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      ‘Our members display a wonderful variety of talent and activities, these range from arts and crafts to matters domestic, from doings on the farm or in the garden to

      those of public concern. Adult education and debates, travel talks and Good Works performed in aid of charities – all these mingle with the lighter side of Guild programmes, which show

      that members often enjoy the relaxation of a party, dance or outing. Many, too, are keen on music, play-acting and miming.’




      

        Irish Countrywomens Association


        Secretary’s Report, 1954


      


    


  




   



  




  When I tell people that I’m writing a book about motherhood their eyes glaze over and you sense them wondering why I’m not writing about hang-gliding off the top of

  Everest or going to live with the Kulo-Kulo tribe of the western Amazon. My brother-in-law thinks that I’m secretly writing an erotic thriller, possibly unable to believe that anyone could

  devote an entire book to this most mundane of subjects. After all, mothering is something that vast numbers of us do, quietly absorbed in the humdrum world of washing, cleaning, cooking,

  child-rearing, buggy pushing, going down the shops in the kind of ageless domestic ritual that feminism and all of modern life has not succeeded in budging. Once we become mothers, whether we work

  or not, we find ourselves inexorably pulled back into the world of the washing machine and Hoover. I am unlikely, for the next ten years, to win the Vendée Globe yacht race, or to devote

  myself to the starving of Calcutta; I spend most of my time in the post office, or the supermarket, buying shoes, finding pencils, helping with homework. What could be more boring as a subject? And

  yet motherhood is an unsung and unnoticed job which is heroic in its displays of management, compassion, psychological insight, love and support; and, yes, often the locus of other, darker

  emotions, rage, depression, envy, low self-esteem. Motherhood is often dismissed as being not worthy of consideration as it is simply not goal-oriented enough: there are no quarterly figures to be

  pored over, no yearly sales targets, no productivity goals. The achievements of motherhood aren’t measurable – so many well-adjusted children were produced between 2005 and 2010, with a

  year-on-year gain in good manners and with several more thousands going forward – and yet people’s lives and happiness quite literally depend on their mothers. The shelves groan under

  the weight of books by those who endured terrible things at the hands of their mothers, and others credit their success and happiness to that most central figure in their lives.




  Which is why the book I originally set out to write is not the book that I ended up with, to my surprise and occasional discomfort. When I started, I thought I would impart my considerable

  wisdom about motherhood, gleaned from raising my own three children, in a light-hearted, breezy fashion, as befitted my status as a happy mother who was enjoying focusing on home and family after

  years at the office coalface.




  But then I realized that there was something wrong with this picture: playing motherhood for laughs didn’t quite cut it when, in fact, I had found so much of it hard going, struggling to

  reconcile my rosy expectations with the rather less romantic reality and with the crushing realization that I was a less-than-perfect mother. Thus, whilst hopefully not full of Dostoevskian gloom,

  this book will end up being a more realistic, less frighteningly jolly picture of what motherhood is really like, of the unvarnished truth behind the cheery talk over coffee and scones in the local

  café.




  We tell ourselves a lot of lies as mothers – that childbirth isn’t painful and messy and traumatic; that we bond with our babies instantly because we are ‘natural’

  mothers; that we adore every burp and fart, marvel at every milestone and happily play Sticklebricks and Lego with them for hours without nearly passing out with boredom; that we never fight with

  them, or behave like Godzilla because they haven’t tidied up their bedroom; we lie to ourselves that because we love our children, we also love motherhood – all of the time.




  I should know: I have spent quite a lot of time lying to myself, telling myself that this life, which I have chosen after all, is just perfect! Hating myself for resenting the narrowness of my

  horizons as a stay-at-home mother and sometimes freelance editor and writer; loving my children but chafing against their never-ending need for me; comparing myself to other, patient, gentle

  mothers and wishing I was like them. I wonder whether I will ever be ‘myself’ again, a person separate from my duties and responsibilities to my children, from my desire to give them

  everything I can, whilst secretly wondering if it’ll ever end.




