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I dedicate this book, again, to every lesbian dreaming baby dreams. This second edition is also dedicated to the many dyke daddies and tranny pops out there, arms and hearts so wide open. This book is for all of you, with love.  And as before, it’s especially for my own daughter, Frances Ariel, who finally made my own baby dreams come true.







ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

For help in updating this edition, I would like to thank Cathy Winks and the Sperm Bank of California; Aimee Gelnaw of the Family Pride Coalition; Kate Kendell, Director of the National Center for Lesbian Rights; midwife Deborah Simone; and all the moms who sent me comments and quotes for use in this edition.

Big thanks to Linda L. Anderson and Jolisa Gracewood for reading the manuscript and making so many thoughtful suggestions. I really, really owe you gals.

My daughter, Frances, deserves kudos here for dealing with a mom always yelling, “Don’t bug me, I’m writing!” This little angel did hundreds of art projects and watched lots of movies and PBS so I could finish this edition. It’s not always easy being the kid of a single mom, especially one on deadline. Thanks, babe.






Introduction

Why a Second Edition?

You hold in your hands the second edition of the world’s first-ever pregnancy book for lesbians. The first edition, released in 1999, was inspired by a series of articles I wrote in Curve magazine in 1998 about my attempts at conception. Back then, when I was going through the many issues discussed in this book’s pages, there was no lesbian pregnancy book to read, and I felt very alone in my journey. True, there were, and still are, good books for lesbians considering parenthood, as well as for lesbians who are already raising children. The lack of information for the specific journey a lesbian will find herself on during her path to pregnancy resulted in the first edition of my book, which was read by thousands of women.

Perhaps as a direct result of my book and others that followed, much has changed in the lesbian nation. More and more lesbians are considering parenthood and feeling supported in their decision to have children. Where even a few years ago a woman might be the pioneer in her peer group if she considered parenthood, now it is the norm in certain circles. Children are everywhere in the lesbian community. They run rampant in sacred lesbian enclaves like the Michigan Womyn’s Music Festival, they are at Pride celebrations and film festivals, and childcare centers and groups for parents are provided at many gay and lesbian centers and events across the country. Our children are our prized and valued community members—for some of us, the heart and soul of the  queer community. And where once, in darker days, AIDS was the common ground that brought gay men and lesbians together, now parenting and the love of our children is one happy thread that ties together our community.

So, if my book has been so successful, why revise it? First, a lot can change in six years. I wrote most of the first edition while I was still pregnant, and finished it when my daughter, Frances, was merely months old. My daughter is now almost seven—practically a full-fledged tween. I like to feel that she and I have raised each other well, and this book will benefit from the added wisdom she has brought to my life.

Second, the legal status of lesbian parents continues to shift. This edition addresses our legal concerns with the most current information available, courtesy of Kate Kendell of the National Center for Lesbian Rights (NCLR).

Third, readers of the second edition are far more Internet savvy than ever before. This edition includes lots of new online resources, including websites, bulletin boards, and blogs. Even sperm banks are now online, with sites that list their donors’ availability based on hourly supply checks.

This second edition of The Ultimate Guide to Pregnancy for Lesbians is revised from front cover to back, with lots of new information on almost every page. You will find a greatly expanded chapter on how to decide if you’re ready for parenthood, lots more info on sperm banks and choosing a donor, revised sections on every trimester of pregnancy, clearer explanations of the birth experience, and extra support for surviving your newborn, all from someone who’s been there.

The resources section has also been completely revamped, filling out the book like a well-rounded, pregnant lesbian belly.

I hope you enjoy reading my book, and that it helps you on your path to parenthood. As always, and with an eye to future generations of this book, I look forward to hearing from you. Feel free to send me comments or suggestions for future editions, pictures of your beautiful babies, or simply share your own journey toward and into motherhood at bernalbks@aol.com.

 



Best wishes, 
Rachel Pepper 
July, 2005







Chapter 1


So You Wanna Be a Mama

Welcome to the wacky world of lesbian conception and pregnancy! I suspect, given my own experience, that you have only a vague notion at this point of what you’re getting yourself into. Getting pregnant is usually harder that you ever think it’s going to be. There’s a lot to learn about fertility and conception, and considerations to make about what donor or sperm bank you’re going to use. Other questions abound. When should you start trying to get pregnant? How are you going to define your family? What legal advice do you need to make sure your partner is a full parent? And when you do start trying, life splits itself into the inevitable two-week cycles of trying and waiting that could drive any sane woman mad. Even pregnancy itself, that overglorified state of female fullness, is its own roller-coaster ride of changes.

Perhaps you’ve always wanted to have a child, and after years of thinking about it, you’re finally ready to take the plunge. Or it could be that your biological clock just started ticking yesterday and you’re all set to educate yourself and then get busy. Maybe you’re a single woman, either by choice or circumstance, and you’re ready to have a much-longed-for child, bravely and confidently proceeding without a partner. Could be you’re with the partner of your dreams and ready to start the family you’ve always talked about. You may be a straight or bisexual woman fed up with mainstream pregnancy books and looking for more  information on how to conceive without a male partner. Whatever the case, whoever you are, the fact that you found this book is a good first step toward realizing your goal of getting pregnant, or being there for someone who is. I welcome all of you to this, the second edition of The Ultimate Guide to Pregnancy for Lesbians.

