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For my Girlpies, Mari and Lila, who taught my heart to sing…





Mama exhorted her children at every opportunity to “jump at de sun.” We might not land on the sun, but at least we would get off the ground.

—ZORA NEALE HURSTON

As their mother, your job is to keep the kids from killing their fool selves.

—BETTYE MILLNER






INTRODUCTION

I STARTED MY BROWN BABY on a whim in September 2008, back when the Barack Obama vs. John McCain presidential election was in full gear and the pregnancy of Sarah Palin’s teen daughter, Bristol, was setting the news cycles on fire. My first post questioned how the pregnancy of li’l Miss Bristol would have been viewed if she were, oh, say, a black teenager—a conversation that was being had by black moms everywhere, but was virtually ignored in every news story/blog post/TV analysis from here to Wasilla.

It was an observation that combined the two things I love writing about most—black folk and parenting—and I thought it a fitting debut post for MyBrownBaby, a space I created for African American moms looking to lend their critical but all-too-often ignored voices to the national parenting debate.

MyBrownBaby is irreverent. Funny. Full of posts that make you think. Maybe even say, “Amen!” because it reminds you of what’s going on behind your closed door, with your family. It’s a place where African American parents and parents of black children and their opinions matter, and are heard, respected, and revered. For their poignancy and strength. For their intelligence and authenticity.

Because they deserve it.

Of course, MyBrownBaby does not come without its detractors; apparently, the word “brown” in my blog title makes some people—mainly white women—feel some kind of way about my posts, subject matter, and intent, and some are even bold enough to stomp onto the site questioning why, if “everyone wants to be celebrated and recognized as ‘equal,’ ” I would “segregate” myself with a blog about skin color.

Let me be very clear: I’ve been a working journalist since my senior year in high school, and in my lengthy career, I’ve covered everything from murder and politics to entertainment and parenting and everything in between with great joy, care, and skill. Not every story of mine has been about black people. One of these days I’ll give you the lowdown on the time I interviewed George Clooney in a swanky New York City hotel, or what it was like to hold a miniature tape recorder in former New York City mayor Rudolph Giuliani’s face during a mayoral press conference.

But, I’m an African American mom with brown babies, and I take great pleasure in writing about the issues moms of color and mothers of children of color face as we raise our kids. And while I happily cosign the idea that at the base of it, we moms all want the same things for our children—for them to be happy, healthy, smart, kind, honest, trustworthy, successful human beings—we simply do not all parent the same, and there absolutely are issues that I deal with as an African American mom that white moms would never have to think about if they’re not raising a brown child.

A “for instance”: once I wrote about what it takes to groom and style a little black girl’s hair (a post inspired, ironically, by a raging debate about whether Angelina Jolie does a good enough job combing her black daughter’s hair). Wild guess, but I’m going to go on ahead and assume that styling coarse, curly hair is not something most white moms with white children think about, like, ever. But as the mother of two black girls, I have to think about it every day. Still, I can’t look for information on this simple, everyday topic in most parenting books/magazines/websites/blogs that proclaim to be for and about all moms to get the valuable info I need to avoid damaging my daughters’ thick, curly manes.

Similarly, it’s hard to find, in mainstream media, information on how to cope with the fear that comes with raising a super smart, super sweet, super handsome, super big, super black teenage son in a society full of folks who still judge black boys by the color of their skin, rather than the content of their character.

Or how to fight against the long-held notion in our community that breastfeeding babies is nasty—or worse, something that only white moms do.

Need I go on?

See, I write about African Americans not to point fingers at white moms, but to help black ones. Is this segregating myself? Nope. It’s providing a service for us moms who need the information but can’t find it or who just want someone to commiserate with them—help us sort through the beautiful struggle that comes with being black parents in America.

This is done with open arms, a lot of love, and the deep belief that though we may come from separate places and have different backgrounds, we are ALL moms who want the same things for our families, and especially for our children.