  Over the last five years, since I left the office, clutching my department store voucher and bouquet of flowers, I have had ample time to ponder, in snatched moments, why I’ve chosen this

  life. And why, in the twenty-first century, I am doing more or less the same things as my mother and grandmother did before me. As I learn more about myself as a mother, I’ve begun to want to

  understand them better, now that I am in their shoes. I know what it is like to be bored, lonely and stressed, as I know my mother felt, to feel that I can’t face making another dinner, to

  feel guilt at my impatience with my youngest son, and shame at how often I match his screams with my own when he stamps his foot, or at my choosing to zone out my eldest’s ceaseless chatter

  as I pretend to listen to his explanations of the lesser-known rules of PlayStation, in defiance of the childcare manuals, which tell me that I should ‘actively listen’ to my child. I

  know what it is like to love my children more than I would have thought possible, and yet to be unsure if my children know it, if I’m telling them just how great I think they are, not that

  they’ve left their smelly socks under the bed again. I want to be a better mother and yet, like my mother and grandmother, I’m not, I’m just a mother, with flaws aplenty.




  And this is why this book has ended up being not just about me, but about three mothers: my grandmother, my mother and me. As I hover over the freezer in Tesco, wondering whether it will be peas

  or sweetcorn, I remember standing behind my mother in the queue in Grehan’s butchers in Blackrock, the little seaside town in which I grew up. I would examine the diagram of the parts of the

  cow on the wall as my mother ordered mince and stewing steak and other thrifty cuts of meat, before going to pay the man who sat in a glass-walled booth at the front of the shop with a till that

  made a loud ‘ping’ when he opened it. We would then cross the road, my mother extending her hand automatically to take mine, to the tiny shop on the main street, in whose window was

  displayed a solitary cake stand bearing a handful of brown scones. From behind the high wooden counter of this nondescript little shop, an elderly lady would produce a stream of home-baked bread,

  and my mother would select a couple of loaves and maybe a handful of the scones, nothing exotic, mind.




  As I stand outside the school in a huddle with other mothers, waiting for our children, chatting idly about tennis lessons and homework, I remember my mother doing the same thing: dropping me to

  school in her battered grey Morris Minor, my little sister smiling and waving goodbye to me out of the window. And, although I know slightly less about Nana, I’m sure she did the same thing,

  on a bicycle, my mother’s hair tied in one of the ridiculously large bows her mother favoured.




  As I thought about them both more, I became curious as to what being a mother would have been like for Nana, seventy years ago, the wife of a civil servant in a little country town; or my

  mother, in a pleasant Dublin suburb; what would we have shared, and what would have divided us? The time frame is sufficiently different to make Ireland another world: Catholic, homely, repressed,

  quiet, warmly friendly, and now, secular, shiny, acquisitive, brash. My grandmother was born and raised around the corner from where I now live, which seemed to complete the connection between us.

  However, whereas my neighbourhood encompasses a mix of respectable professionals, little old ladies and gay couples, with the only blot on the landscape being our local friendly drug dealer, her

  Harold’s Cross was a grimy impoverished enclave which, my mother confidently tells me, ‘stank’, and was thick with coal smoke, and she lived in the bijou two-up-two-downs that are

  now occupied by architects and solicitors, with her seven siblings.




  Nana’s early years as a mother were spent in the shadow of the Second World War, or The Emergency as we called it here, a fairly typical Irish euphemism. War didn’t mean death or

  hardship in Ireland in nearly the same way as in the UK, but basically a lack of certain necessities, like fuel, which meant that Nana cooked on a Primus stove, and Granddad Jack booked a taxi to

  visit clients, which only had enough petrol to take him to the picturesquely named Shillelagh, about ten miles away. Hardly deprivation on the scale endured by others, but there was a certain grey,

  dormant quality to my mother’s world; no heating, hot water, coffee, bananas or oranges, no trips in the car, no nice clothes, the only excitement provided by the occasional huge unexploded

  mine which would roll up onto the beach, out of the Irish Sea.




  In her turn, my mother was a mother in a middle-class Dublin suburb during the 1970s, having been forced out of her state job on marriage. She hadn’t gone to university as her father told

  her she wouldn’t need to; since she would only be getting married, it would all be a bit of a waste. Thus, after a glimpse of life’s possibilities provided by her work at the national

  airline, she, like all of her friends, embraced her destiny and became a housewife, because that’s what you did then. In her pleasant suburb by the sea there were coffee mornings, crab

  salads, choux pastry rings, sweet German wines like Black Tower, which were considered the height of sophistication then, culottes and maxi-dresses. There were diamond-patterned sweaters, golf

  clubs, drinks with the neighbours, families who were peculiar, plenty who had religious fetishes, or who stayed up all night watching Man About the House, all accompanied by the constant

  drone of the lawn mower.




