







Praise for Susan Johnson’s A BETTER WOMAN


“Johnson lays bare her broken body, sharp mind, and alternately wounded and soaring heart [in] an affecting memoir of loss and pain, strength and survival, fear and despair, love and joy. She successfully captures the unique season of her life that made her ‘a better woman,’ through both the living and the writing of it.”

—Publishers Weekly




“Brilliant…. I learned more about childbirth, time, being a woman artist, independence, love, courage, and vulnerability from this book than any other I can think of.”

—Caryl Phillips, author of Crossing the River




“Johnson has dived into the coldest depths of human experience and surfaced with a book that transcends her own pain to offer thrilling secrets and hard-won knowledge.”

—The Sydney Morning Herald




“Besides being a rare document of the way art can suffer from life, Johnson’s memoir is, more broadly, a testament to what new motherhood means.”

—The Independent (U.K.) 




“Susan Johnson’s memoir is as deeply mesmerizing as any I have read.”

—The Age
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Perhaps a better woman after all,
 With chubby children hanging on my neck
 To keep me low and wise.

ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING, AURORA LEIGH




Between my finger and my thumb
 The squat pen rests.
 I’ll dig with it.

SEAMUS HEANEY, DIGGING




Foreword


There is an advertisement appearing on television here in Melbourne as I write extolling the benefits of a certain breakfast cereal. In the ad several attractive young women, beautifully career-suited, moneyed, some with perfectly mannered children, speak confidently and boastfully about how they successfully manage to control their own lives. 

Speaking straight to the camera, they tell us that this sense of control starts from their bodies up. In other words, if you can successfully control what goes into your body, how it is exercised, watered and fed, then you have taken the first crucial step towards self mastery. 

It’s my body, it’s my life is the message and I once believed this myself. Until my body failed me, I too believed myself captain of my ship, mistress of everything I surveyed. I am a fully-fledged member of an arrogant generation, schooled in the notion of rights. 

My generation believed in the right to control our own bodies, the right to have a baby if we wanted one, whether or not we lived with other women or with our child’s father or on our own. We believed completely in inventing our own reality, that whatever we wanted we had an inalienable right to get. 

In short, we pretty much believed we had a right to anything and were in complete control of every damn thing.

These days, I am not so sure about inalienable rights and absolute control. These days, everything good in my life strikes me as a blessing, a fragile, happy gift held in trust. I have no idea how I came by these blessings, nor when or if they will be taken away again, but I certainly know that it is not my will alone which holds them. 

My swaggering days, you see, are well and truly over.

This book, like all books, is composed of half truth and half lie. The lie dwells in the gathering together, in the shaping of lived experience and the clearing of dross. Real life is full of dross, the plod of maintenance, and much of it is lived in the dark. Although this book is not fiction, it shares fiction’s pruning and shaping and therefore cannot hope to offer you my naked self laid bare. 

Besides, as I came to write it, I discovered things about my own writing I did not know. I discovered, for example, that although I had long believed that my writing was a process by which I brought the world closer, making everything more real or at least more understandable, more mine, this was not always the complete truth. 

I found this out the night before I was to undergo an operation in which my stomach was to be sliced open and a section of bowel brought to the surface through which I was afterwards meant to expel faeces. 

In one flash on that fearful night I suddenly saw that instead of bringing reality closer, my writing was acting as a buffer zone between reality and me. I had always thought my work was an exposure, a peeling back, but I understood then that I was recording what was happening to me as a way of stepping outside the reality of waking up the next afternoon with a bag of shit stuck to my belly. 

And as well as this, which may surprise you given the nature of this book, I am paranoid about my privacy. I hate people knowing my business, I hate being the subject of speculative, idle gossip and, above all (and this is where the writer’s egomaniacal dream of control comes in), I hate it when people get the story wrong.

I have such a strong regard for my own privacy, together with a morbid fear of being pitied, that some of my close friends will be learning for the first time in these pages the full story of what happened to me after the birth of my sons. 

