in Italy and Switzerland do not have children.5


3 in 10 women in Japan, Hong Kong, and Singapore do not have children.6


44 per cent of Americans surveyed, aged eighteen to forty-nine, say it is not likely they will have children someday.7


I’m one of them – the people without children. And I remember exactly when I decided to forgo motherhood. It wasn’t a conscious decision then, but it happened all the same. I was six years old and had just been given a new doll. It was a doll with an appendage in the form of a belly – if pressed in, then pulled out, the piece would detach. One side was a full moon, the other was flat. Inside the cavity above the doll’s pelvis was a tiny baby. I traded the baby for a pencil and the doll for butterfly stationery. On one of the sheets, I wrote what I wanted to be when I grew up: banjo player, pony trainer, story maker. Mother was not one of them.


Sister Betina, my seventh-grade teacher in an all-girls school in Brazil, started her class by inspecting our scrunchies, socks and shoes to ensure they were black or navy blue to match our uniforms. Once she was satisfied there were no dress-code violations, she’d instruct us to sit down and listen to the story of the day. Most of them were biblical. The school’s name started with ‘Madre’, Betina was also known as ‘Mother Superior’ and not a day went by without a prayer for or a mention of ‘the mother of Jesus’. Mary’s story made zero sense to me, so I was the annoying kid playing detective. ‘But was the Holy Spirit her husband too? And did she want to have a baby?’ No satisfactory answers ever came my way.


At home, my mother would tell me I had to respect what the nuns said but didn’t have to believe them – I could decide what I wanted to believe when I was older. And so, at twelve, I focused instead on imagining alternative endings for the female characters Sister Betina brought to class.


I didn’t know I’d write an alternative ending for myself too one day.


Only in my mid-twenties and already married did I realise I had always thought of childlessness as a destination. I knew I wanted to go there, but I had never asked myself what would happen once I arrived. Now that the future of someone I loved would also be shaped by my intent not to have a child, it suddenly felt urgent to understand what it would be like not just to pass through but to live in that childfree place for the rest of my life. Back then, no woman I knew had lived or wanted to live without being a mother, so I inched closer to this life without motherhood in total darkness, relying solely on my intuition. Whenever I considered increasing my pace, waves of fear, suspicion and isolation followed in quick succession. I feared what I couldn’t see; I suspected the journey ahead would be miserable, and I imagined dying alone in a decrepit house without anyone noticing for days.


The bleakness of my imagined future eclipsed what I knew about myself and eroded my confidence, making me doubt I knew what was best for me. Soon, I was not advancing but regressing, wondering if I should be on that path at all. How much of what I imagined was true? And what had made me believe a life without children of my own would be a horrible one?


I thought about it and realised it was all due to having no role models to tell me otherwise. Not just in my family or circle of friends or acquaintances, but anywhere. And that’s because a woman’s life without children is rarely told in literature, cinema or media. When told, it is presented as a counter-example of what brings contentment to humans or is distorted into stereotypes. You know the ones: the crazy cat lady, the sorrowful barren woman, the selfish childfree woman, the overambitious career woman, the child hater, the pitiful spinster, the immature woman, the incomplete woman, the cold-hearted woman, the unnatural woman, and so on. It’s no wonder that such a set of pejorative terms for childlessness repeated across various cultural channels had led my brain to present me with doomed scenarios that did nothing but cause panic and paralysis.


Other questions kept emerging from the darkness:




Are there others like me?


Where are they?


Why can’t I see them?





Had I started looking at statistics then (in the late 2000s), maybe I’d have felt slightly less alone, at least quantitatively. But I suspect the feeling would not have lasted because I wanted to know the stories, the people behind those numbers. As I couldn’t find them in my own life, I looked for them elsewhere. First, in books, magazines and movies. Then online: in blogs and social media. Until I finally found them in meetup groups, at work and on holidays; I found them on buses, trains and planes; I started getting to know them. I spoke with them on the phone, by email, in video calls; during lunch, coffee breaks, road trips and short stays. We met at my house, their house, a new country, a neutral ground. It didn’t matter where or how, I had to know what they knew. And so we talked – for hours. And in those hours, I got to ask them all the questions burning in my brain:


Who are you? What does your life look like? Did you choose this, or did it happen to you? How do you spend your time? And your energy? And your money? Are you happy? Are you scared? Are you lonely? Are you preparing for the future in any way? Do you care about what people say? And what do they say? Do you feel you are treated differently by your relatives, partners, friends or colleagues? Do you regret not having kids? If yes, why? If not, why not?


The answers were varied and nuanced; the people were complex and captivating. Their backgrounds, circumstances, personalities and reasons for not having children were never the same, nor were the ways they lived their lives or derived purpose and meaning. Nothing I read, saw or heard matched what had populated my mind about the paths in life that didn’t include motherhood.


