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Introduction 

“As often as I have witnessed the miracle, held the perfect creature with its tiny hands and feet, each time I have felt as though I were entering a cathedral with prayer in my heart.”

Margaret Sanger 

No other experiences in my life have confirmed the existence of God and felt more sacred to me than giving birth to each of my three children and witnessing the birth of my first grandchild. And though I wasn’t able to witness the actual births of my granddaughter or my other four grandsons, I held each of them within the first twenty-four hours of their births and felt that same deep connection to them and to God. Each time I even hear of another soul entering our world through the womb of a woman, the miracle and the beauty of childbirth take my breath away.

Then reality—and with it, worry—sets in. Because, for starters, I’m a natural-born, first-class worrywart. And because I know from firsthand experience and from the experiences of family and friends and complete strangers that motherhood brings not only an endless stream of blessings but also a whole litany of challenges. Pregnancy, childbirth, and being the mother of a brand-new baby, or babies (as my daughter Christie is experiencing right now), is a great big bagful of experiences and mixed emotions unlike any that a woman will encounter in her entire life.

For me, one of the most difficult parts of being a new mom, way back then, was hearing all the horror stories from well-meaning experienced mothers as well as from people, women and men alike, who’d never had a child but, for some reason, felt compelled to share their “knowledge” with me. Another difficulty was trying to sift through a great deal of conflicting information (much of it misinformation, it turned out) that, again, I received—some of it bidden, much of it unbidden—from well-meaning folks, everyone from close familiars to total strangers. Only long after the fact, after the pregnancies, births, and infancies of my three children and the loss of a baby to miscarriage, did it occur to me that each of my experiences had been unique—unique to each child, unique to me, different from the experiences of every other mother and child on Earth.

Yet, there are also similarities in all new-mom experiences. And there is something—indeed, much— to be gained from sharing our personal new-mom experiences with one another. There is strength, knowledge, inspiration, and comfort to be had in hearing, or reading, about another woman who has walked in your shoes, who has had a similar experience and felt similar emotions—especially when those stories are spot-on and told in a positive way. There is, as Elizabeth King Gerlach’s story so eloquently states, “a sisterhood of motherhood.”

The uplifting stories in this collection personify the sisterhood of new mothers and celebrate the unparalleled miracle of bringing a new baby into your life. I hope these stories bring you much comfort and joy.

Colleen Sell 


Delivering Hope 
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I grabbed hold of my abdomen as it tightened. This was more intense than the “false labor” I’d had days earlier. Excited, I knew I’d soon be holding our first baby in my arms. I grabbed the phone and punched in my mother-in-law’s number, hoping to give her plenty of time to get in to the city. Since this was her first grandchild, we wanted to share the experience with her.

“Katie, turn on the television,” my mother-in-law said, her voice somber.

I picked up the remote and clicked it on, then watched in horror as the scene in my front yard unfolded.

I banged down the phone and hurried to the roof of our twenty-eight-story apartment building. My mother, who had already come to help with the baby, followed. A mass of onlookers crowded together, staring in disbelief at the inferno one mile south. Several people took pictures, certain that if they did not lock in this moment, it would seem too far-fetched to believe at a later date.

“I’ve got to go wake Larry,” I told Mom.

I rushed to the elevator and took it down to our second-floor apartment. When Larry and I returned to the roof, we found Mom sitting on a ledge in tears. She’d just witnessed the second plane crash into tower two of the World Trade Center.

“Planes were hijacked,” someone said.

We stared, confused, wondering what would be hit next. Amidst the unfolding tragedy, my joy of giving birth had transformed into a deep fear. In mere minutes, the world had clouded over and become a dark, terrifying place.

I stood beside Larry and watched the towers as they collapsed into a dense cloud of gray that moved toward us as if in slow motion, like the effect of some massive movie explosion. I prayed that two of our dear friends had made it out alive.