I did not wilfully deceive them. It was just that I could hardly bear to have been such a failure at having a baby, an event in human life we know to be both ordinary and extraordinary but which we mostly take to be a commonplace. An emergency temporary colostomy as a result of giving birth does not feature anywhere in our romanticised imagery of new mothers and babies triumphantly awash in flowers, breast milk and champagne. 

Frankly, I was also uncomfortable talking about the mechanics of pooing into a plastic bag. I did not want people staring at my stomach in an attempt to locate a lump; I did not want people to unconciously move away from me. One or two of the few people I told did exactly that. 

If I could not talk to my friends then (or, in one particularly painful period, to my husband), I could write everything down in the cheap red and black Chinese notebook I had bought in London when I was first deliriously pregnant. As always in my life, my writing was my confessional, my salvation, my buffer zone and perhaps even my life raft. 

The same book which recorded my terrors over the colostomy had also captured my tentative forays into imagining myself a mother and, later, after Caspar’s birth, my son’s feed times, and hastily scribbled descriptions, such as how I found his first tooth accidentally one morning: it felt like a tiny, frilled shell beneath my finger. 

For months and months I did not write in my book at all because I lived as if beneath the sea. Every now and again I would surface from that sleepless, exhausting round of feeding Caspar, changing him, soothing him, washing his nappies, to see that the season had changed or to notice with a shock that my son no longer looked like a newborn baby. 

Nonetheless, that same scribbled red and black book forms the skeleton of this story. You may be wondering by now why someone who purports to be as protective of her privacy as I am would then allow that story to be published in a book revealing intimate details about the failings of her vagina. My answer to that lies in the same place as my inability to disclose such details face to face with my friends: only in my writing am I free to express the unutterable. 

Only writing allows me to glimpse the quivering of my own consciousness. Only writing allows me the freedom to be shameless, to exist without reserve, oblivious to consequence. Paradoxically, too, only writing allows me the privacy of my own thoughts, the setting free of everything I know without censorship or boundaries. If you met me face to face I could not begin to describe to you the shape of the place I have been but my writing could do it. 

As such, I cannot regard this book as embarrassingly confessional, and certainly not brave as some have suggested. It exists simply because I am a writer and writing to me is like breathing. I did not become a writer as a career option; writing things down is the only way I know of existing. 

Whether or not I need to publish my personal findings (or indeed whether anyone will be interested) is of course an entirely different matter. Here I offer you such reasons as money to feed myself and my children, an interested publisher who originally thought she was going to get a writer’s journal about the first year of motherhood but ended up with something else entirely, plus a desire on my part to bring to light the experience of one woman and mother because our stories have long been dismissed as trivial and ‘only’ domestic. If my particular story has resonance for just one reader I shall be happy.

So, you see, a book composed of half truth and half lie. As the teller of the tale I have revealed only those details I wish you to know. I have already confessed to you about the lying part but I hope there is truth here too. My own truth, certainly, glimpsed only briefly, en passant, on its way to becoming something else but still truth of a kind. 

Because there are other people besides myself involved in this story there are other versions of truth I have necessarily left out. While I am free to write about myself I am not free to write about my husband or my sons. My husband would undoubtedly offer you another kind of truth, but his version (with his agreement) will largely go unrecorded here. Les was there but back at camp, so to speak, while I was hunkered down in a ditch at the front line. 

I will tell you however that he had serious doubts about my publishing this book at all. These doubts had to do with his belief that no-one wants to know the bad stories about pregnancy and childbirth, that no-one really wants to hear about what can go wrong, and that by publishing such a story I was placing myself directly in the line of fire. 

He worried that, like the New Age philosophies which blame the cancer patient for getting cancer, readers would be quick to find a reason why I had brought such a catastrophe upon myself, as a way of distancing themselves from the thought of such a catastrophe ever happening to them. He said people were quick to assign the label ‘loser’, in an unconscious urge to isolate the grotesque from their midst. 

Here I stand anyway, your worst nightmare, bringing back news from the pit.