If, initially, I had sought out women without children to find comfort and validation of my own experience, then, over time, it became about sharing their stories with others like me so that they too could find comfort. Later on, the conversations evolved into a sense of responsibility to share them even more broadly, outside an echo chamber. It was a question of universal nurturing. As the statistics above show, millions worldwide don’t have children. Whatever their reasons, they are part of a global community that struggles to feel socially valued, treated equitably in workplaces, supported by public policy and accurately represented in media and cultural narratives,8 causing many of them to feel invisible, misunderstood and even vilified. It was also a question of offering multiple and more positive examples of rewarding lives outside of parenthood, allowing younger generations to make an informed decision about whether or not they wish to become parents and enabling them to connect without stigma those who are not parents.


With this in mind and with the consent of the women who wished their stories to be known, I listened to and recorded every word entrusted to me. When I had reflected upon the importance of these encounters and their impact on my own decision regarding motherhood, I wrote this book.


Others Like Me: The Lives of Women without Children is the story of fourteen women who don’t have children. Well, fifteen. It’s their story and mine. It’s the story of why I had to find these women and what they taught me. Part memoir, part exploration of childlessness through candid conversations, this book showcases the many ways in which women find fulfilment and how their womanhood can manifest and bloom outside of motherhood.9


Aiming to offer a global perspective, I interviewed women aged between twenty-five and sixty-five from fourteen countries, different social classes, marital statuses and religious beliefs. Among them is a professor who became the first Turkish woman to climb Everest, an asexual international development professional and trumpet player from Ghana who grew up in Tokyo, a visually impaired Canadian writer who loves to travel the world, an autistic Peruvian anthropologist who fought for her right to have a tubal ligation and an Icelandic singer and actor who is passionate about folk music and theatre productions for children.


In addition to exploring different cultural backgrounds, this book portrays childlessness not as a condition but as a rich spectrum of experiences by bringing together women who have no children by choice, infertility or other impeding circumstances, as well as women still in the process of deciding whether or not they wish to become mothers. As they recount their past, present and envisioned future, the women featured here highlight values, emotions and challenges in distinct stages of their journeys.


Ten years ago, when I started collecting these stories, each of them was a panel on their own. My aim was to stitch them together to create a patchwork quilt that celebrates how diverse and gratifying a life without bearing or raising children can be. The quilt is this book that you hold in your hands.









PART I


Looking Back









2009


A War with Myself That Started in My Womb


Some cultures believe that evil spirits emerge on the winter solstice. Mine didn’t – in Brazil, where I come from, there are no winters. Not really. Not counted in blizzards – but home was a long way away.


On the winter solstice of our second year living together, my husband and I were both in our flat in Lund, and I was alone on the windowsill, just inches from our bed, watching the snowfall. Eyes swollen almost shut, arms wrapped around legs and head buried into knees, I sat, my mind stuck in one endless loop, as I asked myself the same question again and again:


Do I want to become a mother?


I must have been there for a few hours because an ominous line of icicles had formed on the roof edge of the building directly opposite mine, and the sun had started making its way through the clouds, tinting the balcony gold. The cobwebs at the bottom of my second-floor window impeded my view of the amount of snow we had got this time – but a neighbour crossing the garden in slow motion while carrying a chihuahua in her arms was as good an indication as any that it had been a lot. It certainly had felt like it – my disorientation amid the whiteouts in southern Sweden and my husband’s newfound wish, both revealing themselves in full force that night – was a lot to take in.


He wanted to become a father.


What about what I wanted? I kept prodding the emptiness in my womb.




To become a mother


Do I want to?


Do I?





Bit by bit, this ice-cold question ringing in my ears began to deplete my sense of self – of certainty. I started doubting what had brought me to that frozen archipelago in the first place. Whatever it was, it seemed to be melting away.


Staring at the fork in the road ahead, I couldn’t help but wonder: how was it that, at twenty-six, I knew no other woman who intended to circumvent motherhood? Not a single one. How was it that, even without knowing anything about being a woman who would not become a mother, I felt scared, yet compelled, to follow that dimly lit path?


When I could no longer feel the cushion beneath me, I got up, opened our bedroom door and returned to the living room. There, I found him still sitting on the red sofa. His eyes were swollen too. He reached for my hand as I sat beside him, gazing at our pictures on the wall. We interlocked fingers.


Feeling his openness, I then rested my head on his chest.


‘This caught me by surprise,’ I said.


‘Same here.’


‘Have you been wishing for a baby for long?’


‘No. Not for long.’


‘I don’t know if I want a child.’


He said nothing but tilted his head slightly to meet mine, so I continued.


‘Right now, it feels like …’ I stopped, worrying I’d hurt him if I said it.


‘Like what? I can take it, Nic,’ he insisted.


‘Like trying to grow a third arm.’


The sharp edges of my words shut us both into silence for a while.


‘We should go to bed,’ he muttered.


‘We will. It’s just that …’ Scrapping my last trace of energy, I tried to finish the thought. ‘I need time to figure this out.’


‘We have time.’


‘Yes, but this could take a while …’


‘I know.’


‘You don’t have to stay.’