  And me, I have it all: all the opportunities my mother and grandmother never had, a comfortable middle-class upbringing, a university education and a profession, and yet, like my mother and

  grandmother, I orbit daily between school and shop; this age-old connection persists, even though times have changed.




  But I have another reason for wanting to write about Nana and Mum, one that goes to the heart of being a mother. As I learn more about myself as a mother, I have reached back into my own

  childhood and remembered my relationship with my mother and her relationship with her mother. I wonder which of their dramas will play out in my own life and in my relationship with my only

  daughter. I have become interested in how the mother I am today is a result of the mother my grandmother was, and my own mother, and in how much and how little has changed.




  When I was a child, Nana was a real constant in my life. She was a steadying presence, my mother having been derailed by my brother’s autism and unable to focus on much else other than

  trying to keep some of his behavioural tics in check and catering to his bizarre culinary needs. Nana would take me for regular Saturday-morning trips to Bewley’s café on Grafton

  Street, for my favourite meringues, to be served by a colossal Dublin woman with a tiny frilled waitresses’ cap perched incongruously on her head, size nines flapping along the ground as she

  tottered along, pushing a cake trolley towards us like an outsize Mrs Overall, with a coffee cream slice on it for Nana and my meringue, a mountain of sugary egg white and cream, with a couple of

  half grapes in it for health’s sake.




  Taking my brother and me under her wing, Nana spent a lot of time with both of us, attempting to prevent Ian knocking her head off with a nine-iron when she taught us golf, or constructing a

  swimming pool for us in their country home out of a galvanized steel cattle tank. When we visited her in Waterford, the town to which she’d moved with Granddad because of his job, we would

  lie underneath her classic dusky-pink eiderdown, as she tested my spelling and filled our heads with a stream of all kinds of nonsense about how President Kennedy was a personal friend of hers,

  simply because her brother’s wife’s sister-in-law’s second cousin had once shaken his hand on his visit to Ireland. As a teenager, when she had moved to Dublin to be closer to us,

  I would mope over to her house in a nearby suburb and moan a bit, whereupon she would announce that she had just the cure, producing a large bottle of Powers Gold Label Whiskey from the sideboard,

  taking a cursory glance at the clock before announcing, ‘Ah, sure half-eleven’s nearly lunch-time,’ and pouring a large amount into a tumbler.




  For me, Nana wasn’t a constant embarrassment, or a smothering, over-attentive mother, she was a source of amusement, comfort and mild irritation. She was Nana.




  And yet to my mother, her bookish, reserved only daughter, Nana’s larger-than-life persona was a source of mortification and dread in equal measure. She spent her entire life in the shadow

  of the Queen of Showbiz, enduring her peacock-like showing off, Tourette’s-like inability to stay quiet and gift for the gently inappropriate remark. My mother stubbornly resisted

  Nana’s constant attempts to ringlet her hair, to plonk some ridiculously oversized bow on top, and dress her in frothy outfits; she banged deadly on the piano keys when Nana tried to pass on

  her love of music, refusing to ‘join in’ the purgatory of the musical evenings and sing-songs which Nana so loved.




  As adults, their relationship was fraught, tense, full of irritated comments on my mother’s side, and enraged silences at yet another of Nana’s unsuitable remarks – utter

  nonsense like being sure the Pope had a secret family stashed in the Vatican, or that the IRA had taken over the local supermarket, which the rest of us would let gently drift over our heads, but

  which Mum seemed unable to let go of, like an angry terrier with a bone. And yet, as Nana’s only child, my mother was bound to her, all the time chafing at the proximity; but when it came to

  it and Nana was too old to cope alone, my mother had a granny flat built on the side of our house, where Nana lived for the last ten years of her life, listening to Mass in the local parish church,

  handily transmitted over a short-wave radio; making appalling dinners for herself, which should have hastened her demise, but which seemed to extend it, her insides coated with salty bacon and

  overcooked cabbage; and doing little jobs in her small garden, which she decorated with hubcaps, to nobody’s surprise.




  Nana was completely baffled as to why she was so irritating to her only daughter and would continue to chirrup away, asking my mother if she thought the cake she’d made might improve a bit

  with a drop of sherry added, carefully ignoring her daughter’s hissed response. So they went on, bound together by duty and responsibility and love, in a peculiar way, like Joan Crawford and

  Bette Davis in Whatever Happened to Baby Jane, until Nana’s death, aged 91.