My Brown Baby: The Joys and Challenges of Raising African American Children is a collection of my favorite posts over the last eight years—pieces that speak to not only my journey as a mother, but the collective experiences of African American mothers, our joys, our fears, our sorrows, and our triumphs. Though some were written when my girls were just wee-bits, they are still heartfelt to me, and relevant to moms who are thinking about having children, who are new moms, or who are veterans in this motherhood journey. Choosing the best among eight years of text was no easy task: with nearly two thousand posts on my server, I was charged with pouring through each piece with the specific goal of figuring out which among them held the most heft and meaning across the span of motherhood, from pregnancy consideration and conception, to birth and early childhood, to the special role we take on as parents of teens and tweens. Each stage, after all, is an inevitable part of parenting, if we’re lucky enough to make it through each round. Still, I wanted this book to be more than just the stages of parenting; I wanted it to be the very essence of black parenting. To that end, once I organized the posts by stages of parenting, I chopped and screwed them into topics unique and important to parents raising children of color, the most significant among them being racism and its effect on how others treat us, and how we protect ourselves and our babies from the problems that come with it; pop culture and its hold on how we see ourselves and interact within a society that sees “brown,” “curvy,” and “kinky-haired” as less than; the politics of nurturing, growing, and loving our children’s natural hair; what it takes to face off against (and, in some cases, embrace) stereotypes saddled on black parents and our children; the politics of black parenting; and, on a more personal level, learning how to love, respect, and protect ourselves through it all. What emerges is a powerful essay collection—equal parts personal narrative, observation, and analysis—that speaks to the totality of what it’s meant to be a modern, thoughtful, engaged black parent in America.

Read these essays with an open mind and you just might see perspectives on family, motherhood, love, and relationships that are fresh and different and interesting and familiar or eye opening.

Beautifully human.






BIRTHING WHILE BLACK The Journey to Motherhood







CHAPTER 1 My Escort into Motherhood


I WAS A YOUNG REPORTER WHEN I MET HER—full of energy, I had a flat stomach, still 120 pounds soaking wet, still eating popcorn and rainbow sherbet for dinner. Despite having awesome health insurance, I’d gone years without seeing a doctor of any kind. When you’re in your 20s, lying on a table with your legs up in the air while a total stranger peers at and feels all over your goodies is never at the top of your list of things to do.

But she insisted I come see her. A woman, she said, needs to keep track of her health—no matter how uncomfortable, no matter how busy, no matter how fearful, no matter what. And so I called her office and made an appointment and not even two weeks later, I was on Dr. Hilda Hutcherson’s table, having my lady parts examined.

I’d submitted to nurse practitioners at local clinics when I was a college student; how else to get low-cost birth control without involving your parents? But Hilda was my first real gynecologist. Work brought her to me and me to her; as a young features writer for the New York Daily News, I was searching for a story to whip up for Mother’s Day, and her book, Having Your Baby: For the Special Needs of Black Mothers-To-Be, from Conception to Newborn Care, just happened to be floating around the newsroom; it just made sense for me to write a piece about the joys and challenges of black mothers. Mind you, I didn’t have any babies of my own—wasn’t even thinking about being a mother anytime soon. But even then, back in 1997, a full two years before I would have a baby of my own, giving a voice to and telling the stories of African American mothers was important to me. Necessary. Witness what Hilda told me when, for a Daily News Mother’s Day story I penned about her back in the mid-1990s, I asked her how she balanced a thriving Upper East Side practice, writing books, and a husband and four kids. Here’s how she answered:


It’s a tradition of mothering that goes back hundreds of years,” Hutcherson offers simply. “I think that black women have always been valiant for their ability to do multiple things at the same time. They mother their children and take care of other people’s children, sometimes breast-feeding your baby and their babies, too… take care of the household, raise children, be a wife, work hard for little recognition and pay, and do it all well on limited means.

I think that was very hard for my mother, her mother and other African American women but somehow they managed. I was always taught that I could, too.



Sure, some could argue that the civil rights movement and Martin Luther King, Jr. made it so that, today, there’s really no difference between, say, an African American mother with a career and a white counterpart with all the same responsibilities. But that counterpart probably wouldn’t have thought about it for longer than two minutes.

Most African American women will tell you there’s an added struggle with being a black mother—an extra pile of junk in the trunk. There are the stereotypes (all black mothers are single and on welfare), the hardships (pay rates, though better today, are still among the lowest for black women) and the racism (people treat her differently or badly because she’s black).