‘I’m not going anywhere, amor,’ he said, bringing me back to his chest.


There and then, I remembered why I had crossed to his side of the world: I felt the most loved I ever had held within the curve of his arms.









2007–2008


Highlands


I was at the height of my discontent at being a twenty-three-year-old who still lived with their mother when I met Erik – a charming, introverted and erudite Swedish cellist. I’d just started a postgraduate course in translation, and I wanted out of that house. The plan was to eventually move in with Gabriela, who had been my best friend since I was ten (who also lived with her mother). However, what I earned working as a freelance copywriter, plus what she earned in her first year as a child psychologist, didn’t amount to what we needed to rent even the tiniest studio in Brasília, so we stayed put, if restless, at our family homes and hung out on weekends to iterate the plan for our grand escape.


The free time I had left, I spent on Orkut, the first social network to gain traction in Latin America. Despite the enormous improbability of it all, on a Sunday evening in April 2007, my online activity collided with Erik’s in a community about movie soundtracks. From the open fields of a public forum, we slid into each other’s DMs.


Two weeks into our ping-ponging and there was no denying how attracted I was to him – or the version of him in that small picture next to his messages: sitting on a wooden chair in what looked like a church, feet flat on the floor, knees slightly lower than his hips, the cello between his legs, resting on his chest, left fingertips pressing on the strings changing the notes, right hand holding the bow, two leather bands adorning his wrist, white long-sleeved shirt with contrasting cuffs, short and thick dark brown hair gently messed at the top … I had clicked, maximised and stared at that picture for longer than I was ready to admit, my body always reacting the same way: I wanted to be that cello. But considering how far we were from each other, I thought it best to keep that feeling to myself.


From that point onwards, we met on MSN almost every evening. I’d sit in front of the shared computer in my stepfather’s home office in Brasília, Erik would sit in front of a sleek MacBook in his living room in Lund, and we’d start video calls that lasted for hours.


Three months passed before the day my mother answered the doorbell and came into my room carrying an exquisite bouquet of red roses. She handed it to me and said she’d help me find something to put the flowers in. I walked to the kitchen, placed the roses carefully in the sink, and started cutting the ends of their stems. She brought a tall, delicate vase inlaid with mother-of-pearl from her bedroom and placed it next to me. Then, seeing his name on the little card taped to the cellophane, she said:


‘Erik with a K. Is he a foreigner?’


‘Yes. Swedish.’


‘I didn’t know you were seeing someone,’ she said, opening the packet of flower food and emptying its contents into the vase.


‘I’m not. Unless you count the webcam.’


‘So that’s what’s keeping you in that room.’


‘That and my weekly assignments,’ I said, trying to play it down.


‘When am I going to meet him?’


‘When are you … Mom, I haven’t met him myself! I don’t know if this will ever happen.’


‘Why wouldn’t this happen?’


‘He’s in Sweden,’ I replied.


‘In Sweden?!’


‘Yes, Mom, that’s where Swedes are from.’


‘I know where Swedes are from, Nicole. But what if he’s lying?’


‘What do you mean? Why are you angry?’


‘I’m not angry. I’m worried. What if he’s a weird guy living in his parents’ basement and lying to you?’


‘Lying to me about what? Living in Sweden?’ I sped up the flower arranging.


‘I don’t know. This whole “meeting people on the internet” sounds strange to me.’ She folded the cellophane sheet into a small rectangle and smoothed it with her fingers.


‘We’re just talking. He’s a musician who also writes and he’s proofreading poems I wrote in English. That’s it. He doesn’t need to come to Brazil to do that. He’s just being nice.’


‘Just being nice? Erik is clearly a romantic. He sent you flowers. What’s the point of all of this if he won’t come?’ Her hands were on her hips.


‘Look, this is all very new. It could be something, or it could be nothing. I don’t know yet.’


Losing my patience, I grabbed the rest of the roses and shoved them into the vase at once.


‘Fine. I just want him to know that you are not alone in the world. That you have a family.’


‘He knows that, Mom.’


‘Once you have children, you’ll understand how I feel.’


I walked back to my room with my flowers trapped in her favourite vase – a perfect metaphor for how I felt in her house. I didn’t know then, but being told about all that I could not understand because I had no children would become a refrain in my life.


What I did know was that the bouquet Erik sent me on my twenty-fourth birthday made me believe that he too wished to reduce the gap between our hemispheres.


Fifteen months after the day we met online, we married in the ruins of a castle in the Scottish Highlands. Just the two of us by a lake, reciting the vows we had written the night before, blessed by the mountains of a country we had both dreamed of visiting one day.









2009


Candle Path


It was Christmas week. The traditional Swedish seven-arm candle holder and the little Santa Claus were on display by the window of our flat in Lund. A fragrant cloud of clove, nutmeg, and cinnamon wafted from our mugs of mulled wine as I pressed Play on the remote control.


