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Advance Praise for The Mommy Group


“If you read only one parenting book this year, make it The Mommy Group. Elizabeth Isadora Gold has the chops, the wit, and the heart to take it where few dare to tread; this book is incisive, insightful, and downright delightful. I did not mean for that to rhyme.”


—Adam Mansbach, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Go the F*ck to Sleep


“Elizabeth Isadora Gold’s The Mommy Group is a mordantly funny, deeply poignant look at the pleasures and perils of early motherhood. It is also a testament to the power of female friendship, and a wake-up call to policy makers that this nation must do more for its moms. The Mommy Group is a must-read for anyone who is a mother or cares about one.”


—Amy Sohn, author of Motherland and The Actress


“When women get together to tell the truth about their lives, amazing things happen—as you shall see when you read Elizabeth Isadora Gold’s funny, touching parenting memoir!”


—Jennifer Baumgardner, author of Manifesta and 
Look Both Ways


“Like the very best friends, The Mommy Group is warm and witty, reassuring and generous, and always so refreshingly honest. It should be required reading for all expectant parents.”


—Kimberly McCreight, New York Times bestselling author of Reconstructing Amelia


“This vital, comprehensive book is effectively a mommy group unto itself: a glorious, harmonious, companionable chorus of voices. It’s a consciousness raising, a rallying cry, the drum of our collective heartbeat. It’s also an essential reminder that the struggle for reproductive justice encompasses much more than birth control. Gold has done humankind a solid. Are you a mother? Did you have a mother? Read it.”


—Elisa Albert, author of After Birth


“Part memoir, part cultural exposé, The Mommy Group lays bare our lack of support for those who bear our children, while also celebrating the remarkable—but not uncommon—determination of new mothers to support one another in our post–Lean In country, a land of unsubsidized childcare and unpaid parental leave. Touching on topics as diverse as envy, Cry It Out, and what it really feels like to have sex after pushing out a baby, The Mommy Group is the perfect guide through the uncharted postpartum jungle.”


—Miranda Beverly-Whittemore, New York Times 
bestselling author of Bittersweet
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TO CLARA, DANNY, LARRY, AND VICKY.


IN NO PARTICULAR ORDER.




All the children were there. Among the trees, in the arms of statues, toes in the grass, they hopped in and out of dog shit and dug tunnels into mole holes. Wherever the children ran, their mothers stopped to talk.


—GRACE PALEY, “FAITH IN A TREE,” ENORMOUS CHANGES AT THE LAST MINUTE (1974)




While this is a work of nonfiction, I have changed names and identifying details to protect the privacy of the many mothers, fathers, and children whose stories are in this book. Thank you all for your generous candor.




Meet the Mommies


Anna was the group’s founder, married to Stephan. Both were brilliant (they met in college), attractive (she was flaxen blond and he was Bavarian handsome), and madly in love. But when Anna became pregnant with Isabella, their fairy tale went dark. Anna’s dedication to preserving her family, her honesty, and her humor showed us all that we could get through anything—with a little help from our friends.


Jane seemed a prototypical Brooklyn crunchy type: a social worker from the Pacific Northwest, the daughter of hippie dropouts, and a card-carrying member of the Park Slope Food Coop. Happily married to Carl, an architect, Jane’s sarcasm and emotional acuity saved her from being a sancti-mommy stereotype.


Antonia was Australian and fiercely smart, with a newly minted PhD in comparative literature. Her Augustus (Gus) was the firstborn of the group (and so “energetic” he’d broken two front teeth by his first birthday). Her husband, Dillon, was a filmmaker who took a day job when they got pregnant. Living in a tiny one-bedroom rental with a very old dog, Toni obsessively worried that she’d never sleep through the night again.


An administrator at a school for students with special needs, Heidi lived three doors down from us with her musician husband, Josh. Walking by, I would peek into their ground-floor window, marveling at her seemingly calm demeanor. Half Danish and half Jewish, Heidi exercised her anxiety by bundling Clay in clothing befitting a Nordic winter and feeding him whenever he cried. The first of us to return to full-time work, we looked to Heidi as we navigated our own postbaby professional lies.


Renée’s son, Charlie, was a toddler when she had her daughter, Emme. Her husband, Benji, had a thriving practice as a therapist. To me, they seemed the most financially stable of the group, owning a comfortable house in a great school district, and not agonizing over the cost of a full-time nanny. Even so, the toddler/infant combo was crazier than Renée expected. Though she was often unable to come to meetings for Emme’s first year, her emails reassured us that no baby problem would last forever.