Later that afternoon, my husband, mother, and I walked ten blocks south to my doctor’s office for a scheduled appointment. The walk took on a nightmarish quality as we watched people trudge north up Park Avenue. Hundreds of men and women in dust-covered suits and shoes, their faces dusted white, plodded toward their homes. At least forty ambulances and fire trucks passed, sirens blaring, all from Long Island, three hours away. The realization hit me that these firefighters and paramedics had volunteered to enter one of the United States’ worst disasters ever. I sat down on the curb and wept, then pulled myself together enough to finish our walk.

Later that evening, after we returned home from the doctor visit, we learned that both our friends had survived the tragedy, along with several of their coworkers, all of whom had been away from the WTC at a meeting in midtown. Still, we knew of at least twelve acquaintances unaccounted for.

Two days later, on September 13, my contractions intensified enough that I knew it was time to go to the hospital. No taxis were operating through that section of Manhattan, so again the three of us began the ten-block trek. The contractions grew closer and stronger, forcing me to periodically stop and rest. People looked at us forlornly and sympathetically, perhaps assuming we were searching for someone. They couldn’t know the emotional angst that surged within me.

Our beautiful city looked like a war zone. Debris littered the streets and sidewalks. Parked cars covered in gray looked like stone statues. People everywhere wore looks of despair as they sought missing loved ones. I cried inside for those people and for the victims, but at the same time, I felt a secret rejoicing. I was on my way to give birth, to meet this baby I had anticipated for months. Then, without warning, my heart would nose-dive as I wondered what the future held for my child, for all of us.

We walked past bars overflowing with people. They weren’t celebrating, though; they were just huddled together, quietly sharing the sorrow and contemplating the reason for this attack on innocent lives. At First Avenue, we paused near barricades that blocked the street. When we saw that many people were wandering around carrying locks of hair and dental records, we knew they were waiting to get into the morgue.

Closer to the hospital, another intense contraction forced me to stop.

“Are you okay?” an officer approached. “Are you looking for someone?”

Again, my distress was mistaken. I looked at him, trying to mask the pain.

“No, I’m in labor.” I breathed heavily, the birth pains coming faster.

The officer quickly produced a wheelchair. My husband hurried, pushing me toward the hospital, but at the entrance, the line for blood donors stretched out the door. Carefully, we weaved our way through the crowd only to find every birthing room full. Another contraction came, and I knew it was time. Instead of the comfort of a birthing room and the familiarity of my doctor, I was prepped and gave birth in the operating room at the hands of a doctor I hadn’t met.

I’d imagined it so differently. Where was the happy celebration, the looking forward to the future for my husband, our baby, and me? Larry sat next to the bed while I held Jack in my arms. Other couples in the hospital did the same, swimming in an ebb and flow of mixed emotions: joy over the lives we’d brought into the world, yet unable to tear our eyes and our minds from the tragedy outside the hospital windows.

“It’s bittersweet, isn’t it,” I said to Larry as I stared into my newborn son’s perfect little face, “that amidst all this tragedy, the most beautiful miracle has happened for us.”

Although he remained silent, I knew Larry agreed by the gentleness in his touch as he placed a finger in Jack’s tiny fist. Today, I think of Jack’s birth as a symbol of hope—a bright spot to look toward during dark times. Just as new growth rejuvenates the earth after a forest fire, so too do I now see my son’s unfolding life as a beautiful part of a better tomorrow.

Tammera Ayers, as told by Cathy Chasin 

_____________

This story was first published in the e-zine 
Melody of the Heart, April 2003. 
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A Tale of Two Mothers 

The battle began while I was still in the hospital. As I lay in bed, trying to follow the nurse’s instructions to shove what seemed like my entire breast into the sweet, rosebud mouth of my two-day-old son, the phone rang. I knew it would be my mother, calling to check on her youngest daughter and seventh grandchild for the millionth time that day. I couldn’t fault her itchy dialing finger; Teodor was my first child, and we were more than 3,000 miles away in France. If she could have crawled through the telephone wires to get to us, she would have.

“Hey, Mom.”

“Hi, sweetie! What are you up to?”

“Trying to feed Teo,” I answered, wincing slightly as my little one latched on and began to suck vigorously. Too vigorously? Why was he sucking so hard?  I wondered, frowning down at him. Was he latched on correctly? Was he getting anything? Was I producing anything? Might I be starving my baby?