Erik and I were watching a movie about a grief-stricken man who had to learn to care for his daughter after his wife died, and I noticed him crying. I knew which scene had hit a nerve: the one where the man consoles his little girl and realises that his bond with his child is stronger than the bond with his wife. Comforting Erik in my arms, I stayed silent. So did he. No words were needed.


There had been other signs before, subtler ones. But I had brushed them off, certain that the case was closed. We had talked about it from day one. And by day one, I mean the first time we heard each other’s voices on an MSN call and talked about all the big things in life, including families – the ones we came from and the one I didn’t plan to have, at least not in the traditional sense of the word. He asked me why. I told him I just didn’t wish for it. That I wanted a different way of life. I then asked how he felt about parenting, and he said he had never felt strongly about it and that his previous relationship had ended, due in part to his ex-girlfriend’s pressure to get married and have children. They had been together for eight years and they each wanted different things. At the time, I had interpreted this as a confirmation that he didn’t want to have children either.


In the two-and-a-half years since that first call, we had spoken a lot more about parenthood, but rarely had we discussed it as a real possibility, and more as if confirming the agreement not to become parents. ‘Oh, they look so tired,’ we’d say after spending time with our friends with kids. ‘If we had children, there’s no way we’d be flying overnight to Helsinki for a Bruce Springsteen concert,’ we’d say on our way to the airport. Or maybe I was the one saying it, and he was the one listening? I was no longer sure.


There was never any paper agreeing to this, but it was an agreement in my head from the start. I told him I didn’t understand what was happening. Why had he gone to such lengths, literally across the world several times, to be with me when he knew I wanted no children? Did he conceal his true wish thinking I’d change my mind? Did he believe back then that he would never want a child so we’d be fine?


Life, of course, is in no way that simple. I had changed a great deal in those three years. Wouldn’t it be only fair to accept that he had changed too? Maybe getting married and building a home together had sowed the seeds for new yearnings to grow. What was I to do? I couldn’t ignore the fact that the person I loved the most was in pain. He sobbed when he finally disclosed that the desire to become a father, though not there when we met, had since crept into his mind and grown bigger and bigger until he no longer knew how to expurgate it. It wasn’t his fault. It was nobody’s fault. But realising that we now wanted such different things was devastating for both of us. He felt guilty and conflicted, and I felt forced to reconsider something I had thought was already settled.


I held him close until the movie was over. Was our marriage over too?


That was the night my mind started spiralling as I watched the snowfall from our bedroom window while he sat alone on the red sofa in our living room.


The snowfall would stop by springtime; the spiralling wouldn’t.









2010


Beyond Motherhood


When we arrived in Stockholm on Mother’s Day, I looked forward to seeing Joanne again.


My mother-in-law and I were two birds of a feather: she had left the United States after meeting Erik’s father and lived in Sweden for forty years; she was a bookworm and an aspiring author. And so our conversations revolved around our favourite books, what we were working on and ways to keep our identities while living abroad. No matter how long the visits were, there never seemed to be enough time to talk about all we had in common.


That Sunday, she told me about her mother, who had never forgiven her for leaving the country and who now lived in a care home in New Orleans. She wished to see her again. I knew the feeling well. Together, we flicked through her many family albums – her sitting on her green polka dot armchair and me sitting on an embroidered ottoman next to her. Then it was my turn, and I turned on an iPod Touch that stored pictures from my past life in Brazil.


‘What’s your mother’s name again?’ Joanne asked.


‘Yara.’


‘Yara. She reminds me of Salma Hayek.’


‘She does?’


‘Yes. Petite, curvy, lush dark hair, big smile. I see you’ve got her hair, eyes and eyebrows.’


‘I guess I do.’


‘Most definitely. Very Salma. Is your father tall?’


‘Not much, but quite a bit taller than her.’


‘That’s why. You have more of an elongated figure.’ She swiped right across the screen. ‘Tell me about this picture.’


‘Let me see …’ I said, leaning on her arm. ‘This is my brother trying to blow out the candles on his birthday cake. Mom held the back of the chair to be sure it wouldn’t tumble.’


‘Such a sweet face.’


‘He was adorable, yes. Next is the only picture I have of my parents together. Mom said I was less than a year old when my grandfather took this picture.’


‘They look quite happy there, don’t they?’


‘They do. Though I haven’t heard happy stories about that time. What else is there?’ I asked.


‘This! Look at those flowers! And her hat. I looove the hat!’


‘Right? That’s a special one: Mom celebrating her graduation in the Hydrangeas Path.’


‘The Hydrangeas Path?’


‘Yeah, it’s one of the most beautiful roads in Brazil. It connects several cities in the south of the country, so when you drive through them, you see large patches of purple, white and blue hydrangeas. It’s one of my mother’s favourite places on earth.’


‘I’d love to go there, but it’s too far away for old me. I’d also love to meet your mom.’


‘That would be lovely, but I don’t know if she will ever come.’ I stared down at the black and red Persian rug. She ran her fingers through my hair.


‘I don’t see pictures of you when you were little.’


‘There aren’t many. Dad has some, but Mom doesn’t, so I scanned what I could find.’