I want to reassure anyone reading this who is pregnant or contemplating having a baby that what happened to me happens to very few women. Births resulting in recto-vaginal fistulas are virtually unheard of in the western world today, and Australian surgeons specialising in the condition are likely to see perhaps three or four cases a year. My own doctor has treated only a handful of such women. It is the women of the third world, giving birth without recourse to stitches and sterile conditions who continue to suffer fistulas. Most Australian women only know what a fistula is because of a television documentary on the work of the Australian gynaecologist Catherine Hamlin in Ethopia. 

For a middle-class woman of the first world to be left with a minuscule passage running between the vagina and rectum following a repair of a third-degree tear is extraordinary bad luck. For a further repair of that fistula to fail, resulting in a temporary colostomy, is a worst-case scenario. 

Thankfully, the vast majority of babies born in the west are delivered safe and whole, and their mothers with them. The human body is an astonishing thing and the wonder of it can be witnessed in those myriad births where the muscles and nerves and heart work gloriously together to bring a child to light and to leave a mother unscathed. I have a new respect for the body (and a new cold fear) which I certainly did not have before I gave birth. 

But I have to warn you I have also learnt that giving birth brings a woman the closest she will ever come to the tender heart of life. Life and death will be right in the room with you, you will feel life’s breath upon your face and know the throb of life’s blood. 

You will sense for a moment the meaning of existence, how fragile the membrane is between life and death, and then the curtains will close again on life’s mystery and you will be left with only the vaguest dream. 

These then are my memories, my vague dreams, half truths and half lies. Reader, here are some things which happened.



1 Getting Ready to Fall



When we are green, still half-created, we believe that
 our dreams are rights, that the world is disposed to
 act in our best interests, and that falling and dying are
 for quitters. We live on the innocent and monstrous
 assurance that we alone, of all the people ever born,
 have a special arrangement whereby we will be
 allowed to stay green forever.

TOBIAS WOLFF, THIS BOY’S LIFE



The year that I turned thirty-five, my arms began to feel empty. I remember a moment when I was sitting behind my lover in a car driving through France, staring at the back of his head. Everybody in the car was talking but all I was conscious of was a longing in my empty arms to form themselves into that ancient female crook and cradle a baby. 

I was living in Paris then, and my sixtyish, childless painter friend Simone confirmed that this longing first struck the body. ‘My own body did not need it,’ she said in English, without sentiment or regret. ‘You must find out if yours does.’ 

My lover was an Italian—American who spoke heavily accented French. His character had a large dose of American schmaltz and an Italian love of drama, and inside his head were screened private soaps in which he imagined himself as the war/foreign correspondent who finally settles down with a difficult but artistic Australian. 

He cried easily and was terribly kind. He had thin lips and when I first kissed them I imagined myself falling into a kind of black abyss. I had separated from my English husband and left Hong Kong only a short time before and was not sure I wanted to kiss anyone. 

I told him this but it only increased his ardour. The less available I was the more he wanted me, and it took days, weeks and months for him to convince me that his hands bore no weapons and that his fleshless lips opened into softness. With one finger I traced a line down his flesh and was surprised to find his skin’s tenderness. 

Perhaps because I found myself hopeless I was writing a novel about hope. I lived in a large room with a tiny kitchen and a shower installed in a kind of cupboard. The room was off one of Paris’s poorer streets and when I lay in bed I could clearly hear my neighbour’s stream of piss hit the bowl of the toilet above me. 

I tried to forget my lost husband as best I could but pain often roared in my chest. Yet paradoxically I was often exhilarated, when words rushed down my arm and out my blue pen, when I sipped a café crème and happened to look up at the dusty Paris sky. At times I even felt lucky. 

My lover and I often talked of children even though we were virtual strangers. Once he sobbed in bed late at night when he spoke of the mutilated bodies of children he had seen in a river in El Salvador. I held him and my small room was crowded with our mutual terror. 

