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Mommy Delirious 



Introduction 


Just moments after I gave birth to our daughter, my partner, Faith, scooped up the baby, cooed into her squishy newborn face, and said, “Hello there. I’m your mommy.” 


I wanted to kill her. Faith, that is. 


Granted I was doped up on hormones, painkillers, and fatigue. Granted I had been up all night struggling to learn how to place my cracked and excruciating nipples into our child’s rosebud of a mouth so that I might oƒer up every ounce of nourishment and energy I had left in me. Granted I had not had an Advil, a glass of wine, or sushi in a very long time. Still. 


Who was Faith to call herself Mommy? 


I wanted to be Mommy, the only mommy. Yes, we both had planned for the birth of our child; yes, we both had been present and accounted for at her conception; yes, we both were women. But hadn’t I earned it? 


And so we were oƒ, into the beautiful—though often unexpectedly complex—terrain of two-mommy parenting. To extend the metaphor, we soon learned that this new land that was our home, while frequented by many, remained virtually uncharted. Where were the guidebooks? Where were the stories from other settlers? As a new biological mother, I had at my disposal mommies’ groups, lactation consultants, my obstetrician, and my own mother, all of whom wished to share advice, support, and stories of their own similar initiation into parenthood. But where was Faith’s experience? Where were the anecdotes from women who, like Faith, had opted to postpone or forgo their own birthing experience to assist their female partner in hers? Where were the tales of life at home raising another woman’s child, a child who is also your own, but 
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in a wholly diƒerent way? Faith needed them. I needed them. And one day our daughter would need them, too. 


A search for literature on the subject revealed a sad wealth of horrid and fearsome custody tales, news, and scientific reports about the battles between women over their children, made all the more painful and divisive as they had the added pressure of creating precedence for custody cases yet to come. There were stories about states that forbid adoption by same-sex parents, and harrowing tales of a biological mother’s relatives exercising their assumed blood rights over those of a nonbiological mother. While valid and critical to our understanding of the social and political impact of same-sex parenting, these stories provided little in the way of support and/or relief. They emphasized the need for adequate legal safeguards—wills and powers of attorney, second-parent same-sex adoption when possible—but shed no light on the everyday experiences of the nonbiological mother. Legalities aside, lacking were what we needed most: tales from the front lines of nonbiological motherhood, optimistic, funny stories of otherwise happy and contented lesbian moms struggling to make sense of their family structures at the playground, at PTA meetings, in car pools listening to three-year-olds discuss what it means to have two moms, or when slamming headlong into unanticipated maternal longings—their own as well as those of their biomom partner. (As far as this bio mom was concerned, the reluctance to share the title mommy was just the tip of my biological iceberg). 


The narratives in this anthology are stories from these settlers. They are anecdotes about what it means to be a macho butch politico more accustomed to passing as a man than as a mother, or a woman grieving her own infertility while supporting a partner who has easily become pregnant for the second time. They are honest, candid confessions of jealousy experienced while watching a partner breastfeed, and exasperation at having to come out publicly a dozen times a week in response to the question, “Who’s the daddy?” These are the stories from childbirth class, from the nursery in the middle of the night and the tot lot first thing in the morning. They are humorous and poignant, exquisitely personal and deeply reflective. 


Confessions of the Other Mother is not a guidebook, because as any of the women featured here will tell you, there are no universal rules for two-mommy parenting—or any parenting, for that matter. It’s more like a campfire around which a nonbiological lesbian mom can listen to tales told by a bunch of gals making the same journey as she. It’s a place where that same exhausted mom might at last slap her knee and exclaim, “I know exactly what you mean!” 


The essays that make up the first part of the book, “Birth, Babies, and Beyond,” explore the experience of nonbiological motherhood from conception to raising children. Almost every author addresses the issue universal to lesbian couples desirous of biological children: Which one of us will get pregnant? But from there they diverge, with some women using the brief telling of a moment in their lives as parents or parents-to-be to convey the emotional significance of their role: watching a partner breastfeed, battling insensitive bureaucracy in the maternity ward. Others consider the place in society their mothering has created with longer pieces that capture both the personal and political sides of nonbiological mothering. Still others challenge the presumptions of language, suggesting that all female parents need not be mothers, and that words like non-biological and non-birthmother are negatives that do no justice to the very positive fact of a woman’s parenting. 


Because lesbians have at their disposal varieties of parenting that far exceed those available to couples sporting opposite genders, I have included two shorter sections. “Mucking with the Stuƒ” gives voice to women who have straddled both sides of the mothering fence. In it we hear from two biological moms whose partners chose to become pregnant, as well as from two nonbiological mothers who later birthed a child. In “Arriving When the Show Has Started,” a lesbian “stepmom” shares her story of picking up the parenting pieces upon uniting with a recently divorced woman and her two sons. 


Some of the essays are funny. Some are sad. Some are both. All are riveting enough to keep you up at night pondering the meaning of motherhood, parenthood, and the nuclear family. This is a campfire, after all. Hold tight to your marshmallow. 


*** 



During share time at a group for new (biological) mommies, I confessed my dirty little secret about wanting to be the only mom in the house, wanting to delegate to Faith some new word that does not yet exist to represent her role as parent. Thinking myself homophobic, an embarrassment to gay parents everywhere, I was shocked when the only other lesbian mom in the group nodded her head. 


“Me too,” she said guiltily. 


As both Faith and I are Jewish (albeit of the nonpracticing variety) a well-meaning heterosexual mommy suggested Faith refer to herself as ima, the Hebrew word for mother. This seemed to me like a great idea. Maybe we would even join a temple to lend it context. 


“You be Ima,” was Faith’s response. 


“But I’m her mother, her American mother.” 


“So am I.” 


That it took me some time to grasp that Faith was as much our daughter’s mother as she was a red-blooded, blue-state American, I blame now—thanks to my contributors—on the limitations of language rather than my own lack of comprehension. With no name for her role, Faith had only her heart to guide her as she carved a place in the world for herself and our family. Sheepishly, I shoved over and made room. 


Ultimately, our daughter decided for us. She refers to us as Mommy Faith and Mommy Harlie. Sometimes, to save breath, when either one of us will do, she shouts from across the house, “Mommies!” 


This collection is dedicated to Faith, and to nonbiological lesbian moms everywhere who grapple not only with the usual trials and tribulations of parenthood, but also with the sometimes arduous and revolutionary task of creating their own role as mother/parent in their homes as well as in the outside, Cheerios- and Elmo-filled, world. It’s for the women who would remind us that, just because they are women with children, they are not necessarily “moms” or “mommies.” It’s for those who until now have had to look toward fathers in an eƒort to locate themselves in the vast open waters of parenting. These are your stories. May they provide support and laughter, strength and kinship, and may they serve to educate the rest of us as to the historical enormity and cultural significance of mothering. Have at it, girls! 


Harlyn Aizley 


Boston, Massachusetts 








Confessions of the Other Mother 








part 1. 


Birth, Babies, and Beyond 




Watching 



Amie Klempnauer Miller 


It has been three weeks and two days since my partner, Jane, and I stood in our bright pink bathroom, gaping as the second line on the pregnancy-test stick turned indisputably blue. After ten years of talking about it, a year and a half of trying to get pregnant myself, and a squirt of thawed donor sperm for Jane, we are apparently going to have a baby. 


Nearly every day since then, Jane has crawled home from her job as an administrator at the University of Minnesota and gone immediately to sleep, lying like a fallen soldier on the battlefield. She hauls herself up to wolf back a plate or two of food, then shu~es back to her pillows. She lies unmoving on the bed or the couch, our two cats sprawled blissfully on top of her. In these early days of gestation, she is all hormone, her breasts swelling, her energy sapped by a creature still smaller than a sesame seed. 


Meanwhile, my inner guy is coming out of the closet. I feel urgently, irrationally protective of Jane. I want to stand guard over her, to protect her from drafts, from worry, from bacteria-laden soft cheese, from cat litter, from free-floating germs. I want to tell her what to do and what not to do. While she sleeps, I go outside and mow the lawn. I pull weeds in the garden. I turn the compost. I climb an aluminum ladder and clean the gutters. I sweat. I stink. I feel positively virile. 


Is this the role of the nonbiological lesbian mom—to be a faux dad? Am I becoming a DH, the “dear husband”—or designated hitter, for all I know—that all of the straight women write about on the Internet discussion boards I visit? I don’t feel like I need to mimic the paternal role, yet it seems to be finding and claiming me. I am a little worried that I am somehow fueling the stereotypes of right-wing complementarians who argue that every woman needs a man, every man a woman, and ev
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ery child one of each in order to have proper balance in the universe. Maybe major change inherently promotes traditionalism, a grasping for the models most familiar, if not necessarily the most fitting. Or maybe the experience of the unpregnant partner, whatever the gender, follows a predictable pattern, and it’s just that most of the unpregnant partners in the world are men. 


We used to think that I would be the one to get pregnant. Month after month, I went to a clinic in a suburb south of Minneapolis, where the very friendly nurses inseminated me with the sperm of first one donor and then another. I took progesterone, to better the chances that a newly fertilized egg would successfully implant in my uterus. I had a variety of blood tests, to make sure that my follicle-stimulating hormone and my prolactin and my thyroid-stimulating hormone levels were all normal. I had ultrasounds, to make sure that I ovulated. I had a hysterosalpingogram, to determine that my fallopian tubes were unclogged. I refused to take Clomid or to have Jane give me hormone shots, because we had both decided well in advance that we did not want to start down what looked to us like the seductive path of just-one-more-try fertility treatments. That, and we were half convinced that we’d end up with a litter of six babies. After twenty or so inseminations, I stopped. 


We didn’t know at the time what our next step would be. Jane was not yet convinced that she wanted to be pregnant. We briefly explored adoption. We went to work. We came home. We had dinner. We talked. We spent a year this way. Finally, Jane decided that she was ready. We went back to the same clinic, where one of the same nurses did the insemination, but this time Jane lay on the table and I sat in the chair. I expected that we would need to give it five or six tries. Jane got pregnant the very first time. 


Now, in those moments when Jane is not sleeping, we go to the bookstore. We are both believers in the idea that reading bestows control. The trick is finding the right books. In the pregnancy and parenting section of the store, Jane settles down on a chair. There is a mound of books by her side, all explaining to expectant mothers in more or less exhaustive detail what is about to happen to their bodies, what they need to worry about, how to worry less, how to exercise, why they shouldn’t exercise too much, and on and on. 


Meanwhile, I find myself drawn to books for new fathers. Compared with the absolute onslaught of books for pregnant women, who apparently have nothing to do but read, there are surprisingly few volumes directed at men. Based on what I find, dads still seem to be remarkably marginal to the whole process of reproduction. The general pregnancy books mention men in an almost oƒhand way—as in, it’s good to have Dad involved or, Dad can help with parenting by giving Baby a bottle. Many of the books actually targeted at men emphasize manliness: book jackets designed to look like men’s clothing, Guys’ Guides to the mysteries of pregnancy. They are gestational positioning systems, promising to help men navigate the wilderness of pregnancy. 


None of these books expect men to be naturally good at much of anything relating to parenthood except, maybe, teaching the kid to throw a ball. They assume anxiety and a certain cluelessness on the part of new fathers, which may be why I find them consoling. Books for guys provide the most basic information, while books for Mom are far more sophisticated. While Dad learns how to keep from dropping the baby, Mom learns the various hypotheses about what causes colic, the dangers of strep B, and how to do yoga with an infant. 


Finally, I buy a book for stay-at-home dads. I like the topics it covers: balancing childcare and work, defining responsibilities for housework, developing shared family goals. Now that we know Jane is pregnant, we are actively discussing the prospect that I quit my job and take care of the baby. After spending so much time and energy deciding to have a child, neither one of us wants to hand our baby over to a stranger, no matter how much more they might know than we do. Many of the questions faced by stay-at-home dads are also mine. Should I quit my job or work part-time? How will I feel about not earning money? Will it aƒect my self-esteem? How about my virility? How will I feel about being the principal caregiver of our child, but not the (biological) mom? How will Jane feel about going back to work and leaving our baby with me? 


Thinking of myself as a dad, maybe a stay-at-home dad, feels a little safer to me than thinking of myself as a mom, especially when I’m not the one who is pregnant. I distrust maternal instinct, particularly my own. Among the dads, I feel less anxious about becoming a parent. I at least know how to operate the washing machine; in contrast to these guys, I am positively prepared. 


The truth of the matter is that I feel more at home among the dads because I have never thought of myself as a particularly good woman. I have never regretted being female, nor am I even remotely butch; I’m just not very good at girl stuƒ. At my favorite coƒee shop, a young guy who works behind the counter frequently wears a T-shirt that says you make me feel like a natural woman. Every time I see him, I feel reassured. If he feels like a natural woman, then there might be hope for me. 


When I was a teenager, the things that girls were supposed to care about never really registered in my life. Like boys, for instance. I tried several times to have a boyfriend. A couple of them turned out to be gay. On the rare occasions that I was asked out on a date, I became painfully introverted and verbally inept, trying to guess what my lines were when I didn’t even know what play we were in. My most successful relationship was with the boyfriend who lived in New Jersey. I lived in Ohio. 


Growing up, it never occurred to me, mercifully, that perhaps I was unsuccessful with boys because I was meant to look at girls. At the time, I would have been utterly unequipped to deal with the notion. I suppose the warning signs should have been obvious. Other girls developed crushes on Burt Reynolds, while I had a thing for Kristy McNichol; other girls loved the Bee Gees, while my favorite band was Queen. 


What does it mean to be a natural woman? While I was trying to get pregnant, I went to a birthday party to which one of the guests brought her three-week-old daughter. When Baby entered the room, heads spun faster than Linda Blair’s. Women clustered around the still-puckery little girl—whose sandy blonde hair fell onto her forehead, whose tiny, dime-size eyes were closed in sleep. Within seconds, a line formed to hold her. 


Most of the people at the party were lesbians who had no children of their own, although some were in the process of trying to get pregnant. As each person held the baby, someone else would invariably comment, in a tone of coy innuendo, “You look really natural, there.” Eventually the baby was passed to me. I sat in an armchair, believing as I do that it is always best to sit down when holding an infant, in the same way that it’s best to wear gloves and a hat when facing a hazardous situation such as a dead bird on the porch. I tried not to move and barely breathed, convinced that she might suƒer sudden infant death syndrome while lying in my arms. Eventually, as was bound to happen, someone looked at me and said, “You’re looking really natural.” Wink, wink. So does Astroturf, I thought. I certainly didn’t feel natural. I felt fraught with danger. I was aware that at any moment, Pookie’s head could fall oƒ. She could become fatally overheated in her fleece receiving blanket. She could smother in her onesie. 


I feel like a distant cousin to the natural woman, and maybe would have felt even more unnatural as a pregnant woman. But still, I wanted to know what it would feel like to grow a baby. I wanted to know how it would feel to nurse. I wanted to know if I could give birth. 


Now that Jane is pregnant, I acknowledge that I don’t know what I’m doing, but not that I don’t know what’s best for her. I have granted myself the solemn responsibility of being Jane’s protector, although some tiny part of me admits that she has not asked me to do this. I am bossy by temperament, an inclination that is growing in direct proportion to Jane’s rising HCG level. I shoot directions at her like telegrams. Do this. Stop. Do that. Stop. I want her to follow my directions because I am sure it will be good for both her and the baby. I could lighten up, I think. But I don’t. 


“Go take a nap,” I tell Jane, for the fourth or fifth time today. 


“I don’t want to,” she says. 


“You seem tired.” 


“I’m fine.” 


“It would be good for you.” 


“I’m fine.” 


“Okay. Whatever. It’s just that you won’t have as much time to sleep during the week. And I know how tired you were last week.” 


Jane glares at me. Her lips are pursed and tight. “You can’t be so pushy about what I do or don’t do, and what I eat or don’t eat, and when I sleep or don’t sleep.” She goes on. “This is absolutely our baby, but it’s my pregnancy.” 


She is lying on the sofa, covered with cats and sections of last Sunday’s New York Times. I stand by the side of the coƒee table as she talks, but inside, I’m running. I hate her anger, even more so when I suspect she’s right. I dodge. 


“I’m sorry,” I say. “I didn’t know I had upset you.” This is bullshit. I know Jane well enough to know exactly when I am pushing her too hard. But I continued anyway for reasons that I do not fully understand. My eyes are stinging. 


Don’t cry, I think. Don’t get angry. Don’t look hurt. I tell myself that she has every right to say what she has said, every right to feel the way she does. I even partly believe this. I also know that repeating it to myself will throw a wet tarp on my own smoldering feelings. I come from a family that rarely has a good idea about how to deal with anger, especially among other family members. We’ve tried lots of approaches, from rage to denial to Valium. As for myself, I generally stick with passive aggression followed by retreat. Jane thinks we’re all nuts. 


It’s not until the next morning, when I wake up exhausted and depressed, that I realize there might be something bigger going on. I find it impossible to focus on anything. I sit at my computer and obsessively browse the sections for dads on BabyCenter.com. I don’t know what exactly I am looking for, but I know that the sections for new moms do not apply to me. I am not pregnant. My breasts don’t hurt. I don’t throw up before breakfast. At the same time, as much as I might empathize with the men, the fact remains that I am fundamentally an outsider in the dads section. I don’t know where I belong. I am in limbo between being a mom and not being a mom and being a dad and not being a dad. 


The phone rings. It is Jane’s mother. She asks how the mom-to-be is doing. I say, she’s doing great—pretty tired, but not too nauseous. “And how is the mom-to-be’s, uh, helper?” she asks. I know that she doesn’t know what to say, what language to use for her lesbian daughter-in-law. I know this, but I feel as though I have just been shut out of the Mommy Room. 


“Fine,” I say slowly. 


What’s my role here as the non-birthmother? And what is my role as a non-birthmother who tried to be a birthmother? Jane has asked me how I feel about not getting pregnant myself. A few other friends have also asked. Until now, I felt fine, but I have made a lifelong habit of the delayed emotional reaction. 


When we visited the clinic for Jane’s first pregnant-woman exam, the nurse—who had inseminated me several times—turned to me and asked: “Are you jealous?” I almost fell oƒ my chair. Her question felt suddenly and intensely personal, an unexpected shift in focus from the details of Jane’s body to the details of my psyche. 


“Uh, no,” I said. In that moment, I didn’t feel jealous or angry or betrayed or any of the things that I could have been feeling about the fact that Jane is the one housing our zygote. But then again, maybe just a little. 


“I would have liked to nurse,” I said a moment later. 


She explained to me that there are ways. I should call the La Leche League and talk to a lactation consultant. “You can just tell them that you’re adopting, if you don’t want to tell them your whole gig,” she added. “Some women can stimulate milk flow. And there’s also this tube that you can wear that goes right along your breast so the baby can have formula while sucking at your breast. You should try it.” 


Maybe. But then, maybe not. I feel overwhelmed just thinking about it, as though it throws me ever deeper into a liminal space. I could be a semi-mom, non-dad who nurses. Gays and lesbians often say that we spend much of our lives making our own road maps. This feels to me a little too much like making the road. 


*** 



I don’t know how other lesbian, nonbiological mothers-to-be, who tried to get pregnant and could not, might experience their partner’s pregnancy. For that matter, I don’t really know other lesbian, nonbiological, presumably infertile, mothers-to-be. I don’t even bother looking for books on the subject. 


It’s my general impression that I should be in pain. I know that many women, straight and otherwise, go through a great deal of grieving when they try to get pregnant and can’t. I have heard about other lesbian nonbirthmoms who feel resentful toward their pregnant partners, or bitter about the pregnancy. I don’t think I feel that way. Mostly, I am sad. I feel left behind in unmarked territory. I am expecting a baby, but I am not pregnant. I will be a mother, but I won’t have given birth. I will adopt our child, legally, but my experience has little or nothing in common with most adoptive parents. There is really no category, no name for what I will be. I am defined by what I am not: a nonbiological parent, the nonbirthmother. 


I sit at the computer, my stomach clenched. Tears roll down my face and splatter the keyboard. I don’t know what I am. I certainly had my own set of doubts about whether I would make a good parent, but unlike the guys I read about (most of them, anyway), I wanted to get pregnant. I am not mourning the loss of my pregnancy; I am mourning the absence of it. Now that we are settling into the rhythms of Jane’s doctor visits and morning sickness and rising hormone levels, I am missing what never was. 


As Jane moves from herself to herself pregnant, I am increasingly an outsider. This is not because Jane is actively trying to exclude me, nor is it because I don’t want to be involved. The reality is that she is undergoing something intensely and profoundly visceral and I am watching. When Jane first realized she was pregnant, we began to refer to our little zygote as “the speck.” “You’re the speck jar,” I teased her, adding, “and I’m the spectator.” It struck me as funny at the time, but it just seems sad now. To some extent, the spectator is exactly what I am. I am involved, supportive, bossy, coaching, protective, but utterly outside. 


Jane is becoming someone diƒerent from who she has always been. I am still myself, but wandering in new terrain. I feel a little ferocious about wanting to be part of this pregnancy, as though I am lashing myself to her leg in order to know what is going on, in order to feel some of what she feels. I don’t want to let her go on without me. I don’t want to be left behind. 


I have my first baby dream. In it, Jane is pregnant, and so am I, and we are somehow carrying the same baby. Mine is a carbon copy of hers. We decide that I should have an abortion, so I go to the clinic, which is in a Target Superstore. I ask a clerk where the clinic is. She has no idea, but she directs me to a bank of escalators. I ride up and down, up and down, looking for it. 


A few weeks later, we spend a Saturday with our friends, Karen and very pregnant Carla, as well as their two-year-old daughter, Alice. We drive out to a lake west of Minneapolis, where Karen grew up. Karen’s parents were on vacation and had asked Karen to be sure to pick green beans from the garden that sprawls across the backyard while they were away, lest any go to waste. Karen had confessed to me that they hadn’t yet been out to the garden, but her parents were coming home in a few days and she didn’t want there to be any rotten green beans hanging from the stalks. So we meet them at the house, Karen picks beans, and then we sit by the lake in plastic chairs, our feet in the water, while Alice splashes. 


Alice didn’t feel like wearing a swimsuit; because she is two her wish was granted and she is dressed only in a life preserver. She shows us how she can dog-paddle through the water and how she can blow bubbles. She shows us her sand pail and shovel and the little plastic chair that is just her size. She points out the weeds that grow in the lake. She demonstrates how to make birthday cake out of piles of wet sand and then leads us in singing “Happy Birthday” to each person there. Twice. She fills her mouth with lake water and spouts it out. “Are you a fish?” Jane asks her. “No,” she giggles. “I’m Alice!” 