‘Do you know why?’


‘She was always working. I don’t think she had time to think about photos.’ My voice cracked.


‘Are you okay?’ Joanne asked, putting her head on my right shoulder.


‘Yeah. Sorry, I haven’t seen these pictures in a long time. I wasn’t prepared for their effect on me. The thing about my mother is …’ I started rambling about how she had put on a smile even when things were precarious for us after my parents got divorced but I could always see anguish and exhaustion under the veneer, how I loved her, missed her and was grateful for everything she had done for me, and how I wished I’d be able to pay it all back somehow.


When I finished my ode, Joanne held my hand, and with the softest voice, she said, ‘This is what mothers do, dear. You don’t have to pay her back.’ It took me a minute to process her words. To understand what they meant. First, I watched my tears fall into the peppermint tea she’d poured me earlier. Then came the pain in my chest, and I couldn’t breathe.


What was I feeling this time? I knew it was fear, but which kind? Fear of never seeing my mother again? Fear of seeing her again and realising she was still unhappy? Fear of being the reason my mother was not happy? Fear of becoming a mother? Fear of losing Erik if I didn’t? Fear of losing myself if I did?


Yes. Yes. Yes. To all of these questions. But who to talk to about them? There are boundaries, even for love. And while I loved Joanne and we confided in each other, talking to her about the conflicting feelings between her son and me didn’t seem right.


Who then? There was nobody.


In lieu of people, I looked for books. Every other day, I’d bike to the Lund library and head to the quiet booth with a view of a pond filled with green-headed ducks, where I’d read my emails and manage the workload sent by clients. Once I was done translating the text of websites, apps and marketing campaigns from English into Portuguese, I’d choose a new spot with a different view. Sometimes, it would be the children’s books section, where I’d attempt to learn Swedish by reading Pippi Longstocking or The Wonderful Adventure of Nils. Other times, it would be the international news section, where I’d keep in touch with what was happening in Brazil. Then, I’d reserve the last hour before closing time for my newfound mission: discovering books about childlessness.


Watching the senior librarian go out of her way to help people, I thought I’d try my luck and ask her if she knew any books about women without children. She asked if I meant books about infertility. I clarified that I meant books about women who chose not to have children. Ten minutes later, she returned to the front desk with a book.


Beyond Motherhood: Choosing a Life Without Children was the first book I ever read on motherhood ambivalence. In it, Jeanne Safer advises the reader: ‘Reflect on your childhood. Would you be a good mother? Which maternal qualities do you have? Which ones do you lack, and how important are they? How much of your past do you think you’d have to overcome to become a good mother, and are you ready for this confrontation? The time to look deeply into these questions is before getting pregnant.’


So I did.









1988–1993


Colourful Cocoon


Everything about my childhood was incomplete.


What I remember the most is how unfinished my bedroom was. How intruded-upon it felt. It had no door. To its right was a kitchen, often occupied by people I didn’t know. To its left, a small bathroom with a white ceramic toilet and a marble sink, but no soap or toilet paper holder. There was also a pipe protruding from the tiled walls, but no showerhead. The window had cracks; the floor, cockroaches; and the air was thick with mosquitoes training to become vampires. It was a bedroom with no bed, so I’d swing myself to sleep in a rainbow-striped hammock with my toes tangled up in its crochet fringe – my mouldy, low-hanging, colourful cocoon.


A few months earlier, Yara had decided to leave São Paulo – the most populous, cosmopolitan and wealthy of Brazilian cities – and return to her hometown, Fortaleza, taking only a couple of boxes and my five-year-old self with her, which is how we ended up in this house that I was yet to recognise as mine.


With the divorce finalised, my father, Afonso, moved to a city called Natal. ‘Natal’ means Christmas, but I never got to spend Christmas there. While Fortaleza and Natal are much smaller than São Paulo, in 1988, they still had more than two million and close to half a million inhabitants, respectively – a lot of people fighting for opportunities in a time that is known as the ‘Lost Decade’ thanks to the stagnation, hyperinflation and socio-economic crisis. Although both cities sit under the equator and on the north-east coast of Brazil, my country is so vast that they are still a few hundred miles apart. My parents could afford one plane ticket a year, so I’d only see Dad during the school recess in July.


Racing to conquer the tallest dune in Ponta Negra beach, resting and drinking coconut water under palm trees, buying barbecued fish from the straw kiosks and riding our bikes along the waterfront looking for ice cream, these month-long visits quickly became the highlights of my early years. The moment I anticipated most of all was the morning of my birthday, at the end of the month, when Simone, my father’s new wife, would hand me a card with a rhyme she had written for me, and they would take me to the children’s toys section of the biggest department store in town so that I could choose a birthday gift.


Year after year, no matter what the shop had on display, I’d always pick a doll. Never too big or expensive – the notion of financial boundaries was firmly inbuilt in me; I don’t even know how or by whom. But it was always there, and I’d run up and down the aisles, scanning the price tags until I found the perfect affordable addition to my family of dolls.