In case you didn’t realize it (but I’ll bet you did!), there’s a tremendous baby boom (or gayby boom, in queer lingo) happening among lesbians across the United States, Canada, and the rest of the world. Current statistics estimate the number of children in the United States living with a gay or lesbian parent at between 6 and 14 million. This figure is based on research done in the early 1990s by the National Adoption Information Clearinghouse, a service of the U.S. Administration for Children and Families. One can imagine that the number has grown considerably since then.

A growing acceptance of queer families, greatly increased access to sperm banks and other reproductive technologies, more support services available online, more adoption and surrogacy options for lesbians and gay men, and a noticeable surge in the urge to procreate among younger lesbians are all part of this boom. It is true that women who live in larger urban areas may have more options for services. But with the increased use of the Internet for gathering information and the willingness of sperm banks to ship almost anywhere in the world, there is no reason why almost any lesbian cannot realize her dream of becoming a mother through birth or other means.

This is a pregnancy book, to be sure, and one for a general lesbian readership, concentrating on the biological realities of conceiving and having a low-risk pregnancy and birth. However, I certainly encourage women to explore all options open to them in bringing children into their lives. Lesbians often have so much to give, and are such good, thoughtful parents, that I particularly applaud women who choose nonbiological routes to parenthood like adoption or fostering. Certainly there is no shortage of needy children in the world seeking good homes.

Of course, lesbians choosing to have children is not a new “fad.” Indeed, lesbians have always had children, mostly through heterosexual relationships and marriage. Since the 1970s, lesbians have had children through donor insemination, often using the sperm of gay male friends back in the days before AIDS. Today, lesbian-friendly and single-mother-friendly sperm banks abound. Some are even owned by lesbians or gay  men, and most offer special guidance to their lesbian clients. Sperm can be shipped internationally in liquid nitrogen tanks, so if you use a sperm bank, your child may have a half sibling or two across the world. Indeed, the only impediments to a lesbian getting pregnant today, aside from her own fertility problems, are the cost and time involved.

According to many sperm banks, the average length of time it takes to become pregnant with frozen sperm is about a year. Of course, we all want to believe that we’ll get pregnant on the first attempt, and we all know at least one dyke who tried once on a whim and scored her first time. However, the odds of this are low, and some women never get pregnant, despite years of trying.

But let’s start at the beginning, shall we? In this book, you will learn about your body’s natural patterns of fertility, which you may never have known even existed. You’ll read all about sperm banks and how to pick a donor, how to inseminate at home, and what happens if you do so at a doctor’s office or fertility clinic. You’ll be guided through the rough months of trying to conceive, gently led through the first stages of pregnancy, given advice on self-care and nutrition, and presented with an honest look at the hormonal and bodily changes you’ll go through. Advice and encouragement are a given here—whether you are a single mom or part of a couple. There’s even special information included for partners of pregnant women. After all, not only are they supporting their partner’s pregnancy, they’re going through their own unique changes.

All three trimesters of a healthy pregnancy are covered here in detail, including week-by-week development of the growing baby. I’ll help you think about birthing options, guide you through birth’s different stages, and I’ll even let you in on the realities of your first few tumultuous weeks of motherhood. There are sections on infertility and sex during pregnancy, two topics that most mainstream pregnancy books don’t cover. And all of this is written and presented with the deep understanding and empathy of a fellow queer girl mama. May I also add that this book is fun to read, and free of the fear that plagues some other popular pregnancy books?

As someone who has been through this whole process, it is my hope in writing this book that I can provide the information that lesbians are really looking for. When I got pregnant, I was living in San Francisco, the epicenter of the lesbian baby boom. Yet I felt very alone while trying to get pregnant. Why? First, I didn’t have a network of other dykes along on the same journey. Second, the mainstream pregnancy books I turned to  for conception advice all assumed that their readers had already conceived—and often by accident! The few lesbian parenting books on the market, while well-meaning, were short on the details of conception and long on psychobabble. The first sperm bank I used seemed more concerned with profits than with providing support or accurate information. My friends, none of whom had children or had tried to conceive, hadn’t a clue about what I was going through or any idea about how to be supportive. My girlfriend at the time, while mildly encouraging of my idea to get pregnant, was not a supportive partner, and she frequently made me feel like an obsessed freak. There was no wealth of online support in those days for lesbians trying to conceive. It was a lonely and difficult time for me.