It is our story. Our truth. Hilda’s too. Still, Hilda soldiered on, and managed well. Since then, she’s become a leading authority on women and sexuality, having written three books geared toward helping us be smarter about and get more pleasure from sex; worked as a sexual health columnist at Essence and Glamour magazines and served as an expert on the Today show and in O, The Oprah Magazine; served as a clinical professor of obstetrics and gynecology and as the associate dean of the Office of Diversity and Multicultural Affairs at Columbia University’s College of Physicians and Surgeons; and, through it all, ushered four babies through childhood.

While Hilda’s fancy titles, Oprah connections, and sexual empowerment talks are impressive, none of them can compare to why I love her. It was she, after all, who, along with my husband, was present on one of the most important days of my life—she whose hands guided my first baby into the land of the living.

The crazy part is that she wasn’t even supposed to be in my delivery room. Hilda was on vacation when her colleague, worried that my baby would be too big to push through my teeny birth canal, called me in to the hospital to be induced. Of course, it was a tad heartbreaking that Hilda wouldn’t be in the delivery room with me, but I’d met all except one of the partners in her practice, and all of them were awesome so I wasn’t too worried… until the one doctor who’d never met me showed up to my labor room to introduce herself. She was disconnected; I was unimpressed. But when my water broke and those contractions kicked in, I didn’t give a damn who was wearing the catcher’s mitt—I just wanted the baby O.U.T.

Still, when the nurse announced I’d dilated enough to push, like a fairytale princess riding in on the prettiest white stallion, Hilda waltzed into my labor and delivery room. You can’t tell me there wasn’t a soft white light shining down on her head as she made her way over to the bed, the most beautiful, relaxed smile on her face.

It was just after 2 a.m.

And with the assistance of a nurse whose name I didn’t think to get, Hilda used her calm, soothing voice and her steady hands and her mighty powers to coax my Mari, my firstborn, the love of my life, out of my womb and, within 20 minutes of pushing, into my arms.

She may not recognize, remember, or think that what she did for me that night was all that special; goodness only knows how many babies Hilda Hutcherson delivered in her years as a well-respected, top ob-gyn in one of the busiest cities in the world. But I will never, ever forget Hilda—the kindness she showed me, the kindness she showed my body, the kindness she demanded I give myself by taking care of my health. And for sure, I’ll never forget that she left her vacation and drove three hours in the middle of the night to help me receive the most precious Mother’s Day gift this mom could ever receive: flesh of my flesh, blood of my blood—my beautiful baby girl.

Hilda stopped delivering babies shortly after Mari was born. I am so very grateful that she squeezed one more in before she changed her focus and took herself out of the delivery room.

For my baby’s prenatal care, for my baby’s safe passage into this world, Hilda, I simply say, God bless you.

—MAY 2011






CHAPTER 2 Birthing While Black


THERE ARE A TON OF THINGS I’ll never forget about the first time I gave birth—showing up with a Donny Hathaway CD in one hand, a beautiful pink-and-white-striped “going home” dress and a white blanket handpicked special for my Mari in the other; being scared to death of the epidural needle but grateful that it smoothed me out almost immediately; waiting for what seemed like an eternity to see my baby’s beautiful face; my ob-gyn and her deft, loving care of me and one of the loves of my life, my firstborn. Mari’s baby soft skin against my breast—her breath as sweet as heaven.

But competing for my most memorable birthing moment is the not-so-special treatment I got that day. The hospital and workers where I had my first daughter sullied what should have been one of the most amazing days of my life.

I gave birth at a hospital in upper Manhattan—a renowned teaching hospital that, because of where it’s situated, caters to a poor, uninsured community, but, because of its leading specialists, modern facilities, and state-of-the-art technology, also is frequented by well-to-do patients who consider it one of the best hospitals in New York. They made it very clear in the brochures and birthing plans that a regular ol’ birth there was neither more nor less than what a pregnant women could get elsewhere, but if you were willing to fork over an additional $800 or so, you could get the Cadillac birthing experience: a private room, extra personal time with your significant other, a special waiting room for family members replete with free refreshments, and a complimentary congratulatory meal—two steak and lobster (!) dinners and champagne for two—for the new parents. I promise you this: the words were so pretty I was convinced I was about to give birth in a posh hotel.

I did not.