  *




  As the self-righteous daughter, I had wondered why on earth my mother sought to be close to someone whom she could hardly bear the sight of – but now, as a mother myself,

  I understand. Mum was Nana’s daughter, and Nana was her mother, and so she did what was needed. I wonder if my daughter will do the same: will she be willing to push me, aged eighty, along in

  my bath chair, listening to me witter on about Gardeners’ World, or will she loathe me beyond measure and cheerfully shove me in the nearest rest home?




  I know, deep down, that I have carried on the tradition of strong, eccentric women on my mother’s side of the family, from Granny MacNeill, unsmiling in her gabardine coat, frizzy hair and

  glasses, who had a nervous breakdown every time Nana looked like marrying and leaving her, to Nana’s show-must-go-on, sing-your-heart-out personality, to my mother, who has fashioned herself

  in opposition to her mother, hidden her own strength of character behind a quiet privacy, restraint and love of gardening, whose relationship with her daughter has been forged in spite of the

  difficulties with her son. I sometimes fear that I will loom large in my daughter’s life, like a pantomime dame, with a loud voice and louder clothes, embarrassing her at every turn. Even now

  I catch myself wanting to comment on the hideous puce tracksuit bottoms she favours instead of the cute jeans, but bite my tongue, avoiding the innate maternal desire to criticize –

  ‘Are you wearing that?’




  *




  However, in spite of the fraught difficulties of their relationships and the hardships of their lives, I want to connect with Nana and Mum in a positive way and not to see them

  as victims of their circumstances, which is certainly not how they saw themselves. I don’t want this book to be a grim trawl through the privations of the 1940s and 1960s, the narrow horizons

  of holy Catholic Ireland. I also don’t want it to be a nostalgic yarn about yesteryear, about how much happier we were with no shoes on our feet, existing on a diet of cabbage and bacon, or

  how a swift clip on the ear did nobody any harm and how children were much happier when they were third-class citizens. My mother and grandmother were busy, hardworking women, making the most of

  what life offered and enjoying the company and the support of other women in the same situation.




  In delving into the past, a picture emerged for me of Irish women who fought hard to carve out the rights that I now take entirely for granted, who uncomplainingly brought up their large

  families and formed the centre of their communities in newly independent Ireland. For me, groups of women like the Irish Countrywomens Association, or ICA, epitomize the space between me and Nana

  and our lives then and now. Nana found her true vocation when she joined the ICA. A formidable organization during the years between the 1940s and the 1970s, it had originally been set up to allow

  country women a break from their hardworking lives, and to develop skills that might earn them a valuable income to supplement the farm’s. Later, it broadened its scope to include city

  ‘guilds’ or groupings and became quite a powerful NGO and a rather conservative voice in Irish life. Nana joined in Sligo in the 1950s, as a way of meeting people in the latest new

  place to which her husband’s roving civil service job had brought her.




  Country skills were very much the thing in the ICA, and members got involved in rush-weaving, rug-making, jam-making and, for some reason, skin-curing, and thus various members of my family

  disported items with Fresian patterns on them: my mother had a Fresian handbag and Nana a purse, and my brother was very fond of Foxy, his pet fox, which we later learned was roadkill, which Nana

  had scraped off the tarmac, stuffed, and presented to her first grandchild as a Christmas present.




  When I was a child visiting Nana in Waterford, I was fascinated by her network of ICA friends and their busy and productive lives. The ICA seemed to be a hive of constant, energizing activity.

  Like elderly air hostesses, they would buzz around the world, attending conferences with countrywomen’s groups in other countries, such as Kenya, Estonia or America, from which Nana would

  return with entertaining stories of bad behaviour and with the contents of the airplane in her Fresian handbag: cutlery, napkins, sugar sachets, tiny cartons of milk, with which she would thriftily

  fill her fridge and kitchen drawers.