During a particularly hard time in my conception journey (and unknowingly, the same month I would actually get pregnant), I wrote an article for Curve magazine. This was in the days before glossy gay parenting magazines or websites, and I was dismayed by the lack of information in the queer press about lesbian pregnancy. I approached my friend and Curve’s publisher Franco Stevens about running a piece on my frustrations as a dyke trying to conceive. This article, probably the first ever to appear in the mainstream queer press about lesbian pregnancy, was published in Curve in March 1998, and the response was overwhelming. Hundreds of women from all over the world wrote me, asking about my quest and offering support for what was to become my very public journey to and through pregnancy. This tremendous outpouring of good wishes from women who’d been in my shoes led me to believe that there was a very real need for a book such as this one. Luckily, the good folks at Cleis Press agreed (and still agree), and what was only a hunch has become a best-selling reality.

It is thus with great pride that I present to you the second edition of  The Ultimate Guide to Pregnancy for Lesbians. Most of it was written during the summer when I was pregnant with my daughter, Frances, and the realities of what I went through inform every page. For the revised edition, I revisited these sections with the wiser eye of a few years’ hindsight.

Also appearing throughout the text are advice and opinions from many experts who spoke exclusively with me to provide information just for you. Chief among them is Kate Kendell, Director of the National Center for Lesbian Rights, who gave me updated legal information for this second edition. Cheers go to Deborah Simone and Anne Semans,  who gave me information on pregnancy and birth and sexuality. You’ll also get a new and rare behind-the-scenes look at one of the country’s pioneering sperm banks—the Sperm Bank of California—with lead health worker Cathy Winks. Both Cathy and Anne are well-known writers on women’s and lesbian-specific health and sexuality, and I am delighted to include their voices here. And as always, my thanks to the many lesbians who responded to my calls for what became the real-life quotes you will see scattered throughout this book.

So sit back, relax, and get ready for the ride of your life. Your conception attempts and pregnancy may be very trying at times, but this book will be right there to provide encouragement, as well as to answer the inevitable barrage of questions you’re bound to have. Of course, as with any health advice book, the information here should never replace the advice of a licensed health-care practitioner. I wish you all the best on your journey, and when the going gets tough, remember that this book was written by someone who’s been in your shoes. And if I could do it, chances are that you can, too!







Chapter 2


Thinking It Over and Making a Plan

Deciding to have a child will be the biggest decision you ever make. No matter what else you do during the course of your lifetime—whether it be starting a business, moving across the country, or falling in love—there is nothing so profound as creating a new life. It will rock every preconceived idea you have of what it means to love or live fully in the world. There is so much to consider when planning for a baby, but one fact remains constant no matter what your circumstances: From an abstract idea about “having a baby” will eventually grow a real, live, breathing creature with a personality and will all its own!

Your pregnancy and the birth of your baby will be a fantastic voyage into new, uncharted territory. At times, this trip will be filled with elation; other times it will seem maddeningly full of frustration. And before you even start on this path, you will have many questions to grapple with. These questions include wondering how you’ll get pregnant, and whether you’ll use a sperm bank or a known donor. Most women begin thinking about pregnancy with a look toward the future, trying to see how a baby will fit into their world. That’s a very good place to start.

Among straight women, many a pregnancy is planned with the same care that lesbians bring to the process. But there are also many straight women who conceive by accident and figure things out as they go. On the other hand, any woman, straight or gay, who intentionally conceives  without having sex with a man has probably really thought through the decision to parent. Lesbians, in particular, are often very careful advance planners who have given an unusual amount of thought to the process and what it might mean to be a parent. And have no doubt, the work you will do in planning the best time and the best way to have your baby will go far in making you an even more wonderful parent.

Of course, there may not be a perfect time or way to have your baby, and there is no real way to fully prepare for the incredible and often startling changes that having your first baby will bring to your life. Still, some times for conception are preferable to others, based on the status of your health, your age, your work situation, your financial and emotional stability, and the amount of time you have to devote to your baby. Everything in your world, from your relationship to your family, your partner, your finances, your social life, your job, to how you feel about your own bodily and spiritual essence, will be dramatically altered. Before you make a baby you should be very, very sure that you are in a good place in your life and are conscious of the inevitable changes that will occur.

I know this sounds very serious, and it should. A baby is not just a cute bundle we feel biologically driven to create, or a way to fit in with the largely heterosexual world around us. Babies grow up quickly and become children, with their own issues and challenges. Everything must revolve around their needs. Their personalities, school schedules, food preferences, habits, and interests often vary significantly from our own.

You can count on some of the following occurring with a newborn in the house:
• You will get much less sleep, and likely be continually tired

• You will feel different about your body, which may be radically altered by pregnancy and childbirth

• Your hormones will be racing, and you may suffer from postpartum depression

• You may worry more about danger in the world

• Someone else’s needs will come first now—and yours likely last

• You may feel isolated, particularly if you are a single mom

• You’ll feel cut off from your childless friends and wonder what you have in common with them now

• You may miss your old professional life and feel conflicted about being away from your previous work even if you want to be home with your baby 


• You may become frustrated at the relentless and constant care babies require

• Money will become a larger concern as you realize how expensive childrearing is

• Your relationship with your partner will change as you renegotiate life as a family with a child





Now that I have scared you a bit, let me reassure you by telling you that having a baby was the best thing I ever did. Having a child is always a leap of faith, and at some points you just have to jump! Don’t get caught up in planning every detail so carefully that you wait unnecessarily, and put off getting pregnant for too long. You may find yourself facing fertility problems if you wait past the age of 35. It is better to tolerate a few unknowns in the larger equation than risk not being able to conceive at all.