I find the day enormously consoling and Jane finds it equally unnerving. Jane is focused on Carla, who is due to deliver in about ten days. Carla is amazingly mobile, but still nine months pregnant, which appears to be something like carrying a television strapped to your torso everywhere you go. After a while, Carla goes into the house and changes into a bathing suit so that she can get in the water with Alice. In her suit, she is all stomach, her arms and legs sticking out from the sphere of her belly, like the round figures that children draw. Jane flinches when she sees her. 


Meanwhile, I watch Karen. She is “Mama” to Carla’s “Mom.” In some ways, she fills a sort of wifely role, arranging her work so that she can be at home part-time with Alice. In other ways, she is something of a dad, playing tickle monster with Alice on the living room floor. In yet other ways, she is just Mama, letting Alice pick out a jelly bean whenever she uses the big-girl toilet, watching over her in the water, making a snack. 


Alice climbs on Karen as if she were a tree and on Carla, insofar as it is possible to climb on someone in her ninth month of pregnancy. She plays one oƒ the other, to the extent that that is possible for a two-yearold who has a toddler’s willfulness but hasn’t yet figured out how to tell anything but the truth. She giggles into both of their faces and insists that Mom read her a book and then that Mama come say good night to Teddy Bear. And then that Mom bring her a glass of water and then that Mama kiss her one more time. 


Watching them, I don’t know if Karen is more mom than dad or vice versa. To Alice she is Mama, and that’s all that really matters. I can do this, I think, and in some respects, I prefer it to the stricter rules of the heterosexual world. As obtuse and obscure as my role seems to me, I prefer it to what is all too often a straitjacket. I am glad not to have to worry about whether my spouse feels his virility threatened by providing childcare. I am glad not to have to feel like I am the de facto nurturer. I am glad not to have to carry the baggage of Motherhood all by myself, watching as my spouse hauls the yolk of Fatherhood all by himself. I like the idea that Jane and I can step back and forth over gender lines. 


I think I can live in this new country, even if there aren’t very many maps. 








Trouble with Pink 



C. J. Ward 


Okay, okay, I admit it. I am allergic to pink. It isn’t an aversion, it is an outright allergy. I see the color pink, my eyes water, my breathing changes, the room spins, and I am suddenly very weak in the knees. I have always hated pink. I see cutesy outfits made especially for little girls and I want to throw up, violently. 


But guess what? We are having a little girl. Yep, it has been confirmed and reconfirmed by a sonogram. However, I think I knew a couple of months ago. How, you ask? It was simple. I walked into a store and started noticing the cute little pink outfits, made especially for little girls. At that precise moment I think I knew deep down, but sometimes denial is a great thing. 


We should be having a boy. I know more about boys. I am more comfortable with the rough-and-tumble of little boys. I can drive a toy dump truck, for goodness’ sake. I like dirt, mud, and worms for fishing. I don’t know anything about Barbie, except that her feet are always in a weird position and sometime during the last couple of years she broke up with Ken. She must not have wanted to go out on dates in high heels anymore. A girl should be able to wear flat shoes when she wants. 


My heart beats excessively fast when I think about dresses. I can remember exactly three times in my life when I wore a dress—my high school graduation, my college graduation, and infancy (I have a baby picture, in which I am in of all things a pink frilly dress). What will I do if that is all our daughter ever wants to wear? Do dresses come with application instructions for butches? 


We have had names chosen for over a year. The name we reserved for a girl, Abigail, came from a dream I had before Melissa became pregnant. 
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In the dream, I am changing a baby girl’s diaper. Melissa comes home from work while I am doing this. Suddenly, this five-month-old baby girl jumps up and starts running through the house, bare bottomed, yelling, “Fly, fly, fly.” Her little baby arms are out at her sides like an airplane and she is running, jumping, and climbing all over the place. I am yelling, “Abigail, stop!” My wonderful, loving wife is yelling at me: “Why didn’t you tell me you taught her how to walk and talk?” I am trying to explain that I didn’t, she has just done it for the first time. 


I told Melissa about the dream and over time she fell in love with the name Abigail. I was never really set on using it, but now it fits. Our current dilemma is the spelling of its short form. I spell it “Abbie” and Melissa spells it “Abby.” I am sure Melissa will win—when Abigail is old enough, she will tell me she is an Abby with a y, not an ie. Even in the uterus, our daughter has a mind of her own. After Melissa started being able to feel Abigail kick, I would put my hand on her stomach and Abigail would kick as hard as she could. If I gently tapped Melissa’s stomach with the tips of my fingers, Abigail would answer the taps with the same number of kicks. I was thrilled, but Melissa was a bit freaked out. I expressed my joy to all our friends, and now Abigail refuses to kick my hand under any circumstances. 


Already I am very possessive of this little baby named Abigail. I have the right to feel this way, because she is as much my baby as she is my partner’s. I am not talking about the legal aspects. I know how much this baby is my own, thanks to a higher authority, one answering to the name of Reed. Reed is a five-year-old little girl who, along with her mother, sister, and baby brother recently stayed with us overnight during a road trip they were taking. 


Before they arrived, I tried to think of ways to entertain them and to make them feel welcomed. This entailed creating little paper plates with animals printed on them and special pancakes shaped like shamrocks. I dug out leftover Halloween costumes and two colored travel pillows for them to play with and take home. All of these were great successes. My 
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only failures involved not having vanilla pudding and my inability to discuss the clothes and shoes on Melissa’s antique dolls. 


During their stay I was holding Ian, Reed’s baby brother, when I asked Reed if she would trade me the pillows for Ian. 


Reed became very animated and said, “No, you already have a baby.” 


I laughed and said I didn’t, that there was no baby present in the house, except for Ian. 


Reed simply stated, “Yes you do, it is in her belly,” and pointed to Melissa. 


It struck me at that moment that if the world could just sit and listen to the wisdom of this five-year-old, who held no prejudices or preconceived notions about what makes a family, we could truly embrace the freedoms and liberties we so often speak of but seldom really practice. 


My being Abigail’s parent or her being my child was as natural to Reed as her having a daddy and mommy. How would I ever be able to argue with that logic? Why can’t the rest of the world see it the same way? 


It is funny how life sends you the springboards you need to overcome the obstacles of your mind. Being around Reed and her sister, right before we found out Abigail was going to be an Abigail, grounded me to the possibilities and the shortcomings I have when it comes to dealing with little girls. 


Melissa and I now joke that she is having my baby—a baby girl who will forever change the way I look at myself. The butch exterior I have will somehow melt away when it comes to Abigail. My sadness over the loss of my childhood will be eased, as I play with her and enjoy the silly games of childhood. Of course, I will have to brush up on afternoon teas and the etiquette that accompanies them. I will have to introduce her to all the colors of the rainbow (while hoping she skips over pink). And then when she announces she loves pink, what can I do but accept it? 


To balance things out, I will also teach her how to build a tent out of ordinary bed sheets and couch pillows, how to play in mud—and enjoy the feel of it between her toes. I will share with her the joy of water balloons, and teach her to simply laugh when someone makes fun of her or her family. 


As a writer, I have the option of being the stay-at-home momma. I look forward to this chance to bond with Abigail and share those “just between us” moments. Melissa will have the advantage of breastfeeding and bonding in a completely diƒerent way. We have discussed the possibility of me breastfeeding. I looked at a few Web sites that oƒer advice about adoptive breastfeeding, which is a technique adoptive mothers use to breastfeed their nonbiologically related newborns. On the one hand, it would take the pressure oƒ Melissa. On the other hand, it might just freak me out too much—my breasts are too large now, so adding another cup size is not my first choice—but I am thinking it over and we might, if I am healthy enough and capable, try. As I am a couple of years older than Melissa, I joke that my milk might be sour, but time will tell. 


When Melissa first found out that she was pregnant, I was the one who began to experience morning sickness. The midwife laughed, but my symptoms were real. Melissa’s hormones were so strong, they must have messed with mine. My brief sympathetic pregnancy confirmed my lack of desire to physically carry a baby, but made me fear that my breasts would spurt milk the first time the baby cried. Not a bad thing, it just would really ruin my butch image, something that has changed drastically over the past few months anyway. (We went from driving a Mini Cooper to driving a minivan. It used to be, as I scooted around town, that I’d get a few winks and smiles when I got into the Cooper. Now I am the image of invisibility.) 


Other potential image busters are the baby carrier and diaper bag; as already established, I don’t do frilly, pink, or floral, so finding the right diaper bag has been a challenge. I will probably go for a “daddy bag,” which might just be butch enough for me. The baby-carrier selection required a two-hour class of its own. Because I am so big through the chest, it was a challenge. We ended up with the one carrier I liked least because it fit the best. But it allows for skin-to-skin contact between mother and 
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baby, which enhances bonding, and is basic black, which will blend nicely with my primary wardrobe of black T-shirts. 


That we have a great attorney and live in D.C. (where second-parent same-sex adoption is legal) means that I will be able to become Abigail’s legal mom and have a birth certificate issued listing both me and Melissa as parents. I hope that we will be able to complete the paperwork as soon as possible in order to provide our family with that security. It also is important for Abigail to have my last name: in a sense it is all I am able to contribute to her heritage, and it will ensure my parental rights with regard to major (of the academic and medical variety) decision-making if we ever move to an area where same-sex adoptions are not recognized. By having a birth certificate with my name beside Melissa’s, navigating the bureaucratic world becomes a bit easier. 


I don’t really worry about the outside world’s view of us as “two moms.” I figure that the religious Far Right is doing enough worrying about it. If I allow it to define my family, it automatically wins. I truly believe in my heart that Abigail will be a force of nature like her biological mother and that she will set the pace for her world. I envision for her a life in which she is proud of her family and not aƒected so much by what others think about it. I picture her as the student who leads a group to fight the injustices of discrimination (of any variety), for those who are unable to stand up for themselves. I imagine her like her mothers—passionate, strong, funny, empathetic, sympathetic, emotional, and above all else loving. Mostly I want her to be happy. As her mother, if I could pass on only one piece of advice, it would be to seek happiness and joy in all she does. 


Which mother will she be like? She will simply be a combination of the best parts of both of us. And I can only hope she will inherit, from me, trouble with pink. 








High-Femme Dad 



Shira Spector 


That title may be misleading. It may be the first in a series of lies, like clothes that fit you badly but you keep wearing them because you’re broke and that’s all you have. Cheap itchy lies, lies with subtle oily stains, and ones that have to be yanked down at intervals like pants that won’t sit right. Lies that give you rashes and make you want to cry, wishing you could go home and start your day over, eradicating the moment when you looked in the mirror and believed this lie was a becoming choice for today. 


I was born to Ellen and Sander thirty-four and a half years ago, in an entirely diƒerent millennium than my own yet-to-be-born child, a creature known only as Bean, who currently floats and performs circus tricks in the belly of my luscious-like-a-fruit, cranky-as-a-venomous-spider, sweet-as-cheesecake, nine-months-pregnant girlfriend, Chris. Let’s stop here before any misconceptions hatch. By girlfriend I do not mean the type that drags you all over the mall asking if her ass looks big, but rather the kind who drags you into bed and mauls you. I’m no regular mama and not a dad either. I am something else, not cataloged, not named. Lucky me. 


There simply are no coƒee-table books for neurotic nonpregnant mothers-to-be who love children but fear what will become of their desire to one day become (among other things) a proficient burlesque striptease queen. Nothing is written for those awaiting parenthood who sleep in beds with ingeniously constructed headboards that boast a collection of dildos of such diversity that Madonna herself would be overcome. I worry about these things. They never came up in prenatal class. I concede that you cannot have a toddler teething on sex toys, but heaven help the fool who gets between this mommy and her vintage lingerie. 
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Aren’t I big and bad? I don’t even know if I will be capable of speaking coherent sentences by the end of next month. This is why I so badly need a road map of some kind, even though we have the equipment; our house is filled with squeaky toys and intimidating stacks of clean cloth diapers, soft, seen-it-all hand-me-downs, and brand-new velour numbers waiting in their nests of crinkly paper. Despite the years of patiently bouncing the colic out of other people’s children, I feel wildly unprepared, like I’ve forgotten something, and that causes me to have this recurring dream: I have to leave home suddenly.There is hardly any time to pack, and I dash around frantically, trying to remember what I need to bring with me. Inevitably a sort of fog comes over me and I have no idea how to convince my hands to grab the things I want. Upon arrival, I always open my suitcase wondering,What the fuck must I have been thinking? since it is obvious that I have packed my bags in the middle of an acid flashback. Returning home is never an option in this dream, instead I must cope with unfamiliar surroundings without my favorite jeans. Oh well, I think in dismay, at least I’ve got the popcorn machine and my old orange umbrella. 


You never know what you’ll need where Chris and I are going. 


How We Got You 


Hey, Bean! Bean o’baby without any gender yet, you lucky little high-spirited Rockette! Sometimes I feel like I really love you even though we haven’t o‰cially met out here in this cruel dry realm. I will explain the bathtub to you. I will not feed you my breast milk, my body will never be your first home, but I will sing to you oƒ-key selections from The Sound of Music like I do now, so that you know that it’s been me all along on the other side. I will show you everything. I will make sure there is sweet complication, music, and laughter. I will teach you to question even me, and I will color you a third critical eye as protection against Wonder Bread, Disneyland, and the poison candy of rigid gender roles. 


As far as I can tell, we got you because we called for you. I put on my highest, reddest heels, because I meant serious business, and, laughing, I called for you. Stomping home to our bed with its canopy of dildo finery, sperm tucked nervously in my cleavage like a dangerous drug. Quick, before it dies! I asked for you between the legs of my lover, a superhero gardener, after all, capable of growing things I’d never even imagined. 


Or maybe it was the morning I was too tired to move because we’d spent the previous day filming a whacked-out dyke-produced porn film set in outer space, starring Chris as the alien who fucked the world. Her costume was a black bodysuit from which extended several multicolored dicks bouncing from various points all over her body. I mounted her shoulder wearing a red bra trimmed in pink fun fur, a zebra-print skirt— no underwear—and started my period. Maybe the cramps spreading like stars in my stomach sparked a kind of song between our bodies, sending our cycles cartwheeling, my blood beginning where hers left oƒ. I rode that gal like the intergalactic porn queen I was born to be while Jolene (tiny tiger-striped bikini) and Violet (black lace bra, to-here heels, feather boa, and that is all) occupied themselves with her other plastic protrusions. Chris performed what I believe was an ancient fertility dance. 


I guiltily slept through the next morning’s sperm run, thinking, For God’s sake it’s Sunday morning do we really have to do this again? Chris thought we did, and quietly went oƒ to borrow a cup of sperm from the neighbors. She woke me up just in time for me to depress the needle-less syringe, barely thinking at all, life sneaking through the space left when I wasn’t watching. This is how we got you, by asking and then forgetting to ask. 


Spring Rain Car Crash in Frankenstein Heels 


It was already a bad-drama day, a day complicated with work problems that concluded with well-meaning coworkers escorting me on a long walk, fine-combing my disastrous ways. It would only be on this kind of walk that I’d encounter a sooty, wounded pigeon and intend to rescue it by fitting it into a doughnut box culled from a place called Donut Galaxy, a place so viscous and choking in smoke that only an animal in distress could propel me through its greasy doors begging for “just a box, please!” By the time I returned, boxless and frustrated, already planning my next move, which certainly would involve transforming my bare hands into a makeshift poultry cage, the bird had flown up, up, and away, thank you very much. 


Then my coworkers and I collided with an honest-to-goodness little old lady who—needing help crossing the street—linked arms with us and merrily extolled how “good it is to have kind girlfriends,” as if it were 1902 and we were strolling to the Strawberry Social. I finally got onto my bike, thinking that if a writer had been fool enough to include such heavy-handed metaphors in a book, we’d roll our eyes and say, “Oh hell, c’mon now.” 


This entire strange sequence of events had to occur carefully and in the exact sequence that it did for the timing to allow a car driven by a card-carrying meditation center disciple on a cell phone to slam into my bicycle. First plastic pink flowers, then jogging shoes, mustache cream-bleach, and a bike helmet that should have been on my head vomited in a slow arc from my front basket; then my right leg (ending in a not-sosensible shoe) crashed with monstrous force onto the pavement. The humiliation of it all caused a crying fit of the sort that occurs when one knows everything is hopeless and nothing will ever be right again. These events caused a small crowd of both mentally well and unwell passers-by to gather, followed by an unwarranted (if you ask me) ambulance and a couple of even more unwarranted police cars. 


Then Chris, who had been informed of my predicament only minutes before by a stranger with a cell phone—not the bike squisher—arrived to gather me up and take me home for a hot bath, after which she set me up on our salvaged couch, wrapped me in old quilts, and handed me a cup of sweet, strong tea. I’d almost stopped shivering and crying and clinging to her when I revisited my little collision with death. This caused a repeat cycle of clinging and crying. Eventually I did stop long enough to remember that Chris’s period was late and that we had talked, predisaster, about doing a pregnancy test. It was as I reported the events of the accident to an ex-lover on the phone that she nonconsensually peed on that special expensive stick. 


Chris watched a flat line turn a bold certain blue without my help and returned from the bathroom with an odd look on her face. I mouthed silently, “You’re pregnant!” and dropped the phone claiming, “I have to throw up now. Sorry, dear, goodbye!” And then I was crying and hugging Chris all over again. 


Nine Months Gone 


I read this quote somewhere once. “Nothing happens, nothing happens, and then everything happens.” Now nothing is happening. Chris suffers gallantly on the couch, twizzling and untwizzling her carpal tunnel– tortured hands and changing TV channels for a sense of control. 


I maintain my decorum by endlessly straightening and cleaning the house, exercising religiously, and talking about getting more work. It’s so sad that gainful employment and a crying infant will end this productive and peaceful time. I’ve started talking about work to prepare me for the inevitable. Since my last paid contract ended, I think my day job is jogging at the YMCA and making artwork while watching daytime TV. I’m very good at my job. 


It snowed all day, which means it’s plain old deep winter (in Canada you say high summer and then suddenly you are saying deep winter). Yesterday at 3:46 am, Chris politely woke me to ask if I’d come across anything in my reading that indicated Braxton Hicks contractions could hurt like the devil. Of course I believed she was in early labor and I was wide awake by 3:56 am to see what would happen. Nothing happened. I followed Chris upstairs, where we drank tea and watched a comedy situated in America but made in Shanghai. It was like eating weird fusion cuisine. You miss things when you sleep through the night, an exemplary attitude for a new parent to have. Let’s see if I still have it next month, and the month after that. 


I thought for sure that by the next day’s appointment, our midwife, Fay, would be sending us directly to the hospital, Chris mysteriously and painlessly seven centimeters dilated. The headline would read, “Wonder Lesbian Who Delivers First Child While Sleeping Claims, ‘I Felt Only Mild Discomfort.’ ” That didn’t happen. Instead we received a lecture (aimed mostly at me) about the hazards of getting too excited about contractions. We learned that it can be dangerous for our partners if we exhaust them in early labor, or worse, overembellish false labor. So I have adopted a new attitude. I’ve decided that Chris’s labor may possibly last longer than fifteen minutes, and I am resolved to prove that I am not harmfully enthusiastic. 


I am creating lists in my head of useful projects I can calmly complete while Chris naps through early labor. I will not repeat, “Are you okay?” like a mantra. I will not alert the Western world. I will not panic. Fay suggested that Chris take Tylenol, and Gravol for its sleep-inducing qualities. How sensible. I think I might pop a few, too, while arranging flower wreaths and cleaning toilets. It’s Chris’s mother I worry about. No doubt she will be the one to freak out and run screaming through the streets. 


“Now, now,” I will tell her. “Go boil some water.” 


Everyone will be stunned by my stoicism and e‰ciency. I’ll be as busy as a tranquilized bee. All dressed up and stoned on Gravol. 


Sexy Mamas and a Lesbian Brother 


We saw your head! Well, we saw only the very back of your head, but I swear my chest flew open and my heart flew out and soared all over the ultrasound room. It’s true we know so little about you, but your head is definitely round like ours. Most likely Chris will not deliver a puppy, even though the other day she complained that she felt so shitty, pointing to her stomach, “because of the dog.” Oh, we laughed. 


Yesterday we went to a symposium on Transgressive Mothering. It was a generic lefty event organized with much love and featuring mumbling speakers, bad coƒee, and requests that you lie on the icky floor and close your eyes. A butch dyke mom of two teenagers said, “Mothering is not the end of your sex life, or the end of sexual adventure by any means.” She went to her first orgy when her first child was three months old. Hearing mothers talk about loving sex and being kinky was like ice cream— no! It was more like lasagna with garlic bread and then ice cream, a full meal. I’m nearly obsessed with the assertion that women who are mothers have not been neutered. How does being a person fully in possession of your own sexuality make you unfit to be around children? I’d immediately found the Yummy Mummy Mafia Performance Foundation, but I feel I might have more credibility as someone who actually has been a mother for at least a week. 


Chris says to say that she is a mom who is very fond of sex, but that if I think that we’ll be able to waste precious babysitting money on bad performance art, I am delusional. Who will it benefit if moms are just too fucking tired to even think about fucking? There’s a question for further investigation. 


Poppy was there—a dyke we met with her partner, on their due date, at Fay’s o‰ce. At the time, she was murderously tired of being pregnant. We learned the baby was quite late, and Poppy endured a long labor that ended with a C-section. It was greatly comforting to see her in public looking extremely sane and, let’s just say, alive again. This was reassuring, as it made me suspect that the whole labor thing is survivable. At one point she handed us her new baby to hold and walked away momentarily. It struck me as a gesture of great importance. I think there is a secret underground mother network—an invisible society of women who’d rip the shirts from their backs for you, because you know something other people don’t: mothers take such good care of each other because no one else does. It reminds me of how people behave in emergencies. Everyone pitches in, bare-bones intimate, because you are all facing some kind of danger, the same way that you can drop in on any dyke in this world, even the nasty or crazy ones, and know that there is still kindness and protection, no matter how small. 


I asked my brother if he would be the baby’s legal guardian (in conjunction with Chris’s sister) if Chris and I should both happen to die. He is so excited that I have to remind him it wouldn’t be a good idea to feed us poison pellets in order to keep our kid. I am so glad that he would take on the possibility of something so enormous. I believe he could rise to the childrearing challenge, if called to, with my same brand of love and quirkiness. It’s such a strange relief to know he’s got my back, like the sister I never had. Maybe this is how my bubbe felt about her brother, Bennie, who we’re semi-naming Bean for if he chooses to arrive in male format. I don’t know all that much about Bennie—except that my Russian grandmother loved him. He was all she had of home when she came to this new world, and it is for that that I’ll name my son Benjamyn. 