  Re-entering the woman’s world of the past seemed to be a positive, life-enhancing way to reconnect with Nana and her life, and I did it by consulting the archives of the ICA, stored in our

  national library. In spite of only being allowed to examine one file at a time by the librarian, who seemed to be convinced that Philbyesque secrets lurked within, I was charmed by the picture that

  emerged of this community, and the warmth and support it offered to Nana when other avenues were closed to her. I have a job and a profession and yet I have no such community. And I couldn’t

  skin a badger. I have no connection to nature and to rural life – the fauna of my neighbourhood are strictly of the tracksuit variety. I can’t bottle veg or preserve strawberries in a

  million different ways to take me through the winter. I don’t set up plays with my friends on ancient Celtic themes, or join in competitions to design the nicest egg cosy. I can’t weave

  a St Brigid’s cross out of rushes, or crochet a set of tablemats. I am everything that Nana wasn’t – and yet our lives connect in so many ways.




  In this book I hope to do her and my mother justice, to look at them as mothers and the job they did, without unleashing my inner adolescent and banging on about all the bad things they did to

  me. I want to use them as a touchstone to write about my own experiences. Above all, I want to write as honestly as I can about the real work of motherhood.




   

  




  1966 Waterford Town Guild




  (committee member, Mrs Anne McCarthy)




  weekly meeting notes:




  

    

      Talks:




      

        

          How To Upholster A Small Stool; Smocked Cushion; Prevention Of Accidents To Children


        


      




      Competitions:




      

        

          ‘Most Songs With One Word In The Title’; 1lb Marmalade; ‘Prettiest Easter Bonnet From Paper’; ‘A Shoulder Spray’ ‘A True

          Sponge’; ‘A Light Fruit Cake’


        


      




      Social half-hour:




      

        

          ‘Embarrassing moments’; ‘Ceili Dancing’ ‘Sing, Say, Or Something Pay’; Comic Knitting competition


        


      


    


  








   



  




  Chapter One




  The Control Freak’s Guide to Pregnancy




   

  




  

    

      ‘I always wanted to have a baby. I just didn’t know when I could fit one into my schedule.’




      

        Pregnant woman in the Sunday Times Magazine, 2008


      




      ‘Low spirits, violent passions, irritability, frivolity in the pregnant woman, leave indelible marks on the unborn child.’




      

        From nineteenth-century childrearing guide Safe Counsel, in Ann Douglas, You’ll Spoil that Baby!: Vintage Baby and Childcare Advice1


      


    


  




   

  




  Ten, nearly eleven years ago, I was heavily pregnant with my first child, with a big red face and a bump so large it threatened to unbalance my small frame. My friends used to

  compare me to a Weeble, an egg-shaped toy popular in the 1970s which, when pushed, would wobble, but not fall over due to heavy weights in its bottom. ‘Watch the Weeble wobble,’ a

  friend of mine chortled when I visited her, eight months pregnant and like a ship about to set sail.




  I eased my ample rear end onto her sofa and smiled at her beatifically and with more than a touch of the superior. What did she know? She was still single, whilst I was about to begin on the

  journey of a lifetime. I smugly clutched my bump, hardly able to contain my excitement at the prospect of seeing my baby for the first time. I was going to have a baby, I kept telling myself, a

  real, live baby.




  What I had thought rather less about was that I was about to become a mother and what that might mean for me. My reaction to having a baby was entirely childlike, one of gleeful excitement at a

  wonderful surprise tempered not one bit by any sensible adult emotions, like responsibility. Motherhood, to me, was a fantasy of the kind I might see in a movie, or a Saturday-night drama:

  airbrushed, gorgeous, involving lots of love and cuddles, chats and play, in a substantial light-filled home. In the motherhood of my imagination there was no mess, no conflict, no anger, no

  depression, but a lifestyle-supplement, sun-filled picture of love and adoration of a tiny human being. As a mother I would resemble Caroline Ingalls from Little House on the Prairie,

  smiling, patient, gentle, ever vigilant to my child’s needs – isn’t that what mothers were? When I became a mother I would stop being me and metamorphose into that cardboard

  cut-out vision in my head and everything would be just fine.




  Quite why I thought this, I’m not sure. After all, I had seen my own mother’s struggle with motherhood, as the mother of three children, one of whom was autistic and who needed every

  ounce of care that she could muster. I had observed my friends’ mothers – the sensible apron-clad older mothers of eight, brushing their kids out of the way to get on with the endless

  domestic tasks; the maxi-dress and headscarf-wearing, gin-drinking foxy younger mums who were the talk of the golf club; the nice, sensible mothers in their battered second cars, brown slacks and

  windcheaters out walking the dog – but when it came to motherhood, I couldn’t see myself in them. In fact, I’m not entirely sure I could see myself as a mother at all.