If you’re like me, you probably always wanted to have a child, and you are willing to cope with any hardships involved to bring a child into your life. And there is so much joy. Not only will you fulfill your dream of having a child by birthing a baby, you will join a worldwide community of mothers by doing so. This community is truly a bonded sisterhood of women, regardless of your sexual orientation. You will also feel a new capacity to love and protect another person, a renewed sense of wonder in life, and possibly a greater concern for larger social issues including the health of the planet.

It’s also good to know in advance that the tremendous adjustments of new parenthood do ease up after the first year. Baby boot camp—what I call those first few rough months—will soon give way to a confidence in your own parenting. This will give you greater strength in all your experiences in life. It is a wondrous transformation.

So, again, the best first step you can take when considering parenthood is to realistically assess your own situation and contemplate how a child will fit into your life. I will cover the more nitty-gritty aspects of reproduction, like selecting a sperm donor, in future chapters. But here are some of the biggest areas of concern for women along the pregnancy path, and some points to ponder. Let’s start with the state of the lesbian parenting nation, and move into the areas of work, finances, home life, your body and self-care, and your support system. Interspersed with my text throughout the book will be quotes from real women who have walked down this very same path.




The State of the Lesbian Parenting Nation 

As I wrote in the last chapter, the number of children being raised in lesbian households is growing. Census 2000, which counted cohabiting gay and lesbian couples nationally for the first time, found children under the age of 18 in one-third of households headed by lesbians. This translates to a rough estimate of as many as 14 million children. The number doesn’t even include single parents, lesbians living with men, or any other truly nontraditional parenting combination. Think about it—all those kids being raised by queers! So, unless you live in a tiny town, you won’t be the first lesbian parent or family in your neck of the woods. If you are, it may be a rough journey as people around you adapt to your family. But most dykes starting families find themselves in good company as the queer baby boom rages on.

There are special websites and magazines just for us, and organizations like the Family Pride Coalition that exist solely to support glbtq families. There are queer family cruises, gay “family weeks” in queer enclaves like Provincetown that attract more than 500 families, and the Michigan Womyn’s Music Festival has a booming family camp area—complete with wonderful, free childcare. Lesbian families are common in cities like New York and San Francisco, and they exist across every state and province. It’s a great time to be a lesbian mom. And since I believe that most queer parents are extremely good at raising their children, and their kids are so wanted and well loved, I have no doubt that this quiet revolution in parenting is changing the very face of the country.


Are Lesbian Parents Great Parents? 

I think so. The amount of planning that goes into creating our children, and the thoughtfulness that we bring to this decision, and subsequently to our parenting, make us generally exceptional parents. Furthermore, many of us wait to have our kids till our thirties and forties, when we have matured enough to deal calmly with most of the challenges of parenthood. Of course, I am generalizing here. I don’t like every dyke mom I meet, nor do I think all lesbians should be parents. Indeed, I know some very irritating lesbian parents with equally bratty children, but I never felt that their children were less than well cared for and adored. I really believe that if more straight people planned their families as carefully as  most lesbians, and parented in as thoughtful a way, there would be many more happy, healthy children in the world.


Redefining Family Structures 

Most lesbians have babies while in relationships with other women. Some go it solo. There are other combinations that work for some single women—including coparenting with a gay man, with a gay male couple, or sharing custody with a straight man or another woman. Lesbian couples sometimes find coparenting with a male couple works well, especially if one of the men is the biological father. Be careful in your utopian family planning, however. The more people involved in a parenting situation, the higher the odds that conflicts will arise. As more and more lesbian couples coparent with gay male couples, it’s imperative that good communication and proper legal preparation set the stage for the birth of any new family.

If you feel you would like to parent, but cannot or do not want to do it alone or in a couple, there are groups that can connect gay men and lesbians looking to parent together. There is even an online “conception connection” registry that will link lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgendered folks who want to have biological children with a previously unknown partner. See the resources section for details.


What about the Kids? 

There are absolutely no statistics that prove that kids raised by lesbians are much different from those raised by straight folk. In fact, recent studies affirm our fitness in parenting. Even Dr. Spock has weighed in on the issue. In an online column, Spock, or whoever now writes as Spock, stated that our children are comparable to all other children in their mental health, are as likely to be heterosexual as children raised in straight families, and are less likely to suffer sexual abuse in the home (since straight men are the biggest perpetrators of abuse); they also grow up more tolerant of differences in others. Indeed, I happen to believe that our children are more empathetic, worldly, and adaptable than most children. Compared to children raised in straight and narrow-minded families, our kids know that life holds more options. In other words, our kids fare just as well as most children, and probably even better.


Will My Kids Be Teased? 