Deeply 


Waiting is only exciting in that deep, deep inexpressible way if you’ve been doing so for seven days with your jaw clenched in terror, with broken sleep, dry-mouth monotony, and bored-to-tears paralysis. It’s can’tdo-anything-about-this, can’t-do-anything-else waiting—certainly not glue lethal sequins to painted plastic baby dolls, a pastime that being an artist would otherwise entitle me to do. 


This is a résumé of what I do: Memorize and monitor Chris’s facial expressions, looking for signs; pack and unpack bags to be loaded and unloaded from the car; buy expensive celebration pastries and watch Chris eat them in stubborn ordinariness; remember the sight of the baby’s face, lungs, hands like distant galaxies on the outer-space ultrasound; recall Fay, her reassuring, laughing hands on Chris’s impossible belly, rising like a hyperactive baking cake from Mars, singing “I’m the Lady Cordelia De Montmorency” in front of everyone because, despite the song’s questionable lyrics, our baby kicks for the fetal monitor whenever she hears it; support Chris’s heavy belly with my body as I sleep curling like a dancer, the baby sliding and thumping along my back—a thing we’ve named coparenting. Sometimes Chris turns away from me. I am so well trained to respond to anything round that I coparent her ass. We acquire groceries and chew them, then doze like houseplants in the afternoon sun. We are held in a restless, drossy warmth that feels like being at a crowded winter country house and needing more than anything the cold clear air of outside. I watch simple perspective drain like water from a tub, swirling with disorientation and panic when real contractions hit. 


But then, they are a week apart at this point, so we are granted plenty of recovery time. I don’t believe anymore that this is ever going to happen, which is dangerous. I’m afraid my denial muscles are too well-developed, that our baby will come blazing into this world and I will have forgotten how much I wanted him or her—with a pureness like 100 percent vanilla extract and milk and butter and soft, soft flour, with the fire of a trillion birthday candles! 


This time I dream vividly of the future, a place inhabited by all my ancestors, having Shabbos dinner. There is food everywhere; the whole world smells of roasting chickens and onions. I walk through an entire room filled with bagels—ordinary to me as breathing air. Dinner is starting and I know I won’t be there tonight,but soon,I’m thinking I should come back with Chris and the baby, my family. I walk through another room where there are parents with young children who lie together in happy tangles, like rag-hooked rugs on the floor. Women and men with their babies, and I am one of them,but I can’t lie down yet.The feeling of this dream is that everything is really okay—okay and ordinary and reassuring as the pervasive smell of chicken soup. But the spaces in this house are multifaceted, all sides showing at the same time, like rare cut gems, blinding. All yes and no at once. I dream Chris is in labor, but also she isn’t. I am very welcome in this house but also regarded with extreme suspicion. Every truth is composed of its opposite, which is part of its whole. 


Everything is fine but I wake up crying anyway because the texture is so unlike a dream. Chris calls it a visit from everyone in my whole life. I call it this baby cross-country skiing across my psyche. 


And now a word from Chris, who is bouncing cheerfully on her rubber ball in a rare moment of good humor, saying she feels like a spider whose legs are being torn oƒ one at a time. Seven days overdue, castor oil isn’t working. She says she’s on her last leg now and just spinning in circles. 


Six Weeks and Six Days 


Talk to the hand. What can a person actually say? Even these words are hard to write when the most spectacular actual blueberry-pie-in-thefuckin’-sky euphoria miracle of life has happened to you and it threatens to sound like a Hallmark made-for-TV movie. Besides that, Hallmark tends to shy away from turkey-baster dyke moms who conceive children without men during the filming of outer space pornography; I’m sure they’d have no idea where to begin. Sugary sentiment is not totally uncalled for, it’s just the wrong kind of sweet—like the diƒerence between quickly sucking white sugar from a teaspoon because you’re seven and no one is watching, or luxurious mama-made coconut birthday cake with pink sprinkles. Where is the time for words in those first few weeks when you can’t even stop shaking from fatigue and horror and happiness? So truly, organically, unrefined-cane-sugar sweet that you feel your heart actually could break. How does one survive holding something so unspeakably small in their chapped winter hospital hands? 


Caught in the true sweet syrup of parenthood are clumps of unstirred grief, longing, fear, and sacrifice. I cannot even begin to write about Chris’s labor and birth. I even wonder about my right to tell it, since I’m not sure whom the story belongs to. Though I was there breath for breath, it did not happen to me. I try not to speak for Chris but at the same time find myself in a constant state of speaking. An ancient rite of passage, bona fide marker of the human experience, has finally happened right in front of my eyes. It has left me not a father, not a birthmother, not even really an adoptive mother. In most parts of Canada (and the world), that option doesn’t exist. I am totally transformed with no name for myself that doesn’t begin with a lack. Consider nonbiological mother, non-birthmom, and the other mother. 


I used to think I’d be turned into a duplicate mother, but I was unprepared for the complexities. I’m some other kind of monster. Sometimes I feel surplus and unnecessary, other times fiercely entitled to my baby. No matter what, she is not of my body. Sometimes I swear mother is not the right word for this. That said, you can rest assured I will bite oƒ the head of anyone who says I’m not just that. How do you mother someone who already has a perfectly good one to begin with? You live petrified of how much you love your baby and develop a vague fear that someone will take her from you. You know this fear is silly and deeply serious at the same time. You start hacking through the weeds every day, creating your own damn path, that’s what you do. Goody gumdrops, like we’ve never done any of that farmwork before. 


The last sentence lay dangling for over an hour by itself because the baby needs to be fed. Even as I struggle to define myself separately from the traditional framework of mothers and fathers, the baby still needs to be fed and so I am a mother. A mother for sure, because I am typing this in the middle of the night, listening to the nursery monitor sing the steady breathing of my love and our baby. 








And You Are? 



Hillary Goodridge 


It wasn’t until the scalpel sliced through Julie’s extended belly that it occurred to me that things could get complicated. 


I am standing to the side of the delivery room wearing blue scrubs, camera ready, excited to watch the birth of my daughter. Planned cesareans have their strong points. It sounds so nice and neat, the very word planned coupled with an invocation of Rome’s last dictator, as though everything will be under control—no sweaty labor, no screaming of obscenities, no endless contractions with minimal dilation. I’d imagined a planned cesarean would be like opening a boxed gift; tug the bow and out pops the baby. 


“He just sat up like he was in a little boat,” one friend who had been through it described. 


But I can’t see Julie’s face; there is a curtain across her chest, preventing her from seeing the scalpel slicing. There are several doctors, assistants, an anesthesiologist, and nurses. Our doctor makes a transverse incision through five layers of skin and muscle. Another holds a spatula that pushes Julie’s bladder to the side, and yet one more holds the incision open. There are suctions, beeps, IVs, gauze going in and out. There is remarkably little blood and some amazing colors. The anesthesiologist is keeping Julie high, making her laugh. 


I have my camera poised and ready, but my baby is not popping up in her little boat. Our doctor, one of the smartest, calmest women I have ever met, starts looking concerned and begins digging around. I lower my camera, feel like a jerk for having it at all. Our doctor shouts to the other doctor to make another cut. She is up to her elbows in Julie now, tugging and grunting. Julie tears open. The doctor swears. She pulls up a bloodied foot. This is my daughter. Here she is. 
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Our doctor is upset. My daughter, Annie, is in distress. They rush her over to the “french fry table,” as Julie calls it, to see what is wrong. She has inhaled something—either meconium (baby’s first poop) or amniotic fluid. Her airway is blocked. If it is meconium, it could be very serious. The order is given to rush her to neonatal intensive care. They whisk Annie onto a cart and run out of the room. I follow, but freeze at the door and turn to Julie. The doctor has all her insides out on the table, she’s cleaning them oƒ and placing them back, making sure all of the placenta and gauze is accounted for. I can’t leave her like this. Julie recognizes my dilemma and shouts, “Go with Annie.” 


We rush to the neonatal intensive care unit. It’s just like ER, with nurses shouting “Stat!,” carts wheeling out of our way, people hurrying. Once we are there a diƒerent team surrounds the cart. They strap a respirator over my baby’s face, plant an IV into her plump little arm, and tape it to a wooden splint. 


They suction Annie’s mouth and lungs, tell me we just have to wait, and wheel her into the room with other babies who are in peril; many so tiny, in comparison, I think my daughter is a giant. I sit by her cart and watch her breathe, putting my hand through the hole to touch her. 


“Come on Annie, breathe,” I whisper. 


She does. 


I am so focused on her breathing that I have no idea how much time has passed. It must be hours. Does my poor, semiconscious Julie have any idea what is going on? 


I promise Annie I’ll be right back, race down the hall into the elevator and down to the post-op area, but I’m stopped by a nurse with a clipboard. 


“Who are you here to see?” 


“Julie Goodridge” 


“Who are you?” 


“Her partner.” 


“Immediate family only.” 


I am stunned. I am going to have to fight this nurse about my being immediate family. Of course, Julie and I had had this conversation many times before. When introduced as “partners,” we inevitably are asked what sort of business we are in. “The lesbian business!” Julie once shouted in a suddenly quiet Boston baby store. In a rare moment of surrender, I am afraid if I make a scene they’ll put me in a straitjacket and I’ll never get to see either Julie or Annie again. I am already panicking about Annie being left alone, strapped to boards in a plastic cart, and cannot risk further delay. 


In this moment I begin to understand how illegitimate I am. Although Julie and I have been a committed couple in love for eight years, to the staƒ she is simply my roommate. I have no blood nor legal tie to either her or Annie; despite that I was there when Annie was conceived and have been speaking to her for eight months, marveling at her growth and beauty at every ultrasound, carrying those images in my wallet; despite that Julie and I chose her name together. There really is nothing I can show them that tells them who I am. 


I decide to go back to Annie to gather my thoughts. I approach the NICU station, from the front door this time. There are two nurses seated there. Now I know how this is going to go. 


“I’m here to see Annie Goodridge.” 


“And you are?” 


I breathe deeply. “Hillary Goodridge, her mother.” 


They consult their charts. “Well, you can’t be her mother, her mother just had a cesarean.” 


That’s it. I start to cry. I explain who I am. I beg them to call our doctor, ask them to speak to the nurse inside—perhaps she’ll remember me from before. There’s no one else who can be with Annie. I am almost shouting. 


But they do not believe she is my daughter. Is this what it will always be like, I wonder: trapped in some linoleum purgatory, suspended animation, unable to touch either member of my family? 


The inside nurse comes out and identifies me; I can return to Annie. 


“She is doing well,” the nurse says. 


“Can I take her out of here?” I ask, very politely. 


“No, first she has to wake up and drink an entire bottle and keep it down. Then we can consider sending her downstairs.” 


Annie slumbers on. I take a picture. The nurse goes away. I put my hand back inside the cart. 


“Annie, we gotta get out of here,” I whisper, and give the cart a swift kick. 


Annie wakes up and yells, a fabulous loud bellow. The nurse comes back and agrees to give her a bottle. Annie sucks on it with no fuss. They have to wait a while longer to see if she can hold it down. At 2:00 am they bring Annie to Julie. 


Later, I walk down the hall to be with them. A nurse stops me. 


“Who are you here to see?” 


“Julie Goodridge” I say. 


“And you are?” 


“Hillary Goodridge, her sister.” 


“Go right in,” the nurse says with a smile. 


Today, you can barely see the scar from the incision until you get to the jagged part, the place that marks where we three were almost torn apart. 








Confessions of a Lesbian Dad 



Polly Pagenhart 


I didn’t always know I would be a lesbian dad. Sure, I always knew I was a lesbian—knew it somewhere deep inside, back when I was a tyke, back when I didn’t have a language for it all, before I knew the diƒerence between lesbian and thespian, say, or Lebanese.My predilection for Ken dolls over Barbies and my dogged determination to cross-dress as a swashbuckler every Halloween made it clear, at the least, that I wouldn’t be an ordinary girl. I also always knew that I would be a parent: this was impressed upon me by my dad, despite the fact that my mom encouraged my sister and me to think that we could have a fulfilled life without becoming mothers. Both my parents were right, ultimately; I managed to become a parent without becoming a mother. It’s actually not as complicated as it sounds. 


Parenthood Is a Very Gendered Thing 


So we all know that there are mothers, and there are fathers. And there’s nothing in between, parentally speaking. Female parents are the mothers; male parents are the fathers. If there’s any modifying going on, it’s still given this fixed (and mutually exclusive) pairing: there can be step-moms and stepdads; adoptive moms and adoptive dads; old and young ones; rich and poor ones; world’s best and deadbeat ones. But the either/or, male/female fixity of the basic roles pretty much goes without saying. Unless, of course, one’s gender itself lies somewhere betwixt and between the poles, as mine does. This queers the do, as they say, highlighting how parenthood is implicitly a gendered binary. 


If you’re trying to plot a middle path, you’ll find the underbrush a little thick in there. All of which became clear to me at a dinner party sev
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eral years ago, when my partner, Jennifer, and I were beginning to explore becoming parents. 


We were at the home of Jennifer’s brother Curtis in Berkeley. At the table were his wife, their two young kids, my partner’s playwright/activist mother, Martha—whom, in reference to Jennifer’s and my extralegal partnership, I have taken to calling my “mother out-law,” much to her delight—and her partner, Sandy, a Buddhist scholar and writer. We gather every Sunday night for dinner, and this week, additional guests at the table were Douglass, an old friend of Curtis’s, and two old friends of my mother out-law’s, from her hippie days at a Cape Cod theater artist’s commune, some thirty years back. 


We were slowly finishing the meal and the dinner plates were being cleared for dessert. The old Cape Cod commune-istas had caught up enough with my mother out-law and were now asking after notable events in the lives of her oƒspring. Soon, the focus of all attention was Jennifer’s and my campaign to have a baby. The usual bevy of questions sprouted up. 


Q: Which of you would bear the child? 

	
A:

	
 My femme-bot sweetie, Jennifer. She’s always wanted to and I’ve always drawn a blank whenever I tried to imagine myself with child. With a child, great; with child, eh, not so great. 


Q: Would you want a known or an anonymous donor? 

	
A:

	
 We are lighting candles and importuning all deities for a known donor, ideally a friend. 


Q: Would you want to include him in the child’s life? 

	
A:

	
 We would hope to, if he was amenable; that is a big appeal of the known-donor thing. But it would be in a strictly avuncular fashion: we would be the only parents on the scene. 




After we had outlined the whole shebang, someone generously offered that even if I wouldn’t be bearing the child, I would make a great mother. To which I found myself objecting—I had every reason to expect I’d be a splendid parent, but whatever I would be to my child, I wouldn’t be a mother. 


A mix of amazement and amusement ensued. Eyebrows arched. Jaws went slack. I may as well have just rhapsodized about the nuanced political wisdom of George W. Bush. 


“What do you mean you won’t be a mother? Of course you’ll be a mother!” This from one of the genial, erstwhile hippies; I surmised that her line of reasoning went, “This nice young person doesn’t feel entitled to the title ‘mother’ and deserves some encouragement.” 


“No,” I insisted. “The name just doesn’t feel right to me. I’ll be a parent, definitely. I’ll be a loving, caring parent. But I just don’t feel motherly.” 


The mood at the table slowly shifted from jovial to sober when it became clear that two passionately held beliefs were in complete opposition. 


“But how can you not be a mother?” said my mother out-law’s sweetie—who, by the way, wasn’t one herself. She seemed to be moving ahead of the pack to become the most flummoxed. 


I felt the need to stand firm. “I can be something else. Something in between a mother and a father.” 


I was half making this up as I went along, half giving voice to something I was now realizing I’d felt for a long time. I thought of My Lesbian Husband, the book by Barrie Jean Borich about her relationship with her butch lover. As a graduate student I had been friends with this lesbian husband, and looked up to her as a mentor of sorts, a tour guide in the ways of the butch intellectual. She was kind of a debonair, ladies’ galabout-town. 


“Maybe I’ll be a lesbian father. A dyke daddy.” 


The old hippie commune-istas were eyeballing my George Clooney haircut and spiƒy men’s duds with growing fascination and a glimmer of new insight. My brother out-law Curtis was smiling into his wineglass; for years he delighted me by calling me the brother he never had. He understood, and so, I sensed, did Douglass; both were self-examined, pro-feminist men with whom I had spent a goodly amount of time perusing and debating the perimeters of masculinity. Curtis was raised by a lesbian feminist, after all, and his friend Douglass had more lesbian friends than, well, most lesbians. If he didn’t have a beard and pee standing up most people would mistake him for one. 


I found it challenging to be inventing and explaining at the same time, especially considering the table was collectively into its third or fourth bottle of wine by then. But, faced with a critical mass of sympathetic straight people, rapt with attention, plus two distinguished lesbian elders—neither of whom, it seemed, could intuitively make the leap from the leather-clad butch bar dykes they had known in their youth to the sweater-clad fatherly dyke I was proposing—I felt I had a responsibility to begin carving out a place for myself, linguistically, socially, emotionally. After all, if I couldn’t make sense to a table full of liquored-up leftie hippie Buddhist artists, who could I make sense to? I cleared my throat and tried to sketch out the back-story I thought would help this lesbian dad thing make sense to them. 


I told about how I was always betwixt and between, genderwise. I told of my happy life as a tomboy, gamboling about unfettered. How tomboy works great as a between-genders way station when you’re a preadolescent girl, but your goose is cooked when you hit puberty. Or mine was. I told how, when I came out at nineteen, I finally discovered a way to be in my skin that began to feel right, and how I took the next ten years arriving at a sense of, well, arrival regarding my gender. How, poignantly, it was only after my mother died (and I felt I could no longer let her down) that I was finally able to make the last leg of my gender journey and embrace the gentle-manly butch within. 


But impending parenthood, when it appeared to me as motherhood or zip, just took me back to my adolescence in the mid-1970s, that time in my life when I felt hostage to a monolithic model of my proper gender role. The commune-istas were passing a bong back in ’75, I’m sure, doing floor paintings with their long hair and swapping partners on low-slung mattresses behind beaded doorways and such. Meanwhile, on the West Coast, my mother out-law’s partner was busy ditching her husband and jump-starting a feminist lesbian collective. But gender and sexual liberation hadn’t made it to teen life in my California suburb in the mid-’70s, at least not beyond Helen Reddy’s single “I Am Woman (Hear Me Roar).” Instead, I was hemmed in by an implicit societal ultimatum to decommission the Hot Wheels, pluck my eyebrows, and act like a proper young woman. There was no Casey Kasem Top 40 hit “I Am, Well, Not All That Womanly (Hear Me Try on Your Brother’s Clothes).” 


So here I was now, looking at parenthood, feeling adrift, no parental prototype to steer by that didn’t trigger some cognitive tension at this visceral, gendered level. My own mother, while a far from traditional woman, had still always worn a dress. (A friend in high school nicknamed her “Mrs. Butterworth.”) Generally speaking, images of motherhood overwhelmingly presuppose not just femaleness, which I grant is reasonable, but femininity—which for some of us gals is less or even unreasonable. Every time I conjured up images of parenthood (which I could only see through the lens of motherhood), I couldn’t help picturing traditional icons, June Cleavers and Laura Petries and Carol Bradys. Where were the butch moms, I wondered? Was I the first model of the mother who was masculine? In the collectivity of all my own experience and in popular culture, the only butch mother I could recall ever seeing was the character Marijo from the French film French Twist back in the mid-1990s. 


That night at the dinner table I had, for the first time, begun to name (and defend) my parental self from a position slightly other than mother. Doing so helped me realize how much my emotional access to parenthood was predicated on my feeling comfortable with the title mother and the femininity that presumably went along with it. Proposing an alternative to mother that evening had led me to the threshold of my parenthood. Lo and behold, it was language that opened the door. 


Baba: A Name I Call Myself 


A few months after the fateful dinner party, an old grad school buddy visited me. Susanne—German, feminist, hippie, vegetarian, and now a New Orleans–based professor—is the classic straight-but-far-fromnarrow hetero ally. For years she resisted getting married—for purposes of solidarity with her queer comrades—until her lack of a green card was going to get her booted out of the country. When she did marry, it was during the intermission of a Grateful Dead concert, and the service was conducted by a nineteen-year-old gal deputized by her mother, the local justice of the peace. More than ten years later she and David continue to call each other “partner.” 


Susanne and I had sat ourselves down to a nice afternoon stückchen, as she would call it—coƒee and a pastry—a ritual we had engaged in for years when we were preparing lectures for a women’s studies class we cotaught. I was reviewing for her where Jennifer and I were in our baby-hatching process: rooting around for possible donor chums, carefully tracking ovulation cycles, naming the little bairn (we decided on the same name whether for girl or boy: Maclain, my mother’s maiden name). Thus far, everything seemed to be progressing nicely, but I had been getting stuck on the dilemma of what parental names we would call ourselves. I say “call ourselves,” of course, because all along I’ve known that as soon as our kid(s) acquired the gift of language, all bets would be oƒ and we’d pretty much be answering to whatever the little squirt(s) called out in our direction. 


“I just don’t think I can do the mamma/mommy thing,” I was telling Susanne, as I scooted around and organized the pastry flecks on my plate. “I mean, first oƒ, never mind the kid—I’d be confused all the time. I can’t even get the names of my two dogs right when I’m jangled.” 


“Is that the only objection you have?” she oƒered sagely. “Because I’m sure you’d catch on soon enough.” 


“Well, no.” 


I was caught. Susanne had spent years waving away the fog from around my head and holding up a mirror to whatever eventually became visible. My resistance to the mamma/mommy thing was just a front for a deeper unease. 


“I’m not so sure that either of those two names feel right for me, period. I wish Jennifer or I had some other language, besides English, in our backgrounds. Then one of us could be Mom and the other could be Ima, for example.” 


I had copped this fine idea from a couple whose story was featured in the documentary Choosing Children, which I had seen eons before with my first sweetie, back in the mid-1980s. Because I don’t speak Hebrew, ima seemed like an improvement over mom. But then again, the Hebrew word for doorknob would seem like an improvement over mom. More to the point, my secret preference was for aba—dad—over ima. At this point, I hadn’t gotten far enough in my thinking to realize that the “lesbian dad” I had begun to sketch at the dinner table might be worthy of her own special name. 