  However, what I did know, even as a little girl, was that motherhood was an ideal, not a mere job. And for us Catholic girls, the idea was fairly forced home that Holy Mary was It. She,

  after all, was the Mother of God, and there could be no higher aspiration than to emulate her maternal perfection, her patience, gentleness and fortitude, in every way. Thus we competed furiously

  with our classmates to be the most fervent, the most religious, the most avid mutterer of Holy Marys and helpers of old ladies, many of whom were fairly niced to death by eager, pig-tail-wearing

  youngsters all offering to hold their shopping. For us, motherhood carried with it the faint whiff of martyrdom and self-sacrifice. And then the Irish Mammy was added into the mix, that fearsome

  specimen whose life depended on making her children’s as comfortable and hassle-free as possible; on grimly providing an endless succession of hot meals, clean clothes, ironed sheets, lifts

  to football practice, all of which ensured that her children – sons, generally, as girls were mercifully excused from such favouritism – would grow up into useless lumps whose status in

  society was guaranteed only by the fact that they were, well, men, whilst all those promising, bright, talented girls somehow fell away.




  But when I sat on my friend’s sofa, I had no idea of what lay ahead of me, that my smug certainties, my Marian fantasies, would be turned on their heads and that having a baby, rather than

  being the pinnacle of my existence, another achievement to rank alongside getting married, buying a car and getting a promotion, was only the beginning of a much longer and more complex process.

  That motherhood wasn’t a job at which I could excel simply by trying very, very hard to be like Holy Mary/Caroline Ingalls, but one which would shape me in all kinds of unexpected ways, which

  would reveal a side to me that I hardly knew existed. Over the next ten years I would hold a mirror up to myself and not always like what I saw, this ageing, saggy woman whose body had been scarred

  by pregnancy, whose mind was no longer her own and whose quixotic temper tantrums were far from the ideal of motherhood she had hoped for, but who would sometimes surprise herself with her

  resourcefulness and capabilities as a mother. During this time, I would experience rage, love, frustration, gloom to varying degrees, gut-wrenching feelings of inadequacy and overwhelming love and

  joy.




  At the time, however, I simply felt that my bright-eyed optimism and my diligent preparation, and the saintly qualities I undoubtedly possessed, would carry me through. That loving it a lot

  would be all that was needed. And I had planned for and wanted this baby so much, after all. My chakras were in alignment, I had explored opportunities my mother and grandmother had only dreamed

  of. I smugly believed that because I was ready, well, everything would fall into place simply because I willed it to. After all, I was truly ready for this challenge.




  *




  One of the first things I would learn about motherhood is that I wouldn’t get what I wanted, simply because I really, really wanted it. We are conditioned to

  believe that because we strive and work hard for something, we somehow deserve it. Motherhood is our right, rather than our privilege.




  Only now, talking to my mother, do I feel gratitude for this right, to be complacent about having children, the right to the Will-I, Won’t-I dithering that now accompanies the decision to

  have a baby. Throughout my twenties, I had felt darts of broodiness as the possibility of having a family of my own became slowly more real. Wistfully, I would wonder if the timing was right,

  uhming and awing, trying to put my biological urge to have a baby to one side to focus on my career, on doing all the things I felt I should do before a baby would put a stop to life as I knew

  it.




  For Nana and Mum, there literally was no choice. Marriage and children went together. The idea that there was a ‘right time’ to have children wasn’t even considered. You got

  married, had children and got on with it, as my mother told me. ‘It was expected of us to have a baby in the first year of marriage and if you didn’t, there was something wrong with

  you. Surely what else would you get married for, but to have children?’




  What’s more, in Ireland, the Church’s ruling on contraception was draconian – all artificial contraception was banned until the 1970s and many couples went along with it,

  whether they liked it or not. Children just arrived, one after another, and the parents had little choice in the matter, as one bewildered Cork woman remarked in a book on local women’s

  experiences: ‘Years went by and the babies arrived at an alarming rate.’2




  I was quite chuffed to discover that during the time when Ireland was in the iron grip of the Catholic Church my grandparents had formed a kind of French Resistance of contraception, supplying

  local couples in Arklow with marital gold dust in the form of a book on contraception by a certain Halliday G. Sutherland. This book contained information on the safe and fertile periods, and in

  spite of its entirely mild advice, was banned by the notorious Censorship Board, following the dictates of the Church who, although they couldn’t find anything in the safe period that

  contradicted Catholic teaching, knew that it was definitely Not a Good Thing.3 By some means my grandparents had got hold of a copy of the lethal

  book, and when word got out, a succession of anxious people turned up on their doorstep to be solemnly handed the explosive reading material in a brown paper bag.