By the time I was nine, that collection comprised six ladies: one that could clap, one that could crawl, one that would giggle cutely if I pressed her belly, one that would laugh creepily if I touched her lips, one that would pee if I gave her a bottle and a ragged one with bright yellow braided hair. She did nothing. She was my favourite.


But that was the end of that tradition. On my tenth birthday, I asked for a small, round watch with a thin brown leather band instead. I also wanted to watch a movie on the big screen. My wishes were granted. I got my pretty watch and I was taken to the movies. I happily shared a bag of jelly beans with my father, my stepmother, her daughter, Beatriz, and her five nieces and nephews as we watched Jurassic Park. It was a special day. With them, most days were.


An accomplished secondary school teacher, kids’ party planner and mother of a girl almost my age, Simone was heaven-sent and even looked like it. Her long golden locks, serene amber eyes and ever-tanned skin gave her a monochromatic quality: a radiant appearance that was impossible to miss. She had grown up in a stunning mansion in the Portuguese colonial style smack in the middle of half an acre of land, which the government had awarded her father, a prominent general during the two-decades-long military dictatorship in Brazil. There, he lived with his wife and seven children. Then the children had children, and the house became the main venue for their many family gatherings.


It was in this lively, dream-like place that I got to spend my vacations, and I cherished every second there. I’d wake up around 7 a.m. with the sound of Chico, the family’s hyperactive parrot, shouting ‘You’re late again!’ at Rita as she closed the main gate. Then I would go downstairs to meet her. Rita was their maid for fifteen years. She was in her early forties, always wore her hair in a simple bun with a headscarf to keep it in place, and had four children, who were raised mainly by her mother so that she could work. On Saturdays (she only had Sundays off), she would bring in her two youngest children to allow her mother some rest. Rita’s relentless pace reminded me of my mother’s, so I’d play with her children, hoping she would get some rest. When they were not around, she would send me to the backyard to pick mangoes, and I’d help her blend the fruits and fill the jars with fresh juice for breakfast. Then we’d set the large table in the dining room but would eat corn pudding or tapioca crêpes sitting on stools in the kitchen. Rita didn’t talk much, so our early mornings together were mostly spent in silence – a comfortable and intimate silence I grew to appreciate.


Waiting for the rest of the house to wake up, I’d feed sugar water to the hummingbirds on the patio or try to save the calangos from Tantor, the doofus Rottweiler who didn’t notice the burglars when the house was broken into, but who wouldn’t cut any slack for the lizards that claimed the garden as their habitat. I’d soon hear Simone’s voice calling me and we’d head out to the beach, or I’d help her decorate the cake tables for children’s parties.


If, for the most part, this was my Neverland, it also reminded me of how different everything was back home in Fortaleza. The other children in Simone’s life had bedrooms filled with comic books, video games, Disney-character bedding and green alien ceiling stickers that would glow in the dark. Meanwhile, I had a hammock strung across a bedroom that would get flooded when it rained and a three-drawer chest for all my clothes and toys. They had brand-new shoes and shiny hair while I walked around in mismatched flip-flops and had to soak my hair in vinegar and get it chopped to my chin to stop the lice from eating my scalp.


There was no money for a doll’s house in my kingdom, so Barbie lived in the barn with the pony. There was no money for a Ken, so Barbie dated the pony. They never had children.









1994


Tiny Cuts


Once, after I returned from Natal, there was only one egg on the table to be shared between us. My mother didn’t eat her half. She gave it to me. More than once, she had to beg the Mother Superior not to expel me from school for lack of payments. Wearing a khaki blazer with her black hair fixed half-up, she’d walk into Sister Betina’s office:


‘My daughter is an excellent student.’


‘Yes, she is.’


‘I need her to continue studying.’


‘I understand.’


‘I just need more time. I can pay a couple of months now and the rest soon.’


By handing over a crumpled envelope with however much money she had gathered up to that point and signing papers committing to pay the remaining debt in instalments with interest, she’d secure my seat in a classroom for another semester.


The money my father sent helped, but it wasn’t enough to cover the bills. So Yara raised me single-handedly by waxing women in beauty salons, frying pastries to sell in bars and taking on contracts to cook at political conferences. I helped on weekends. Our days would start at 5 a.m. by buying ingredients in the outdoor markets and would end late in the evenings in a mint green Volkswagen Bus, with our clothes smelling like fried garlic and our hands full of tiny cuts from peeling and chopping kilos of potatoes, onions and cabbage. From an early age, I was painfully aware of how hard her life was – and how much harder mine wasn’t because of her. I idolised her but also felt overwhelmingly indebted to her for the sacrifices she made for me. At that time, I thought the best way to express gratitude was to be quiet, mostly silent, almost invisible.


As we walked down the unpaved street that separated our house from the neighbourhood’s well, Lia, my mother’s closest friend, remarked, as if I wasn’t there: ‘Your girl looks sadder than usual.’ To which my mother replied, ‘That’s just the way she is,’ without turning back to look at me. If I looked sad before, I certainly looked sadder after that.