Probably. But accept that and move on. Every kid is teased for something, and you have a few years to worry about it before it happens from the time you conceive. Do straight people worry that they’ll produce a child who’ll get teased about having flaming red hair or unusually big feet? Do they worry about their very short, or very tall, or deaf, or biracial child getting teased, and wonder how that child will fit in with his or her peers? Of course, but they understand that guiding their children through the difficulties of growing up in a different household is part of the job of parenting.




The Working Mom 

Are you self-employed? Work part-time? Hold a demanding full-time job? If you work full-time, is there any possibility of flextime? Does your company offer maternity leave? “Paternity,” or new parental leave, for your partner? How much time? Can you work part-time during the latter part of your pregnancy if you need to cut back? How do you see your work life changing after you have a baby? Are you planning to go back to work? When? Can you afford to work part-time? Will you want to work at all? If you have a partner, will she support the household while you take a year or more off? Is her job stable? Does she want to stay home with the baby while you go back to work in a few months? If you’re self-employed, do you have someone lined up to take over some of your clients? If you own or run a business, do you have an assistant poised to step in for an indeterminate time? Can you take your baby to work with you? Are you a student, and your work is school? How will having a baby affect your studies and your goals for finishing a degree? Are you setting all your plans in stone, or are you allowing yourself the flexibility to change your mind after the baby is actually here?

Work takes up a huge chunk of our adult lives and is often a satisfying part of our self-identity. For those who are not independently wealthy or supported full-time by a lover or parents, work is also how we support ourselves and our children. While many women work right through their pregnancies and rebound quickly after their baby’s birth, most will need to curtail their working hours before the birth and slow down after their baby arrives. Growing a baby is hard work. It will make you tired and probably increasingly uncomfortable, grouchy, and even a bit brain-muddled. 


By my own seventh month of pregnancy, I had to really cut back on the amount of time I spent in the small business I owned. I was fortunate to be my own boss; I came back to work slowly, sometimes bringing my baby with me, sometimes hiring a babysitter. When my daughter turned a year old, she started going to childcare four days a week, and that’s when I began to feel that my entry back into the world of work was gearing back up. Even then, I didn’t work a 9-to-5 job till she turned 5 years old, in part because I had previously had the luxury of setting my own hours in my own business, and because it was just too exhausting to work full-time. Also, I wanted to spend a lot of time with my daughter while she was young, enjoying lazy afternoons at the playground or going to art and swim classes together. Those precious early years speed by quickly indeed; I’m glad I was around to enjoy them.


Maternity Leave 

Both our employers were spectacular about our maternity leaves. I saved up my vacation time and got three months paid leave. My partner got about the same and then started back up at work part-time. We are both out at our jobs, and we had no problems at all with discrimination about this.

—Pam

 



Most larger companies have well-defined policies about maternity leave. Some have wonderful benefits, some don’t. Find out what these are, well in advance of becoming pregnant. If you can receive paid maternity leave, plan to take full advantage of what is offered, even if you’re not sure you’ll need it or even want to return to your job. You can always go back to work early, or change your mind about working at all. Recovering from childbirth can take longer than you’d imagine, and it’s time well spent in bonding with your baby. If you are eligible only for vacation time, start saving up the hours. If you get unpaid leave, start setting aside money. If you work for a smaller company, there may be less chance of receiving benefits and more pressure to return or have your job filled by someone else. On the other hand, both large and small companies are capable of creating progressive policies that encourage a realistic balance of family and work lives. If you’re lucky, you’ll also work for an employer that encourages breastfeeding (so you can take the time to pump at work) and may even have onsite day care. If day care is provided, make sure you register early—there is often a long waiting list.


If You’re Self-Employed 

I am self-employed and work from home. I had to start working a week after the baby was born. In a way this was easy, but in another very tiring. But I had no other choice financially….

—Sage

 



If you are self-employed, you won’t have a boss breathing down your neck, but you may not be able to take as much of a break after the baby is born. Will you close up shop for a few weeks? Or will things run smoothly in your absence with trusted employees taking up the slack? If you run a one-person business, you may want to consider bringing a part-time person on board so they will be trained when you become pregnant. If you work at home, can you swap childcare with another home-based mom so you can work baby-free a few hours a day? If you own a store, will it be possible for you to bring your baby to work with you? I took Frances to the bookstore I owned for the first few months of her life, but by five months she was bored and wiggly and ready for a part-time babysitter who could concentrate solely on her—and not on the store’s customers! Babies grow up very quickly, and it will be too hard to focus on your clients if the baby is crying because she’s hungry, pulling items off the store’s shelves, or about to run out the door of your business! Having your baby at work with you full-time is a nice ideal, but in all honesty, it’s not very practical or productive beyond the first few months.


Partners and Parental Leave 

As more companies in North America become family friendly, many are issuing paternity leave or leave for same-sex partners in the event of a birth or adoption of a baby. This can range from a few days to several months. To negotiate longer leaves, you may have to use accumulated vacation or sick time. I strongly recommend that partners take as much time as they can after the baby is born. The birth mother will need you, and likely you will want to be there for both her and the baby. It will be utterly exhausting to try to hold down a full-time job, run the house, fully participate in parenting, and care for your hormonally crashing, lactating partner . Give yourself a break and use as much parental leave as you can get. You will thank me—and your partner will thank you—for this advice.