I had never thought of myself as someone capable of ever having children. I thought it was what normal people did, people whose bodies and hearts and minds functioned in a way mine did not. 

This conviction arose, in the first place, from an awareness that my body was not like everyone else’s. My mother and I still dispute this, but I say I was aware of the hole in my chest as early as six, when I fell off a fishing wall onto rocks covered with oyster shells and had to take off most of my clothes so my rescuers could get to the wounds. 

In my version I remember trying desperately to cling onto my shirt to cover my terrible flaw: between my flat nipples there was a large hole, as though God punched his clenched fist into me before he let me out. I already knew that no other children, including my two younger brothers, had this imperfection and that it somehow marked me. 

I remember standing in the sun holding in front of me a blue Hawaiian shirt while fresh blood streamed down my arms. There was blood on my legs, on my face, in my eyes, but all I was worried about was hanging onto the shirt so that no-one would see how different I was, that I was not a normal girl.

Even years later, after I turned sixteen and the hole was repaired by breaking my sternum and re-setting it with a steel pin, I never felt myself to be like everyone else. 

Now that my sons are here I sometimes find myself watching too carefully the flare of bones in their tiny boys’ chests, on the lookout for the smallest hint of collapse. 

I believe now that the bones which formed me physically formed me in other ways too. Many people who grow up into writers experience themselves as different, left on the sidelines by illness, physical uniqueness, tragedy, some profound notion of their own solitariness. Only children often become writers, children from toxic marriages, children whose interior worlds somehow became more radiant than the regular world witnessed by eyes. 

I believe now that I wrote myself into life. Before I learnt how to do it I lived as if blind, forever raging against the dark. Learning how to write illuminated life itself for me, letting me see fully for the first time its shape and dimensions. 

Before I learnt to write I did not know who I was. I was young, of course, but back then it always seemed that I was living in the wrong place, with the wrong people. I remember miserable early years living with a man who was totally unsuitable for me and sharing a house with his politically active friends. It was the late 1970s; I was nineteen, twenty; everyone else was closer to thirty and appeared to know everything. 

I would sit in our room trying to get the courage up to say something at a meeting, or even at dinner, but whenever I was in a room filled with people having a discussion about the banning of street marches in Queensland I noticed the wrong things. I noticed that a woman had been crying, for example, or that someone’s hands shook or that so-and-so appeared to have an unrequited crush on the dark, good-looking man in the corner. In other words, I was a writer. I was a witness to the small, unspoken gestures which reveal felt life, I was in love with the idea of making sense of everything I saw. 

I did not yet know how to write but I was already full of yearning. I felt strangled by inarticulateness, choked up with all the million things I wanted to say and it was only when I held a pen in my hand that I felt soothed and the world became untangled. I longed to grab life by the throat and wrest it into some kind of beautiful pattern so that other people might recognise the weave. I wanted to move people in the same way I had been moved by books which illuminated the experience of being alive and breathing. I wanted to write the truest things I knew. 

I see now that I also wished to create or invent myself. I do not understand how other people can live their lives without this. For me, living without writing, without trying to make messages from chaos, would be like living in exile from the deepest part of myself. 

It seemed to me that my body grew older faster than the rest of me. At thirty-five I sometimes still imagined myself a young girl bursting free, smashing imaginary fathers and impossible husbands and anything else which stood in my way. I was embarrassingly unmade on the inside, still groping on the water’s edge while my same-aged friends had long ago swum away. 

If at thirty-five I knew without a doubt that writing was to be my life’s work, I was less confident about my ability to love and be loved in return. I remember being stung when my Paris lover remarked that my books were way ahead of me and it was vital that I catch up. 

I secretly looked upon my best friend Emma in Brisbane as a grown-up, with her long-time husband, her two children, her steady, everything-in-place life. She had a proper house and a car, living-room furniture: she knew what she would be doing from one month to the next. 

I thought of women who had given birth as having passed through one of life’s most crucial doors, mothers somehow rendered unable to reveal the secrets they had found on the other side to those non-mothers who had not passed through. 