Seemingly demure and shy, Melissa was actually a fierce mother and accomplished painter (though she worked as a graphic designer to pay the bills). I became obsessed with the immaculate loft she shared with Patrick, her art director husband. After she told us she used to have pink hair and confessed to taking Patrick to a gun range to “spice up” their marriage, I no longer felt so intimidated. Her daughter, Sofia, led the way for the other kids in potty training and My Little Pony obsession.


I’m Elizabeth. You’ll soon hear enough about me. . . .




Introduction


From Anna


May 7, 2010


For August, September, and October Expectant Moms,


A small group of women are getting together at my house on Tuesday, May 18 at 7 P.M. The purpose of the pregnancy circle is to offer support and friendship to each other as we enter into this exciting time! Also, it can progress into a new mother’s group. If interested in coming, please RSVP.


Best,


Anna (expecting in early September)


I was hugely pregnant, buying apples at the Saturday Greenmarket at Grand Army Plaza, when I ran into Anna, holding her newborn daughter, Isabella, tight in her arms. It was late September 2010, and the leaves on the trees at the border of Prospect Park were beginning to curl with yellow. Those leaves and the apples for sale at the market—tart, juicy, and crisp, perfect for my last month of pregnancy—epitomized a picture-perfect Brooklyn fall day. My husband, Danny, and I were out to enjoy one of our last solo weekends before our lives changed forever.


“Hey!” I called out to Anna, happy to see such a new mama out of the house. Isabella was two weeks old, and Anna had been having a rough recovery from her emergency cesarean. Even though we’d only known each other a few months, I considered her a close friend. Anna was the leader and organizer of our mommy group.


An email on Park Slope Parents, our local parenting Listserv, brought us together as our bellies were beginning to show in our second trimesters of pregnancy. Anna, Renée, Antonia, Jane, Melissa, Heidi, and I were all in our mid- to late thirties and (with the exception of Renée, who already had a three-year-old son) new to motherhood. From our first meeting, we shared a sensibility: supportive, sardonic, and terrified.


Since that spring, the seven of us had gotten together every few weeks, then more often as our babies were born. We exchanged tips on choosing electric breast pumps and hiring nannies, complaints about varicose veins and weight-obsessed OB-GYNs. We confided our fears and hopes about labor, marriage, and maternity leave.


Though we were all thrilled about our impending parenthood, mommy group was always a place we felt safe exploring the less sunny side of our new lives. Seeing a post about Heidi’s baby shower on Facebook, I was feeling surprised that she looked so happy in the photos. Had we been reserving the adoring photo-ready moments for people who already knew us—and who we didn’t want to worry?


Because of this intimacy, I was hurt and surprised when, in response to my enthusiastic greeting, Anna gripped Isabella closer, turned around, and actually ran off into a cluster of trees behind the artisanal cheese stand.


Only two weeks earlier, I’d visited Anna and Isabella when they were newly home from the hospital. Swaddled in a pink blankie and lying in a tiny pink hammock, Issie looked like a rosebud. Anna was so swollen with retained fluid I was sure she had some kind of terrible illness.


“It’s an extreme reaction to the C-section meds,” she told me, with strange (to me, looking at her) good cheer. “Stephan’s been great,” she added. “I’ve barely been able to get out of this chair since we got home.”


Stephan stuck his head into the room. I’d never met her husband before that afternoon, but he fit her adoring description for sure: tall, dark, and handsome, but with an intimidating (and somewhat sexy) German accent.


They were both attorneys, though as Anna had explained to us at our first meeting, “I’m the do-gooder, and he always knew he’d go corporate. The balance is great. With his salary, I can take as much pro bono as I want. Lots of domestic violence, ugly custody battles. Pretty hard-core stuff. And then he’s on these crazy zillion-dollar real estate deals. It’s really long hours, though,” she added. “I can get pretty lonely, especially now.”


“What do we need, babe?” Stephan asked now. “I thought I’d do some shopping since you have company.”


“More paper towels. And red Gatorade?” Anna looked up at him with so much love, her china-doll blue eyes bright. He blew her and Isabella a kiss.


“It was nice meeting you,” he said to me. But before I could respond, he was gone.


Anna said, “The birth was kind of a nightmare, but he was so calm and loving and present. He made me feel safe.”


Eight months pregnant myself, I was terrified by her words, her body, even the accoutrements of newborn life (so many containers for the baby and her various liquids). Nevertheless, Anna, swollen legs, stitches, and all, seemed determined to normalize her experience, and for my benefit. Her personality—real talk, emotional presence, empathy—was one of the reasons I, usually the last person to “join” anything, felt comfortable in this group. From the first meeting, she’d led by no-bullshit example.


....