Despite an incredible birthing experience facilitated by my personal angel/ob-gyn, from almost the moment my baby took her first breath, her mother was treated like a 14-year-old drug-addicted welfare queen, there to push out yet another daddy-less baby. Seriously.


	They tested my newborn for drugs (though I’ve never taken an illicit substance in my entire life) without my consent—something I later found out hospitals do at disproportionately higher rates with black babies than white ones.

	Despite that I paid for the private room and meals, I was immediately put in a massive post-birth room with three other women and their newborns. I was moved only after I asked why I wasn’t in a private room—a question that elicited scowls and foot-dragging from the nurse until she bothered to check my paperwork to see that, indeed, I’d paid for a private room. It took three hours for my room to be changed.

	Once in the private room, the nurses disappeared for nine hours! Seriously. Nine. I had no diapers. No idea how to breastfeed properly (and no bottle to feed my baby the formula they pushed on me in my new mom “goodie bag”). No instructions on what to do to care for my post-birth body (was it okay to walk? Pee? Wash?). Nothing. I seriously thought I was being punished for asking (nicely) for what I’d paid for. When a nurse finally did show up, she came with a “gift bag” full of Similac and coupons for… Similac.

	The private “suite” was disgusting. The bathroom smelled like cheap, potent cleaning chemicals. The shower tiles were grimy and the shower curtain was full of mold. There wasn’t so much as a picture on the bland walls. (I begged my backup ob-gyn to let me go home after one night; thank God, she signed off on it.)

	The nursing staff was genuinely surprised (!) that the guy by my side, Nick, was my husband—and actually said that stupid ish out loud.

	Our special meal arrived only after we pointed out to the nurses that the fees we paid included it, and by the time it got to us, our dinner was cold and our champagne (a tiny handheld bottle we could have finished with one big sip from the straw) was warm.



I couldn’t get out of that place fast enough. And when it came time for me to have my second child, I stayed far, far away from that hospital—even changed my ob-gyn, which really broke my heart to do—to avoid it like the damn plague.

I wondered then what I know to be true now: It didn’t matter how much money I had in my bank account or how good my insurance was, or that I had a ring on my finger, or that I was smart and accomplished, or that I tried to pay my way out of substandard service. At the end of the day, to almost everyone in that hospital, I was just another black girl pushing out another black baby and neither of us deserved to be treated with dignity or respect, much less specially. That human beings charged with caring for new life and the people who ushered in that miracle could traffic in this kind of reprehensible treatment of anyone, much less a new mother—no matter her race, financial or marital status, or background—is beyond my level of comprehension.

But it happens. A lot. And there are studies that show that my birthing experience is a lot like that of other African American women who’ve had babies in hospitals.

I bring up these things because the New York Times ran a story, “Chefs, Butlers, Marble Baths: Hospitals Vie for the Affluent,” about how hospitals are creating special wings and services to attract and cater to the wealthy. The story, no doubt dreamed up in an editors’ meeting after the whole debacle created after folk got wind of the opulent birthing suite and special treatment Beyoncé got when she gave birth to Blue Ivy Carter at Lenox Hill Hospital in 2012, kind of makes it seem like this is some kind of new phenomenon. I know better, though: VIP treatment for folk willing to pay for it is not new. Neither is disrespecting and giving subpar care to people whom those in charge or extending care think are not worthy of VIP treatment.

And if you look like I did when I gave birth to my baby girl—like an African American woman giving birth to a black baby—you are decidedly not a VIP. Unless, of course, you are Beyoncé. Then maybe you and your baby have a chance. This is, perhaps, the saddest of all.

—JANUARY 2012






CHAPTER 3 Birthing Babies in Jim Crow South


I NEVER HAD THE HONOR of meeting my grandmother, my daddy’s mama. She died sometime in 1945, in bed in her house in Virginia, just a few days, I’m told, after she gave birth to the last of her seven babies—in the same bed where she birthed them all. No one knows for sure what caused her death. She did have asthma, and so there is a theory that she suffered a horrific attack that stole her air. But snatches of stories gleaned over time reveal that she could have died from complications associated with childbirth.