My mother interrupted my silent, spiraling freakout with a gasp. “What?”

“Huh?” I said.

“You’re feeding him again?” She sounded incredulous.

My thoughts changed course so fast, I could almost feel my brain slam into my skull. Was I overfeeding my baby? Was he eating too much? Would I make him sick?

I began to babble excuses. “It’s been two hours . . . He was crying . . . I don’t think my milk has come in yet . . . The nurses say it’s good to feed him often at first to get him into the habit of eating.” I stopped, confused.

“Well, I don’t think you’re supposed to feed him that often,” my mother said comfortably. “At least, that’s not what we did when you were a baby. Every three to four hours, as I recall, is right.”

There. Right there. After barely forty-eight hours of motherhood, I had reached the infamous milestone every new parent hopes to skip, the “that’s not what we did when you were a baby” tug-of-war. The baby books had warned me. Friends had warned me. Even my prenatal infant care course instructor had warned me. So, intellectually, I knew that it was very common for grandparents to question the decisions of new parents, from whether to lay a sleeping baby on his back or his stomach, to how warmly to dress the child, to whether to breastfeed or bottle-feed. But actually hearing this phrase had an unexpected effect on me. As she spoke, I could feel my limbs shrinking, my hair twisting into pigtails, and the child in my arms becoming no more than a living doll.

As a thirty-something, married, professional woman, I was shocked that a few casual words from my mother could trigger such a rapid regression. I had thought that my maternal instincts would trump any girlish impulse I had to automatically cancel my own opinion in favor of hers. But I was wrong. I hadn’t counted on the fact that my mother’s doubtful voice would closely echo the one in my head that told me I wasn’t a real mom.

In my opinion, there are a few ways to handle this sort of situation. One is to simply let your parent’s words bead up and slide off you, like rain off a slicker. A second way is to gently but firmly say that, while whatever she did was obviously best when you were a child, times have changed. Third, you can become defensive, explosive, and stonily sure of yourself. Me, I went for option three. I was determined to prove to her—and yes, to myself—that I was no longer a little girl who needed her mother’s advice or approval. I was a mother myself now and a very competent one, thank you very much!

My mother, however, remained oblivious to my stampy-foot demand to be treated like an adult. In fact, perhaps having something of her own to prove, she became more opinionated and dogged than ever. Although she wouldn’t be coming to Paris for another two weeks—ostensibly to give my husband and me time to get used to being a family—we were on the phone so often, she might as well have been perched on the edge of my bed. I felt as if she had a comment (negative) for everything.

When the nurse brought me paracetamol for my episiotomy pain, she said, “Medicine? Are you sure it won’t hurt the baby? That’s not what we . . .”

“It’s not cocaine, Mom,” I snapped. “Just Tylenol.”

We began bickering. We began arguing. We shed tears.

“Stop criticizing me!” I wailed, still in my hospital bed.

“I’m only trying to help!” she wept. “I don’t know how much you know about all this!”

I began to dread her visit, which depressed me, because even though she was getting on my nerves, I missed her. There was a part of me that very much needed my mom around for my first baby, I just couldn’t remember why.

Before her visit, we made an uneasy truce. She agreed to try not to do what I perceived as criticism so much, and I agreed to try not to view it as criticism. We greeted each other joyfully, and she was full of kisses and hugs for her newest grandson. She used her jet lag to my advantage, holding and watching the baby while I slept. And she tried her best to keep her word. Sometimes I would see her literally biting her lip as I held the baby a certain way or did something that she wouldn’t have done.

But one day, as I applied Lansinoh, given to me by the hospital, to my poor sore, cracked nipples, it was all too much for her.

“I don’t think,” she ventured tentatively, “that stuff is good for the baby.”

Then it all started again. “You hold him too much.” “You don’t use his pacifier enough.” “I really, really don’t think you should be using that on your nipples.”