Another time, upon entering the political-party dining hall with a big tray of lasagne, Mom found me sitting at one of the tables filled with politicians and observed them laughing at a story I had just told. I wanted to help keep them entertained as she had to deal with an empty cooking-gas cylinder that had delayed the serving of the lunch meals. Upon seeing her approach his table, a very tall and slender man exclaimed, ‘That’s a funny kid you have there, Yara!’ Her response was, ‘I had no idea she had a sense of humour.’ They laughed even more. She looked at me. I wasn’t laughing. Until that moment, I too had no idea that, driven by my desire not to become a burden to her, I had become a shadow. No distinctive traits, no depth. Only a silhouette under the same roof.


The very tall and slender man became her second husband. His name was Tácio, and Tácio was a renowned judge and recently elected senator. As a senator, he lived in the country’s capital and regularly travelled to his home state. That meant Mom and I had to relocate to Brasília, where we drove around in a car that smelled like air freshener and moved into a four-bedroom flat in the north ‘wing’ of the city designed like an aeroplane. I was elated by everything this new city offered. Brasília was modern, green, safe and clean, starkly contrasting the vibrant but poverty-stricken Fortaleza and the picturesque but exceedingly touristy Natal.


With a lot of space came a lot of company and a home that felt even less like mine. Suddenly, we had a maid, a driver and a cook; two fluffy white poodles; an open-door policy; and a landline that wouldn’t stop ringing. I was not used to having company except for when I was in Natal, so I’d sneak into Tácio’s office, grab one of his books about slavery, labour unions, land reform or human rights, and insulate myself from the crowds and chaos behind those pages in the safety of my new bedroom that had curtains and a door – lock and all.


It was about that time that I noticed I could hear my thoughts when I opened a book. A revelation and relief in equal measure. A soothing ritual to which I kept returning. From his side of the home library, I moved to the shelf where Yara had started stacking books with names such as Cleopatra, Hypatia, Joan of Arc, Elizabeth I, Maria I of Portugal and Isabel, Princess Imperial of Brazil, on their covers. I was too young to know then, but I realised decades later that my mother mostly read historical fiction and biographies about some of the most powerful women in the world. Many of whom never had children.


I didn’t always understand what I was reading, but I read it anyway. The books became dog-eared as time passed, and I started dragging pen on paper to muffle the human sounds inside and the cricket sounds outside. Still, reading and writing only comforted me up to a point. The loneliness I felt diminished only when I met Gabriela. We were both in the fourth grade at a private Catholic all-girls school. One day, a girl with a light-brown ponytail and freckles on her cheeks sat next to me.


That was just the beginning. Gabriela wanted to know where I was born, how long since I had moved to Brasília, what it was like to live close to the beach … I didn’t mind her curiosity. On the contrary, I liked it when people asked me things. It made me think of Simone. I answered Gabriela’s questions as we swapped lunchboxes: mine had a pack of chocolate wafers and a small plastic bottle of Fanta. Gabriela’s had orange juice and the cheese puffs her mother sold in their bakery. Her food didn’t get as stuck in my braces, so she let me have it. Every day. We decided we should spend more time together after school. And boy, did we! We went biking and rollerblading. Then we had sleepovers over and over. Soon we were sharing fruit-shaped lip balm, wearing matching fake tattoos and swapping mix tapes. We spent hours watching MTV, imitating Mariah Carey and Gwen Stefani. Gabriela was the perfect Robin to my gloomy Batman, and my pre-teenage years were ten times more fun because of her.


At school, Gabi and I spent our mornings learning to ‘share faith, serve others, study wisdom, worship together’ and at no time were we taught any sex education. At home, we shared the space with overworked mothers who didn’t know how to talk to us about our prepubescent bodies. Back in 1994, eleven-year-old girls didn’t have access to the internet, so the day I got hold of a hand mirror and looked at my vagina, I ran to my mother’s bedroom to tell her about a brown piece of wobbly skin growing down there. She checked between my legs, told me everything was fine, and asked me to stop looking at it. I called Gabriela and asked her if she had a brown piece of wobbly skin growing down there too.


‘So weird,’ I said, holding the telephone with my chin and the hand mirror between my legs.


‘And gross …’


‘You think it’s gross?’


‘I’ll call you back,’ she said abruptly. The phone rang again after a few minutes.


‘Labia minora,’ she said.


‘Come again?’


‘The wobbly skin. I found a drawing with a bunch of stuff in the encyclopedia. There’s a part that says: “The labia minora are two small folds of skin that extend on each side of the opening into the vagina.” The next page shows a baby upside down inside the woman’s belly.’


‘Why would it be upside down?’ I asked.


‘No clue. It says: “The cerrr-vix is the lower part of the uterus that opens into the vagina. During childbirth, it expands so the baby can travel through the vagina and into the world.”’


‘So the baby comes out of the pee hole?’


‘Maybe?’