My father was 10. He was there when his mother gave birth and there, too, when his mother took her last breath. She spoke to her boy, asked him to fetch her something, and when he returned, she was gone. Writing that part does not come easy to me. I am the mother of two girls—one who at the time of this writing is almost 10—and I couldn’t imagine giving birth and then giving up the ghost while my children watched. The thought of the terror in my dad’s heart—in his eyes… my God, these things hurt me so.

I am convinced of two things: my grandmother did not have to die, and chances are that my grandmother’s story is not unique. She was a poor black woman in the South in the ’40s, which meant that a cocktail of Jim Crow laws, inadequate medical services for the poor, and a lack of trained physicians willing to care for African Americans was just as lethal for her as whatever took her away from her family—a cocktail that most likely contributed to the infant and maternal mortality rates in her rural state.

It is this that I’m reminded of when I consider the history of “birthing while black” in our country. I know that we want to paint rosy pictures of wise grandmothers catching babies with their strong, beautiful, wrinkled hands while a room full of sisters and aunties and sisterfriends wipe the birth mom’s brow and tell her everything is going to be all right. In my mind’s eye, I see black fathers pacing outside in the dark—excited, worried, waiting for news. I see big potbellied cauldrons full to the top with water boiling and spitting on top of wood burning stoves—fresh white linens waiting to swaddle new life. I hear the babies cry—sweet, piercing. I imagine them rooting for breast and clutching pointer fingers and nuzzling under chins. Happy. Content. Ready to conquer.

But then I remember. I remember my grandmother. I remember Henrietta Lacks, the African American woman who, having died from cervical cancer and hellish, ineffectual gynecological care at the hands of a doctor who didn’t seem to give a damn, had her ovarian cells stolen and used for science, without her knowledge or permission. And I remember countless other nameless, faceless but important black women who toiled and got pregnant and toiled and gave birth and toiled and raised babies without benefit of health and reproductive justice.

Today, black women are no longer in the backwoods, making a way out of no way, depending solely on those wise old wrinkled hands to usher in new life and complications to take away their air. There are hospitals and doctors who will see us now, and medicines and interventions that help to save our babies and our mothers, and trained midwives and doulas standing at the ready to help us—I mean really help us—in ways that the traditional medical establishment won’t, even to this day.

I do wish my grandmother had benefit of these things. And I thank God that I did.

—MARCH 2013






CHAPTER 4 Going It Alone


A GROUNDBREAKING SURVEY of African American mothers on their pregnancy and birth experiences reveals that black moms have little support before, during, and after birth—a void that may explain why African American babies are disproportionately underweight and suffer high infant mortality.

A first-of-its-kind survey of 245 black women in Oregon was conducted by the International Center for Traditional Childbearing (ICTC), with help from Portland State University, as part of the group’s push to get the Oregon Health Authority to investigate how doulas can improve birth outcomes for women of color.

ICTC founder and director Shafia Monroe told TheSkanner.com that while there is a need for more research, the survey verifies what she sees and hears from black women in Oregon. “Many are in the public health care system, they don’t have access to or support to take birthing classes or maintain breastfeeding, they often give birth alone with no support besides hospital staff, and some expressed fear during their time in the hospital based on their treatment,” she added.

The study found that:


	Nearly two-thirds of the women surveyed did not attend birth education classes prior to delivery

	Nearly one-third of the women were concerned about their treatment during the birth of their baby

	
The majority of women surveyed have government-paid health insurance coverage

	More than half of the women surveyed were single

	Only 25 percent of African American mothers were still breastfeeding their babies at six months, compared to more than 60 percent of Oregon moms overall. The national average is 40 percent.



The ICTC, an organization that promotes midwifery, recruitment, and training for black women interested in being doulas, says it’s seen a marked improvement in birth outcomes for African American babies when black women have access to affordable, community-based, direct healthcare services like doulas. “A greater level of cultural competency is needed in order to ensure that basic trust and communication issues are not barriers to appropriate healthcare for black women and infants,” Monroe added.

No truer words could have been said. I’ve written about how songstress Erykah Badu, who is studying for her midwifery license, partnered with the ICTC to help spread the word about the need for the healthcare community to think more deeply about the business of birth as it relates to African American mothers and especially its effects on black infant mortality rates. Thank God a group of passionate black women is leading the discussion. *taps mic* Is the health care community listening?