Now, watching Anna disappear into the forest like Bambi’s mother, I revisited the details of that visit. Had I offended her? My history of female friendship dynamics shuffled through my head. I’d never been good in groups, my relationships with women always worked better one-on-one, maybe this was some kind of pregnant-lady Heathers (and here I dated myself—a “young” mother would have thought of Mean Girls or Clueless—God, I was old). Had the other mommies decided to cut me out because I couldn’t eat brownies and croissants with them, my gestational diabetes preventing me from eating carbs? That seemed unlikely, even in my excessively paranoid advanced pregnant state. Perhaps Anna simply hadn’t noticed me as I longingly browsed the raw honeycomb (I could eat no honey because of the GD, no raw honey because of botulism risk). Yes, that must be it. She hadn’t seen me.


In the midst of my emotional ramp-up, a white-haired woman who looked exactly like Anna (but with a practical hairdo and crackly warm-up suit) walked over to me. I recognized her as Anna’s mother, from Kentucky. We’d met earlier in the summer. But Anna’d told me her mom wasn’t coming back to New York for another month.


“You’re Elizabeth, right? From her mommy group?” she said with a twang.


“Yeah,” I said. “Wasn’t that Anna over there? I thought I saw her . . . Is everything okay?”


“No.” Anna’s mom pressed her lips tight and shook her head. “Her husband walked out on her three days ago.”


I thought I’d misheard her. Was she really talking about that guy I’d just met? Who held his wife while she mourned a miscarriage, and held her together when she was almost hospitalized from severe morning sickness? Stephan was supposed to be the love of her life. Did he never come back with the paper towels and Gatorade?


Interrupting my thoughts, Anna reappeared at her mother’s side. As she clutched Isabella to her chest, tears rolled down her cheeks; her face was red and raw. When she finally looked at me, her eyes were unfocussed. “I’ll call you later, Liz,” she managed to say. Her mother put a firm arm around her shoulders and led her away.


I wondered if this would be the last time I’d ever see her. If so, I felt really sad.


....


The following Monday morning, the mommy group planned—as we had for the last few weeks—to meet at the Tea Lounge, a neighborhood coffeehouse with worn, overstuffed sofas and decent salads. The place earned its nickname, the Teat Lounge. Even our circle of incompetently nursing new mothers (maximal nipple flashing, minimal lactation) didn’t warrant so much as a side-eye from the other patrons or the hipster coffee jerks. Danny and I were expecting our daughter, Clara, around Halloween, which meant that my due date was the last in the group. So even though I didn’t have my own baby in arms, I came to hold the other mommies’ tiny squishy people, hear their week’s war stories, and check out my near future.


The others were already there, sitting on the least ratty (and therefore least potentially bedbug infested, we hoped) circle of sofas. Jane waved at me first. She was a social worker and Portland expatriate whose two-month-old daughter, Katie, had an adorable perpetually surprised expression and a silky cap of strawberry-blond hair. I already loved Jane because she always seemed to say aloud what I was thinking, no matter how awkward or inappropriate.


Renée was our soft-spoken maternal authority, as she already had a three-year-old son, Charlie. Her baby, Emme, was a petite six-week-old who slept constantly. (I’d been shocked when Danny and I ran into her husband, Benji, in Prospect Park, and Emme snoozed through our whole forty-five-minute chat.) I loved to marvel at Emme’s delicate eyelids and the long lashes that reached halfway down her rosy cheeks.


Antonia and Heidi, and their boys Gus and Clay, were my recruits to the gang. Toni and I knew each other from a stint as adjuncts at the same state college, and we’d bumped into each other (almost literally, considering the size of our pregnant stomachs) at a former colleague’s party. Antonia was smart. Her writing about the connections between Australian and American colonial literature had brought her to the States on a Fulbright, and she’d always been two steps ahead of me in classroom dynamics and curriculum. Now her emails to the mommies were as clever and profound as her criticism of pioneer myths had been. And Gus was one of the most beautiful children I’d ever seen, long and lean even at two months, with features that looked drawn on with pen and ink. The tricky bit: he never slept.


Heidi lived four doors down from Danny and me in a ground-floor apartment. Though we’d shared the same block for over a decade, we’d never met until our husbands got us together. Both musicians, they’d chatted at a professional function and were delighted to realize that a) they were neighbors, and b) both had pregnant wives due at around the same time. Within days, we were knocking on each other’s doors (or her street-level window) to grab an iced tea or take a slow walk to look at baby gear together. Clay was also two months old, with a melon of a head and the chubbiest legs I’d ever seen on such a small person. Heidi was convinced he and Clara (even in her current unborn state) were destined for love.