The year I turned thirty-five I began to sense clumsily that I must find a way to move forward into the second half of my life, to find a way to grow up properly. I certainly did not believe that the only way of doing this was by having a child, I only knew that I had come to the end of myself. It was clear even to me that the old way of being myself was no longer working and that unless I wanted to spend the rest of my life emotionally atrophied I had better act. 

Meanwhile, my body had its own plans. All the while I was trying to compose a mature intellectual and rational framework in which to answer the question of whether or not to have a child, my body believed it already had the solution. I felt like a fruit ready to burst, ripe with longing: I was pure sensation, physical craving, tangible as hunger or thirst. My body was yearning to be taken over, filled up, my blood longed to feed a living thing not itself. 

No matter how hard I tried to think about the effect a child would have on my life and work (and I believed very seriously in Cyril Connolly’s dictum that ‘the pram in the hall’ was chief among the enemies of promise) I could not calm the clamouring in my veins. 

I thought of all the woman writers throughout history who had not had children, and it seemed to me that childless woman writers vastly outnumbered those with children. I did not know if having a child would mean the end of my creative life, if a single, irreversible act of physical creation would imperil my inner creative self. My writing was myself, my writing had made me and I did not know who I would be without it. 

I remembered too how I had believed for a long time that having a child meant the end of your active life, shutting forever the door to adventure, to daring, to chance. 

I knew without doubt that children were messy, noisy, sometimes boring, that they ate up your time, your energy, your very core and yet … and yet … I wanted one. I wanted something difficult and all-consuming, something powerful and obliterating, some experience of life I could not walk away from. 

In short, I wanted to feel the weight of life. It seemed to me that I had always floated above life, above commitment, above responsibility, that I had somehow failed to enmesh myself in the fabric of living. As Doris Lessing wrote of herself in her autobiography, in words that also happened to fit me, I had ‘rejected the human condition, which is to be trapped by circumstances’. 

And, as if all this wanting wasn’t enough, I also wanted the right man to make my imaginary baby with. I wanted love with which to knit our child, soft kisses and warm skin to make his bones. I wanted a baby to grow from the strength and wrap of my lover’s arms, an organic offshoot of happiness. 

Of course I see now that all this wanting, such a terrible blind urge to be pregnant and loved, carried with it the seeds of disaster as well as of redemption. In a novel by Diane Johnson, a character is described as being ‘one of those people whose lives progress like one of those charts of heart attack, serrated peaks and valleys like shark’s teeth’. 

My life is like that: I got my baby made out of tenderness and a peak higher than clouds, but I also got a husband who feels he did not get as much choice about a baby as he should have. I got my baby knitted with love but I also got a badly broken body and a valley far, far from light. 

When I married my first husband on a rainy day in London, my lips trembled. I had starved myself the month before and had practised saying the registry office words over and over. I thought they would halt in my mouth on the day, but they came out entirely whole. 

Afterwards we went to a swank London hotel with my best friend Emma’s aunt and cousins. Emma’s aunt, a psychotherapist, had already tried to warn me off marrying someone I had known only three months but I wanted love to split me open and I heard nothing but the roar of want in my ears. 

I had already had a bad falling out with another friend in Australia who had written to suggest that we have the honeymoon without getting married. How dare you? I wrote back. Have I ever told you bow to run your life?

I was so convinced I was doing the right thing I would have killed anyone who had tried to stop me. All my instincts were telling me it was right, every nerve and muscle and fibre in my body screamed out that my husband was going to be my husband for the rest of my life. 

In Hong Kong six months later a voice inside me tried to announce I had been wrong. I immediately stilled it, but I was flooded with shame, horrified by what was to come. 