—DECEMBER 2011






CHAPTER 5 My Super Weird Pregnancy Craving


SO I WAS DOING LAUNDRY and Mari came in and did what she’s been doing since she was but a little pea in my womb: She shoved her face into the Tide bottle, inhaled deeply, and proclaimed her love for the scent of our favorite laundry detergent. Okay, well, she couldn’t have possibly done that while in utero. But Lord knows that when I was pregnant, I couldn’t walk past a laundry room without wanting to crunch on powdered Tide, liquid Downy, and all manner of cleaning product, especially Mr. Clean.

No, I never actually ate or sipped any. I might have inhaled deeply, but none actually touched my lips. Um, not really.

Of course, later in my pregnancy, I found out that my craving for powdered Tide was a symptom of an iron deficiency. But even as I swallowed those constipation-inducing horse er, iron pills, I knew deep down on the inside that it was my Mari who wanted to have a Tide pie. She proves me right every time I do laundry and especially when we walk down the laundry aisle at Kroger. Girlfriend’s got it bad.

Anyway, yeah. Pregnancy cravings—and the babies who cause them—make us moms do the weirdest things.

—FEBRUARY 2011






CHAPTER 6 The Baby Who Never Was


THE CRAMPING STARTED IN THE CAR—sharp pains that felt like the spasms I get when my period is imminent. By the time I got back to our apartment and settled in from an afternoon of pedicures and massages at a spa party with my girlfriends, my groin felt like it was being shanked by 20 angry men. And the blood would not… stop… coming.

Hushed calls to Nick… rushed ride to the hospital… needles and pokes and questions from men in white coats… uncertainty. Tears. Fear. Maybe I had a cyst on my ovaries that burst. Maybe I had fibroids. Maybe it was a period more painful than usual, they said. An ER room full of physicians, but nobody knew what the problem was—just that I was in pain and bleeding and then suddenly not, and whatever “it” was, it was for my doctor to sort out, but it probably wasn’t anything too major.

Turns out it was major.

“You had a miscarriage,” my ob-gyn said easily—too easily. Like she was telling me, “Oh, by the way, you have sleep in your eye,” or “There’s lint on your shirt,” or “Here’s tissue—you have a booger.” These things happen, she explained in measured, clipped, technical terms. You get pregnant and the embryo isn’t sufficient and your body, knowing it’s not sustainable, expels it.

I could barely process her words; the four most hurtful ones—you, had, a, and miscarriage—crackled like thunder over all the others, and the tears—oh, the tears—rushed from my eyes like the endless torrent of water down Niagara Falls.

“You’ll be fine,” she said. Insisted, really.

But I wasn’t fine. I wasn’t fine at all.

See, Nick and I had been trying to get pregnant for a few months before then—had gone through all the requisite paces to create a family together. I was a folic acid and vitamin-popping, temperature-checking, ovulation-stalking lunatic—doing everything the books said I needed to do to get pregnant. And my husband, bless his heart, came along for the ride, dutifully doing his part to make our dream of creating a little human being together a reality, even when it started feeling more like a chore than a loving act between a man and his wife.

And that month when my period was late and I peed on the stick and I saw the faint pink line, I wrinkled my brow and got kinda happy for the kinda news that the pregnancy test seemed to be telling me. Maybe I was pregnant. Maybe I wasn’t. A faint line meant something, right? Right? I was going to be a mother. Maybe.

The blood test at my doctor’s office confirmed that I was, indeed, pregnant. And then I was not. And for weeks, I mourned the baby that never was—this child who was supposed to have been my firstborn. I wondered if that baby was a girl who would have been round and sweet and chocolatey like me—or a rough-and-tumble thick little boy who would have been full of giggles and energy and spirit, with big ears like his daddy. Mostly, I wondered why God would see fit to let me get pregnant and, before I even knew for sure if I was with child, would take my baby away from here.

He blessed me with three others, though—two little girls I carried and birthed on my own, and a stepson, all of whom bring me joy every day. And I am grateful for every hour, every minute, every second that I have with them. But all these years later, I still wonder about the baby who never was. And I get a little angry that my doctor seemed a little too nonchalant about our loss. And a whole lot sad when I consider how many women have suffered miscarriages only to be hushed up. Only to have the devastation dismissed as a “natural” act. Only to be admonished for being shocked and then sad and then angry and forced to deal with the emotional trauma of it all alone.