Melissa, the most recent member of the group, was a painter and web designer. She came via Antonia’s husband (she’d built the website for the film library he worked at). Her girl Sofia was the biggest (though not the eldest) of the baby gang, with enormous blue-gray eyes and a passionate attachment to her Sophie the Giraffe chewy toy. I didn’t know Melissa well yet, but she seemed cool, especially if I was judging by her accessories (which I will admit I was). Silver Converse sneakers and delicate rose gold earrings were a good combination. Most of all, though, Melissa was nice, really listening when the other women talked. I wondered what her story would be, once she felt comfortable enough to tell it.


I already imagined (though perhaps not with Heidi’s fervency) a future for these kids together. I’m an only child, and grew up without close kid neighbors. Already, I wanted this to be my daughter’s gang, and I was ready to be the grown-up with a supply of Band-Aids and juice boxes.


In the midst of my fantasy, Anna arrived: our leader, a family law attorney in dire need of her own services. Issie was still tiny, a pup beside giants Gus and Sofia. Anna wouldn’t—couldn’t?—put her down. But she also couldn’t—wouldn’t?—stop crying. She sat in the center of the middle couch, and we huddled around her, bringing her hummus, coffee, and an enormous glass of water.


“Thanks, girls,” she said. “I needed to see you all. You’re the only people who know me without him.” Between bites of pizza bread, Isabella’s mewls for milk, and her own tears, she told us what had gone down with Stephan. “He kept saying he didn’t want to be married anymore. I think he’s having a nervous breakdown.”


We hugged her and cried with her. We held Isabella, offered to babysit, make her lasagna, and beat the living shit out of that asshole. And right there in the Teat Lounge, our mommy group transformed into the Mommy Group, our force and sisterhood, our emotional succor for the next two years.


....


Mommy groups had always seemed cheesy to me. “Go to Mommy and Me classes! You’ll meet other women with adorable babies who have pink bows pasted on their bald heads!” Not for an urban bohemian free spirit such as myself. Danny and I already had friends. Sure, they were mostly child-free gay men, but we knew they’d love hanging out with our little girl when she was finally born.


Candide-like, I thought I would be raising my putative child in the best of all possible parenting worlds. We live in Prospect Heights, Brooklyn, a few blocks from infamous Park Slope, one of the most child-friendly urban neighborhoods in the country. I moved to Brooklyn twenty years ago because it was cheap. By the time I “matured,” met and married Danny, and decided to have a baby, my corner of New York had become a living cliché of hipster parenthood.


Park Slope Parents, the Yahoo parenting Listserv on which the Mommy Group members and I found each other, boasts more than 7,500 members. Stroller pushers outnumber “civilians” on the sidewalks. Within a few blocks of my stoop are five playgrounds, two “best in the country” ice cream shops (it’s all about grass-fed milk versus house-baked mix-ins), a fancy toy store, the Brooklyn Museum, the Brooklyn Botanic Garden, the Central Branch of the Brooklyn Public Library, and the beautiful and wild 585-acre Prospect Park. Then there is Amorina, our local Italian-style pizza joint (Danny calls it “the artisanal Chuck E. Cheese”), several play spaces to spend rainy and cold days, kids’ art and yoga and music classes, and excellent public transportation. All of this is within the larger universe of New York City’s resources and diversity. If you live in a big city, raising a kid in Brooklyn should be pretty close to perfect.


Of course, there is a dark—and, often, annoying—side: the Park Slope Food Coop is so notoriously PC that it was the subject of a Daily Show episode. A humor piece in the September 2014 Vanity Fair bore the headline: “From Brooklyn to Buckingham Palace: Park Slope Moms Offer Kate Middleton Parenting Advice,” explaining that “Park Slope moms are revered—and reviled—as some of the most doting, kale-eating mothers around.” The neighborhood’s $30-an-entrée restaurants feature high chairs and gourmet mac ’n’ cheese (economically reprehensible and delicious). And please note essentials I did not mention in the “pros” paragraph above: reasonable rent, affordable childcare, and consistently excellent public schools. Brooklyn now ranks as one of the most expensive places to live in the country.


I’m a city girl, born and bred; I hate driving, and (much to my raised-in-the-burbs husband’s amusement) believe serial killers lurk behind every tree in the suburban forest. Yes, New York is expensive and can be stressful, but it’s home. Danny and I belong to that crazy Food Coop, buy most of our clothes and household furnishings secondhand, and accept that we’ll always work three jobs each and have one bathroom in our apartment. But we also go to museums and the opera, walk two miles for the best bowl of pho, and love living here.


But, no matter how excellent our coping skills, we didn’t predict what would happen when we procreated in a city without family living nearby, with little experience in newborn care, while living in a walk-up rental apartment without a washer and dryer or even a second bedroom.