“Hmm....” Susanne was swirling the last of the coƒee around the bottom of the cup. “You know, in Frankfurter dialect, the diminutive for ‘father’ is baba. Has a nice ring to it, don’t you think?” 


“Baba.” I narrowed my eyes and began to nod slowly. “Hmm.... baba. Yeah, baba!” I was Helen Keller with the tap water on her palm, or Eliza Doolittle making her breakthrough. I clapped Susanne triumphantly on the shoulder. “By Jove, Schwester, I think we’ve got it!” 


The more I rolled it over my tongue, the better it sounded. Baba! Kind of like aba, but without the haunting ’70s pop music connotations. And my paternal great-grandfather came here from Germany, so I could trace a cultural link, however tendril-like. 


I began to explore the word baba with other friends. One, a Sicilian American, said that her family calls her grandfather babo. Of course! O mio babbino caro, I began to hum to myself, allegro vivace, or whatever. I could do worse than be a “sweet daddy” in Italian. Still another friend, a Belizean American and devout Rastafarian, told me that baba in Kiswahili means “dad,” and also “protector,” “guard,” and “forebear.” Good, good. It means “grandmother” in Russian (short for, and more pronounceable to children than, babushka). And in some families I know, it’s what the word bottle winds up being for a while. But everywhere else I looked, it was a diminutive or straight-up term for “father.” China. India. If I was to name myself Baba, seems I’d be some kind of father-like person in the eyes of most of the world, or at worst, a vessel delivering milk to others. 


Overall, the term denoted a kindly, loving, protective family figure who was not the bearer of the child. That would be me! When I tried it on for size, I noticed some of the preparental tensions dissolving. With a name, I began to feel as if I were an actual thing. A somebody! Not a hyphenated mom, a kind-of-mom, a nonbio mom, an also-ran. But an actual, bona fide thing. My own turf. Some elbow room. The name Baba christened my earlier, inchoate musings about a lesbian fatherhood, and in so doing helped crystallize them. 


Jennifer and I realized we’d be able to celebrate Mama’s Day and Baba’s Day, rather than crowd each other out of the way for the accolades on just one day of the year. Anyway, how could I compete with the bio mom on a day like that? All this might have been diƒerent had our relationships to the child been more equalized by our adopting a child, or if I felt less cognitive dissonance over the thought of stepping into the überfemale role of mother. But they weren’t, and I did. 


Even if baba would require a little explaining to others, it made perfect sense to Jennifer and me. When we began to furnish the space in our imagination that would one day be filled with our actual parenthood and child, we used this language. She imagined things we might say to the wee one: “No honey, listen to Baba and take the string bean out of your nose.” We replaced various “papa” words and phrases with “baba” ones, all the while featuring our as-yet-to-be baby. And we each smiled a double smile, for the joy of envisioning our child, and for the joy of envisioning a place, the place, I would have relative to that child. 


Conception 


I confess: finding a name for myself didn’t eliminate my worries about being expendable, unnecessary, adjunct, optional, and otherwise of lesser significance to the whole baby-hatching scheme. Conceiving of isn’t believing, in other words. Being situated in the fluid space between the massive and massively charted continents Mother and Father, while right for me genderwise and parental-role-wise, still left me bobbing around in an unmapped sea. I could have used an anchor, which I imagined our child would one day be. Until the little nipper materialized, I felt easily threatened. And it wasn’t just by my partner’s easy recognizability as the bio mom. I was just as tempest-toss’d by the breezy nonchalance with which fatherly authority could be conferred, by friends and strangers alike, upon our donor chums. 


Our first donor chum was an old friend of Jennifer’s. We had agreed that we wanted, ideally at least, a friend who’d be accessible to us and to the kid(s) in the future. For ourselves, we wanted to be able to consult on genetically rooted health issues, should they arise; for the kid(s), we wanted to permit them the option of knowing the generous man who helped us make them possible. Richard had met our number one criterion for donor chum: he oƒered. We had a lot of other criteria—a time-tested connection to one or both of us, so we could all feel confident we’d be able to work through the inevitable sticky wickets; respect for Jennifer’s and my intention to be not just the primary but the only parents; willingness to disclose, even actively research, all sorts of intimate details regarding his sexual history and health; a modicum of motility; and a willingness to get back up on the horse, as it were, for a sibling down the line—but the most natural initial criterion was the active desire to do this for us. Richard, God love him, had that in spades. 


After some two-way and then three-way phone conversations, Jennifer and I made a pre-insemination diplomatic mission to Los Angeles, where Richard then lived. We went out to a restaurant and all felt mildly nervous and first date-y. Sure, we had already “popped the question,” and Richard had already answered in the a‰rmative, but this was our chance to eyeball each other over a table and see whether we had any lingering reservations. Since Jennifer and Richard had met as actors over ten years before, they did just fine with all the feelings. They had a long history of contemplating intense emotion together. Me, not so much. Also, the more we talked, the more I realized—or felt, I should say, since I had logically recognized long since—how clearly the existing paradigms make space for her, bio mom, and him, bio dad. And then there’s me: nonbio. I was oƒ the radar—legally, socially, and viscerally. I got skittish too when Richard used the term we, even though we three would be a “we.” I began to realize that, if all three of us were walking down the street with Baby M, let’s call her, there’d be no way that I’d look like anything other than somebody’s sister. A sidekick. An appendage . . . unless I managed to elbow Richard aside, grab Jennifer, and smooch her big, all the while expertly administering a bottle to the burbling babe. 


When I started to spill my worries, I realized I had a lot, and they all had to do with the inverse relationship Richard and I had in this deal. The more “father” he was, the less parent I was. And the world, unless cued otherwise, would naturally defer to him as father. “Donor chum” is just not in most people’s vocabulary. Through all this, Richard was a prince. He gently watched me fulminate, nodding soberly, leaning over to occasionally dab the foam from the edges of my mouth, and subtly motioning the waiter over to bring me some more water. And then he repeated back what he heard, and assured me that he could see my position and respected my concerns. 


Wheew! With the worst of my fears on a leash, it seemed now all we had to do was sign our Donor Pre-Insemination Agreement form, corroborate our projected ovulation schedule, and get knocked up! In the ensuing months we made multiple pilgrimages south for seed, and Richard was all grace and accommodation, even when one night the only private place he could go to have communion with the artichoke jar was in the backyard of a mutual friend’s house, near a swing set. Fortunately he not only has fertile sperm but a fertile sense of humor. Unfortunately for us, however, before we got knocked up he moved way far away to Seattle to be with his newfound ladylove. We had tried to connect with him for a few more ovulation cycles, but the miles were too many to make the proposition manageable. 


I was bemoaning our donor woes to Sybil, one of my oldest friends back home in Berkeley, when she got a twinkle in her eye: “Why don’t you use Pat’s? It works great!” 


I’d known Sybil for as long as I’d known anyone other than family. We met during our first year in college, and have stayed in touch, across grad schools and continents, for over twenty years. I had met her then sweetie, now husband, Pat, in a Harvard Square Chinese restaurant one fall night about ten years before, just two months after my mother died. 


And now Sybil and I were in my car, out in front of her Berkeley home, at the end of a long fall night in which Sybil had recounted her own mother’s unexpected death the week before. Our joint membership in the sorority of motherless daughters was just making an old, strong friendship even stronger. Sybil’s suggesting that perhaps her family could enable my own just made sense: a rare moment of grace, in which life might be kindled out of the ashes of death. It was just what we all needed. 


Pat was more than agreeable. In fact, according to Sybil, their conversation went something like this: 


She: “Polly and Jennifer are having donor problems, and I was wondering . . .” 


He: “Yes!” 


We were all blessed by a special symbiosis in the most fabulously crisscrossed ways. Jennifer and I had dined at their house for years, playing with their two girls at the table. Sybil had canoodled with gals and retained a solidarity with the daughters of Sappho; Pat had recently served as witness to their lesbian neighbor’s adoption of her partner’s child, and wanted to support loving lesbo parents should the right pair appear on his doorstep. Sybil and I were freshly bonded by the loss of her mother. Up until her, I had no other local friends who knew, from experience, how tectonic this shock was. So providing a ready, steady ear for her was a balm to me. 


We had our face-to-face dinner to corroborate our expectations and air our worries, but this time it felt a little less illicit, since we were two old, committed couples at the table. How could I feel like a third wheel when there were four of us? Sybil and I, in fact, stood to feel equally “out of it,” and yet it was by virtue of our connection that this extension of our families was happening. Furthermore, to Jennifer’s and my relief, they had as many concerns as we did that we draw clear boundaries around our extant and would-be parenthoods. Sybil and Pat had their own little munchkins, then three and five years old, with whom they wanted to share this important act of generosity. While they would feel a special kinship with ours, the avuncular thing sounded just right to them. And could we put that in print? Could we put that in print! Music to our ears! 


The “It works great!” testimonial, by the way, was due to the fact that they had conceived in one pop, both times they set out to get pregnant. And, so, it turns out, did we. 


Gestation: Baba Goes to Pride 


Happy as a clam was I, that next LGBT Pride Celebration in San Francisco. I was, I dare say, prouder at that Pride than I’d been since I went to my first one more than twenty years back. And there have been some doozies. New York’s twentieth anniversary of Stonewall. D.C.’s twenty-fifth. Dyke Marches in three—no, make that four—cities, one of which I helped organize and lead, unpermitted, through city streets (in fact, that’s how I snagged the mother of my child, but that’s a story for another day). So here I was, erstwhile lesbo rabble-rouser turned soon-to-be lesbo dad. I had me a name: Baba. We had us a peanut in Jennifer’s belly, and the little critter was starting to show. 


That weekend I was bound and determined to track down other lesbo parents like myself, bobbing around in their own dinghies in the same ’twixt-gender soup that I was in. Was it going to be Heather Has Two Mommies everywhere? Or might one Heather have a mommy and a baba? I had to find out. So I made up a big placard that read something like, “Lesbo Parents: Come talk to me about lesbian fatherhood!” Then I toted it around the kiddie playground in the park from which the Saturday evening Dyke March disembarked, and again the next day at the kiddie playground in the Civic Center plaza where the Pride parade ended up, enticing anyone who wished to come talk to me. I would point to my sign, point proudly to Jennifer’s belly, and wave curious onlookers over. If they stayed long enough, I’d even thrust a homemade survey into their hands, asking about what they called themselves, what their role was, and how important it was to them that there be understanding about their kind of parenthood. 


I had conversations with dozens of gals, which in itself was like drinking from an oasis pool after a long slog through the desert. Eureka! Butch moms and dyke dads existed! Evidently when they were all clumped together in one place I could begin to make them out. Of course it would all be braided together: the closer I would get to understanding my own kind of parenthood, the more likely I would be to seek out and find parents like myself. Yet it was only in seeking out and finding parents like myself that I would be able to get closer to understanding my own kind of parenthood. This was not unlike many of life’s greatest treasures: a paradox, gift-wrapped in a conundrum. 


Most of the women I talked with, hanging around the oasis that weekend, asked me right oƒ what a lesbian dad was. To this question, I pulled the ever annoying but usually productive old teacher trick of reversing the question on ’em. “What does ‘lesbian dad’ mean to you?” Or, “What would you guess it could mean?” Some gals thought a lesbian dad might be the sperm-donor guy. But most cocked their heads, thought for a moment, and then figured: a lesbian mom who’s more like a dad. Bingo! And while we’re at it, take that, Henry Higgins! Why can’t a woman be more like a man? 


When it came to finding out who might identify as a lesbian dad— once they had the chance to give the term some thought—more often than not, it was the nonbio moms for whom the shoe fit: this shoe was pretty much a boot after all, and anecdotally speaking, more often than not, the butchier of the gals seemed to be the ones who, given the choice, opted out of pregnancy and into supporting the pregnant partner. I should say this is relatively speaking, when I say butchier: butch in Los Angeles is definitely closer to femme in San Francisco, and this is all just urban California, and these terms are movable, sometimes even provisional hooks onto which we toss our hats. We’re all very much more complicated than any either/or binary, the holding of which conviction, I hasten to note, is how I got into this whole goose chase in the first place. I realized this when one butchy bio-mom said she could just as soon feel like a lesbian dad as a lesbian mom. That weekend I learned that those massive continents Mother and Father have, as all landmasses do, dynamic shorelines that are eroded and transformed all the time by original-thinking moms and dads of all ilks. 


On the nomenclature question, I got every conceivable variant: Mom, Mama, Mommy, Ima, Mama Jane (or whatever the gal’s name would be), and more. There were also more fatherly monikers: Poppi, Papa, and, my favorite, P Daddy. This helped me to see that even if people weren’t identifying themselves as “lesbian dads” per se, their parental names suggested that plenty of these gals were fine with scootching over and hogging up a little of the space taken up by fatherhood. That I never came face-to-face with a gal who named herself Baba didn’t dampen my excitement, especially when someone I spoke with said she knew a number of butch (nonbio) moms who had independently taken the same path I had, etymologically, and called themselves Baba. Talking to all these women helped me see more clearly where Jennifer and I were headed. One gal described parenthood as the toughest job you’ll ever love; another said it was like an eighteen-year-long blind date. But they were all just smitten with their kids, and loving the ride. I couldn’t wait to get on. 


Birth and Beyond: Where the Diaper Meets the Road 


The birth of our daughter was a lot easier than I thought it would be— on me, that is. It helped a great deal that the birth went fast and without real complication, aided in no small part by Jennifer’s tremendous focus and breath capacity (figures: she’s an opera singer). Lindy, our midwife, quipped, “It looked like you were giving birth to a stick of warm butter.” I had been bracing for anything, since of course that’s what can always happen. 


Birth stories are like coming-out stories: if you’ve got a vested interest (going to give or have given birth; came out at any point in the past), you’ll always be riveted, and even when the stories end up happy, they can include a lot of hardship amid the joy. And we’d heard about plenty of hardship. These tales of woe entailed a lot of tribulation for the birth partner, too. You see, the more I had begun to contemplate being a lesbian dad, the more I had taken up and considered—considered, mind you, not uncritically adopted—the various foundational mythologies of fatherhood. The earliest are the ordeals of birth—fears of fainting, blood hither and yon, the excruciation of seeing your beloved in mortal pain and there’s nothing you can do about it—horrors of this nature. But birth was just the first of many parental moments that separated the dykes from the boys, as it were. Blood? Pshaw! We’ve seen it coming out of our bodies for years! And how could one even consider fainting when there was so much work to do? 


From the moment we entered the hospital, my experiences were at the same time traditionally fatherly and anciently female. When we checked in, before I even realized it, someone had cuƒed my wrist with a little band that bore our identifying number and the word: Father. This moment, which could feel odd or maybe even disrespectful for gals who feel motherly, was not a contradiction for me. In fact it was a comforting a‰rmation. As soon as we were past the guard at the elevator outside the child-birthing floor, it was an essentially all-women’s world; we had staggered in with our female doula, and inside met our female midwife and the hospital’s female nurse. All fine for a father like me; in this company, I was no odd man out. 


Just as we had practiced in our (lesbian couples’) childbirth-education class, I gently narrated Jennifer through wave after mounting wave of contractions and held fast to her body as she held fast to mine, all as our daughter nudged and undulated her way into the world. Fathers do this handholding, certainly, but then again, so, through the millennia, have groups of women. For me, this was another double confirmation: there I was being both. Did I start being a parent when I “caught” Maclain, or when I cut her umbilical cord? I don’t know. For the previous nine months I had been tending Jennifer’s pregnant body and psyche with as much care as I could: that was parenthood. I had been speaking to this little being nightly, back when she was both he and she, back before she had ears. I sang to her. I read to her. That was parenthood. All that was so, even though she wouldn’t emerge having shared my body as she had Jennifer’s, she would still begin her time outside knowing my sound. When I had to take her from Jennifer’s chest for the first time, to be weighed, a little less than an hour after she was born, I felt the first test: just her and me. Away from her body-home, I held her close, and leaned in and spoke gently to her the whole way. And, God love her, she was comforted by my voice. 


In the hours and days it takes for the birthmother to resurface up from out of the primordial estrogen bath she swam in during gestation, and plunged deep into for the birth, we who love and are committed, but did not give birth, watch over her. As she slowly begins the healing process, there we are in a vigil over both her body and that of the teeny newborn. In the days and weeks to follow the birth, though we shared an experience, the birthparent and non-birthparent recover from and adapt to very diƒerent facets of it: the birthmother bore the child, and we bore witness. The experience is etched into our psyches, but not written on the inside of our bodies, like it is in theirs. It’s not continuing to ooze out our nether parts for weeks and months, certainly doesn’t drip out of our breasts when we begin to feel longing for the baby. That different embodiment continues to diƒerentiate our parenthoods, through breastfeeding. I expect these kinds of contrasts to shift and mellow over the years. Jennifer’s mother birthed two children and adopted one, and maintains that, over time, the diƒerences between biological and nonbiological parenthood become imperceptible. Motherhood—parenthood, babahood—is the sum total of dozens of skinned knees tended, hundreds of runny noses wiped, thousands of hurt feelings loved away. After all, one does this with, and to, both body and soul. 


In the surreal suspension of those first days following birth, I started to gingerly introduce myself as Baba. Though the birth was a healthy one for both mother and child, we stayed in the hospital as long as we could. That was an easy decision. Trained professionals wait on you hand and foot. There was always someone at the other end of an intercom, ready to answer pressing questions like, “What the Sam Hill is that asphaltylooking stuƒ doing coming out of her hind end?” Or, “Are all white babies this plotchy?” Or, “If her eyes are shut, and her chest is slowly going up and down, does that mean she’s asleep?” And then the voice on the other end of the intercom would calmly reassure us, or dispatch the proper gal to come do so in person. When the staƒ hung around and talked to us, after having finished whatever business brought them to the room, they would usually refer to me (respectfully, inclusively) as a mama/mother/mommy, to which I would—whenever there seemed to be time and space enough—smile broadly, puƒ out my chest, and proudly announce that I was going to be called Baba. No questions, no problems. This is what these lesbians do. There are two of them, and they get to choose what to call themselves, and so here’s this one calling herself this name. 


All the hospital staƒ was great with us. This may be because they simply are great, period, or it could be that more lesbians give birth in this hospital in any given week than women, period, give birth in many rural hospitals in a month. I mean really, this was on the Oakland/Berkeley border, dyke epicenter of the Bay Area, queer epicenter of the nation. Still, I was relieved at how absolutely I was regarded as the parent of our wee Maclain. It helped that you couldn’t peel me from Jennifer’s and the baby’s side with a spatula and a can of WD-40. It helped that I had that little wrist cuƒ on with a number matching our child’s. Still, I credit the staƒ with a great deal of professionalism and compassion. 


One nurse who was there to administer the diabetes test came out to us within about three minutes. Something about our room just got her to want to open up. Could have been that we let the natural light in and kept the TV oƒ—evidently that’s unusual. Whatever the reason, people kept wanting to repeatedly check in on us. They said we were the calm, peaceful room. (My own theory: our baby is hecka cute.) So the diabetes test nurse had entered the room while I was exiting the bathroom, jeans slumping low on my hips, baby in the crook of one arm like a football, having managed (with no small amount of pride) to pee while Jennifer was sleeping. She smiled at having caught me dishabille, and in a few minutes was telling us that when she saw me coming out of the bathroom, “All looking like Big Daddy,” she just knew. When I told her about actually being Big Baba, and why, she was all smiles. “Well all right. Well all right then.” Baba’s first trial run at the hospital and it’s all systems go. 


We even had a good experience with the woman who came to draw up the birth certificate. Granted, we’d gone on the hospital tour some weeks back, and prepared ourselves for everything. But she was so friendly and matter-of-fact. When she asked us what we’d be putting on the line where it says “Father,” I was ready. “We’re going with ‘Decline to State.’ ” I felt like I was on Jeopardy, or Who Wants to Be a Millionaire? If next she asked, “Is that your final answer?” I was going to muster all my self-confidence not to cave. Was it the right answer? With the right amount of paranoia, any potential statement on that “Father” line could spell doom, mostly for me. But we figured all this out ahead of time. I was ready to hold firm. “Great,” she said. Great! The only thing that would have made that step any more painless would have been our having given birth just a few months later. In California, thanks to recent expansions in registered domestic partner benefits, as of January 2005 I would have been able to sign my own name on that “Father” line before we left the hospital. I look forward to the day, should we be so fortunate as to take this ride a second time around. 


We drove home from the hospital through a Maxfield Parrish–tinted dusk, and it felt as if we were piloting a bathysphere through an undersea wonderland. All our senses were acutely heightened. We rolled down the windows to smell the jasmine blooms as we drove by, only to have to roll them back up again; the sounds of the tra‰c were too intense. It was with great eƒort that I brought the car up to the minimum speed limit, and I did that only to avoid getting rear-ended. There was our beautiful, splotchy little newborn, snoozing upright in the car seat. Even her being upright in a seat all by herself, rather than reclined in our arms, took eƒort for us to cope with. 


When we got home, we stayed on our bed together for days, as if it were a little raft and all around it was inky ocean. I only darted into other rooms to fetch some vital product, and then back I’d come to our little bed-craft. I was their baba: their protector, their guard. Friends and family brought us home-cooked meals for a full fortnight. It took a week before I ventured so far as the front of the house with the baby in my arms. And it should be noted that we have a really small house. 


But as the weeks began to pass, we were ready to rove farther and farther afield, and began to present our (lesbian-headed) family to the public sphere. First we moved within insulated family spaces, where we were greeted with love and where we were already presumptive parents. Even so, my role and title needed frequent review (depending on the family member). It’s just too hard to see a female parent and not think: mama. And why not? I’m trying to be a new species of parent here, but it’s not like people have watched a lot of Mutual of Omaha’s Wild Kingdom specials on my kind. 


I also get that I’m at the outset here of a long process of establishing my sense of parental authority. I don’t mean the authority I have as a parent, in the eyes of my child. For an atypical parent like me, at the dawn of parenthood, establishing parental authority has as much or more to do with establishing authority to be a parent in the first place, in the eyes of other people. I expect that this will be something, like the starkly different ways that Jennifer and I embody our parenthoods, that will soften for me over time. But meanwhile, it matters. 