Maybe things have changed since that fateful day when my baby was here and then not. Maybe doctors aren’t as callous and clinical about something so hurtful and real for the whopping 20 percent of women whose pregnancies end in miscarriage. Maybe there are more places to find information now, rather than the paltry paragraphs I found picked over and buried deep in the few pregnancy books I could find in which the subject was even mentioned. More women certainly are speaking up about their experiences—rocker Pink revealed she got pregnant after suffering a miscarriage, and former president George Bush’s revelation about his mother’s miscarriage in his book opened up a short national conversation on the topic. Those spontaneous conversations do help women who’ve gone through it make it to the other side—out of the depression and darkness and into the comfort of knowing that they’re not alone and there is still hope and options and life after the loss of a pregnancy. The loss of a child.

Still, people talk in hushed tones when the subject comes up or they cloak it in right-to-life vs. pro-choice arguments (for the record, though I do not believe abortion is right for me, I am staunchly pro-choice and believe with my whole heart that it is a woman’s personal, individual right to decide for herself what she wants to do with her body), or, like they do with all too many women’s health issues, miscarriage and the causes and study of it simply go ignored.

But for us mothers, the pain remains.

All these years later, I can attest to this.

I’m still missing my baby who never was.

—NOVEMBER 2010






CHAPTER 7 Adoption and “The Blood”: Embracing the True Meaning of Love, Family, and the Ties That Bind


I AM ADOPTED . It is not something that I choose to focus on or talk about much. Because for most of my life, it has meant nothing to me. Bettye and James Millner are my parents—they raised me, taught me, disciplined me, protected me. Love(d) me. This is all that has ever mattered.

Still, one day recently while we were making our way to a Saturday soccer game, we were listening to the “Strawberry Letter” segment on the Steve Harvey Morning Show when a listener intimated that her husband was against adoption because he didn’t want someone else’s “throwaway.”

Throwaway.

That word stung. And it sat with me for the rest of the day, and through the weekend, clean into Monday. In the 30-plus years since I found my adoption papers, I’ve always thought of myself as the lucky one—the one that God saw fit to bless with a mother and father who chose me. Who wanted me. Who thought me worthy of their time and attention and love. Never once did it occur to me that there are people in this world who think of us adoptees as lesser-thans. Tainted.

Trash.

I mean, I’ve heard people insist that they want to make their “own” baby—a child who bears their “own” DNA. Who carries their blood. I get that, I guess. As an adoptee, it meant something to me to carry babies in my belly and push them through my loins and suckle them at my breast and search them from the tops of their curly little heads down to their tiny toes for evidence—signs of my blood, my DNA, my legacy in the only two people on the planet I know for sure are related by blood to me.

Still, it hurt me to the core to know, for sure, that there are people in this world who insist the love that I share with my parents is somehow less “legitimate” than that which I have for my own kids because my mom, dad, and I are not related by blood. And when I tell you it unhinged me, I mean, really, it unhinged me.

Until I got wind of my Mari’s poem. It is a lovely piece she penned for a grade-wide competition in her junior high. I had no idea she’d written it, this piece she titled, “The Blood.” It was at Parents Night that I first learned about it—that Mari’s “The Blood” not only existed but also had won the competition over every other eighth-grade submission at the school and that it was to be presented in front of all the parents who’d ventured out to hear about our kids’ school curriculum.

And when Mari’s teacher read her poem, I cried. Like, an ugly, snotty cry. Because while I was letting some stupid letter from a radio show make me feel bad that I do not share my parents’ blood, my then-13-year-old daughter was thinking about blood and its beauty in a deeper, more spiritual, powerful, and transcending way. Her words blew me away—made me remember that even in its distinction, blood is so much grander than its direct lines. That it is the glue that binds us all together—as one. The human race.

For your insight, Mari, I simply give thanks.

Here, I proudly present, “The Blood.”

THE BLOOD By MARI CHILES


	The Blood.

	The Blood that runs through my veins, my brain, my heart.

	
The blood, the biggest puzzle piece making me. And only me. I cannot fathom how much blood.

	The same blood that was running through my veins when I took my first breath.

	When I made my first appearance, my first impression on my people. On this world.