Finances 

Like it or not, it’s very expensive to raise a child. Even if you plan to breastfeed and resist buying lots of “baby stuff,” there are plenty of expenses that you won’t anticipate until they come up. And the cost of childcare can be the biggest case of sticker shock you ever experience as a parent! Figure that childcare alone will cost you between $40 and $60 a day for most home day-care or group-care facilities. That’s up to $300 a week, or $1,200 a month. A nanny in urban areas will cost $15 to $20 an hour. True, some people never use day care, or are able to raise children without much financial planning. The more sensible scenario is to do some advance preparation. Here are some basic tips to help get your prebaby finances in order.


Pay Off Your Debt 

If you are seriously in debt, it’s wise to clear up as much of it as possible before you start trying to conceive. In particular, I’m thinking of the consumer debt that plagues so many of us. Not only is the interest rate a killer—the last thing you need is creditors knocking on your door while you are pregnant. If your credit score or debt load is bad, you may find it harder, later on, to buy a much-needed larger home or even find a better rental. Not to mention that if your credit cards are maxed out, those late-night trips to buy diapers will be extremely stressful!


Save for Conception and Childbirth 

It can cost thousands of dollars to conceive and have your baby. Count on saving at least $5,000 to get pregnant, and a few thousand more for either a complication-free vaginal home birth or regular hospital birth. These costs can easily double or triple if you take longer than expected to get pregnant. If you have health insurance, find out how much of your conception services may be covered, and what percentage of the cost of your pre- and postnatal care. You might also ask about coverage for infertility treatments, since these also get very pricey. Now would be the time to change health plans if you need to, or get health insurance if you lack it. Complications, such as needing a caesarean section or having a premature baby who needs hospitalization, can send these costs into the stratosphere for the uninsured.


Postbaby Savings 

Save some money for after the baby arrives. Plan to have enough for a few months’ rent and utilities stashed aside. You may decide not to go back to work; your partner may decide to stay home too; you will need to buy lots of supplies like diapers and baby swings and car seats; and you may decide to use paid help, such as a doula (a woman who helps a mother before, during, and just after childbirth). This is just not the time to be financially strapped.




Home Life 

One of the best gifts you can give your child is a happy, stable home life. I say this regardless of whether you are single or in a coupled relationship. Are you truly ready to welcome another person—someone for whom you will have complete responsibility—into your family? Are you done with your hard-core partying? Are you living in a place that seems fit for a child? Are you prepared to feel the pull of the mainstream as you parent in a largely heterosexual world? Have you worked out some of those pesky personal issues that plague us all? Are you feeling in control of your life and the direction it’s heading? Good! Now look around you.


Living with Roommates 

Do you live with roommates? Do you expect them to play any part in your child’s life? Are they fit to do so? Do they already have children? Will their children be excited and understanding about the changes another baby in the household will bring? Are the adult members likely to anticipate your pregnancy with glee or dread? Does anyone in the household have behaviors or addictions that could prove dangerous to a newborn? These are among the questions you will need to ask yourself, and issues you should examine carefully, if you live in a shared-housing situation.

If you live with roommates, you should be honest with them about your plans to conceive. If they seem less than enthusiastic or are in any way unfit to live with a young child, you might want to find a new dwelling, or ask them to. Keep in mind that this may cause irrevocable damage to a friendship. I had to ask a much-loved old friend to move out of my house when Frances was about a year old. He had only lived with us for a few months when I realized his drinking problem was back, and  worsening, and leading to occasionally dangerous behaviors. The roommate relationship had to end, and unfortunately so did the friendship. As a mother, you will need to put the best interests and safety of your child first, whatever the costs.


Choosing to Live Alone 

If you are unpartnered, or just choose to live alone, you can set up the kind of home you want for yourself and your baby. Just make sure to line up enough support for yourself after the baby is born. This support includes making sure someone is available to help you cook and clean during the first few weeks, offer knowledge and encouragement for breastfeeding, give you occasional breaks to shower and go for a short walk, and lend a kind ear as you talk about the transition to new motherhood. There will be more information and ideas later in the book about support for single moms.


Living with Girlfriends 

There’s a joke circulating around the lesbian community that goes something like this: “What does a lesbian bring to a first date? A U-Haul. What does she bring to the second? A turkey baster.” Well, a turkey baster is certainly the wrong tool for the job of insemination, but you get the gist of the joke. Baby-making has become a popular lesbian pastime. But it’s not anything to rush into.

If you are in a long-term, committed relationship with another woman and are planning to raise a child together, you are definitely in the majority of my readership. If yours is a stable relationship and you have been together a few years, and this is a dream you both share, then you are in a good position to begin planning a family. However, if the relationship is new, unstable, violent, or one that causes you any doubt, it would be best to do some more soul-searching before you birth a child. Don’t make the mistake so many straight couples make: having a child to “save” or even define the relationship. You could be setting yourself up for nasty custody battles down the road.