If my own instincts were so wrong, how could I trust anything again? You can see, can’t you, how willing I have been to risk everything, to believe in the one, shining redemptive act. My friend Emma once said she admired above all my ability to take risks, but if daring to leave the safe world of nice, responsible men, of fulltime work, the world of sick pay, holiday pay and mortgages had led me to the charm of a tiny rented flat in Paris, holidays in friends’ houses in Corsica, whirlwind romances with unsuitable men and a writing life which I mostly loved, it had also led me to broken relationships and relative poverty (those old peaks and valleys). Many times (and more recently than I care to remember) I literally had only a few dollars to my name and I questioned the wisdom of leaping. 

I think in many ways I have been an impulsive child, oblivious as any three year old playing catch by the road, heedless of the speeding traffic in her ecstatic dash for the ball. 

My first husband and I had quickly spoken of babies. We had identically crooked eyeteeth and the very first night we had dinner together in Paris we joked that so would our children. 

I was thirty-two then, and in reality children seemed to me a long way off. In reality I suffered a kind of psychic terror every time I thought seriously of children. It seemed to me that whatever I was made of was not strong enough to bear it, either physically or emotionally. 

I was not yet ready either to relinquish the stage, to gladly pass the torch to those coming up from behind. If secretly I felt I could not yet handle the responsibility of children, I also felt a mean-spirited urge to keep hogging the light. My life was still unfurling, I was still having trouble imagining myself fully grown, let alone imagining someone else’s growing. 

In short, as I’m sure you will agree, I was remarkably self-centred, emotionally stranded somewhere around adolescence. Is it any wonder that my marriage began to fall apart around my head, that my husband and I began to squabble like the children we were? 

Some readers (and the occasional friend) think of my novels as my life served up re-heated, but I know my actual life is not shaped like fiction at all. My books are my means of ordering the world to attention: in real life husbands never go in the direction I want them to go and I can never see well enough in the dark. 

At some point after I left my husband I slunk back to Australia. If I had been able I would have told no-one of my return and never set foot outside the door, so total was my sense of humiliation. For the first time in my life I felt that I was fundamentally broken and might never heal, that whatever old tricks I had used before to get myself to stand up again were no longer of any use. 

Amazingly, I kept writing the novel about hope while all hope inside me was extinguished. While I felt my old self to be effectively dead I kept doggedly writing about a boy whose hopeful innocence saved him. 

At some point I went back to Paris again and took up with the Italian—American lover who tried to convince me I was not dead. I believe his own grief was attracted to mine and that he thought he could save me. 

I no longer remember the exact steps I took in my growing-up journey. I know only that it had something to do with the collapse of my first marriage and the great jolt that gave me, along with the kindness of my Italian-American lover, even though I subsequently learned that he loved me best when I was grief-stricken and far away, and that when I turned my face towards him he grew afraid. 

It had to do, too, with long nights by myself where I stared down my own aloneness and dared imagine that I might be growing old. Somehow I began to feel that I had passed through barren land to end up in a place where I was comfortable enough to invite other people (even a baby) in. 

By the time I met in London the Australian man who was to become my second husband, I felt both larger and smaller, calmer and certainly humbler. I no longer saw my life as an endless vista opening eternally before me. 

A woman friend of roughly the same age as me had died of AIDS contracted through heterosexual sex, and I had gone through a crazy time of projecting my inner fears onto something outer, even convincing myself at one stage that I too had contracted AIDS, no matter how impossible, no matter how many tests I had which proved otherwise, no matter that a small rational part of me knew all along that I was being wildly irrational. Yet somehow I managed to come out the other side, finally able to experience myself as a fully-grown, middle-aged woman. 

By the time I met my second husband I was ready for a baby and, just before I turned thirty-eight, several months after we were married, my body finally got its reward. 

In no pregnancy book I read then or since was there a description of what was about to happen to my body. If my body had been impatient for metamorphosis, it was about to undergo its greatest crisis, in a catastrophic change more akin to decay than to fruition. 

If I had known then what giving birth was to cost me, would I have ever dared to fall pregnant?

Yes, yes. A thousand times, yes.

Even now, remembering all the pain and suffering I have lived through, I would go through it all again. Even now, knowing that the freakish outcome of Caspar’s birth was to make me feel like a freak all over again, I have never once wished him away. Every day I count myself lucky to have him. 