I expect that wrestling with authority will just be part of my early babahood, along with a frequent self-awareness in public. I know for all parents it seems impossible not to do parenting work inside a fishbowl; that one’s raising of one’s kids is ever subject to public scrutiny and comment, that there will always be someone who both disapproves of what one’s doing and has no compunction in sharing that disapproval. But this scrutiny feels especially keen to me, being, at least genderwise, such a nonnormative parent. When out of a context in which my kind of parent establishes the norm—which would be most of the time, other than at queer family events, or at the strategically located kiddie playgrounds on Pride weekend—I can’t help but be a walking Wild Kingdom episode about the wily and elusive butch mother (also known as lesbian father), unfolding live and unedited for whoever cares to watch. It’s the ordinary, workaday plight of any underrepresented minority. Are the viewers well informed or ignorant about my kind? Admiring or judgmental? Friendly or cranky? Curious or repulsed? Or simply blasé about all of the above? Who knows? But for my kid’s sake, at least, I’m going to make darn sure that the viewers (whenever there are any paying attention) come to understand and respect my kind. Some of them might even secretly wish their husbands were more like lesbian dads. With metrosexuality so rampant, maybe it’s not that far away. 


Other Than Mother 


I haven’t been at this baba thing for very long, but I have already developed a repertoire of responses to the more predictable questions and assumptions. 


“Yes, she’s my daughter.” 


“Our donor friend’s just that: our donor friend. If anyone’s the daddy, it’s me.” 


“My sweetie did all the hard work; I just got to watch.” 


“I like to call myself Baba.” 


“I feel more like something in between a mom and a dad, and this word says that to me. But I’ll answer to anything she calls me, once she acquires the gift of speech.” 


Like that. 


I notice general trends in myself. Whenever we’re in public as a threesome, for example, I am very eager to be the one holding Junior—more so if I have reason to believe no one we’re likely to encounter has seen a lesbian dad before. I am motivated by both negative and positive reasons. Negative: holding our wee punkin lamb assuages my fears of illegitimacy. The one holding the baby must for sure be a parent, I imagine others to be thinking. Look at how comfortable the little one is in his—oh! I mean her—arms, they might say. On the positive side: when I’ve got her swaddled in one or another of our fancy baby-carrying contraptions, folks do indeed read us together as a family unit. I get to be a parent, plus who I am, genderwise, all at the same time. Maybe gals like me will see me and think, Yeah! I could do that, too! It’s about being a sip of water for the fellow desert travelers. 


My favorite, though, is when kids ask questions. Then it all makes sense. No fog of grown-up complication to wave away. Our first chance to frame our parenthood for kids was back when Jennifer was still pregnant. We were in an airport lounge with my sister’s sons, ages nine and six at the time, following an extended-family gathering in the Rockies. They were working their little thumbs away at those beeping Game Boy toys that keep kids occupied, and parents just slightly less harried, over the course of lengthy car and plane trips. 


One of them looked up and asked the question we were secretly waiting to be asked by them: “How did you get pregnant?” This must have been from Erik, the older one: he’d have known by then that a gal doesn’t get pregnant just by wishful thinking. Any lesbian could have told him that much. 


“Well!” Jennifer and I looked at each other, rubbing our hands together, all excited that the moment had arrived; their natural curiosity had opened the door to our desire to share and educate. 


“You know how it takes a man and a woman to make a baby?” asked Jennifer. 


Whew. Excited as I was, I was glad she took the anchor leg. 


Erik nodded his head. Patrick did, too, but who knows whether this was because his older brother signaled that this was a yes answer, or whether he knew, too. 


“Well, Polly and I wanted to have a baby, but we needed to have a man help us. We got a friend and that’s how we were able to make this baby.” 


I was wincing inside, hoping the follow-up questions weren’t going to get us into dicier territory. Were we really going to go there? The artichoke jar? The semen? How the semen gets from our friend to the artichoke jar? The late-night group hugs as we pick up the jar in its little sock? The cheapie, finger-size drugstore syringe, like the kind you use to get the kitty to swallow her medicine? The Barry White music and the little red plastic Kuan-Yin-holding-a-baby statue that Jennifer got from her mom, and the good-luck penis-shape candle she got from her dad? Jennifer rotating like a Cornish game hen on a rotisserie for thirty minutes afterward, so that every drop would have an equal chance of slithering over and through the idiosyncrasies of her internal topography? 


My sister was out of earshot up at the ticket counter, so we had no maternal cues regarding how far to go, or not—such as a suggestion, from between clenched teeth, to “Ix-nay on the asturbation-may.” 


Patrick asked the next question, a very good one and, thank God, not a follow-up on the mechanics of it all. “So, Polly? Are you going to be a mama or a papa?” 


The people seated nearby stopped rustling their papers and started to list slowly toward us, combing their hair out of the way of their ears, waiting for the response. 


“I’m so glad you asked!” I erupted. I hoped my eagerness wouldn’t betray how high the stakes were for me. Who cares what grown-ups think about all this malarkey? The real litmus test comes from the kids, the people these roles and names are meant for in the first place. Would I be a super freak to them, or would it all make perfect sense, as it had to Jennifer and me? 


“I’m going to be a little bit of both,” I oƒered. “Something other than mother, but other than father too. I’ll be the best parts of a mama, plus the best parts of a papa. Which,” I intoned authoritatively, “is called a baba.” 


They looked at me for a moment and allowed a beat or two to go by, during which time I imagined this was all sinking into place. It would go where all new information goes: into the spaces already prepared for it, by previous, related knowledge. There baba would go, next to a dinner-time chat I’d given about a year before to Patrick, in answer to a question he had about my gender (“Are you a boy or a girl?”). In the air, I had plotted out with my hands successive spots on a linear continuum, as I told him: “There are boyish boys, and girlish boys, and boyish girls, and girlish girls. And I’m a boyish girl.” I had told him that Jennifer’s dad was a girlish boy. “And it’s okay to be whatever you are.” 


In that beat, in the airport lounge, I imagined they were filing this baba thing next to everything else they’d long known about me, such as how I look like a man from behind, such as how it took them a little time before they could match it up that, despite how I dress, I don’t have a penis or pee standing up and I do have breasts (Erik confirmed this by regularly fake-bumping into me, when he was at an age where he wanted to double-check to be sure). I imagined they put this Mama + Papa = Baba thing next to another quiet but important truth about me: that, whether I was girl or boy, I’d love them forever, no matter what—which, everyone knows, is the only thing that really matters. 


As they looked at me, I tilted my head and arched my eyebrows, welcoming a follow-up question, should they have any. One alligator, two alligator. 


“Oh.” 


And they returned to their Game Boys. Easy as you please. 








Nonbreeder 



Mimi Hill 


I came to the world of having children late in life, at age forty-two. On a personal level, as a dyke in Berkeley and Santa Cruz, California, in the 1980s and 1990s, I was too busy healing my inner child to have my own kids. On the political side, my experiences traveling in third world countries left me opposed to bringing more children into a world in which I felt there was too much suƒering and starvation. (I still have a “Nonbreeder” button I proudly wore in many Gay Pride parades during those years.) In addition, I never had wanted to give birth. It just wasn’t me. I believed birthing to be full of the kinds of exposure, attention, and pain that made me feel uncomfortable and not at all maternal. Needless to say, my journey to parenthood was unanticipated, the result—in part—of an entirely diƒerent facet of my identity. 


As an Israeli American, throughout my life I made occasional trips to Israel. In 1999, during one such trip, I quite unexpectedly met and fell in love with Dana. By the summer of 2000, I had left my position at the University of California in Santa Cruz to work as a technical writer in Tel Aviv, Israel. Within this politically challenging climate, Dana and I began our dream life together. 


At the very beginning of our relationship, Dana asked if I wanted to have kids. 


My answer—“Yes, of course.” 


I said yes because I thought that Dana wanted children; and I believed I wanted anything she wanted. In all honesty, at the time, I felt like I was lying. How could I want kids when, political beliefs aside, I had hated my own childhood? My suburban elementary and high school years were the darkest of my entire life—even without the added challenge of having gay parents. I wondered whether someone with a history 
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such as mine could be a good parent, and whether I would be able to protect another being in a world that too often had revealed itself to be hostile and frightening. 


Two years after our first baby conversation Dana and I purchased a home in Tel Aviv. As our love grew, the thought of Dana getting pregnant began to appeal to me, much to my own surprise. Sharing my life with a partner changed me. I enjoyed being a part of a family. I learned to trust Dana, and started to believe that pooling our eƒorts would provide our child an amalgamation of a “whole” mom. Bit by bit, I came to feel that the love Dana and I shared was stable enough, warm and generous enough, to safely embrace a baby. I imagined our child, pictured myself nurturing him or her within the family Dana and I were creating, and believed in this image. 


Still, I was riddled with fear about my own role. As primary provider for our family, I felt we couldn’t aƒord to have a child. We always lived on the edge, with just enough. Further reflection on the idea that perhaps we just could not financially support a family caused me to reconsider the many people I’d met in my travels. That’s when it occurred to me that, despite the immense socioeconomic and political struggles I had witnessed, the challenges—global and individual—that left me so uneasy, many people were choosing to have children. Perhaps my reasons for not having kids—that the world was overpopulated enough—was not the whole story. Perhaps my reluctance had to do with another sort of fear. 


A descendent of European Jews who fled the Holocaust, I share my grandparents’ distrust of governmental powers, and have long been afraid of living in a world that does not represent my values. Since bringing a child into the world would be the ultimate act of coming out of the closet, I had to confess that my reluctance to have a family had to do with internalized homophobia; I didn’t want to make our family a target for hate groups. I didn’t want our child to have to spend his or her life defending him or herself and his or her mothers. 


The revelation of these concerns prompted Dana and me to attend a “Maybe Baby” group for lesbians in Tel Aviv. Over the course of several months, we heard from speakers such as psychologists specializing in kids of gay parents, biological and nonbiological moms, and a feminist lawyer. These speakers addressed issues including what it means to be two moms, our legal rights as same-sex parents, and the process of navigating the Israeli health care system. 


As Israel’s national health care system provides fertility counseling and reproductive technologies for all citizens, becoming pregnant there would not stress us financially as it would have in the United States. Empowered and encouraged by the workshop as well as our own union, just two short years into our partnership Dana and I scheduled an initial appointment, to see if becoming pregnant was “doable”—would the health care system really be available to us as a lesbian couple? Could we manage its bureaucracies? 


Sperm donation is tightly controlled in Israel. Every donor is college educated and categorized according to his background—either Middle Eastern (Sephardic) or Ashkenazi (European) descent. All samples are anonymous, so that there is no traceable aba (father). Once a baby is conceived, the respective donor’s remaining samples are removed from the pool of available sperm and saved for the biological mother in case she decides to impregnate again. This assures that her children will be full blood relatives. The only complication: sperm banks are closed on holidays and the Sabbath. Even if a woman’s ovulation is regular as clockwork—as it turned out Dana’s was—she is at the mercy of the Jewish calendar. 


We tried for months to get pregnant. On several occasions, the director of the sperm bank suggested that Dana begin hormone treatments. While many people we knew used hormones to help them get pregnant, we had been hoping Dana’s healthy thirty-four-year-old body would do the job without them. With the support of our wonderful gay gynecologist in Tel Aviv, we persevered without such treatment. However, with each try and subsequent failure Dana became increasingly more depressed and frustrated. I felt powerless—unable to “fix” our problems, uneasy comforting her as she mourned a motherhood I was still ambivalent about, inadequate because I couldn’t impregnate her myself and because I wouldn’t, couldn’t, bear a child myself. After six tries and the accompanying frustration, we skipped a few months and rethought whether we really were meant to have a child. 


Meanwhile, I was growing bored with the sterile atmosphere of the high-tech world and longed for the vast empty beaches, redwood forests, and close friends of Santa Cruz. Dana, an author and English/Hebrew translator, was thinking that a few years in the United States might expand her career opportunities in Israel. As a result, we planned a move to America. Since the move would put on hold our pregnancy plans, we decided that before relocating we would give it one more try. Several weeks after that decision, while still in Israel, Dana and I found ourselves staring at a positive home pregnancy test, unable to believe our eyes. 


Our international move was made during Dana’s fourth month of pregnancy. It took us a good month to find a home. By the time Dana entered her third trimester, I was exhausted from furnishing the house, caring for her, and working to build a home business. We both entered the birth tired and overwhelmed. 


This birth experience turned out to be beautiful but harrowing. Our son, Boaz, was born after thirty-six hours of labor in a highly planned home birth—which was supposed to be about chanting and gently bringing this new life into a supportive community—and then twelve more hours at the hospital Dana was transferred to, where she was given lots of drugs and a C-section. Boaz was born with his eyes wide open. He seemed to recognize me. I like to think that I’ve never looked away from our son since that moment. 


Immediately following Boaz’s birth, Dana was almost completely knocked out, resting in bed, but the hospital staƒ had to contend with me before getting to Boaz. I was a protective momma bear. My experience as an Israeli foot soldier (I served two and a half years of mandatory military service in Israel) influenced me as I found myself standing guard over Boaz, sticking up for his rights, and caring for both him and Dana. It took a couple of days to monitor my reactions. I practically barked “No!” when asked about circumcision. When after two days Dana’s milk hadn’t come in for hungry Boaz, the hospital wanted to start him on formula or put sugar water on Dana’s nipple to encourage Boaz to suck. I stepped in, taking on the job of our baby’s advocate for the first time. With the guidance of our midwife, I purchased breast milk. A friend brought the milk, packed in dry ice and sent from a milk bank forty-five minutes away in San Jose. By the seventh day we were safely at home and Dana’s milk came in strong and sweet. Fortunately, the hospital staƒ was completely non-homophobic. There was never any doubt on the part of the staƒ that I was the “other parent.” Each night I slept on a sofa close to Dana and Boaz. 


We had arrived home from the hospital exhausted, to a house full of guests: Dana’s aunt, who had arrived from Haifa two weeks before the birth, and her parents, also Israelis from Haifa, who stayed for two months. While all were wonderful and helpful, I became the twenty-four/seven “schlepper,” in addition to trying to run a business, be present for Dana, and learn to be with my son. Dana and I both desperately needed “normalcy” to return to our lives. But that is exactly what goes out the window when you bring a baby home—nothing is the same as it was, and nothing lasts. You learn how to do something perfectly so that your son doesn’t cry, and a week later that same trick is the very thing that makes him the most annoyed. 


My home business was growing, but too slowly to keep up with the high cost of living in California. With Boaz still a newborn, I began the di‰cult task of obtaining a work visa for Dana (more lawyers, more money), wrote a business plan, and incorporated my business, all in order to hire Dana so that she might work for me and remain in the 


U.S. legally. Unfortunately, I was too busy, and the details of the business started piling up. My stress level rose simultaneously. 


Dana and I both were suƒering from sleep deprivation. As a result of the C-section, Dana had di‰culty moving and couldn’t hold Boaz for the first six weeks of his life except to nurse him. By the third week, Dana was sinking into mild postpartum depression. I tried to pick up where she left oƒ, but the angelic baby in my arms, who I would protect with my life, wanted lots of attention, the business taxes were waiting, and I still had a house to maintain. There were the grandparents who had spent their life savings to come all the way to California to be there for their daughter and enjoy their first grandson. There was Dana, wondering what she had gotten herself into. With my own needs coming last due to necessity, my exhaustion increased and turned into anger, frustration, and impatience—mostly with myself for not being “wonder woman.” Dana was spent—hormonal, and homesick for Israel. Already stretched too thin, I started resenting Dana’s decreased energy level, while she harbored her own resentment of my desire to rid our house of well-meaning relatives so we could be a family of our own. 


As is true for all new parents, partnership suddenly meant more than simply two people spending their lives together. With a child in the picture, the definition of who we were to each other changed. Now a partner was the only other person who got to make decisions about your child. It was the person you handed your son to when you were too tired to hold him for one more second. It was someone who’d better be trustworthy and have patience, goodwill, and inner strength. At the very least, it was someone who was willing to compromise and not be afraid to seek help. Unlike most other new parents, we also were contending with Dana’s ability to stay in the United States, and acquiring legal recognition of my role as coparent. 


To assure that our relationship survived, Dana and I joined a postpartum wellness group. We also started therapy with a practical lesbian therapist who had four children of her own. With the help of these support systems, we created a chart distributing work and childcare responsibilities between us. We learned to listen to one another. Because I did the bulk of the childcare while Dana was recovering from her C-section, at first it seemed that I was in the role of biological mother and Dana was the “other mother.” As Dana recovered and took on more responsibilities, I had to learn to make room for her opinions. It took some adjustment, but eventually I was glad to share the responsibility, and embraced Dana’s special role as Boaz’s biological mom. 


*** 


As Boaz grows, our life as a couple is mending. I appreciate the fact that when we needed help, we had the right to free therapy under California’s First Five program (paid for by tobacco taxes), just like straight couples have. However, I do not appreciate the underlying accusation from the federal government that I am not a real parent until I prove it in court. I’m tired of being asked if my son will have enough male influences in his life. Still, we will do what we have to, and presently I am in the process of legally adopting my Boaz. 


Given our status as registered domestic partners in the state of California, legal parental rights would default to me if anything ever happened to Dana, just as they do for married heterosexual couples. But our domestic partnership isn’t recognized federally, so if we were traveling out of state and had a car accident, depending on whether that state’s medical community chose to honor my relationship with my son, I might or might not be able to make medical decisions for Boaz. To assure our best legal protection, we are going through an expensive and at times humiliating adoption process. This involves having friends write a‰davits and sign forms attesting that I am a drug-free adult capable of caring for a child, undergoing a home visit by a social worker, and fingerprinting (to make sure I’m not wanted in any state for molestation). While the adoption process is the same for heterosexual coparents, I often find myself stewing over the fact that when any two straight people have sex and make a baby, they instantly become legal parents with full rights and privileges under the law—regardless of their mental status. In a month or two, I will appear before a judge to sign the final papers and then, most importantly, Boaz will be my legally adopted son. After the adoption we will take Boaz to Israel, and we’ll do a similar adoption there. We also maintain living wills in both countries and powers of attorney over each other’s finances. 


When Boaz was eight months old, I experienced what initially had been my biggest fear with respect to becoming a parent: inadequacy. Staring into his hopeful, confident eyes, I imagined he was asking me to confirm that the world is a wonderful, massive mystery just waiting for him to dive right in. 


The dyke in me wanted to answer, “No can do. The world is an unfair and opportunistic place. You are safely snuggled here in Santa Cruz, California, while our Palestinian friend Rammi, in Ramallah, fears he will be shot dead by his own brothers if he ever were to come out of the closet. Sorry, Boaz, the world is a crapshoot, a self-destructive, queer-bashing, coldhearted thug. George W. Bush is at the helm, and if it looks, tastes, and smells like fascism, then maybe it is fascism even if it is called ‘democracy.’ My poor, innocent son, what have we got you into?” 


But as a parent, I knew I could not answer that way. That morning, waking up, as usual, moments after Dana and Boaz, I watched my son, tucked under one of Dana’s arms, nursing, while she spoke to him in a soft singsong voice about all the fun things to do in the coming day. Taking a long, deep breath, I snuggled her closely, reaching over her warm body to stroke Boaz’s head. He cooed and giggled. There was nothing I would trade for such a perfect moment. 


Yes, I am parenting and supporting a family in a heterosexist, capitalist world. But this nonbreeder is content, happier in a family than she ever before has been. And somehow that makes possible living among the hypocrisies of a world that just might also be a wonderful, massive mystery just waiting for Boaz to dive right in. 








Who’s Your Daddy? 



Heather DeRosier 


In 2003 we had a baby. Actually, my partner, Laura, had a baby. We traveled all over Seattle to find the perfect fit for health care, visiting birthing centers and interviewing countless ob-gyns and midwives. Because some people think I am Laura’s sister, we went out of our way to inform everyone we met that we were a couple, and that “she” was pregnant but “we” were having a baby. After meeting many health care professionals we decided we would deliver by midwife in the hospital. I accompanied Laura to every prenatal appointment. 


Before we decided to have a baby, Laura and I had been together for over seven years. We went back and forth about the issue of parenting for about four of those years—utilizing lots of pros-and-cons lists and lots of therapy to help guide us. Upon deciding to have a baby, Laura and I got married. Although same-sex marriage is still not legal in Washington, we felt that having our friends and family witness our commitment to each other was an important step to make before having a baby. In addition, I always felt that if we could not be “out” enough to get married, then we had no business starting a gay family. 


After choosing to become parents, the next most significant decision we made was to keep our donor information confidential. This decision was largely mine. I felt that because I wasn’t carrying the baby, I didn’t want there to be a lot of focus on who the “daddy” was. I wanted parenting to be about me and Laura and our baby. My gut instincts were confirmed when, after Laura became visibly pregnant, everyone and their neighbor (literally) wanted to know who the father was. We remain private about our baby’s donor. And still, most people can hardly stand not knowing. 
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*** 



Our mail carrier and unexpected fan, Debbie, knew something was going on in our home long before anyone else did. My mother, knowing what a huge hypochondriac I am, always knew it would be unlikely that I would birth a baby. According to her, my hypochondria started in second grade, when I was sure I had a tooth growing in my throat. From there, I always overthought my natural bodily functions. These fears lessened slightly as I grew up, but giving birth would be a whole diƒerent game. I was sure I would fear terrible things while being pregnant: Does my baby have two heads? Why isn’t she moving? So my mother—and I— knew it would probably be Laura who would carry. Anxious for another grandchild, and a not-so-subtle hinter, my mother jumped the gun and started two magazine subscriptions (Mothering and Parenting) long before Laura and I even announced the idea of having a baby. She thought that Laura would enjoy these even though she wasn’t pregnant. 


Our mail carrier must have seen those magazines coming to our house. About three months into her pregnancy, Laura was walking the dogs and ran into Debbie, who stopped to ask if she was pregnant. 


“You can see it in your chest,” Debbie said. “Just wait until your milk comes in.” 


Laura asked that Debbie keep the pregnancy news on the down low, as none of our neighbors yet knew. 


Debbie has been delivering our mail since we moved into our Central Seattle home five years ago. She always has a big smile and an opinion or two about things. After Laura had confirmed her pregnancy, Debbie told me she thought for sure I would have been the one to “go” first. When I asked why, she was quick to respond that she thought I was more feminine than Laura. I was shocked, for two reasons. One, she saw me day in and day out for over four months stripping the paint from our two-story, one-hundred-year-old home and then painting it (sometimes while wearing overalls and a brown suede tool belt). Not exactly what I think of as feminine. Second, while I don’t consider myself butch, Laura is by far the more girlie-girl of the two of us. Although taken aback by her candor, I was also pleasantly relieved that Debbie understood that we were a couple. Nowadays we see Debbie throughout our neighborhood while we are out walking the dogs and the baby, and she always says something sweet like, “Ahh look at the cute family!” Debbie recently asked me if I was going to go next. I told her, like I tell everyone; I am scared to death of giving birth. She responded, “You can do it, girl. I’ll help you!” 