	I cannot fathom how much blood.

	The same blood that is just one ripple, one little wave, one teaspoon, in the sea of blood.

	The gallons and gallons of heritage.

	The big body of being, with everyone’s little ripples and little waves and little teaspoons coursing through it. Until millions of different families become one.

	I cannot fathom how little blood.

	But my little teaspoon carries the world.

	My blood flows back to Somalia and Ethiopia hundreds and hundreds of years ago.

	My blood flows back to my slave ancestors.

	My blood flows through everything, everyone.

	People interconnect and reconnect.

	Blood flows and mixes together.

	And we know that we are the same.

	That is how the beautiful blood works.

	The Blood.

	The blood of generations that found its way into your veins.

	It is golden.

	All of that blood.

	It trickles down to you.

	That little teaspoon In the body of being.



—OCTOBER 2012






NEW MOTHERHOOD







CHAPTER 8 Nipples and Ninny


IT WAS A NO-BRAINER FOR ME: All the books said I should breastfeed my baby because it was best for her and that she would be stronger, faster, smarter, better for it. And so I rushed out and bought myself a fancy Medela breast pump and stocked up on breast milk storage bags and got all giddy when I started filling out my nursing bras. (Um, yeah I was the president of the Itty Bitty Titty Committee and so the prospect of having boobies was a huge plus on my Reasons Why I Should Breastfeed list.) And I proudly told anyone who would listen that I planned to feed my child the natural way—the way my mother’s generation and all the generations before hers did, too. The way God intended.

Um, yeah. The nurses at the hospital where I gave birth to my beautiful Mari had other intentions. I mean, in theory, breastfeeding made all the sense in the world for me and my baby. But in the real world, a.k.a. a hospital in the middle of Harlem, where the environment made doctors and staff more prone to assume that a young black woman pushing out a baby was single, poor, uneducated, and alone, breastfeeding just didn’t fit into the equation.

And so the nurse put my Mari in my arms and disappeared, leaving me for nine hours with nothing more than my baby and a goodie bag full of coupons for baby lotion and soap, useless pamphlets, and two packages of baby formula. I was absolutely terrified, overwhelmed, exhausted, and clueless; I simply didn’t know how to feed my newborn child. No manner of picture/conversation/book chapter prepared me for The Show—the actual breastfeeding of my baby. Was I supposed to be sitting any particular way? Pop in my boob any kind of way? Squeeze it to help get the milk into her mouth? Where was the milk anyway?

I mean, I was convinced the baby would starve to death. And that she would die with a piece of my nipple in her mouth (those little gums were killer, especially when I unwittingly pulled my breast out of her mouth).

When a nurse finally made her way back into my room, she seemed surprised to find me breastfeeding. (She was also surprised that I had a husband, insurance, a good job, and that Mari was my first child, as discussed in the “Birthing While Black” essay on page 10.) Still, she made quick work of showing me how to get the baby to latch on, how to get her to stop sucking, and, most importantly, she gave me a number to La Leche League so that I could ask an expert questions on how to feed my baby the right way.

Getting the breastfeeding right wasn’t easy or natural; for the first two weeks, the skin on my nipple was literally shredded and my breasts were raw; it was like a toothless little man was sucking on an open, achy wound. I’d smooth Lansinoh on my skin between feedings and sit shirtless with ice packs on my nipples, and literally cry out when Mari latched on.

But I didn’t give up.

Through the pain.

Through the doubts.

Through the pumping in the bathroom at work.

Through the ridicule from my more old-school friends and family members who wondered loudly and unabashedly when I’d stop letting my baby suck on my ninny.

I breastfed my baby for 10 months, and pumped and fed her my milk for 2 more months after that, even after she stopped taking my breast. I was proud of myself for hanging in there. And proud of my daughter, too, for being patient with me. I know that it would have been just as easy for her to reject my breast. But she didn’t. And for this, I’m grateful.

There are plenty of moms who aren’t as fortunate—who don’t have the benefit of expensive breast pumps and copious amounts of time to recuperate from the painful beginning stages of breast-feeding or halfway understanding bosses who give them time to pump or even a pamphlet’s worth of information telling them how it’s done or extolling its benefits. These are things that some of us breastfeeding moms simply take for granted.
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