I have felt the full weight of life upon me.



2 Metamorphosis



For years I dreamt you
 my lost child, a face unpromised.
 I gathered you in, gambling,
 making maps over your head.
 You were the beginning of a wish

KATHERINE GALLAGHER, FIRSTBORN



I did not believe I was really pregnant, still less that I was capable of delivering to the world a living, breathing child with a proper head, a body, two arms and two legs. So entrenched in me was the idea that I was faultily made, I could not imagine anything emerging from my body which was not faulty as well. 

I had suffered an excruciatingly painful miscarriage only months before, and expected blood every time I looked down. This time, when two distinct blue stripes on the home pregnancy testing kit had revealed I was once again pregnant, I did not scream with joy and do a war dance around the house but sat soberly on the edge of the bath, holding the test in my hands. 

Early days, I told myself, so far to travel. 

Besides Les, I dared not tell anyone I was pregnant, believing superstitiously that if I counted my chickens before they hatched, they might not hatch at all. Yet despite the earlier miscarriage I could not help feeling lucky. 

But before my baby even had a chance to reveal his shape in my belly, great questions began to be asked about him.

On my first visit to the young female doctor in Greenwich, where we were living, she asked whether I wished to consider genetic testing. I was about to turn thirty-eight and the risk of delivering a baby with a chromosomal abnormality (mainly Down’s Syndrome) increases with maternal age. 

There were a number of options open to me, she explained in a cool professional voice, and I remember trying not to stare too closely at photographs of her own whole, safely delivered children. 

All non-invasive tests such as blood tests and the like, she went on, could only indicate probabilities, while the invasive tests such as Chorionic Villus Sampling (CVS) and amniocentesis gave definite answers but carried a 1 per cent to 2 per cent chance of miscarriage. 

I looked at her. Having already gone through one miscarriage I dared not risk another.

‘And how does the chance of miscarriage compare with the chance of having a Down’s Syndrome baby?’

She looked back at me. ‘I think the chance of having a miscarriage as a result of invasive tests is slightly higher, but they’re pretty comparable,’ she replied. 

Something must have registered on my face, something of the anguish and panic and longing raging inside me, because she immediately looked away again and began riffling around in her desk. 

‘I just got something the other day about this new, non-invasive test which is part of a research project at King’s College. Ah, here we are,’ she said, pulling a brochure from the drawer and running a finger down a line of figures. ‘You’re 38, aren’t you?’ she went on without waiting for my reply. ‘According to this there’s a 1 in 165 risk of fetal chromosomal abnormality.’ 

I sat there, between a rock and a hard place, momentarily swept of questions.

‘I suppose it all comes down to how you view disability,’ the doctor went on. ‘Some women would rather risk a miscarriage than give birth to a disabled child. They don’t think they could cope, it’s as simple as that. They have no qualms, either, about terminating a pregnancy if the tests reveal an abnormality. 

‘Other women don’t want to risk an invasive test which could endanger a perfectly healthy fetus. They’d rather take the chance and have the baby, disabled or not, than have no baby at all.’ 

I sat there, famous amongst my friends as one of life’s big risk takers, wishing someone who was bigger than me would come into the room and tell me what to do. I had lost completely any taste I ever had for gambling.

It was the first time in my entire adult existence I found myself up against life itself, the big mystery at the centre of us all. I have already told you I was a late developer, and I had managed to get to almost forty without death or destruction fingering me directly; I harboured no thwarted wishes, no sense that life had ever said no to me. Even the miscarriage I regarded as a temporary setback and never once imagined it to be my last chance. As you know, I had also suffered personal failures, broken hearts and lost husbands, but I cannot say I ever felt I had been denied what I truly wanted. Even my failures I knew I had something to do with, even if I could not have said exactly what I had done to bring about my undoing at the time. I am embarrassed to say that up until that moment in the doctor’s surgery, I believed myself to be the supreme architect of my own life. 
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