About six months into Laura’s pregnancy, we signed up for childbirth classes. When we showed up to class, not surprisingly we were the only lesbian couple there. Being one of only three women “birthing coaches” in the room (the others were the mother and a friend of their pregnant partners), I felt like the odd wo/man out, strange for being a woman who was not about to have a baby. 


Our classmates sized us up, assessing our situation without asking. Two women having a baby. The idea that people might be thinking about us made me uncomfortable. In my mind, we were just normal people trying to figure out what to do with the baby that would soon be coming out of Laura. Just like the others, we went every week and did all of our exercises—me and the others in the “father” role with the fellas, Laura with the ladies. 


At one of our final meetings, the instructor asked for volunteers to role-play early labor in front of the room. Laura convinced me to be the volunteer from the fellas’ group. Standing in front of thirty people, rubbing the instructor’s back, telling her she was fine and to keep breathing, was mortifying. I was hyperaware of my every action, anxiously anticipating the response of my fellow classmates. I have to think that if I were one of the husbands, or if we had clearly established our “situation” for our classmates, my self-scrutiny would have been less aggressive. But as it was I felt exposed, and rather than commit myself to the pretend birth of our instructor, I could think only about the roomful of people studying me—the lone lesbian onstage for special grading by the class on her ability to perform in this new role. 


*** 



Laura was eight months pregnant and big as a house when, as block watch captain for our street, I coordinated our annual summer block party. The party is usually attended mostly by neighbors who are familiar to us, but this particular summer there were a lot of new people. Apparently, a pregnant belly lends itself to a free-for-all of personal questions (i.e., “Who’s the daddy?”). One woman on our block whom I knew only in passing felt the need to ask me if we did it the “natural” way. I wanted to ask her if she thought I had a penis, but I just gave her a shocked look and tried to shrug the question oƒ. 


She must have assumed from my response that we didn’t know the donor, as she added, “Nah, ’cause that’s naasty, right?” 


Another woman whom neither of us had met before plied Laura with questions about her birth plan, before going for the clincher: “Do you mind if I ask who the father is?” 


“Yes, I do mind,” Laura answered. 


This woman continued anyway, saying that she had no current relationship with the father of her children, somehow implying that we had chosen similar paths. 


Two months later, at 4:00 am on October 6, 2004, Laura’s water broke. She had tested positive for group B strep about two weeks earlier. This is common and normally doesn’t aƒect one’s health, but if you happen to be pregnant and your water breaks you need to be on an antibiotic drip immediately to prevent injury to the baby. So we headed to the hospital. We both thought that Laura was going to pop this baby out in no time, but that couldn’t have been farther from the truth. We ended up being in the hospital for days (forty-one hours of labor in total), with Laura getting IV antibiotics for twenty minutes every four hours. 


After a good thirty hours of pre-labor, which consisted of Laura and I walking for miles all over Capitol Hill, where our hospital was located, me stopping for coƒee and bagels and Laura performing her own awkward version of the nipple-stimulation technique taught to her by our midwife, we decided to return to the hospital and regroup. After thirty-two hours of good eƒort, not to mention a pair of very calloused nipples, we gave our blessing to the midwife and told her to order up a pitocin drip for the recommended induction. 


From that point on, Laura was in hard labor. During these six hours, she became someone I no longer knew. She was my hero. We went through seven nurses and five midwives in total. Each time one of the nurses’ shifts would end I found myself hoping we’d get a “good” nurse— one who was open-minded with regard to two-mommy labor. While I had only partially readied myself for my time and role at the hospital, I certainly had not prepared to introduce myself to seven diƒerent nurses. 


Laura had written a birth plan of which I, of course, was a big part. Before even meeting us, each nurse knew our room would contain two moms and no dad. Imagine our surprise upon learning that labor and delivery nurses (at least at our hospital) actually have some choice as to which patients they see. Our nurses had chosen us. This was evident in the support and acceptance I felt of my role in our new family. 


After forty-one hours of labor total Laura pushed our baby girl out in twelve minutes, while standing and with no pain medication. I was there with the midwife to catch Lucia. In the moment I received her, I felt overwhelmed with love, and I knew indisputably that she was my daughter. 


Visitors started pouring into the hospital and then to our house. From Lucia’s first public appearance on, I’ve heard countless times, “She has your eyes, Laura,” or, “She looks just like you” (meaning Laura). I never could have dreamed how painful those words would be. I am sure I said them myself many times to other gay and lesbian couples with children, but as a parent they meant simply this: Lucia looks nothing like me. 


For the first few weeks I felt saddened and alienated, thinking that Lucia and I shared no physical resemblance. Even though at that time Lucia didn’t really look like Laura either, everyone, including me, looked for the similarities. And I wanted Lucia to look like me too. Even though her eyes were blue, I held on to the hope that they would turn brown like mine eventually. I felt that people might validate me as her mother if we looked more similar. 


Over time, I care less and less that Lucia and I do not resemble each other. Perhaps this is because as Lucia becomes more a part of the world, she also becomes her own person, separate from both me and Laura. I imagine our physical gap will only close more with time. If I had my way, I would pick and choose the best of both the biological father and Laura and give Lucia all of these traits—physical and otherwise. But the truth is, as with all children, Lucia entered our lives an individual in her own right. All I can do is love and nurture her. 


Our first shopping trip out of the house took place when Lucia was twelve days old. Laura’s twin sister, Katherine, was in town to help us. We decided that we needed lots more baby stuƒ. The things we had weren’t quite right, so oƒ to Target and T. J. Maxx we went. Having not left the house in twelve days, I felt like I was in a giant bubble, clouded from reality. We went to T. J. Maxx and quickly split up—Laura and Katherine to shoes and me and Lucia to baby gear. I was scared stiƒ to be out of the house with a twelve-day-old baby. Germs, criminals, cars, rain—so many things threatened her safety. As if to confirm my fears, before too long Lucia began to cry and scream. Pushing a shopping cart with all of her baby stuƒ, and with her in my arms, I frantically looked around the store for Laura but could not find her anywhere. At this point Lucia was wailing. 


Meanwhile, there were what seemed to be countless women walking the aisles, staring at me and commenting, “Your baby is hungry,” as if I were a horrible mother who was neglecting to feed her child. 


I never had felt so inadequate in my life. Nearly in tears, I panicked because I simply could not find Laura, and Lucia was now screaming in my ear. Abandoning the cart with all of our carefully selected things, I ran down the aisles calling, “Laura!” When at last I found her, Laura was calmly perusing the stationery. 


Practically throwing Lucia into her arms, I shrieked, “My God, couldn’t you hear your daughter screaming for you throughout the store?” 


Clearly she hadn’t. She had been happy just to be doing something other than breastfeeding. I knew then I wasn’t quite ready to leave the house. 


Four months into Lucia’s life, I was alone with her when Laura went on an overnight trip to Las Vegas. Laura’s business partner was getting married and Laura really wanted to be there. By this time Laura was back at work and pumping her breast milk, so I was used to giving Lucia a bottle and spending hours alone with her. Still, this would be the first time she spent the night away from Lucia. It happened also to be Valentine’s Day and a time when Lucia was suƒering major crying attacks during which she could not be consoled. (She was later diagnosed with reflux.) Only about seven hours after Laura left, Lucia was in one of her crying jags. There was a time when, during her major cries, I could turn the blow-dryer on low, tickle her body and face with air, and she would just melt with calmness. But lately, even the blow-dryer trick wouldn’t work. The only thing that helped was taking her outside into the fresh, cold air. 


I had been crying, myself, from the helpless feelings I was having all morning. There I was, standing on our front porch all puƒy-eyed, when flowers arrived. Laura had sent them in advance, without telling me they would be coming. It happened to be a friend of a friend who was delivering the flower arrangement. 


I was holding Lucia while she continued to cry and said to him, “It’s been a rough morning. Lucia has been crying and Laura is in Vegas.” 


His reply: “Oh, what’s that like when the real mom is gone?” 


I was stunned by this comment, as any “other” real mom would be. As it turns out it was not the last time I would have to endure such insensitivity. The only thing Laura has on me is the nine months Lucia spent in her womb and the milk-filled boobs. Other than that, we are equally part of our daughter’s life. The presumption that I am a “lesser mom” hurts on a level only someone in a similar situation can understand. If I hadn’t been so preoccupied with Lucia’s health and happiness at that moment I would have probably shrieked, “Who do you think has been up since 5:00 am changing poopy diapers and soiled onesies, comforting her when she cries and warming her bottle?” 


Instead I muttered something about being perfectly able to take care of my daughter, and that the two of us were just fine. 


Lucia was six months old when my work required me to go to Vancouver for a week. Laura decided that there was no way I was leaving her home alone with the baby for a week, so she packed her bags and came along. This was our first time leaving the country with Lucia. We drove up to Vancouver. When we got to the border, we were asked whom the baby belonged to. I was driving and I told the woman she belonged to me and her, pointing to Laura. She asked me if we were both on the birth certificate. We are, I told her. She said to have a great time and oƒ we went. I was relieved that she took this information with such ease. 


Not only was this our first time out of the country, but also our first time staying in a hotel where we would have to go out for all meals and coƒee. Early one morning, when Lucia had been wide awake for some time and in one of her fabulous smiley moods, I packed her up in the Baby Björn and walked four blocks to a coƒee shop. We were in the coƒee shop, standing at the condiments station, where another child’s dad was adding cream to his coƒee. 


The dad looked at me and asked, “How old?” 


We made parental small talk, and then he said, “You’re lucky, I had such a hard time in the beginning because I couldn’t feed the baby and felt the baby didn’t really need or want me.” 


I stood with Lucia, smiling, and thought to myself, little does he know how similar we in fact are. 


I call Laura the “mudder with the udders.” She doesn’t seem to mind, as she loves to nurse. However, while blissful for Laura and Lucia, breast-feeding for me has been bittersweet. Because of the comfort Lucia experiences while nursing in Laura’s arms, there definitely have been times when I’ve felt jealous, like Lucia might not even notice if this second-class mom were not here. When I give a bottle to Lucia, she doesn’t wrap her little arms and legs around my body like she does when she spoons Laura while nursing. It causes me to wonder whether Lucia likes Laura better than me, especially now, with Lucia grown from a newborn in need of nourishment to a baby enjoying intimacy. Breastfeeding used to seem more instinctual, like a business deal: you feed me, I poop, I pee, and I sleep. Now that Lucia’s eight months old, it’s a party, as she pauses between sips to smile and blow raspberries. Lucia’s body language is like that of someone lying in a hammock on a warm sunny day, someone without a care in the world. I would give my big toe to be that hammock. 


Both Laura and I wanted Lucia to call us mommy, but agreed that only one of us would have the title. For weeks we went round and round arguing over who would get the coveted name. I wanted to wait until Lucia naturally came up with her own names for us. Unfortunately, this proved too confusing for everyone. People kept asking who is who, and what we call each other. So we decided that Laura would temporarily be “Mommy,” as Lucia is tangibly linked to me in the social world thanks to the fact that she has my last name. I’ve taken the name “Mama,” but confess to still not being at peace with the idea. 


Now that the first eight months of chaos, anxiety, sleeplessness, and fear are behind us, and amnesia for that time has started to kick in, we are thinking about giving Lucia a sibling. In response to the profound emotional experience of parenting Lucia, I’ve decided I do want to give birth should Laura and I choose to have another child. At this new place in life, my emotional needs far outweigh my fears of the physical aspects of pregnancy and childbirth. Mothering, wanting our little family to grow larger, and my old rival breastfeeding have stirred in me a maternal longing I’ve not felt before. Now I want to feel a baby growing inside of me; I want to share with a child the connection that comes from nursing. 


Perhaps it makes sense that not being able to breastfeed my daughter made me feel like an outsider within my own family. A warm, hands-on, loving person who likes to cuddle and be close to people, I long to tightly hold my child, relieve her pain when she hurts, and provide her with comforting hugs and kisses when she craves closeness. Though Laura is a person who prefers distance, it is she who Lucia turns to when she wants to be cuddled. After trying hard to have that connection with Lucia, I’ve realized that this is part of their natural bond. For now, Lucia and I connect in diƒerent ways. While Laura is hesitant to add another child to our already full schedules, she also admits to being afraid to be in my position. 


Today when people ask their myriad questions—Who’s the daddy? Who’s the real mom? How did you do it? What will she call you?—I take a deep breath and spout one of the many stock responses I’ve learned over the months. Depending on my mood, I can choose to educate the questioner or not. More importantly, deep down I know none of their questions really matter. 


What does matter is that I get to spend each day as a mother to Lucia and in family with her and Laura. Should I birth our second child, the journey that has been my experience as a nonbiological mom will enable me to support Laura in hers. 








Betsy Loves Bobbies 



Faith Soloway 


Bobbies: breastfeeding; breasts. 
Down bobbies: nursing while lying down, sofa or bed. 
Sitting bobbies: nursing while sitting. 
Down naked bobbies: do I really need to spell this one out? 



Betsy loves bobbies. When my partner, Harlie, comes through the door after not having seen our still-nursing toddler for a significant chunk of time, Betsy shouts, “bobbies!” In anticipation of their physical reunion, Harlie scoops Betsy up as our daughter continues her gleeful demand of her body. 


“Down bobbies!” Betsy demands. 


The whole bobbies routine has a subtle command system that our daughter finesses with impressive confidence and control. Though Harlie prefers sitting bobbies, she usually relinquishes control to our tiny fanatic dominatrix who orders up down bobbies on a regular basis. 


When I have the privilege of being audience to this spectacle, Betsy comically rises to the occasion. She talks to the bobbies to make me laugh. 


“How are you today, bobbies?” 


She cleverly changes song lyrics in honor of them. “If you’re happy and you know it clap your bobbies.” 


Even the origin of the term bobbies makes us laugh. We both link the emergence of the quirky nickname to visits we had with Harlie’s father, Bob, and his woman friend, Linda. At any typical visit, one can hear Linda’s shrill voice yelling around the house, “Bobby, what did Maria do with the bath towels?!” Or, “Bobby, can you help me with this? Bobby, Bobby! Bobby!!” We figure one such visit must have occurred at a particularly important developmental moment in Betsy’s life, because as soon 
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as we got home she began referring to breasts as bobbies and requesting them from Harlie with a fervor similar to the warbling Geschrie of Linda. Given that we refer to our own breasts as “boobies,” we were pleased with Betsy’s original take on the slang. After all, bobbies is a much more appropriate and discreet name in social settings. 


From the moment Betsy was born, Harlie’s breasts have always stood, or should I say hung, at the center of Betsy’s development. The maternity nurses nicknamed Betsy “Barracuda” in honor of her powerful suck. 


“You should have no problems whatsoever with breastfeeding,” they told us. 


No problems whatsoever for Betsy, that is. As she herself will say, “I could bobbie all day long.” (Yes, the usage of the word bobbie has now been in our vernacular for so long, it’s earned verb status.) 


Harlie would say that bobbies have taken on a personality of their own, completely devoid of her own identity. At times Harlie feels like a milk hostage. At other times, she feels like a warm and cozy haven for our girl. When supply and demand is at its worst, Harlie just wants out. I try my best to help her as she struggles to deal with these psychological land-mines. Knowing that weaning this bobby-lovin’ toddler ain’t going to be easy for either of them, I strive to be as sensitive and supportive as possible. This means I choose to keep my feelings to myself. 


Basically, I am insanely jealous of their flesh-on-flesh, boundaryless, nurturing, complicated relationship. I watch my two ladies intertwined on the couch and the picture is both heavenly and bittersweet as it constantly reminds me of my third-wheel status. Later, as I listen to Harlie process the challenge of weaning, I want to say unhelpful and selfish things. 


“Do you know how lucky you are to have a little flesh pet? She depends on you for everything. She needs you for every emotional turn she takes. She seeks refuge in your body. She seeks healing from your breasts. How does it feel to hold such power? You are her God. She knows no other. I’ve always wanted that feeling. I’ve always wanted to love some-one—and to have that love reciprocated—so incredibly much that all I want to do is give my body over to the love.” 


I’m glad I’ve never unleashed. 


I’m not quite sure how or why these feelings of inadequacy and jealousy started to grow. I am also startled by them. When Harlie first declared her I’m-having-a-baby-dammit-there’s-no-turning-back-eitheryou’re-with-me-or-not position, I was both scared and relieved. Being an arts person who wears many creative hats, my muse came before anything. I wanted the freedom to create, rehearse, write, and most of all, sleep in. At the same time, something in me always wanted to be a mom. Throughout my life, I’ve always worked with and even taken care of kids. 


This conflict within myself was not a good way to assure my partner I could be there for her. But we went ahead with all things baby, and within that year I started to feel a calm connection to my upcoming, supportive, second-mama role. Once our baby girl was born, all the inner turmoil evaporated into What the heck was I thinking? dust. I was so in love with our child that I wanted to be with her whenever I could. I still do. I can’t wait to see her when I get home or wake up in the morning. I can’t get enough of her. And Betsy can’t get enough of Harlie. 


I sometimes wonder whether Betsy might be more bonded to me were I the stay-at-home mom. There was a two-week period at the beginning of September before I went back to work when I had the chance to be with Betsy all day. It was heavenly. I loved every second of it. But when Harlie came home, bobbies stole my thunder. Those damn bobbies. I should have known they had the power to totally eclipse two weeks of hardcore playing. 


Now Betsy is two years and eight months and shows no signs of wanting to give up the breast. I figure I have had two and a half years of trauma. Two and a half years of jealousy and inadequacy issues swirling around my psyche. Two and a half years of having my own maternal instincts toward Betsy trumped by the mama milk that I, too, regard as holy. Perhaps I’ve willingly sat back because of my own massive reverence for the breast. To me, the fact that a baby can survive and be healed by its mother’s milk is an evolutionary miracle, as simple as it is intimidating. It’s like there is this maternal holy trinity made up of the mother, the child, and mama milk as the holy spirit. Breastfeeding and the milk she produces must serve the mother too, somehow, as she instinctually guides herself and her baby through their life together. Or maybe I’m still getting over seeing my sister squirt her own breast milk into her son’s eyes to cure his conjunctivitis. 


As capable a mother that I know myself to be, I cannot, will not, challenge the holy trinity, nor the holy mama’s maternal instincts. And so I relegate myself to being the best damn nonbio mom I can be. I defer, support, oblige, serve, but never lead. I cannot deny the power that bobbies hold, and I know I’ll never quite have it. I love who I am to Betsy, as much as I am in awe of what an amazing mother Harlie is. We have an incredibly happy girl and I know I have done a fine job contributing to her wellbeing and our family dynamic. 


But because I do have the need to be maternal in a biological way, I’m currently trying to have a baby. I hope I do get pregnant so that I really may experience this. And we both want Betsy to have a sibling. I know Harlie is eager to see how I will handle it all. I wonder myself how open and God-like I will be about my own body if I do end up having a child of my own. 


I know what will happen. As if to challenge me even more, life will probably send a baby with a wussy little suck. In a desperate attempt to seduce my newborn into nursing, I’ll come up with new nicknames. 


“Come on, baby, don’t you want some . . . tibbies?” 


But then, letting my own maternal instincts take over (and maybe six expensive lactation consultants later), I’ll let go and trust myself and my child. And together we’ll find our own relationship—with or without bobbies. 








Naked Brunch 



Fern Bliss 


Florida 2002. My partner, Becky, and I are visiting her ninety-five-yearold Aunt Emma. Emma lives independently in a small house that sits on the tenth hole of a sprawling green golf course. The house is a ranch too large for a frail ninety-five-year-old, but Emma refuses to leave. Her husband, Richard, died in 2001. If Emma survives one more year without him the house will be hers. If she passes before December 2003, all proceeds from its sale will go to Richard’s son from a previous marriage. Such was their marriage. Emma herself never had children. 


Becky and I do have a child, our daughter, Phoebe. Becky gave birth to Phoebe against all odds, almost a year to the day prior to our Florida visit. The odds that were not in Becky’s favor included her age (forty) and our semen (frozen). The reproductive endocrinologist who guided us through the hoops of donor insemination told Becky she had a 5 percent chance of conceiving. A month later, Becky was pregnant. So there. 


Truth be told, we’re not actually in Florida to visit Aunt Emma. We’re in Florida to attend a surprise sixtieth birthday party for Becky’s Uncle Theo. But as Becky said the day we left, “If I don’t see Aunt Emma now, I’ll probably never see her again.” So here we are abandoning our cushy hotel, complete with pool, exercise room, and twenty-four-hour PBS Kids, hopping into Uncle Theo’s car and schlepping an hour west to Tamarack for brunch with Aunt Emma at the clubhouse. 


Aunt Emma is significant in Becky’s life for being the only member of her generation (Emma’s, that is) to know that Becky is a lesbian. Though Becky was quite close with her maternal grandmother—and I, myself, spent many an overnight with the two of them, watching Murder, She Wrote and eating ice-cream sodas—Becky never told her she was gay. By the time Becky came out to Aunt Emma, her grandmother was a few 
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years gone and Emma was the family’s new matriarch, stubbornly adding years to her life at least in part so that she might claim a real estate investment that is rightfully hers. Becky told Emma she was pregnant, that she and I would be raising a child together, and how it was she had gotten pregnant. (“Aunt Emma asked!”) The only remorse Emma expressed to Becky that day on the phone was about not having had children herself. Ninety-five knows what counts. Aunt Emma blessed Becky and me and our budding family, and now here we are driving, with the windows closed and the air conditioning blasting, through a state that would just as soon see our little lesbian family return from whence it came (or so we suspect thanks to all that we had read about its disregard for the rights of same-sex parents). 


I’m not at all uncomfortable about meeting Aunt Emma. It’s country clubs I don’t like. I don’t like groups of people who have paid large sums of money to bask in exclusivity. It reminds me that I don’t have tons of money and that as a lesbian performance artist of the oƒensive variety, I likely am one of the very people they wish to exclude. 


Well, you can run but you can’t hide. Theo is negotiating with the valet and Becky has taken Phoebe into the ladies’ room for a diaper change. So it’s me, the tattooed (they’re all covered) rebel heart-mommy whose hand Aunt Emma takes and glides through the plush lobby to show oƒ to all her cronies. 