  My grandparents were good Catholics, but were not as awed by the Church as they might have been; as a well-paid civil servant, earning between three and six pounds per week, Granddad was secure

  enough in his job to defy the powers that were. Thirty years later, in spite of the swinging Sixties, my own parents would be obedient to the dictates of their religion, which outlawed all

  artificial forms of contraception, as my mother ruefully explained: ‘Well, the Pill was available, but you’d have to smuggle it in from England, and that was only done by louche, arty

  people.’ But when the fact that my brother had learning difficulties became very apparent, and with a small baby – me – now in tow, my mother knew that she couldn’t cope

  with any more children and asked her doctor for help. And even though the Pill was then legally available in certain circumstances, her request was denied by her conservative doctor, with a pat on

  the shoulder and a ‘There, there.’ ‘Social’ rather than medical reasons, in his view, didn’t merit the Pill.




  Like so many women at the time, my mother was angry, but stoic. Her weekly Mass attendance did not falter, even as the priests ranted and raved from the pulpit about corrupt morals: ‘I

  didn’t pray for the Pope’s Intentions any more, though,’ she admitted, explaining why she no longer followed the priest’s invitation to pray for his Holiness’ concerns

  of the moment, ‘as his intentions weren’t very good.’




  As soon as the law was changed to allow contraception for married couples in all circumstances, my mother marched off to the family planning clinic in a basement in a leafy Dublin street and was

  issued her prescription by the lovely sensible ladies who worked there. At last, as a married woman in her thirties, my mother was able to control her own destiny.




  I grew up at the tail end of the Church-run state in Ireland, when it was still difficult to get hold of contraception – condoms were only legalized when I was seventeen – and when

  any discussion of sex was surrounded by vague obfuscation and downright misinformation. In my secondary school Mother Mary-Joseph was chief among the misinformers, conducting several ad-hoc

  ‘sex education’ classes when she should have been taking second-year musicianship, which consisted of her advising us on no account to wear patent-leather shoes as ‘he’

  – for which read the man, i.e. devil child/Satan/Beelzebub – would be able to see your knickers, and something else to do with putting a telephone directory on a boy’s knee before

  you sat on it, the better to resist any unholy impulses, which actually sounds quite forward, when you think about it. Quite frankly, most of us had never heard the word ‘vagina’, and

  only ‘penis’ because bold Fidelma in Year Three blurted it out during double maths to see if Sister Attracta was paying attention or if she’d fallen asleep again over

  trigonometry.




  But the rapidity with which we threw out our bleak Catholic inheritance was surprising. We got the hang of sex in spite of the efforts of Mother Mary-Joseph, and as soon as we could get hold of

  contraception we marched forward into modernity with barely a look back at our past.




  Thus, when I was twenty-five, I still indulged in the mildest bit of Catholic guilt about postponing a family, I couldn’t even imagine what it would be like not to be able to control my

  own life and, most importantly, when I chose to have a baby. Thanks to my mother, who considered marriage carefully because she knew that an immediate family was a given, I had the great privilege

  to be able to wait. And so, I waited.




  And when I was thirty, it all fell into place, just as I had planned. One minute I was hanging out in jazz clubs in a down-at-heel-but-trendy part of North London, the next I was examining

  babygros in Mothercare. My baby was due on 4 July and I immediately began to consult the pregnancy oracles and take massive amounts of antenatal vitamins. My body would be a temple, I decided, and

  every step of my pregnancy would be monitored closely. Life was slotting so perfectly into place and my dreams of starting a family were about to come true.




  But of course, nature had other ideas. When I miscarried at just under twelve weeks, I blamed myself. After all, I had discovered that I was pregnant only after an epic binge at a wedding where

  I had smoked untold cigarettes and drunk far too many piña coladas. So it was all my fault, wasn’t it? The fact that I had treated my body like a temple after that was only

  window-dressing. I was devastated and felt deeply guilty and no amount of hearty midwives telling me that these things happen, particularly in first pregnancies, could cheer me up. I simply

  hadn’t envisioned failure of any kind and the mild physical humiliation that followed was chastening, the poking and the prodding, the sticking of things up my rear end, the necessity of

  having an ‘ERPC’, which chilling acronym actually means Evacuation of Retained Products of Conception, a term to upset even the most hardened individual.




