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PREFACE
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This is a book for women who have not walked the traditional, well-beaten path to the delivery room. It is for women who, for whatever reasons, have not become mothers.

Many writers will tell you that writing a book is a lot like having a baby. From the first hints of new life, right down to choosing a name for the finished product, this book has certainly been no exception. I felt “pregnant” with the idea for several months before I went into “labor” and sat down to actually “deliver” it.

The idea for this book came to me unexpectedly, much the way pregnancy often occurs. At first, I tried to ignore the nagging symptoms that a book with a life of its own wanted very much to be written. In addition to the effort I knew this would require, I also had to come to terms with the fact that there might be some discomfort, inconvenience, and even great pain involved, but in the end, I knew, like any mother, it would all be worth it.

Someone once told me that an unfinished manuscript is like a fetus, beautiful only to its mother until it is completely formed, delivered, and cleaned up.

I showed this manuscript to many people, long before it was mature enough to survive on its own. Even when it was nothing more than an idea to write something, anything, about women who have never given birth and to explore my own feelings about being one of them, the enthusiasm I encountered was enormous.

Everyone had a friend, a relative, or a colleague, it seemed, who would appreciate a book like this. Apparently there are many women who feel they are forgotten, overlooked, cheated, and shunned by society because they have not fulfilled the traditional role of motherhood.

I understand that each and every one of us who is childless has a unique story to tell, whether we are struggling with infertility, the loss of a child, or, like me, simply have never found acceptable circumstances in which to have a child. I can only write from my own experience, and that is what I have done in these pages. I don’t pretend to truly understand the depth of anyone’s pain but my own, and I freely admit that I am no expert on anything but myself. But that is all it took to turn my pain into joy. Becoming an expert on myself.

This is only my story, and I do not imagine that it can encompass the magnitude and the depth of all the similar stories that are out there. I only hope that some of the skills and insights I have found may also be successfully applied to other problems and to other people.

My purpose for writing this book was to let other women like me know that they are not alone. They are not the only ones who feel different or left out or inadequate, and knowing that you are not alone can be the first step toward healing.

My hope is that if you are in pain, you will find something in these pages that will make you feel that at least one other person has been there too and that there is something positive waiting for you. My message is one of hope that we can all evolve to our highest level of being, and that we will all learn to think well of ourselves.

There were times while I was writing, particularly in the first section about the painful years, when it was just too agonizing to go back and dig up all of those old, torturous memories. At those moments when I found myself unable to write another word, simply because I didn’t want to relive the torment of those years, I was tempted to trash the whole project. But something in me knew that this was too important a subject to retreat from because of a transient thing like pain. Like most of us, I’ve had lots of discomfort in my life, and like a mother in labor, I supposed I could give that one last exhausting push in order to initiate a new life.

With the help of some very smart friends, I found ways to trick myself into bearing the pain of those old memories. I resorted to writing the most uncomfortable memories in the third person, as though I were writing about someone else who had gone through this, and somehow that made it much easier to put the true essence of my story onto the paper. I suppose I was afraid that if I looked too closely at those painful years, there might be a very real chance of crippling myself again.

My path toward wellness and a strong sense of identity and purpose was not traveled easily, and it was not without setbacks. The road toward enlightenment was not a straight course, but rather filled with unexpected twists and turns, and I sometimes followed that path only one baby step at a time. Oftentimes, I feared that I might not make it, that there were just too many obstacles and no one to show me which way to go. But finally, one day I looked back and was astounded to see the length of the road behind me.

What I came to realize, however, was that in the course of evolving beyond my limited thinking about motherhood, I also learned how to resolve a lot of other issues that had always had a way of cropping up in my life. Most of the skills I’ve developed, I now apply effectively to various other areas of my life, the most important skill being stepping back and seeing the big picture.

Thankfully, it is now almost impossible for me to imagine that there was once a time when I saw my life as a giant vacuum, when I was convinced that joy was something only other people experienced. I don’t even recognize that person who used to think she couldn’t be happy unless everything turned out the way she thought it should.

The greatest joy I have found has come from letting go of all my expectations and experiencing my life one glorious moment at a time, the way a mother experiences her child. I have learned that my life is far more fulfilling when I take it as it comes, giving it everything I’ve got and expecting nothing in return but the unfolding of a deep mystery.

I am about to take you on a journey. We set sail from the painful, frightened years and emerge into the calm beauty of awakening. Finally, we will cruise gracefully into a celebration of the female joy that has been kept secret for so long. This journey is not for the faint of heart. Travelers are required to be courageous, honest, and mature. It is a process born of great pain, but the rewards are enormous, and the new life that emerges is something to behold.