Think about whether you really need a partner to become pregnant or raise a child. I have seen many single dykes, desperate to have a child, scout around to find a partner just so they can go ahead with babymaking. True, it’s more affordable and logistically easier with two adults. However, a girlfriend gotten does not a perfect relationship—or a proper  parent—make. My last word on this is to be careful: As more dykes have children together, more custody cases involving the children of lesbian moms are heading to court.

If, however, you’ve been with someone long-term and you’ve soul-searched together enough to know what it means to have, and raise, a child together, then you’re ready to proceed—as the loving team that you are.

In some couples, both women may relish the thought of biologically carrying a child. How can this be worked out? Perhaps you will both decide to give birth, a few years apart. The older partner, or the one who feels most strongly about birthing, could try first. Some women actually try at the same time, and end up pregnant together. I know couples who have done this, and they all say it is difficult. With both women feeling hormonal and in need of support, it can make for a very rocky nine months. And then, both will be feeling exhausted and postpartum at the same time, and there will be two newborns in the house to care for. It’s like having twins, but even more exhausting.

Other couples find the question of who will carry the baby a nonissue, because one woman is more prone to seek pregnancy. The other will happily coparent as the other mom, or, in the case of a butch or tranny partner, as the dyke daddy or tranny pop. However, it is not always the more femme partner who chooses to birth a baby. Although not as frequently, butch women also make the decision to get pregnant, and FTMs who still have their female reproductive organs are also capable of getting pregnant and giving birth. This book is for all of you.




Assessing Your Support System 


If You Are Single 

Some women, myself included, want to be single mothers. Usually we’re an independent lot, financially stable, maybe emotionally wary, and our biological clocks are ticking. One of the best things about being a single mom is the freedom to make decisions for your child. I don’t have to endlessly process every issue and decision with a partner, or compromise on my parenting beliefs to keep the peace. If I say it’s okay for Frances to have a Popsicle at the playground before dinner, no partner is going to scold me later. If I want to move cross-country or to Mexico with Frances,  no one can stop me. In a single-parent family, there is often less or no competition for the mom’s attention from other adults. As a result, single parents and their children are often very close. These are just a few of the things that are good about single parenting.

A large contingent of single straight women are “single mothers by choice.” This is much less common in the lesbian community. Why? Part of it may be due to the economic costs of conceiving and raising a child, or just that the two-mommy family most closely resembles the heteronormative nuclear family many of us grew up with. Many people still think that having two parents, regardless of their gender or the strength of their relationship, is preferable to single parenting.

If you are thinking about single parenting, you should know that it will be tough. This I say from personal experience and the experience of other single moms I’ve talked to. We all agree, there are two major factors that will help keep you sane: having an adequate support system and having adequate financial means. Without the proper cash flow, single parenting turns dreary very fast. You will struggle just to make ends meet and pay the babysitter, and you can forget about vacations, movies, and the occasional margarita! To avoid this plight, make sure your financial house is in order before you conceive, reconsider the line of work you do if necessary, and look carefully at the costs of childcare where you live. Remember, short of babysitting co-ops or the goodwill of family, if you are not watching your baby, you will be paying someone else to do it.


Could You Parent a Special-Needs Child?

Along with all the considerations you’ll be making about having a baby, you should think about whether you’re prepared to parent a special-needs child. If your genetic testing reveals a likelihood of Down syndrome, what are you likely to feel, or do? If very serious birth defects are detected during genetic testing, would you carry the child to term? How do you feel about abortion in such circumstances? This is a conversation you should have with yourself, and with your partner if you’re coupled, before you decide to conceive a child.



A strong support system is a lifesaver for a single parent, and proper planning can help create one. While pregnant, you will need the support of childless friends as well as other mamas to talk to and help you get ready for the baby. Taking care of a baby is often overwhelming, especially when you and your baby are alone for extended periods. The needs of a baby are so intense that you can go nuts giving continually without a break for your own needs—even if it’s just to bathe or to take a five-minute walk alone. It is simply too much to expect that you can truly do it all yourself, no matter how much you want a child. You need to have one or two trusted friends you can call who will understand how relentless the task of mothering is, and who will take the baby for an hour when you need a break.

The best time to start priming friends for becoming aunties is even before conception. Let friends know you are going to attempt to get pregnant. Talk to them about what this will mean for you, and ask them if they would like to participate in the baby’s life. Some friends will be excited, others lukewarm to the idea, and still others clearly uninterested. Many will change their minds about how they feel, one way or another, over the course of your pregnancy. I think that if you can find even two or three people to provide ongoing auntie care for your growing child, or to be someone you can talk to honestly about mothering, you are doing really well. Out of a circle of about ten good friends I had hoped would be involved in my daughter’s life, only two really stepped up and stayed involved. A few who I thought would be especially interested disappeared into the drama of their own lives, which I found disappointing.