Knowing that she didn’t mean to criticize me didn’t make me feel better. Feeling caught between a little girl and my thirty-something self, I split the difference and began to act like a rebellious teen: I slathered on Lansinoh liberally and ostentatiously. I made whispered, closeted calls to the pediatrician. And, beyond all else, I would not share my confusion, my fears, my absolute vulnerability with her.

The turning point came one day when Teodor, who had been, until then, a fairly easy baby, started crying and wouldn’t stop. I rocked him, I shushed him, I nursed him, I changed him, I patted him, and I pedaled his little legs—but nothing doing. He was unhappy and not one thing I did was making him better. For the first time, I began to feel overwhelmed. Every particle of my being was desperate to help him, but I didn’t know how.

Finally, I gave up. I simply sat on my bed and held my wailing baby in my arms, trying my best to comfort him without breaking down into sobs myself. My mom, who had been unusually quiet during all this, came into my bedroom, and said, “Let me hold him . . . not that I think I can do it better than you.”

As I handed my unhappy baby to my mother, I was ready to acknowledge defeat. I was sure the baby would stop crying in my mother’s arms because she was Mom, and—who was I kidding?—I might have had a baby, but I wasn’t yet a mother. Teodor, I figured, would know a real mom when he felt one.

But Teo didn’t stop crying, even in my mother’s arms. After a few seconds, my mother looked at me and gently placed the baby back in my arms. She left the room without another word, and a moment later, I heard her rattling around in the kitchen. I returned my attention to my baby, feeling vaguely reassured. He was not crying due to my ineptitude.

About a half-hour later, with the baby having finally drifted off into hiccupy sleep, I dragged myself out of the bedroom, exhausted and disheartened. But as I entered the hall, I encountered a familiar, spicy scent. My spirits rising, I followed the fragrance to the kitchen. And there, amid sparkling clean appliances, was my mother, taking a batch of warm, freshly made gingersnaps out of the oven—my favorite cookie, ever since childhood. I was so grateful for this quiet show of support that I nearly burst into tears. This was exactly the kind of mothering that I had needed and craved all along. The mom that was there for me, not only for my son. And for the first time since my mom had come to visit, I thought with shaky relief, Oh, thank God, my mother is here.

I’m not sure why, but that crying incident seemed to click something in place for both me and my mother. The rest of the visit was wonderful. As I learned to be Teo’s mother, my own mother stood back and was just who I needed her to be—my mom, not a surrogate mom for Teodor. And I allowed myself to be the little girl who still very much needed her mommy to make things okay with a cookie. Finally, we had found our proper roles, and, as it turns out, they were the same roles that we’d had all along. Despite all our initial posturing, my becoming Teo’s mother didn’t change that fundamental relationship after all.

During the remainder of her visit, we played with the baby, giggled over romantic comedies, and read my infant care books together. She learned what I was basing my decisions on, and with her showing interest in why I was making the decisions I did, I was relaxed enough to ask her advice about childrearing and share my insecurities about motherhood. And we ate cookies. My God, did we eat cookies. By the time she left, I had gained five pounds. Seven months later, I’m still struggling to lose them.

But that’s a whole ’nother battle.

Barbara D. Diggs 
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Mother’s First Year 

As far back as I can remember I wanted to be a mother. Not just a mother, but the best mother ever. Where this compelling lust for motherhood came from, I have no idea. My own mother certainly didn’t contribute to this deep-seated longing of mine in any way. She had trouble differentiating between children and dogs, believing that both should spend as much time outdoors as possible. So when my first daughter, Christina, was born, I made a solemn vow to become the Mother of All Mothers. I would be patient, kind, understanding, devoted, sacrificing, loving . . . everything and anything my child needed . . . at all times. I swore to uphold my duties as a mother with enthusiasm and joy.

Then we brought Christina home. 

Suddenly, I had more questions than answers. I possessed all the ingredients for maternal panic: first baby, no clue, stark terror. In spite of the sea of knowledge I had acquired by reading child-care books from cover to cover, I still had several questions, mostly what-ifs. I didn’t feel confident enough to follow the good doctor’s recommendation, to trust my instincts. What if I didn’t have any?