“This is my niece,” Aunt Emma boasts to each octo- and nonagenerian along our path. “This is my niece from New York!” Aunt Emma is proud as a peacock and I’m as flattered, though not entirely sure she knows it’s me and not Becky she is escorting. 


The introductions are endless. Aunt Emma is the mayor of Golfville, a starlet on opening night. With each silver- (or blue-) haired nod in our direction, I realize the status our visit has bestowed on Emma. A golf club/housing development such as this is not unlike a nursing home in that its residents are, for the most part, fragile seniors living out the remainder of their years far from the children and grandchildren they long to be near. Each young face that enters their world represents a dream come true for one among them; a son or daughter or grandchild has come to visit! 


For Emma, nieces and nephews are as close as it comes. I’ve never seen anyone beam as much as Aunt Emma on this February morning. She squeezes my hand from time to time and I squeeze back. 


It seems to take forever for Becky and Phoebe to return, but when at last they do, Emma adds notches to her belt that likely will last her the rest of her life. She abandons the three of us and takes Phoebe on a teetering walk around the dining room. Theo, Becky, and I are not sure which one of them will fall first. Thankfully, both make it back to the table without gravity conquering either of their ages. 


Brunch goes as brunches go. Everyone in the dining room coos and caws over Phoebe, who, if I do say so myself, is irresistible with her strawberry curls, bright blue eyes, and glorious smile. We order coƒee, share blintzes and bagels. Sure, Theo’s sixty and Becky and I are in our early forties, but with him along for the ride our little family raises no eyebrows. 


As for the intangible, we’re all Jewish except for Phoebe, who is half-Jewish due to the fact that there were no Jewish donors available when we were shopping for sperm. The Jewish thing helps me feel a bit more at home. Though there is no temple on the premises, and the club is nonsectarian, every single person we encounter appears Jewish. They resemble so much my own cadre of lox-loving relatives that I relax enough to oƒer to walk the fidgeting Miss Phoebe around the grounds so that Becky can enjoy some family time and a meal not eaten in fast-forward. 


Only now, without Aunt Emma as our human nametag, our presence evokes an unusual reaction among the crowd. 


“Whom do you belong to?” each person asks me as Phoebe and I smile and wave our way around the lobby, ladies’ room, valet station, and anywhere else that provides distraction. 


“Emma Rosenbloom,” I say, happy to be adding more notches to Aunt Emma’s belt. 


The answer satisfies, and I come to believe there is an actual score


sheet somewhere on which a tally is being kept; Emma Rosenbloom, widow living on the tenth hole, had three visitors on February 5th. All were attractive and well-mannered. 


“We’re ambassadors,” I say to Phoebe. “Representatives of life and light and we are making Aunt Emma’s day!” 


With that in mind, I decide to earn Aunt Emma the biggest score possible. Phoebe will blow raspberries and coo precious baby-talk for as many people as we can find. I will cast aside my New York street-walk and stand erect and open. I will be kind and gentle and not at all paranoid, as Phoebe and I tell every last old folk who we are there to see. 


Our plan works like a charm. In fifteen minutes Phoebe and I have announced our visit to almost twenty people. We think we’re done with our mission, that twenty (ha!) is as good as it’s going to get, and then we see it, just beyond the front desk—the be-all and end-all of our journey, the grand slam with bases loaded. It’s the canasta room. 


Su‰ce it to say the canasta room is huge, more like three big rooms all stuck together thanks to walls that have been slid open. There are fifty tables easy, maybe more, at each of which sit four women. Fifty times four, that’s two hundred bubbes over the age of seventy. 


“Jackpot,” I whisper in Phoebe’s ear. “We just hit the senior citizen jackpot.” 


Thanks to the fact that our beauteous, brilliant daughter also is so physically advanced at eleven months and counting that she walks on her own with only minimal di‰culty, and with an adult’s hands in hers with no trouble at all, we can position ourselves for maximum cuteness. I put Phoebe down in front of me, take both her hands in mine, and prepare for the big entrance. 


The room is humming. Two hundred ladies playing canasta is an awesome sight and generates a sound similar to that of an open field in the dead of summer, a cricket kind of buzzing accompanied by the shu~e of cards, and an occasional clangor that breaks through beyond the din. 


Phoebe giggles and gurgles with excitement. I have a grin on my face that actually is starting to hurt. In we walk. Let’s get this show on the road. 


Phoebe and I are not yet fully across the threshold into the plush redcarpeted gaming room when every single one of the two hundred salon-


perfect heads turns to look at us. 


“Who are you?” A woman asks, holding her cards in front of her. 


“We’re visiting Emma Rosenbloom,” I announce, half expecting bells to go oƒ, balloons to drop from the ceiling, Ed McMahon to race forth with cameras and a check in Aunt Emma’s name. 


“No, who are you?” The woman repeats. 


“My name is Fern, and this is my daughter, Phoebe.” 


The room comes to a complete halt. Silence. Phoebe and I suddenly are engulfed in sheer and utter silence. 


“I thought the other one was her mother,” the woman says without cracking a smile. 


I am so taken oƒ guard, so thrown oƒ my benevolent course that there is nothing to do but tell the truth. “We both are,” I say. “I’m her mother, too.” 


“Oh,” says the woman. 


And with that, the room regains its hum, the ladies return to their games, and Phoebe drags me back to the front desk, where a woman, moments earlier, had shown her a picture of a kitty. 


“You didn’t tell me you had visited the canasta room,” I say to Becky later. 


The whole thing caused such an armpit stink, I have to change my shirt. 


“They loved Phoebe. We almost couldn’t get ourselves out of there.” 


Apparently that’s what had taken Becky and Phoebe so long to return from the ladies’ room—they had taken a detour. Not only that, but the occasion filled her with so much Old World pleasure—like dipping into a mikvah—that simply remembering it evokes in her that moony hormonal glow I’ve seen so much in the last year, her own private and well-deserved postpartum high. 


“If I had known, I never would have gone in there with Phoebe. Now I’ve ruined Aunt Emma’s reputation because they all know she has a lesbo niece.” 


The glow dims. Becky is aghast. “And what’s wrong with that?” 


Right. What is wrong with that, you supposedly in-your-face, I’mgay-and-proud performance arteeste? Once again, I’m knocked oƒ cen


ter. How can a heart-mommy not believe in the heart? 


Becky continues. “Did anyone care?” 


“They didn’t seem to,” I confess. “But most of them probably couldn’t hear me.” 


“They heard you,” Becky says. 


A week later, when we’re nestled once again in our cozy, gay-friendly Brooklyn enclave (rather than amid the unsettling faces of our elders), Becky gets a call from Florida. Aunt Emma tells her how the ladies at the club can’t stop talking about Phoebe, about how cute and happy she looked, how lucky Aunt Emma is, and how nice it was to meet her family. 


“Ninety-five knows what counts,” I say to Phoebe, to remind myself at forty-one. 


Phoebe generously blows me the raspberry I deserve. 








From the Outposts 
of Lesbian Parenting 




Robin Reagler 


I am the other mother. Earlier in the process of choosing to become a parent, I had hoped to be the mother, but this is the way it all worked out. 


Four years loomed between the time when my partner, Marcia, and I first talked seriously about having a baby and the time the baby actually arrived. Because I am older than Marcia, and because I was the first to decide that I wanted to give birth, I was the first to try to conceive. I got pregnant twice, followed by two miscarriages. The miscarriages were brutal, for reasons beyond the loss and grief that Marcia and I shared. The doctors we worked with were homophobic and made comments that were thoughtless and inappropriate. One doctor expressed profound disbelief that our known-donor’s wife had agreed to this arrangement. Another acted horrified that we planned to do our insemination at home. When I asked why, she claimed that it was not hygienic—as though the typical American husband excels in cleanliness. I kept shopping for new gynecologists. The ignorance that we discovered among medical professionals was shocking—and this in Houston, Texas, a city known internationally for its superb medical center. 


Then I turned forty; my metabolism stalled a bit, and my knees began to creak. We decided to reevaluate our baby-making plans. Although we live in a large American city and have many friends, we did not know any other lesbians engaged in the creation of families, except through adoption. One thing I have realized is that for gays and lesbians, isolation is a real possibility no matter where you live. Without a community to encourage us in our journey, we decided to call it quits. 


And that was the end of that. We were sad, but we were content. Af
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ter all, we had a dog-child and a cat-child to keep our home animated. We could bike across Europe in the summers, snorkel the coast of Cozumel, and enjoy life without diaper genies, pacifiers, bibs, and Teletubbies. 


Then, six months later, my partner walked in from her therapy appointment and announced that she would like to try to get pregnant. She hadn’t really told me she’d been considering this option. I was surprised and a little taken aback. If I felt alienated as the lesbian mom-to-be, how would it feel to be the lesbian mom-to-be’s partner? Would I find myself even more isolated, not once, but twice removed from motherhood? 


As it turned out, Marcia’s pregnancy held a number of surprises for me. Maybe we learned from the first go-round or maybe we just lucked out, but Marcia’s pregnancy did not push me to the edges or make me feel invisible, as I had feared it would. It actually put me in the center of the circle—even more than my own pregnancies. This time around, for medical support, we turned to a group of midwives. The four women in the group were warm and supportive. Typically, a pregnancy checkup lasted as long as forty-five minutes, or longer if we had concerns—this in comparison to the quick fifteen-minute appointments that characterize most visits to an ob-gyn. In addition to the factual questions—When was your last period? Have you experienced any spotting?—they also inquired into our emotional experience of this life-altering process. How are you feeling about the pregnancy? Do you have support from your families? Do you know other lesbian families in the area? 


Ours was not a high-tech medical experience, but Marcia got to make the birthing decision, and I think it was right for us. There were moments when the midwives walked into the examination room with their listening devices and tape measures, and I thought back to childhood telephones—you know, the two empty tin cans connected by string? But since Marcia was a healthy thirty-five-year-old, this was considered a low-risk pregnancy, and we really didn’t miss the videotaped ultrasound or amniocentesis. The midwives always addressed the two of us as a family. We felt they were with us rather than above us, and the miracle of the approaching birth received our and their full attention. 


The “nesting” phenomenon was another part of Marcia’s pregnancy that, paradoxically, helped me feel included rather than excluded. All the pregnancy books say that the biological mother will go through a zealous nesting period in which she buries herself in her home and makes necessary preparations: cleaning, organizing, and sorting. Unfortunately, my partner never quite got the urge—but I did. While she borrowed a friend’s beach house for a writing retreat, I caulked and painted and repaired. It was very satisfying. At the end of the two weeks, I went to the beach house, too. It was Mardi Gras and we celebrated Fat Tuesday with glee. 


After the birth, I continued to feel like an intimate part of the family circle. Although we prepared for natural childbirth, 9,322 contractions and forty-eight hours into it, we gave up. Marcia had an emergency C-section ordered by the midwives. This meant that Marcia’s activity was very restricted immediately following childbirth, so in the first few weeks I had a more momentous role in caring for baby Pearl than we expected. Eventually, Marcia took over more of the childcare responsibilities, and I returned to full-time work. But I stayed actively involved at the beginning and end of each day, and I began chronicling our new life in an online journal. The blog, which I call “The Other Mother: Letters from the Outposts of Lesbian Parenting,” describes from my perspective the experiences and adventures of our nuclear family. Hands down, it is the most significant way yet that I’ve found to feel the magnitude of my status as “the other mother.” The day of my second-parent adoption was a moment I’ll never forget, but blogging, I must admit, is a daily high. 


By breastfeeding and staying at home with our baby, Marcia definitely has a more intense, more “motherly” relationship to Pearl, but I don’t feel like a dad or an admiring bystander. At midnight when Pearl cries, I am able to comfort her 60 percent of the time. For the other 40 percent, when I need Marcia’s assistance, I do occasionally feel more “other” than “mother.” But blogging saves me from self-doubt. It establishes my ethos as a mom. In the blogosphere, I am the sole narrator. I tell the story. 


In the media, blogging sometimes gets a bad rap. A recent article in the New York Times implied that blogging moms are motivated by narcissism and exhibitionism. Actually, the reverse is true: blogging is about community, and the moms who blog are particularly supportive of one another. When I started my blog, my intended audience was family members, none of whom live nearby, but quickly I found myself “making friends” in the blogosphere. People got involved in our story. I’d post a yarn about onesies or diarrhea, and ten people would respond. Soon I “knew” mamas across the globe. We all know the saying, it takes a village to raise a child; on the Internet, I found a village of my own. The villagers are not all lesbians; in fact, over 60 percent are straight. Eventually I was invited to become a DotMom, and I am still the only lesbian in that online forum of twenty-five blogging mommies. 


I could have used the blog to focus on the “otherness” of motherhood, but instead I’ve chosen a more integrative approach. A few months ago a male political blogger posted his personal survey of a dozen mommy blogs he’d read and admired. When he got to mine, he concluded that it was just like the other stay-at-home-mom blogs, only the author happens to be a lesbian. I did write and thank him for mentioning me; then I politely explained that I have a full-time job and that many other blogging moms do, too. His assumption, though, did bring a secret smile to my face because it meant that my version of motherhood was recognized as equal. 


My stories and questions about being a mom are not drastically different from others. Is the baby’s rebel yell caused by teething or a cold? Does it make sense to freeze organic, pureed peas in ice-cube trays? How does one assemble an ExcerSaucer? We all face the same challenges and rejoice over the same milestones. I have fun asking the readers questions. Sometimes I stick to parenting topics and sometimes it’s more of a free-for-all. Polls such as, “Who is the sexiest character on The L Word?” have gotten an enthusiastic response, as have the more predictable cries in the dark, such as: “What do we do? Our baby will only takes naps in the car!” I also add my politics into the mix, reflecting on or responding to the news of the day, but most of the straight blogging moms do that, too. 


Years ago when I was working toward my bachelor’s degree and living in a college dorm, at two o’clock each afternoon all the women would gather and watch a soap opera together. The television saga, absurd as it was, became a springboard for dialogue about every possible issue. Blogging creates a similar forum. People gather in cyberspace and engage in meaningful conversations. While Marcia and our daughter have the neighborhood playgroup that has become their community, as a mom I have found my peer group online. 


Marcia’s relationship with Pearl is diƒerent from mine, but now that we’re past breastfeeding and weaning, I suspect some of the distinction will blur. I also keep in mind that “diƒerent” is in fact okay—I am Baba, and Marcia is Mama. One of Marcia’s nicknames for Pearl, especially in the early morning hours, is Velcro. When she first wakes up, Pearl literally attaches herself to Marcia, clinging to a leg, a neck, whatever other appendage is available. One of my nicknames for Pearl, especially in the evening hours, is Gingerbread Baby, because after her bath she likes to “run, run, as fast as she can” naked through the house, and I chase her, little pajamas in hand. These rituals open and close each day for our fourteen-month-old daughter. The structure of her life makes her feel safe, makes her feel loved, by both of her moms. 


Identity is fluid. Over the last few years, I have changed, and I will continue to change. As the other mother, I am creating a role that feels right to my family and me. Now Marcia is pregnant again, and by the end of the year, we will add a second kiddo to the mix. I’m looking forward to meeting the new baby. The last ultrasound showed us another healthy girl. A colleague of mine announced that our home from now on will be called Girlville. The saga of our lesbian domesticity (aka, Girlville) can be followed at your own risk on the World Wide Web. 








Parenting as a Subversive Activity 



Dawn Beckman 


Recently, I asked my sixteen-year-old son, Ben, whether he relates diƒerently to his two moms. 


“Well, yeah,” he replied. “Susie is always on me about studying and stuƒ.” 


I reminded him that he and I have had some heated discussions about the same subject. 


“Right, but you’re not like her!” 


I asked Ben if it makes a diƒerence that he and I are not blood relations. After thinking for a moment, he said, “When we went to that bar mitzvah last month [on my side of the family], I was thinking, ‘I’m not really related to these people. So if there’s a really hot cousin . . .’ ” 


My ten-year-old daughter, Maya, had less to say on the subject. She stated simply, “I don’t think about it.” 


I realize that, in recent years, I have rarely given thought to being a nonbiological mom. I do have daily thoughts and feelings about being a parent. I love my children deeply and intensely. I nurture and encourage them, and appreciate and enjoy them. I sometimes get exasperated and impatient with them. Occasionally I worry. In short, I am a parent like other parents. 


Coming Out 


Twenty-five years ago, I would not have imagined that this would be my life. That was the early 1980s and I was about twenty-five years old. I had just summoned my courage and told my mother that I was a lesbian. 
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In response my mom wailed, “What did I do wrong?” 


She lamented, “You’ll never be happy.” 


She mourned, “You won’t have children.” 


At the time, having children was not a subject to which I had given much thought. I was a radical lesbian feminist, a political activist! I did not want to conform to conventional middle-class expectations, and I had no yearning to settle down and raise children. 


Shortly after my less-than-satisfying coming-out experience with Mom, I attended my first Alternate Insemination (AI) workshop. I was at the Michigan Womyn’s Music Festival, with my girlfriend, Lauri. We both worked in daycare centers and Lauri wanted babies. The AI process as described by the workshop leaders sounded feasible, and intriguing, if a bit messy. I began to vaguely consider becoming a parent, although I had little desire to bear a child myself. 


A year or two later, Lauri and I parted ways and I moved to Boston, where I met Susan, who was to become my life partner. Susan and I were both entering our thirties and moving toward establishing for ourselves more conventional lifestyles. We moved in together after a scandalously short courtship of eight months. After a few years, we exchanged commitment rings, privately, on a Provincetown beach, and we started talking about bringing children into our family. 


Making a Baby 


Susan’s and my decision making was most deliberate. Could we aƒord to raise children? Barely. Would we be good parents? Hopefully. Would our children feel burdened by having lesbian parents? A di‰cult question. But, we asked ourselves, who can predict, or control, what will cause a child to feel diƒerent and uncomfortable? 


We thought about the political implications, particularly within the queer community, of becoming lesbian parents. It was 1988, early in the AIDS epidemic, and we were part of the LGBT movement and culture, well outside the mainstream. As parents would we become less queer, less progressive, and ever more conventional and complacent? How much time and energy would we have for political work? Well, we sighed, the personal is political. As lesbian parents we will raise children with a different, more open worldview, children who one day might contribute to political and social change. 


Less di‰cult was deciding how we would become parents. Susan would try to get pregnant first. She was a year older, and already had completed her master’s degree and started working as a nurse practitioner. I, in truth, remained ambivalent about being pregnant and giving birth. We turned to the Fenway Community Health Center in Boston for sperm and guidance. At this time, the lesbian baby boom was just beginning, and the Fenway had one of the first programs in the United States to oƒer AI to lesbians and single women. From there I picked up sperm and inseminated Susan at home, twice. Our son, Ben, was conceived in the second cycle. He was to become the ninth Fenway baby. 


We were thrilled. We were scared, but we were united. I attended all of Susan’s prenatal visits. I cooked for her and packed her lunches for work. We created a nursery in our second bedroom. We tried to anticipate our parenting experience. Of necessity, we would both work. We would provide care and nurturing equally. Our child would have two mommies, no dad. He would call us Mommy Susie and Mommy Dawn. We would find him male role models and someone to teach him how to play ball. 


At the beginning of Susan’s pregnancy, I was starting my first job as a nurse at Boston City Hospital. I did not tell my colleagues that I was a lesbian. They were a diverse group, particularly in terms of race and cultural background. There was some tension about the (known) diƒerences, but, for the most part, that tension was unspoken. The largest and quite cohesive subgroup among them were young Irish Catholic mothers from South Boston. 


While Susan could be vague with coworkers about the genesis of her pregnancy, I saw no way to arrange parental leave without coming out. So as Susan’s due date approached, I asked to speak privately with my head nurse. I explained my family situation and asked for a week oƒ immediately after the birth. It was an uncomfortable meeting, but my boss responded graciously to my request. The rest of the staƒ was informed, though I don’t now remember the process. There was more discomfort, and no baby shower, but my head nurse gave me a very nice cuddly blue winter outer garment for the baby. 


Mommy Bath 


Ben was born four weeks early. He was tiny, five pounds one ounce, and voracious. Ben nursed every two to three hours, around the clock. Breast-feeding did not go smoothly. I tried to assist and support. I did the diaper changes, especially at night. I brought warm packs and helped arrange pillows. We thought that we could not possibly be more exhausted and stressed, until we were told that Ben had jaundice, requiring him to be readmitted to a hospital and treated with bilirubin lights. Now Susan was staying with Ben at the hospital at night and I was returning home alone. None of this was as I had imagined it. 


Ben and Susan returned home after a few days. Both of our families converged on Boston to meet Ben and to attend his bris. Susan and I could not have imagined how very significant and wonderful this ancient Jewish ritual would be for us. It was the first time that our families had met each other. They were happy and supportive. Our friends were gathered around us. Ben was welcomed joyfully, and we were publicly recognized as a couple, and as a family. 


Meanwhile, breastfeeding was still constant and fraught with di‰culty. Susan worked with a lactation consultant. She joined a nursing mother’s group. And I felt completely left out. Susan and I talked about my role. She understood my feelings. We decided that I would be the one to bathe Ben. Susan would be Mommy Booby, I would be Mommy Bath. We referred to each other as such. It was small consolation. 


I didn’t feel like the mommy. I wasn’t seen as the mommy. But I wanted to be Ben’s mommy, too! I always insisted on pushing the stroller and on carrying Ben when we were out in public. Ben has my coloring, and when people guessed that I was his biological mom, my heart would soar, causing me to ask myself why it was that I cared what these strangers thought. In noticing that Susan, as a biological mom, naturally received attention, a‰rmation, and support, I discovered that I, too, had a deep need for validation from the outside world, as I took on the new, exciting, scary, and tiring role, and identity, of parent, of mommy. 


Upon returning to work, I found that I was sometimes so exhausted that I had di‰culty concentrating. I realized that to ensure the safety of my patients, I would need to get some uninterrupted sleep. So on the nights before workdays, I slept on the couch. Again, this was not the family experience I had imagined. But things started to shift when Susan’s maternity leave ended. Ben needed to take a bottle sometimes, although he never liked it. Finally I could feed him and care for him by myself. I was seen as his mommy when we were out on walks or errands, when I took him to daycare. I started to feel like a mom. 


I wasn’t immediately comfortable talking to my colleagues about my lesbian family. It didn’t take too long, however, until I was commiserating with them about colic and teething and the endless laundry. We admired each other’s baby pictures, and we bonded. After all, we were all mommies. For me, this was a profound experience. My coworkers, who I had considered to be homophobic and generally intolerant, had opened their hearts and minds to me and my family. We had left labels aside and come to know each other a little. Indeed, the personal is political! 