Call me naive, but I thought adding Clara to our lives would be easy. Danny and I were a solid, happy couple, with professional lives that already offered flexibility. We’d both earned prestigious degrees in our fields, and we were accustomed to working at odd hours, on little sleep. Most important of all, we loved children, and we couldn’t wait to have this little girl. Every night of my pregnancy, we got in bed together and sang the same lullaby my parents had sung to me when I was little: a tune by Brahms with changing lyrics about our day, and what we were going to do tomorrow, taking turns to come up with the silliest or most banal verses we could. Once the baby was born, we thought, life would be like the lullaby, only real. Sleep deprivation, spit-up—we could handle those. Pregnancy had been difficult. Once our baby was here, it would get easier.


I don’t want to say we were idiots, but . . . Enthusiasm aside, we were almost completely unprepared for the reality of parenthood. What we didn’t know and couldn’t imagine: there is no life experience as transformative as the birth of a child. The baby is a bomb that goes off in the middle of your living room, affecting all aspects of home life, marriage, body, and sense of self—especially for mothers. And if you lack the traditional structures and support of close family or have little experience with babies, it’s shocking.


I—and the other members of the Mommy Group—assumed we’d “just know” what to do with our infants. We’d been running our own professional and personal lives, paying bills, being grown-ups for decades. Why was this so hard?


Perhaps our confusion, our lack of power, had something to do with how strong we were before having children. This is the alienation of the contemporary not-quite-pre-middle-aged parent: old enough to have found a career and to have begun to excel at it, to have lived away from your childhood home for as long as you were in it, but not too seasoned to not need help.


We’re all members of Generation X and children of the Baby Boomers. Many of our parents divorced after starting families, and many of our mothers found themselves through feminism in the seventies and eighties. They fought for our rights to plan our families via contraception and abortion, to go to graduate school, to find partners who would co-parent with us when the time came. They taught us to choose work that we loved, and to hold off on marriage and babies until we were ready.


Having such choices did make it easier for us. If our pregnancies had been unplanned, if we’d been poor, if having children had interrupted our career paths in more substantial ways, then we would have felt even further marooned on the dark side of the moon.


As much as we adored our babies, we knew what we were missing. Working late without worrying about (or paying for) childcare. A slow Saturday morning in bed with our partners. Reading novels, staying in hotels, attending conferences and events, ordering one more cocktail on a night out with friends. Mature, child-free independence. When these noisy, damp, transfixing creatures came into our lives, all of that was gone, at least for the near future. When you’re a sleep-deprived, adoring, terrified new mother covered in spit-up, it’s hard to imagine past the next feeding.


The first few months of motherhood were overwhelming for all of us. I can only imagine how scared and tired we seemed, each of us holding our babies tight to our swollen chests when we met at cafés. We ate our croissants and slices of quiche, drank endless cups of sugar-sweetened coffee, and talked.


There’s much made in the media about “Mommy Wars” and “parenting styles.” Stay-at-home versus working moms, attachment parents versus free-rangers, unschoolers versus flash-card devotees. The Mommy Group showed me that such differences should be immaterial.


I now believe that almost any group of mothers who meet once a week for a few months, and who consciously go beyond chatting about stroller brands and whose baby sleeps in an organic bassinet, will feel the same sense of sisterhood that we did. And its powerful effects.


Our Mommy Group didn’t only save Anna when her marriage collapsed. It saved all of us. I am well aware that the word saved implies we were dying or drowning. It sounds final, maudlin. Weren’t we supposed to be magically in love with our babies, cherishing this special time (especially according to whatever celebrity just lost all her baby weight while simultaneously founding a chain of green preschools)? But saved is the right word. Without the Mommy Group, I think I would have lost myself in new motherhood, going crazy without knowing if I’d ever feel better. Instead, I had these women, this community, to help me find the ring, complete the quest, make the journey home.


Our struggles did not take place in a vacuum (though we all ended up doing a lot of vacuuming). The personal decisions of parenthood have never been more political. It’s a sad, oft-reported and oft-repeated fact that the United States doesn’t fully support parenthood, or the decisions surrounding it. Our abortion and contraceptive decisions (Hobby Lobby, anyone?) play out in the voting booths in every election cycle. The United States is one of the few developed countries without paid family leave or subsidized childcare. This country’s shameful maternal policies meant we had to return to work before we felt as if we knew our babies well enough to leave them for a full day. It’s no surprise half of us were on psychiatric meds within the first six months.