‘But that’s such a tiny hole. How does the baby come out? That makes no sense!’


‘My aunt said women get pregnant by swallowing watermelon seeds. I know she was lying, but I don’t know how babies are made or how they come out without the women dying.’


Then she joked that she’d eat lots of watermelon seeds to have a baby one day. I didn’t know how to react. Imagining myself eating watermelon seeds made me afraid of choking to death. And, up to that moment, I had never thought about what would happen if my best friend had a baby and I didn’t. Would we still be best friends? I made her promise that there would be no babies until we stuck to our plan: to grow up, move in together and go to a non-nun university. She agreed. And that was that. No more baby talk for a while.


That was until Mom announced I was going to have a little brother.









1997


Glass Bones


A sudden scream coming from our new house in suburbia propelled me out of the garden and back inside. I found Davi lying flat in his crib. I called Mom, and we took him to the doctor. ‘His foot is broken,’ the doctor said. That meant my two-year-old half-brother would have to be immobilised in a plaster cast for weeks and use corrective boots for even longer. Months later, we heard a similarly distressed groaning after he fell from a swing. His kneecap was broken. ‘Osteogenesis imperfecta,’ the doctor said. A genetic disorder that affects the bones causing them to break easily, often from mild trauma. Davi’s was type I – the least severe of many. Still, I heard Mom sob as she shared the news with Tácio on the phone.


Eleven years older than Davi, I spent much time and energy weaving a protective net around him. I picked him up from daycare, took him to swimming classes and physiotherapy, helped him deliver a Valentine’s Day card he made for a girl in his class when he was five; I was called by his teacher when he failed a maths test at six, and when he hit back at a bully and got suspended at seven. I was also called when he went missing for hours, only to be found playing Mortal Kombat at an arcade near our house. I felt like I was his mother, except that I wasn’t. I wanted to be mothered myself, not just provided for, but my mother was busy mothering her husband, and I was busy mothering her son.


I think my brother wanted to be mothered by his mother too, because the once well-behaved Davi became notoriously troublesome from his seventh birthday onwards. The problem was that our mother didn’t know how to raise someone who demanded attention. There didn’t seem to be much attention left in her to give. Now that her children lived comfortably and had access to premium education and health care, she focused on Tácio. She was his right hand inside and outside of the National Congress. It was all her, from deciding who would be his chief of staff to editing his speeches to choosing the decor for his office and the colour of his tie. She became his devoted sidekick, and together they would build an empire that would rise and fall over the next thirty years. As their babysitter, I was one of the many who helped this empire run.


Two days before picking me up at the airport, Dad called to say that we would stay in a studio flat this time. I asked why, and he mumbled something about an argument with Simone. ‘Why don’t you just talk to her and say sorry?’ I said (not knowing what had happened and assuming it was his fault). He said it was more complicated than that but didn’t care to elaborate, reinforcing my assumption. Before I got on the plane, I tried to shake off the suspicion: It’s July. July means I’m going to see Dad, Simone and Rita again. It is going to be fun, as it always has been.


OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Contents



		Introduction



		Part I: Looking Back



		A War with Myself That Started in My Womb



		Highlands



		Candle Path



		Beyond Motherhood



		Colourful Cocoon



		Tiny Cuts



		Glass Bones



		New Ground



		Little Chimp



		Silent Pact



		The Female Eunuch



		Déjà Vu



		Alexandria



		Palm Reading









		Part II: Looking at Others



		Bookbinder



		Lucy, 45, British, translator









		Emerald Isle



		Elena, 38, Venezuelan, graphic designer and wellness coach









		Hypothermia



		Burcak, 37, Turkish, academic









		Rage Against the Dying of the Light



		Candice, 49, Rhodesian, Swedish, psychosynthesis therapist









		My Body, My House



		Andrea, 34, Peruvian, anthropologist









		Children of No One



		Janka, 31, Hungarian, software engineer









		Head Space



		Jóna, 31, Icelandic, actor, musician and composer









		The Baby Matrix



		Sherryn, 30, Thai, gold jewellery shop owner









		Birdie, Birdie, Birdie



		Kay, 34, Canadian, writer









		London Bridge



		Doreen, 35, Ghanaian, international development professional









		Spellbinder



		Magdalena, 44, Swedish, skincare therapist









		Upstream



		Daniela, 43, American, non-profit administrator in arts education









		Deep Cuts



		Nannette, 64, British, nurse









		Retortus



		Cecilie, 45, Norwegian, head of development at a film centre













		Part III: Looking Ahead



		Puppet Master



		Fight or Flight



		The Next Mountain



		In the Lodge



		Lockdown



		Pandemonium



		Panic of the Closing Gate



		A Severed Head



		Body Maps



		These Precious Days



		The Sun House



		The Nest



		Mother Tongue



		Forest of Mirrors









		Resources



		Notes



		Acknowledgements



		About the Author











		Table of Contents



		Cover









OEBPS/images/9781408748329.jpg
s of Women
Children





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
s dialogue
ébooks