After you have your baby, you may find that your biggest support will come from other single moms—often straight women you didn’t know before the birth of your child, or theirs. Try to find an online bulletin board for single mothers or single mothers-to-be. (See the resources section.) These boards are full of extremely supportive women who are also very knowledgeable about conception and pregnancy. Keep your ears open at work and among friends for news of any other woman who is beginning her parenting journey solo, or who has just had a child. Get her phone number and call her. She may well become one of your most trusted friends.

Keeping your eyes open for a good childcare provider even before the baby is born will help you ease into a comfortable relationship with your first babysitter. In fact, as a single mom, you would do well to visit  childcare centers or home day cares and get onto waiting lists as needed. Usually the best providers and centers have at least a one-year waiting list, and they often let you save a slot when you conceive. It will be one less thing to worry about when you have a newborn.


If You Are Coupled 

If you are in a coupled relationship and are planning to raise a child together, you will have one another to lean on during the trying times of conception and pregnancy. Even so, it will not be enough support. Babies are more work than you can plan for and may overwhelm even the best-prepared couples. Especially in the difficult early months, it is best to have established a support system of people who can at least help with cooking and cleaning. Luxuries like childcare for an occasional meal out together will go far toward maintaining some sanity in your lives and stability in your relationship. Try to befriend other couples you like who are also expecting or trying to conceive. You’ll have a great network of friends once your baby arrives, and other parents to trade babysitting with.

Ways to meet other couples include scanning a gay center’s bulletin board, logging onto a lesbian parenting website, or contacting a lesbian midwife. You could even start a group for lesbian moms if one doesn’t exist in your area. It will be reassuring to meet other women who are going through the same things you are. If you maintain friendships with childless friends and you are lucky enough to have supportive family nearby, encourage these folks to be invested in your growing family. It will mean a wider world for your child to grow into, and free childcare for you and your partner later! You will also find that you now have more in common with straight couples trying to conceive than with the general, nonparenting lesbian community. The journey of the lesbian couple into child-rearing is unique, and as a couple you will need unique support and respect for the wonderful journey you are on together.


A Special Note to Younger Women 

The biological urge to have a baby can be very strong in young women, and I know several young lesbians who have chosen to parent. Your late teens and your twenties are a prime time for your body to bear a child. Your reproductive system is healthy , your fertility is high, and you have ample energy for pregnancy, childbirth, and parenting. However, I urge caution. Your urge to parent will not go away, and you will still be fertile  in your late twenties and early thirties. In the meantime, finish school. Find a career path. Establish yourself in a healthy environment and create a base of adult friends who will provide emotional support for this journey. Ensure your partnership is a solid one. Make sure your finances reflect your commitment to parenting. Travel. Party. Entertain. Finish some of the lifework you’re meant to do before the hard work of parenting begins. I guarantee all this will make you a better, more mature parent when you do begin your parenting journey.




Legal Protections for Lesbian Families 

The National Center for Lesbian Rights is there to assist lesbians in the legal planning of their future families. In an interview, NCLR Director Kate Kendell said it is “imperative that you seek the advice of a local attorney competent in how family law operates in your state” when considering parenting with another person. The best way to find such an attorney, she said, is by word of mouth from other local lesbians. If you don’t know anyone who can make referrals, the NCLR will give you the names of some attorneys in your state who may be knowledgeable.

Kendell urges couples contemplating coparenting to talk deeply about every issue of parenting and draw up legal agreements. She reminds readers that such documents are not often legally upheld in court as enforceable. However, she says, “The process of creating such a document with purposeful attention will help clarify many issues in case of crisis later on.” Women who live in states and provinces where domestic partnerships or marriage are available to them will be a step ahead in legally protecting their families. In fact, in California, because of a law that went into effect in 2005, a child born to registered domestic partners is now considered legally the child of both parents! This means both parents can be named on the child’s birth certificate, and both are responsible financially for the child. Expect the rest of the country to follow suit, very slowly but also very surely. In the meantime, see a competent attorney, and check the NCLR website for updates on the status of family law in your area: www.nclrights.org.

Prior to inseminating, all women should see a lawyer to discuss issues about known versus unknown donors, second-partner adoptions, and advice with respect to their role and involvement as parents.


—Kate Kendell, Director,  National Center for  Lesbian Rights





Safer Sex Starts Now 

Before you begin trying to conceive is the perfect time to review your safer-sex practices. Many sexually transmitted diseases, such as HIV, chlamydia, and herpes, can be passed along to the fetus or can complicate pregnancy. Naturally, you will get a complete gynecological checkup, including tests for HIV, hepatitis B and C, chlamydia, gonorrhea, syphilis, herpes, and so on. While you are trying to get pregnant, be extra vigilant about your sexual health. If you and your girlfriend have sex only with each other and have tested negative for HIV and other STIs, your safer-sex requirements are much simplified. Here are a few guidelines to keep in mind:• Remember that your girlfriend needs to keep up her gynecological care, too. Fluid-bonding (sharing bodily fluids only with a primary partner; using latex and other barriers with any other partners) works only if you both commit to good health practices. A pesky vaginal infection can be transmitted through oral sex.
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