This was not how new motherhood was supposed to look according to the baby industrial complex of parenting magazines and BPA-free teether manufacturers. We were supposed to sail past the dragons and monsters of early parenting with only the internet and inborn wisdom to guide us. Magazines and advertising push otherwise self-aware women on an idea of perfect motherhood: baby bumps to flat abs, rapture in the nursery and ecstasy in the marital bed, a seamless transition back to work. Even if we know these messages are as bullshit and Photoshopped as ads for cellulite-busting cream, it’s almost impossible not to internalize them. And, therefore, to wonder if we’re doing something terribly wrong as mothers all the time.


The Women’s Liberation slogan of the seventies “the personal is political” has never been truer. As daughters of the women’s movement, contemporary mothers may have missed official consciousness raising, but we can still organize (and with better wine and fewer leaflets). We have to, if we want to effect the change American mothers so desperately need.


Women spend about twice the amount of time per day caring for their children that men do. Single mothers are the heads of household for more than 9.6 million American families. One in ten women experience some kind of postpartum mental illness in the first year after giving birth. One out of six children are diagnosed with a disability.


We should organize for: national parental leave policy and subsidized daycare; consistent screening for and treatment of postpartum mental illness; subsidized parenting support and counseling for low-income and working-class families; better education (from preschool on) about diverse families—single-parent, adopted, and/or LGBT. What better way to understand these issues, to organize, and, frankly, to politicize, than through mommy groups?


....


I do feel compelled to acknowledge the privilege that my particular group enjoys, and I am well aware of our demographic advantages. We are all college educated, and while we don’t all own apartments, houses, or cars, and most of our kids will be attending New York City public schools, we are by no means poor.


Many mothers with fewer resources might not have the same kind of time and energy to devote to finding and maintaining a group, especially in our increasingly economically polarized country. Which is why it’s so crucial to note that our Mommy Group initially bonded almost as much via email, texts, and social media as in person—and we maintain those “virtual” bonds today. In fact, they’re often the only regular way for us to connect. Five years after our babies were born, every one of us now works full-time (several of us as our families’ breadwinners).


As I researched and reported for this book, I wanted to include many varieties of mommy groups and parenting experts, and hope I have done so within the limits of time and logistics: a “nonviolent parenting group” in Echo Park, Los Angeles; Freda Rosenfeld, a lactation consultant known as the “Breast Whisperer,” in Brooklyn, New York; Kate C. and her neighbors at their weekly “plastic picnic table party” in Minneapolis, Minnesota; Katherine Stone, founder of Postpartum Progress and a trailblazing activist about maternal mental illness.


Across class, geographic, and racial boundaries, I discovered we had more in common than politicians or news editors would like us to believe. We were mothers, all searching for the same thing: a way to raise our children while retaining—or remaking—our Selves.


The mommies about whom I have written here have generously given their precious time (and we all know how precious time is when you have a small child or children) to talk to me, to open up their lives and homes. I am moved and honored every time a mommy group invites me to sit in on their personal time and space, and I’m thankful that they have allowed me to share their stories. This is especially true for the mommies of my own group. Jane said to me when I started this process, “We all needed the book you’re going to write.” Here are our stories. Make them your own.




1. First Meetings


Why Did I Need a Mommy Group Anyway?


From Elizabeth


May 5, 2010


Hi, Anna,


I’m due at the end of October, and interested in attending your group. I’m in Prospect Heights, and am a writer. This is my first child, so I’m definitely looking to meet other neighborhood moms. Thanks for coming up with this!


I read the notice on the Park Slope Parents Listserv with a mixture of fear and cynicism. Twenty weeks into my pregnancy with Clara, I was feeling far from radiant. The last thing I wanted to do was talk about my emotional and physical changes with a bunch of strangers, even if we were all harboring the same adorable species of parasite.


Still, I told Danny about the email. I must have known he would urge me to go against my instinct to close off and shut down. I was right.


“Sweetie, go,” he said. We were curled up on our couch, an enormous brown ultrasuede sleeper we bought off craigslist when he moved into my Brooklyn apartment seven years earlier. It was like a marshmallow boat that took up most of our living room: soft, puffy, worn shiny in places. But it could fit both of us lying down if we squeezed, which is what we were doing at that moment, eating takeout Mexican food out of my favorite green vintage pottery bowls.


“Whyyy?” I whined at him, in the way that only a pregnant woman can to her long-suffering husband. “I don’t have swollen feet or heartburn, which is all they’ll want to talk about. They’re probably younger than me, own their own brownstones, and aren’t going to go back to work. And I’m too busy.”


Danny looked at me, serious even as he piled guacamole on his chicken taco. “You need the support. We need the support. I want you to meet some friends to talk to and not just surf the internet all night.”


“Okay, but if I go, will you . . . ?” I couldn’t think of anything I wanted, except a healthy baby.


“I’ll buy you an ice cream,” he said.


“Deal.”


....