On the first day home from the hospital, I carried my new bundle of joy into our bedroom and gently placed her upon the soft, pretty pink mattress in the newly painted white bassinet. I stepped back to marvel at the preciousness of my sleeping angel, and with my new-mother’s smile still upon my face, I watched in horror as the bassinet suddenly collapsed on to the floor! And down came baby, bassinet and all. The sudden jolt caused Christina to wake up, which, in turn, caused her to start crying, which, in turn, caused me to feel like an immediate failure, which, in turn, caused me to start crying as well. This was not what I had envisioned as the perfect homecoming. Thus, day one began. And so did those mysterious headaches. The nervous twitch came later.

On day two, with less than two hours of sleep, a wailing infant, and a huge anxious knot in my stomach, I wanted to rethink things. The word “adoption” kept coming to mind. After another hour of restless writhing and crying from my wee one, abandonment came to mind. Then my head cleared. What was I thinking? What kind of horrible mother am I? Shocked by such evil thoughts, I experienced another first: Mother’s Guilt. Now I had become, officially, a real mom. Unknown to me at the time, the invisible letter G would be branded on my forehead for all eternity. All future sources of pain, disappointment, and frustration experienced by my child could, and would, be traced back to me.

When Christina’s sobbing had finally faded to mere whimpering, I figured I had passed the crisis. I smelled victory. I had survived the long night and won.

I was wrong.

After placing the tired, hiccupping, half-asleep infant in her bed, I quietly made my way to the door. Once safely outside the room, I slowly eased the door shut. Pressing my ear against the closed door, I held my breath and waited. I couldn’t hear a thing. Not a sound. Relieved, I finally allowed myself to exhale. I had only one thought: get to the couch and fall on it.

It must have been the first step that did it. I never got the chance to put down my other foot. The explosive cry from inside the room pierced the walls, taking a shortcut through my heart. Frantic, I rushed back into the bedroom, expecting to find my precious baby being attacked by a horrible monster who had been secretly lurking in the closet. And it would be my fault. I hadn’t checked the room for intruders. I ran over to her bassinet and looked down. To my great relief, I saw Christina still lying there unharmed. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary; she was simply maintaining her normal level of wailing.

Chiding myself for overreacting, I told myself to calm down. I tried to think in a cool, calm, and practical way. What could be the problem? She had been fed, burped, changed, walked, rocked, sang to. But the little red face looking up at me didn’t seem impressed by any of those facts. Puzzled, I bent over and picked her up. The crying suddenly ceased. I lowered her again; the crying began. Aha! I thought. So this is how it works. I looked down on my little cherub; she looked solemnly up at me. We spent a minute or so sizing each other up. Something told me that this was a crucial moment in our lives. Instinct told me not to show fear. I stared boldly back into her tiny blue eyes, trying desperately not to blink. An important ancient ritual of sorts was taking place, and I knew it was imperative that I did not break the gaze. At last, I triumphed. Baby Christina broke the spell. Letting out a loud sigh, she yawned, closed her eyes, and fell fast asleep.

Feeling extremely proud of myself for holding my ground, I laid her gently back down into the bassinet and walked confidently out of the room. She knows I’m the mom, I thought smugly, closing the door behind me. I never saw the sly, satisfied smile that played at the corners of Christina’s mouth as she slept.

My premature smugness evaporated during the coming weeks as I realized my life had somehow begun to resemble a form of basic training. My drill sergeant: Baby Christina. Reveille began at 2:00 a.m.; followed by another at 5:00 a.m. Eight o’clock was up for grabs. I marched to any tune Christina played, and if I fell out of step, she let me know right away. Days became a blur as I stumbled from bed to refrigerator, from stove to rocking chair, from diaper pail to laundry room. I lost all sense of time, living only for those rare moments between feedings and diaper changes, when feeding myself meant throwing down two pieces of bread and calling it a sandwich.

I hardly recognized my husband. He became that awful man who slept all night in my bed, undisturbed.

“So what if you have to get up for work at six o’clock in the morning?” I’d scream hysterically. “You have a life!”

Get a grip, Nancy, I’d tell myself over and over. After all, this is what being a mother is all about. Someday, she’ll thank me.