  I waited for seven hours to be told what I already knew in an overcrowded Accident and Emergency department in London, surrounded by drunken people and miserable-looking individuals with

  bandaged limbs. The hospital doctor was mortified as he hadn’t wanted to examine me, but we’d all given up on the gynaecologist after the half-day’s wait. He wasn’t sure, he

  said sheepishly, I’d need a scan to confirm. I looked at him bleakly and gathered my stuff, my unfinished novel – unread, needless to say – and bumper pack of tissues, grabbed the

  scan appointment form and shuffled out the door, breathing in the chill December air with relief, the noise and the bustle, the normality of the street after the stuffy, recycled air and muted

  misery of the hospital. Unable to take in what was happening, my husband and I decided to get something to eat and we had a beer and a pizza in Pizza Express, like a normal couple out on a Friday

  night, even though our world had turned on its axis. Like a pair of eejits we sat there, politely chewing our pizza. ‘It happens to lots of people,’ I said brightly. Yes, my husband

  agreed. And this wasn’t the end of the road, was it? We’d try again.




  A further scan confirmed the miscarriage and I was handed a pink form and a hospital appointment for my ERPC, in a women’s hospital I’d never heard of before, the medical equivalent

  of a Siberian Gulag, obscure, shadowy, the ward entirely silent and filled with miserable couples like us, all waiting for the finality of the procedure. Conversation was murmured, punctuated by

  silence and sighing. I was put to sleep by a bracing elderly Indian lady anaesthetist with a long grey plait down her back, telling me cheerfully: ‘I’m going to stick a tablet up your

  bum now!’ When I awoke in the recovery area, the consultant came to see me and told me that I had had a ‘missed’ miscarriage and that whilst my baby had died at nine weeks or so,

  my body hadn’t realized and had kept on thinking it was pregnant for another couple of weeks. How stupid could my body be, I wondered – wasn’t I supposed to be at one with nature

  and all that? I discovered that I couldn’t control my pregnancy, that nature was boss here and she called the shots. It was a humbling experience. I could want a baby all I liked, but I

  wouldn’t necessarily get one.




  An hour later, my husband and I were back on the 73 bus to Islington. And it was really only afterwards that it began to sink in, that we had lost not just a dream, but a person. When I look at

  one of my children now, heads bent over the copybook, humming away to themselves as they cut and stick, or absorbed in The Simpsons, I sometimes wonder who this other person, this shadow

  baby, might have been.




  When I was growing up, I was dimly aware, in the disinterested, self-absorbed way that children are, that Nana had lost four babies. The actual facts were shrouded in mystery and in the

  unreliability of memory, and of course, when Nana spoke about it, I only half-listened to her. I had no real idea what she was saying, how and when she had ‘lost’ them and what it

  really meant as she burbled on about how Jack hadn’t wanted to adopt as adopted children caused their parents no end of trouble. I murmured in teenage half-sympathy, unable to work out what

  response was required of me.




  Of course, it was only later, as a mother myself and with a bit of adult compassion in my soul, that I came to understand. For me, losing one baby was heartbreaking, difficult, undignified, but

  almost forgotten in the excitement and possibility of a new, happy, problem-free pregnancy and the birth of my son. But to lose four babies, to endure the mystifying and futile process of

  ‘lying up’ for the best part of a year, of hospital visits and doctors shaking their heads in puzzlement, only for them to end in tragedy is unimaginable. And all for the simple reason

  that Nana’s Rhesus Negative blood group was incompatible with her babies’, a problem which is solved nowadays with a single injection. For my mother, the miracle baby who was spared,

  Nana’s pregnancies meant long absences from her, and regular visits to Arklow from her Granny MacNeill to mind her, but for Nana it meant hope and then failure, her only keepsake two death

  certificates from the babies who had made it far enough to be termed ‘stillborn’, and what I now realize must have been profound grief.




  Compared to what Nana must have endured, my reaction to my miscarriage seems like the utmost in self-absorption, and yet nowadays losing babies is no longer part of our expectations in the

  Western world. Unlike in Nana’s day, when children, if they made it out into the world, risked death from scarlet fever or diphtheria, we march forward, confident in the expectation of

  success, that nature won’t punch us in the heart more than once, surely?
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