We did need support—for many reasons. The first and most obvious were logistical. How did we intend to pay for and care for this baby? I’m a writer, and Danny’s a composer. We both make a living with a Rube Goldberg–esque combination of part-time teaching (tutoring, private lessons, adjunct positions) and freelance work (writing and editing for me, music journalism and the occasional piano man gig for Danny). In preparation for the baby, we were working as much as we could. With no full-time employment status, and therefore no maternity or paternity leave, we’d both need to go back to work ASAP after Clara’s birth. Money would be tight, but we were used to that.


Childcare was a mystery. All we knew was that we couldn’t count on family. As I’ve mentioned, I’m an only child, and Danny’s 
sister lives in Las Vegas, which feels like a world away. I have three cousins with whom I’m almost sibling close, but they live in Oregon, Texas, and DC. Danny’s parents are in Los Angeles. Mine are in Philadelphia. They were planning frequent visits, but we wouldn’t be able to text them to pop by for a few hours of impromptu babysitting.


Luckily, we felt we had a great “friend family” for support. Danny and I have lived in New York for a combined three decades. I attended college and graduate school here; Danny’s community of musicians and performers is both wide and close. We know current-day NYC is a world capital of money and materialism, but our close friends are, for the most part, artists (or those who work with them), with DIY schedules and imaginative ideas.


We decided to designate a few godparents: my oldest friend, Chris, and his longtime partner, Randy; Danny’s BFF/surrogate kid sister, Stacy, and her husband, Jayson; and Stephanie, another of Danny’s oldest friends and the mother of James, one of our favorite and most beloved kids. They’d be lining up to babysit, right? We hoped so, but knew it might be useful to at least hear about less casual childcare solutions.


....


Logistics aside, we also needed emotional support. Our path to parenthood hadn’t been what we’d expected. We’d known the process could be challenging, of course. Many people we loved had had or were having a difficult time. My best friend, Tara, had been through several rounds of in vitro fertilization (IVF). About a year before we started trying to get pregnant, Stephanie developed 
life-threatening preeclampsia (maternal high blood pressure) at the end of her second trimester. James weighed less than one and a half pounds at his premature birth and spent four months in the Neonatal Intensive Care Unit (NICU) before being discharged to a developmentally complex future. My cousin and his wife have two beautiful sons, but between the boys’ births, they endured five miscarriages.


But when I got knocked up on our first try, we forgot those stories. I felt pregnant so quickly, with nausea, cravings, and shocking exhaustion in the first few weeks. We bought What to Expect When You’re Expecting, came up with a list of names, and bickered over how we’d split up childcare.


At our seven-week prenatal appointment, Dr. Bosch, my OB-GYN, inserted the transvaginal ultrasound probe as I blithely asked, “When do we get a heartbeat?”


Dr. Bosch, usually chatty, went quiet. “Hang on . . .” She was rummaging inside me with her wand, her cursor bouncing all over the ultrasound screen. “I’m afraid I don’t see a heartbeat,” she said.


“What do you mean?” I said. There are few things sadder than an ultrasound screen where a week before there was a little visible blob of something, and then seeing the opposite: an empty circle, surrounded by fuzzy, blurry, blank space.


“Our timing might be off,” Dr. Bosch said.


But I was sure about the date of the night we’d conceived, glasses of wine half finished by the bed, after a luxurious swim in Chris and Randy’s heated pool at their house in the Berkshires (sorry, guys, if that’s TMI about the conception part in your guest room). I’d been tracking my basal body temperature, and (just like the book said it would if we conceived) it stayed high the next morning and never dropped. Our timing was not off.


Danny interrupted my spiraling thoughts. “Do you have an estimation of the odds?” He’s a doctor’s kid and doesn’t break down around a white coat.


“About fifty-fifty,” Dr. Bosch said. She paused, and added gently, “If a pregnancy ends this early, it’s the body’s way of saying it wasn’t meant to be. Come back in a week and then we’ll know for sure.”


During that week of waiting, my nausea disappeared, my cravings abated, and I cried more than I thought was physically possible. On my next visit, Dr. Bosch’s confirmation that I was miscarrying was (almost) a relief.


The next morning, I inserted two oversize white pills into my vagina and popped the first of many painkillers. For the next twelve hours, I writhed on the bed and couch, feeling as if my insides were the part of the garbage truck where the trash gets ground into bits.


My thirty-fifth birthday—coincidentally also my tip into official “advanced maternal age”—was two days later. Trying to cele-brate, Danny took me to our local fancy flea market, but then we had to rush home in a car service. I was still bleeding and cramping.


None of this was what What to Expect When You’re Expecting had led me to expect. Miscarriage, I discovered, is a prolonged event. It takes weeks for the bleeding to stop and months for the body to recover. Why hadn’t anyone warned me?