I also believed pigs could fly.

One day, my own mother, sensing my need for some consolation and motherly advice, told me, “This, too, shall pass.” When I asked her how long it would take to pass, she merely shrugged. Her wisdom only went so deep, so I didn’t press. Besides, I figured that sooner or later Christina would have to sleep through the night, wouldn’t she?

No. But I didn’t know that then. Good thing. Hope is a terrible thing to lose.

My wardrobe changed after Christina’s arrival as well. I found that I wore one basic accessory: a cloth diaper draped dramatically over my left shoulder. It went with everything. After a while, I actually became quite attached to this piece of cloth, feeling underdressed if it wasn’t adorning my shoulder.

I began to smell funny, too. The persistent aroma of baby spit-up seemed to permeate my presence. It followed me everywhere. I smelled it as I cleaned, when I shopped, as I showered, even in my sleep. It became my “signature” scent. The aroma defined me.

At nine months, Christina learned the fine art of finger-painting. She painted her crib, the crib sheet, the wall next to her crib, and everything else inside the crib, including herself. Her paint of choice came from a nearby source: the inside of her diaper.

She first surprised me with a sample of her talent one afternoon after she had taken what I thought to be an exceptionally long nap. I foolishly assumed, because no sound was coming from the bedroom, that my sweet baby had finally learned the art of sleeping. I was right about the “art” part. But it had nothing to do with sleeping. When I didn’t hear the usual wake-up howl after a considerable amount of time, I became concerned. Getting up from the couch where I’d been enjoying a much-needed rest, I walked down the hall to the bedroom and opened the door.

“Oh, no!” I shrieked.

There, in her crib, smeared from head to toe in personal diaper deposits, sat Christina. Wearing a wide toothless grin, she peered at me through her poop-coated crib-bars, quite oblivious to the pungent mess she had made around her. After my initial shock, I approached her cautiously. Holding my breath to keep the stench at bay, I reached down and snapped her up, causing a few overlooked pebbles from inside her diaper to roll out onto the floor. Holding her at arm’s length, we scurried off to the bathroom.

Cleanup was excruciating. My little artist had managed to weave her potty-wares into her hair, nose, and mouth. Picasso, himself, could not have done a better job.

Christina peaked at nonsleep at around the age of eleven months. Still waking for her nightly refill, she’d make her request, or rather, demand, by flinging her bottle out of the crib and onto the floor where it would land with a loud thump. This thump would, in turn, awaken the sleeping giant downstairs—our landlord, who slept with a thumper of his own, a broom. As sure as night follows day, three loud consecutive thumps would be heard after Christina’s initial one. This was my cue to leap from the warmth of my covers and run wildly into the kitchen to fill another bottle, then run wildly back with it before Christina’s lung power kicked in.

Sometimes I made it. Sometimes I didn’t.

Once again, I would recall my mother telling me, “What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger.”

I grew mightier every day.

By the time Christina’s first birthday rolled around, I realized I wasn’t the same person I’d been before giving birth—or, as I referred to it, “Nancy, B.C.” (before Christina). For one thing, I no longer took sleep for granted; it had become a sacred luxury that, if I was lucky, I could indulge in now and then. 

I also learned to appreciate the joy of eating a meal without any interruptions. A long, private bath was now seen as a gift from heaven. In essence, I had learned how to cherish the little things. I had also learned to lower my expectations. (A lesson I would relearn repeatedly throughout the coming years.)

So, as Christina celebrated her first birthday, I celebrated my first birthday as a mother. Together, we had made it through the first experimental twelve months and survived.

I sat watching with pride as my laughing, bright-eyed, beautiful daughter, with chocolate icing smeared all over her face, sat happily in her high chair enjoying her first birthday cake. Somehow, the sleepless nights, hectic days, worries, and fears no longer seemed important. Only the joyful smile on Christina’s face mattered. I wanted to see it forever . . . or at least until I had finished my piece of cake. 