At last, I have learned to be both the mother and the child in my own life, and each role contributes something of great value. The mother in me keeps me strong and nurtured, and the child keeps me resilient and open to possibility. The combined energy of these two puts a smile in my heart.

And it’s about time.
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The Painful Years
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The Spinster Nightmare


It wasn’t the bogeyman, monsters under the bed, or even getting a shot at the doctor’s office that terrified me most as a child. My biggest fear was that I might grow up to be like my poor aunt Agnes, the one who never married and who never had children.

Aunt Agnes was living proof that there are no guarantees in life and that was what frightened me so. It seemed that all little girls were expected to grow up, get married, and have families; so, to my six-year-old way of thinking, Aunt Agnes was a deviation from all that was normal. She was the only woman I knew who never had a husband or a baby, and that seemed to separate her from all the so-called “normal” people in the world.

No one ever spoke openly about her life circumstances, and I learned at an early age that questions regarding the matter were strictly off-limits. The world seemed to pity Agnes, and there was always an air of tragedy and emptiness about her. From a very young age, I was certain I didn’t want my life to turn out like hers.

I was positive—because everyone had told me so—that I was going to grow up to marry a wonderful man and have lots of babies with him. Marriage and motherhood were presented to me as the ultimate goal, and I spent many joyful childhood hours preparing for those roles. My best friend and I “played house,” vowed to be bridesmaids at each other’s weddings, and dreamed of our wedding day as we pushed our toy baby strollers around the block.

Yet, even in the midst of such blissful daydreaming, I do remember some disturbing doubts creeping in about just how joyous a life that might actually be.

Take “Betsy Wetsy,” for instance. She was a very popular baby doll when I was growing up in the 1950s. She came complete with a plastic baby bottle that could be filled with water, a hole in her mouth that fit perfectly over the nipple, and a cloth diaper that became wet a moment after she was “fed.” While other little girls marveled at this doll’s lifelike qualities, it occurred to me what a chore she really was. Being one of seven children myself, I had already fed and diapered my share of real babies. At the tender age of eight, I was beginning to ask questions more appropriate of twenty. What was so fun about this? Why did I need another hungry mouth to feed or another dirty diaper to change? What I found most disturbing of all was that no one seemed to have much of an answer for me, other than this was supposed to be a young girl’s idea of entertainment.

Though I wanted to believe that life would be perfect once I found a husband and had a baby, the circumstances that I saw around me didn’t always validate that belief. There were times when I delighted in cuddling and playing with my infant siblings, but there were also times when motherhood looked suspiciously like a never-ending chain of chores. Nagging doubts began creeping in, and I began feeling torn between the desire to be a mother and the wish to have a life that included adventure, freedom, and independence. I even wondered if God had made a mistake when he made me and had really intended me to be a boy. Quite honestly, building tree forts looked like a lot more fun than changing Betsy Wetsy’s soaked diapers, but, of course, statements like that were frowned upon.

My biggest concern was that if I didn’t hold tight to the motherhood dream, I would be cast into a world that would probably eat me alive. Who would protect me? Who would love or care about me? What possible purpose could I serve? Even more frightening, Who would show me the way if my way wasn’t motherhood? What else were girls supposed to do? I had no idea. I knew there were women who never married or had children, but it seemed the best they could hope for was mere survival. You never heard of them flourishing or being ecstatically happy. No, spinsterhood was too scary a prospect. Forcing myself to fit in seemed like the only logical answer.

In the end then, I decided to swallow my nagging doubts. After all, my options appeared quite limited. During the 1950s, even if a little girl had her eye on a career, the only ones open to her seemed to be nursing or teaching.

Since I was never very fond of school, I certainly didn’t think I wanted to spend my adult life in a classroom, so I chose nursing as my profession. Besides, everyone told me it was only until I got married, right? I guess that somehow explained the notoriously low salaries of nurses and teachers.

I listened carefully to the messages that my Irish, Catholic, conservative world was giving me, and I did all the things I thought were expected of me. I finished high school, graduated college, and most important, kept my eye open for Mr. Right.

Only Mr. Right never showed up. Or maybe I just didn’t notice him. By my late twenties, I decided that he must have been killed in Vietnam, since so many of my virile young peers had been sent there. For a time, I even thought that probably the federal government should send me some kind of monetary compensation for having killed my husband, even though I hadn’t met him. How could I have if they had drafted him to some remote corner of the world, then asked him to die for his country?
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