People don’t like to talk about death, and miscarriage is a confusing version of mortality. It’s sex and blood, but not in a “fun” horror movie sense. Friends recited the same well-meaning platitudes: Once you have a baby, you won’t remember. Statistics say you’ll have a healthy child soon. Reduce your stress.


I obsessed over how the miscarriage was my fault. I drank a glass of wine before I knew I was pregnant, ate tuna sushi, carried groceries home from the Food Coop, took the subway, smoked a single cigarette, inhaled truck exhaust on Atlantic Avenue, stepped on sidewalk cracks, slept too little, flew across the country and back in an airplane, rode in a car with my bare feet on the dashboard, worked. I hadn’t seen myself as a delicate mechanism, or the new life inside me as fragile as a butterfly.


It didn’t matter that Danny, Dr. Bosch, and every book and expert said there was nothing we could have done. Like so many women who suffer difficulties with conceiving or carrying a pregnancy to healthy term, it was as if I wanted to blame myself. Without a cause, the loss felt too random.


Looking back now, I recognize that magical thinking, and that my feelings of guilt and self-blame were an integral part of the trauma that accompanies miscarriage.


Back when I was happily pregnant, I’d signed up to attend a writing workshop in upstate New York. While we hadn’t actually using the term babymoon (too cheesy), Danny and I rented a little cabin in the woods, imagining a cozy time together.


By the time we got to Woodstock, I was still bleeding, bloated, and emotionally and physically unsteady. The other students were so young they were writing about boyfriends and dorm-room epiphanies. I hung out with the instructors, their husbands, and the visiting authors—all of whom were my age. I’d been dying to meet Emily, the final night’s reader and the author of several weird and fiercely intellectual novels. Emily brought her one-year-old son, Toby, to the reading. After dinner, he climbed into my lap, as if he knew. With my hormones in free fall, I blurted out my story to his mother.


Emily’s eyes were wet when she told me, “Go to my acupuncturist back in the city. She got me pregnant.”


This was, I now realize, my first experience with a mommy I didn’t know treating me like a mother. I would have followed Emily’s advice if she’d told me to burn five eagle feathers at the top of a mountain to get pregnant again. A few needles? Easy. Danny and I may have spent the rest of the summer watching The Wire, pausing only to cry or fight, but I went to acupuncture every week.


That summer of 2009, it was almost impossible to find narratives about miscarriage and pregnancy loss beyond message boards and blogs. Dr. Bosch was kind and clear, but offered little help. As Danny put it, “We didn’t even get a brochure.” I could read the stats: up to 25 percent of pregnancies end in miscarriage, and the majority of women who miscarry go on to bear healthy children. Still, I craved voices I could relate to. I wanted a friend.


Emily Bazelon is a senior editor at Slate, and the author of the excellent book Sticks and Stones: Defeating the Culture of Bullying and Rediscovering the Power of Character and Empathy. She is also the big sister of my best friend from fifth grade. When I found a correspondence she wrote with fellow Slate editor Dalia Lithwick about miscarriage, it was like advice from, well, my best friend’s older sister. Bazelon notes that it is a “common assumption . . . that it’s better . . . to grieve for the loss of a pregnancy in private. . . . Shouldn’t we be talking openly about this much more often, so that we’re better prepared for the grief when it hits us?”


Amen, sister, I thought. And nodded my head even more fervently reading Lithwick’s response: “[H]ospitals that offer massages and hot tubs and music for new mommies also need to provide spaces—both physical and psychological—for the almost-mommies as well.”


Reading these words didn’t make my pain go away, but they did give me more of a context for my feelings. I wasn’t alone.


....


In October, after weekly acupuncture and diligently timed sex, I saw two pink lines on an EPT stick again. After a couple of weeks, it was over. A “chemical pregnancy,” Dr. Bosch called it, explaining that this time the egg didn’t even implant. “You probably couldn’t tell you were pregnant,” an acquaintance and the mother of two healthy children said to me. Tell that to my body, which had certainly felt pregnant as it told me to eat yogurt, cheese, and pudding like a dairy-only vampire. Tell that to my heart. Tell that to my marriage.


Structure helped. More acupuncture, hours at the gym, a daily writing word count. Once again, I yearned for the veil of secrecy around miscarriage to be lifted. I didn’t think my experience was private. It was as public and important as an illness—or a healthy pregnancy. Still, most people didn’t know what to say when I bluntly told them what I was going through. A simple “I’m sorry” would have sufficed. As would the offer of a margarita.
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“A must-read for anyone who is a mother or cares about one.”
—Amy Sohn, author of Motherland
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