Nancy Ilk 
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Maternity Revisited 

It was mid-January, mere weeks before the birth of our first child, when a friend camped out in the soon-to-be nursery for several days. Living just a few kilometers outside of Paris, we regularly enjoyed visits by friends from around the world who were drawn to the City of Lights.

Upon her departure, my friend left a sweet thank-you note on a card she’d picked up at the Picasso Museum. She had aptly chosen a print of his painting Maternity, which depicts a woman breastfeeding. The woman sits serenely, draped in a sheer, shimmering pink gown with a floral print, the gown sliding ever so sensuously off her left shoulder. Her slender neck slopes to the right as she gazes lovingly, dreamily down at her nursing infant. Her skin is flawless, her rosy lips slanted into a slight, relaxed smile. Her eyebrows are perfectly tweezed and arched across her creaseless forehead. Her silky brown hair is casually, but elegantly, pinned high on the back of her head with a fresh blossom, and the curling tendrils caress her neck on one side. She wears a blue stone ring on one hand, cradling the infant’s head. The baby lies contentedly, swathed in folds of its mother’s gown, one hand resting sweetly in her cleavage. It is a beautiful painting.

The picture evoked all that was maternal in me. Every time I neared my refrigerator, which I assure you was often in my ninth month of pregnancy, I would instinctually caress my bulging belly. My anticipation was great. Nursing my infant would call forth all feminine beauty and bring peace to my body and soul. Picasso said so.

Surprisingly, in the days and weeks following my son’s birth, my response to the small card on my refrigerator began to change—rather drastically. The first few days home I was too dazed to notice anything as I stumbled through the house. When I did manage to focus in the direction of the painting one afternoon, a small pathetic sigh escaped my lips. The next time, I rolled my eyes. Eventually, I was scoffing and snorting my way through the kitchen.

As the days passed I felt irritation and antagonism rise within me at the sight of what’s-her-name on the fridge. One evening while I paced the hallway, screaming infant in my arms, my husband stood looking on, debating whether to question why I was chanting, “I hate Picasso. I hate Picasso. I hate Picasso. . . .” Then, chalking it up to hormones, he quietly slunk away to watch a late show on TV.

I had been duped. I just wasn’t experiencing that peace-and-beauty thing. The fact that there are piles of books—entire books!—written on breastfeeding, not to mention seminars, classes, counselors, lactation experts, and a worldwide La Leche League, should have tipped me off that Picasso didn’t know what the hell he was painting about. The fact that he’s a man might have at least brought a moment’s hesitation. But I was idealistic and naive. I wanted to believe Picasso. 

I considered a lawsuit: false advertising or some such thing. But to make my frustration complete, Picasso died a long time ago. Still, I felt a rebuttal of some kind must be launched. The idea hit me while I was wandering the halls at four in the morning. Another painting! In fact, I would have my own portrait done. I, with the help of some talented young artist up at Montmartre, would set the record straight. We would title the painting Maternity Revisited or maybe Picasso Unplugged or perhaps Plugging Picasso.

Anyway, the to-be-titled painting depicts me on my couch, surrounded by unfolded laundry with a plate from last night’s frozen pizza at my elbow. I sit draped in my husband’s blue flannel shirt—the same one I’ve worn for the past three days. It is buttoned unevenly and generously adorned over the collar, across the shoulders, and down the front with patterns of regurgitated milk.

I’m sitting on a pillow. Let’s not talk about why. I have on sweat pants—the only thing I can find that fits. After nearly ten minutes of shark-like thrashing while I tried to shove a dripping nipple into his mouth, Levi managed to latch on. Every vein and tendon in my neck is taut, and my teeth are clenched against the agony of engorged breasts and cracked nipples. My lips are pursed for Lamaze breathing. A tear rolls down my left cheek.

Dark circles under bleary eyes tell of sleepless nights. I don’t care about my eyebrows. They’re not tweezed and probably never will be again. Like I need more pain? My skin is a mottled patchwork of spots that look like dirt or, more likely, smudges of chocolate. It’s the mask of pregnancy, described in the fine print of my pregnancy handbook. Look for the paragraph that starts out, “While estrogen causes most women’s skin to take on a healthy glow . . . blah, blah, blah.”
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