As Susan and I settled into our lives as working parents, increasingly I felt like an authentic mom. I was too busy to worry much about my precarious legal status. Susan and I did sign a formal parenting agreement, wills, and powers of attorney. Ben called us both “Mom,” or more often, Susie and Dawn. Still, occasionally there were rough spots for me. The few stretches when Ben wanted only Susan to tend to him were painful. Once, a young dentist, whom we saw only once, expressed reluctance to accept my consent for him to treat Ben. And I couldn’t sign the enrollment forms for public school. I did, however, accompany him to his classroom on the first day of kindergarten. Ben didn’t cry when we said goodbye. I did. 


Infertility 


Susan and I both wanted a second child, and growing within me was a deep desire to carry that child. There had been some shifting of my internal emotional terrain: I now wanted to experience pregnancy and childbirth. At that point, in my late thirties, I all of a sudden seemed to hear the loud and inexorable ticking of my biological clock. It was deeply compelling, primal, and irresistible. 


We started inseminating, first at home and then in the clinic. After many cycles, I underwent some fertility testing and them some surgery. A series of intrauterine inseminations followed, and then more testing. Finally, I went through several cycles of in vitro fertilization. I was surprised at my own willingness to go to this extreme. Part of me wanted to be able to give up, to let go, but I wanted to bear a child as much as I had ever wanted anything. The many, many months that I was trying to conceive were incredibly draining emotionally, and time kept ticking away. Susan and I were both nearing forty. Ben was four, and then five, years old. I wanted to start a master’s program in nursing, but had put it on hold, thinking that I would have a baby first. 


In addition, Ben wanted a sibling, and would periodically remind us of that. We had already discussed with him the details of his conception, to prepare him for questions from curious classmates. We had talked about Mommy’s egg, and sperm from a man who wanted to help us have a child, and medical visits. Now we assured him that I was seeing a doctor who was trying to help me become pregnant. Apparently, he mulled all of this over very carefully in his five-year-old mind, especially the part about needing sperm from a man. Because one day Ben asked me, “Have you seen your doctor?” 


“Yes,” I replied. 


“Is your doctor a man or a woman, Mom?” 


“A woman,” I told him. 


“That’s the problem!” Ben explained impatiently. 


Baby Sister 


After approximately four years, I gave up trying to conceive and applied to graduate school. Susan underwent intrauterine insemination, twice. She was pregnant again! We felt happy and lucky to be having a second child, but still, I carried a deep sense of loss. 


It was now 1994 and lesbian and gay couples in Massachusetts were successfully petitioning the courts for same-sex second-parent adoptions. In this state, second-parent adoption had long allowed a single, heterosexual parent, and a stepparent, to legally adopt their child(ren). While Susan was pregnant, we filed a petition to adopt Ben, which was granted. We could have waited a few months to adopt both children at once, but knowing that I would never be a biological mother had reawakened my uncertainties and insecurities, and I felt a compelling need for legal recognition of my parental status. 


Meanwhile, Susan began suƒering premature contractions during this second pregnancy. At seven months, she was put on bed rest. I tried not to panic, either about the baby’s health or about how I would keep up with work, school, and increased responsibility for household chores and our rambunctious son. I bought a microwave. We called on our friends, who were most generous in their response. 


Our daughter, Maya, was born, at term, one day before Ben’s sixth birthday. I had just completed the first semester of a two-year graduate program. This was not the timing that we had planned. By now, though, we had learned that plans often change, that life and children proceed as they will, heedless of our grand designs. Breastfeeding was again fraught with di‰culty and emotion. Coming out as a lesbian parent, however, was much easier. To some extent, times had changed, and to a great extent, I had changed. 


By now, I had interacted with hundreds of people as a lesbian mom. Coming out was not really a choice. Our family was simply a presence: in our neighborhood, in Ben’s school and after school, and on the sidelines of soccer and T-ball games. Occasionally, we got confused looks or endured awkward moments, but in general, we were a family among families. I talked freely at work and school about my son and new daughter. For the most part, my colleagues and coworkers were accepting and supportive. 


The group of family and friends that we welcomed to our home for Maya’s baby naming, and to celebrate her adoption, was a larger and more eclectic group than was present for Ben’s bris. We were making more and more connections within our community as our parenting journey progressed. Ben, of course, had found his own male role models, and had brought them and others into our lives. Parenting was bringing me to a diƒerent, more open view of the world; while I was able to teach things to my children, I was learning much more with them, and from them. 


Politics, Family Style 


We’ve met many children and parents over the years. There is often an easy parent-to-parent communication and understanding, even in early acquaintance, and I almost never feel that my credentials as a parent, or as a mom, are in question. I am also struck by how many nonbiological parents I meet. There are foster and adoptive parents and grandparents, aunts, sisters, and friends parenting children. I’ve been in a number of situations in which another nonbiological parent, sometimes from a quite diƒerent cultural, class, or religious background, has answered with an emphatic yes when someone asks me, “Are they really your children?” 


Recently I left my job, a place where I had worked for about eight years. My coworker, Jill, was escorting one of my patients to an exam room for her last visit with me. 


The patient said, half jokingly, “I’m going to guilt trip Dawn about leaving us.” 


Jill, who is a first-generation immigrant, an evangelical Christian, and whose own family structure is quite complex, turned to the patient and said, “Don’t give Dawn a hard time, she’s leaving so she can spend more time with her family, and they’re what’s most important to her.” 


My presence in the world as a lesbian mother seemed at that moment a small, but potent, example of parenting as a subversive activity. To me that implies much hope and potential. Because while there are some who would exclude and divide us with their self-righteous and self-serving talk about family values, here on the ground, at the grass-roots level, we are living our values, respectfully coexisting, and getting to know each other bit by bit. 








Life as Mama 



Suzanne M. Johnson 


There was no question which one of us would have the baby. It wouldn’t be me. There was no question which one of us would stay home with the baby if we could financially aƒord it. It wouldn’t be me. 


For as far back as I can remember I dreamed of getting married, having children, having a nice house in a nice neighborhood and a job that I would be proud to have. As a child I watched television shows like The Brady Bunch, The Partridge Family, Leave It to Beaver, and—my special favorite—Nanny and the Professor. These shows fueled my dreams of the future, dreams I assumed most girls shared. It was only much later in life that I realized most girls weren’t exactly dreaming the same dream. While I imagined myself Mike Brady, or Shirley Partridge’s next husband, or Ward Cleaver, or the Professor, my peers were identifying with Mrs. Brady, Shirley Partridge herself, June Cleaver, or Nanny. I didn’t want to be these beautiful women; they seemed to have boring lives. But I did want to come home to them. I wanted to kiss and hug them. As a child, I didn’t travel much beyond the idea of wanting to live with these women like married men did—whatever that meant. 


With marriage came babies, and that is where my imagination failed me. I knew I wanted to be a parent, but from the time I was a young child, the thought of being pregnant and giving birth repelled me. 


My mother always said, “Oh, you’ll change your mind when you get older. You’ll see. You’ll want to have children.” At age six or seven, I knew she was wrong. It was very clear to me, despite my anatomy, society, or even my mother saying otherwise, I knew my body wasn’t going to do those things. As far as I could understand at the time, I wasn’t going to be a mommy. I was going to be a daddy. 


Growing up in the Midwest in the 1960s, in a white, middle-class, 


101 



Protestant family, ironically enabled me to believe that I could have whatever I wanted in life. The idea that I couldn’t have what Mike, Ward, or the Professor had never even occurred to me. Why couldn’t I marry Shirley Partridge? So, as a young red-blooded American girl, I set out to make my dreams come true. No doubt about it, I was a baby dyke. Luckily, I was a baby dyke who had the good fortune of being born at a time when major social changes were about to occur and medical technology was about to explode in a way that would allow me to make my dreams come true. 


I met my Shirley Partridge (my partner, Beth) in my early twenties, while we were both pursuing our Ph.D.’s in developmental psychology. As a young girl, Beth had dreamed of getting married and having babies. For as far back as she could remember she had wanted to be married and have the experience of being pregnant and giving birth. As writing and academic pursuits had always been her strength, she thought it might be nice if her husband were a college professor, or at least someone who enjoyed reading and learning as much as she did. She hoped to write and be able to stay home and take care of the family she had helped create. So when we met, our hopes and dreams came together very easily. There was just one twist: I wasn’t a husband. 


We developed a plan to turn our dreams into reality: after we were both done with our degrees, we would start our family. The day after she defended her dissertation, Beth made an appointment with the fertility clinic. Four months later, she was pregnant. 


“There it is. There’s your baby. It’s got a good heartbeat and it’s implanted in a good location. Congratulations! Looks like you’ve got a good baby in there.” 


The doctor reached out his hand to me. I looked at him, a little surprised. I thought he would want to shake Beth’s hand. The baby was in her body. On the other hand it wasn’t like he wasn’t in contact with her already. He had a vaginal probe seemingly halfway up her body. Not to mention I had spent endless hours poring over prospective sperm donors trying to match them to me on every conceivable physical trait and characteristic. As the days passed I had become frustrated with the process and asked Beth to pick out the donor. Her response was clear: “Listen, if I’m going to go through nine months of pregnancy and labor, you can pick out the sperm donor. If you were a man I wouldn’t be able to tell you what sperm to give me on any given night. This is your job.” I took the doctor’s hand and gave it a hearty shake. The sperm was mine, so to speak; at least, I had picked it out. 


The months that followed were filled with extreme contrasts. Within the medical world and our personal world, I was the mama to be. I went to Beth’s prenatal checkups. The receptionists and doctors were always as friendly with me as they were with Beth. We were an expectant couple like any other. Our friends and families eagerly awaited the arrival of our baby. Patiently, Beth would lie down every evening and let me read to Bailey. This would become our nighttime routine, as it remains ten years later. Soon I would cut the umbilical cord when Bailey was born and be the first to hold her. After ten years of being together, Beth and I were going to be the parents of a beautiful baby girl. 


In the broader world, I was nothing in relation to this developing child or pregnant woman. It was 1994, and same-sex second-parent adoption wasn’t yet legal in New York State. The idea of marriage or civil unions was barely being discussed in any state. The college that employed me didn’t have domestic-partner coverage, so when Beth stopped working to stay home with Bailey, neither of us would have medical insurance unless we could aƒord to pay for it ourselves. After Bailey was born these inequities were the source of even greater displeasure. While individuals could be forgiven their naiveté—when we walked down the street with Bailey in her carriage, many people would comment on how pretty she was and then ask, “Whose is she?” I was angry and hurt by the laws that failed to acknowledge my presence. How was I, Mama, any less than any other mother or father in this country? Didn’t I get up every morning and go to work? Didn’t I bring home my paycheck every two weeks and support the household? Didn’t I pay taxes to the state and federal governments? Wasn’t I a faithful spouse? Wasn’t I a loving and involved parent? 


Legally, I was simply single with no dependents. On a personal level, life as a mama had been everything I thought it would be, but publicly it left a lot to be desired. 


Beth and I went forward, pursuing some degree of legal recognition of my status. When we first met with our lawyers they told us that the State Supreme Court of New York was expected to soon hand down its ruling on same-sex second-parent adoption. They recommended that we not get our hopes up, but if a favorable ruling was given I would be able to legally adopt Bailey just like any other coparent of the opposite sex could. In the meantime, we could work on drawing up papers that would approximate the protections of legal parenthood. 


We were both still sleeping when the phone rang early one morning soon after that meeting with the lawyers. Beth answered, still in half sleep. 


I could hear the shouting voice on the other end. “Did you see the headlines in the paper?!” 


Beth paused, still not quite sure who it was on the other line. 


“The state supreme court ruled in favor of same-sex second-parent adoption!!” 


It was our lawyer calling from her car. She was on her way to the o‰ce to start the paperwork for my legal adoption of our daughter. I looked at Bailey, still sleeping in the middle of our bed. I was finally going to be recognized for who I really was—her mama. 


The day of the adoption seemed very businesslike to me. Bailey, not quite a year old, was completely oblivious to the legal significance of the day. I was her mama and would continue to be her mama no matter what the state said. I followed her around the waiting area as we awaited our turn with the judge. Our lawyer made small talk with Beth and me as the minutes ticked by. Although I had been waiting for this day for a long time, and even doubted that it would ever come, I found myself feeling somewhat ungrateful. Why should I have to go through all of this extra expense and time? The three of us were a family whether the state defined us as such or not. Would a piece of paper really change anything? 


My feelings quickly turned once we got into the courtroom. As the judge looked at us and asked me if I planned to provide for and take care of Bailey, it occurred to me that this was the first and only public recognition of our family we ever had received. My relationship with Beth and my relationship with Bailey were finally being recognized. Tears rolled down my face. So much for me being the defiant and angry lesbian. I was extremely grateful. I was Mama both privately and publicly now. As much as I would like to say this public recognition didn’t aƒect how I felt about my role as a parent and spouse, it did. It mattered completely. I had never felt more validated about the choices I had made in my life than I felt at that moment. 


My little family had settled into a quiet routine. Beth loved being home and I loved going to work. Bailey loved having two happy parents and our undivided attention. I had received tenure, successfully lobbied the college to add domestic-partner coverage, and was now able to support the family financially. I never felt jealous of Beth’s time with Bailey. I could see that we each served a significant role in her life. Yes, Beth was her biological mother, but I was every bit as significant to Bailey as Beth. My early mornings, evenings, and weekends were filled with “Bailey time.” People who knew us well knew we were living life exactly as we had hoped, and the way that was best for us and Bailey. Then came baby number two. 


I call Rowan our stealth baby. Much like a stealth aircraft, she flew in under the radar in more than one way. I know that’s hard to believe, since two lesbians can’t spontaneously produce a child by accident, but in many ways Rowan was a surprise. It was the summer of 1996 and Bailey was approaching her second birthday. We had always planned to have two children and the time seemed right to begin trying. In my delusional belief that I can control every aspect of my life, I thought if we started inseminating during the summer, sometime in the fall Beth would conceive. My illogical logical thinking went something like this: it took us three times to get pregnant with Bailey; we were probably lucky with her; it would certainly take longer the second time; we couldn’t be so lucky twice. Besides, the average number of tries it usually takes is six to nine attempts. At least I read that somewhere. So Beth becoming pregnant in the fall would be ideal. The baby would be born sometime in May or soon after, giving me plenty of time to be home with Beth, Bailey, and the new baby. (Having summers relatively free is one of the advantages of being a college professor.) So oƒ we went to the clinic that June to start trying for baby number two. 


Imagine my surprise when early in July Beth said, “You know, I think I might take a pregnancy test.” 


I confidently responded that it would be a waste because there was no way she could be pregnant yet. 


Oƒ she went upstairs. Several minutes later she called from the top of the stairs. “I think you might want to look at this.” 


I looked up the stairs and stared at her. “But it’s only July. You’re not supposed to be pregnant yet. That would mean the baby would be born in the beginning of April. That’s midterm time!” 


So much for well-laid plans. 


In fact, so sure was I that our plans would go without a hitch, I had agreed to take on extra work that coming academic year for additional money. I was the sole provider now for the family and the extra cash would be helpful. It never occurred to me that the baby would come during an academic semester. How would I be able to spend time with the new baby, grading midterm exams, teaching extra courses, doing committee work, and still find time to be with Bailey and Beth? 


I’m a control freak. Throw in a good amount of neuroses, and you get, I admit, something rather unpleasant at times. Beth, the more reasonable and relaxed of the two of us, comes in handy at these moments. With her reassurances that everything would be fine, I began to breathe more evenly. Okay, so the baby would be born in April—April 3, to be exact. The semester would be over soon thereafter, and then I would have plenty of time to be with the new baby. Sure, those four weeks or so would be hard, but I would have my time soon enough. 


*** 



The night of March 2, I woke suddenly from sound sleep to find Beth standing by the bed looking down at me. “I’m bleeding. I’m going to call the doctor.” 


So completely out of touch with what she had just said, I lay there and tried to figure out what she had been doing that would cause her to cut herself. She’s bleeding? Had she been playing with knives? Trying to open something with scissors? It’s after midnight. What could she have been doing? Slowly it occurred to me. Oh my God, she’s bleeding! 


By the time I got downstairs she was already hanging up the phone after speaking with our doctor. Beth looked at me and calmly said, “We need to go to the hospital.” 


Panic immediately set in. She felt fine. There were no contractions, no pain, no other symptoms. So why was she bleeding? This wasn’t in my plans, either. By the time we reached the hospital Beth was having mild contractions. Our doctor soon arrived and proceeded with an internal exam. She looked at Beth with a mildly surprised expression. 


“How are you feeling right now?” she asked. “Are you having any discomfort or pain?” 


Beth thought for a moment. “No. I guess I feel a little crampy.” 


The doctor smiled and shook her head. “Well, you’re a little over seven centimeters dilated. You’re having this baby tonight.” 


There was barely enough time to contemplate what dangers may or may not be facing our baby. It was one month to the day earlier than expected. Beth was quickly moved into a birthing room, the neonatal intensive care team was notified to stand by with their crash cart of emergency assistance just in case, and we all waited. The brief labor went oƒ smoothly with one exception, that being my near-death experience. I guess my timing must have been oƒ a bit because as one of Beth’s stronger contractions came on I leaned in to oƒer her support and encouragement, just like a good mama. At the same time, she reached for the side rail of the bed to hold onto. Somehow she ended up grabbing hold 


of my neck, and when the contraction hit full force she started squeezing. I never until that moment realized how strong Beth was. I couldn’t breathe. I mean, I really couldn’t breathe. I could feel my blood trying its best to push up into my head. I started to get light-headed. The delivery nurse and our doctor looked at me, amused expressions on their faces. “Honey,” I said in a very raspy, weak voice. “Honey, I can’t breathe.” 


As Beth pushed and panted she yelled, “I don’t care!” 


Would I feel any diƒerently if I were in her position? Probably not. The contraction ended just as I started to see black. Beth released her grip and I could breathe again. As I looked down, out popped Rowan, one month early, healthy as could be. Now that was lucky. 


Two days later Beth and Rowan were home and settling in. Bailey couldn’t wait to have her mommy back and her little sister too. They were the picture of happiness. Two sweet little girls home with their mommy. My life was slowly becoming not as happy. I left home early and got home late. When I was home, I was more tired than usual because of the extra work. In the evenings and the weekends Bailey expected me to be there for her as I had been in the past, but now there was a little baby who needed as much of my attention as Bailey did. In some ways, I needed more time with Rowan than Bailey. I needed to establish a relationship with our new daughter. I felt like I didn’t have the time I wanted and needed with any of them. 


Beth got to be home all the time with the girls. She was seeing all the changes in Rowan with each day that passed. I had hardly had a chance to look at her. Beth was able to play with Bailey each day. I felt my close bond with Bailey become distant. My dream of being a mama was beginning to not feel as good as it once had. I started to feel that being 100 percent available to my job, Beth, and our daughters was more than I could handle. No wonder so many fathers are remotely involved in their children’s lives. No wonder so many marriages fail when there are young children involved. It’s hard to find time for each other when you’re juggling work and parenting and a relationship at the same time. 


I felt overwhelmed. I started to feel jealous of Beth’s time with the children. I felt jealous of the fact that she didn’t have outside responsibilities. She could give herself completely to the children. It’s not that I wanted to be home instead. I just wanted to be able to have as much time with them as she had. I was their mama. I didn’t want to be the daddy, in the traditional sense of the word. Surprisingly, I wanted to be the mommy, without staying at home. 


Those several months until the spring semester ended were some of the worst months ever in my life as a mama. I realized that my dreamed-about role as the working-outside-the-home parent wasn’t all I had imagined it to be. Whether it was my rearing in 1960s Middle America, my own personal desires, or both, I felt the need to be home with my children more than I ever thought I would. The only little problem was, now what? Beth had oƒered to go back to work part-time or full-time but I knew her heart really wasn’t in it. That wasn’t a solution. That would just create a diƒerent problem. 


We came up with the answer early one morning in July. Bailey was almost three, and Rowan was now a big four months old. I had angrily gone to take a shower after watching the morning news, having just heard yet another talking head insinuating that people who are gay and lesbian (or as it was so dehumanizingly expressed on the air, “the gays”) couldn’t be good parents. My desire to set the world straight (pardon the pun) was overwhelming. I was tired of hearing my family maligned in the media. I was tired of hearing how two women or two men couldn’t eƒectively raise a healthy child. I looked through the shower door and saw Bailey playing on the floor, waiting for me patiently. Beth and Rowan had come in for a diaper change at some point as well. There they all were. 


Out of the blue I said, “You know, Beth, we should write a book. It seems like every day we hear something negative said about gay and lesbian parenting. We’re both developmental psychologists and we’re lesbian parents. We know child development. We know about family functioning. We also know a thing or two about being lesbians. Who better to write about being lesbian parents than us?” 


When I said it, I was only half serious. It was more of a reaction to the momentary frustration with the world than a well-thought-out plan. 


But Beth looked at me and said, in all seriousness, “You’re right. We should.” 


Her words just hung in the air. What had I said? Should we really write a book? Did we really have anything to oƒer people that they couldn’t already get from someone else? As the steam circled around me it all became clear: we would write a book. 


I cut back on my teaching and committee work that fall to make time to piece together ideas for a book, which soon turned into two books. We became a bit more frugal with our budget to compensate for the lost income, and I got more days at home to write, with the girls surrounding me in the background. But at least I was home. We set up a routine where Beth and I would alternate times in the day for writing. When Beth would write, I was the full-time mommy. We slowly started gluing my job and my family closer together. My fears of not living up to my expectations of being the parent I wanted to be and the life I wanted to live slowly fell away. 


No more were there Mama jobs and Mommy jobs—much to my children’s initial dismay. The laundry didn’t always get put back in the right places: “Mama, these aren’t my socks.” “Mama, Mommy doesn’t put my underwear in that drawer.” 


My cooking wasn’t like Mommy’s: “It doesn’t taste like this when Mommy makes it.” “I don’t like it when one food touches another food on my plate!” “I don’t like my sandwich cut down the middle. It has to be diagonal. I like triangles, not rectangles.” 


I did things in diƒerent ways than Mommy: “Mommy always washes our hair first, not our bodies.” “Mommy doesn’t always make us wash our hands after we come inside from playing.” 


They got more used to me being at home and my peculiar ways. At the same time, I got more used to them in public and being the most out lesbian, next to Ellen, in my suburban world. When you’re out and about in town with your children, most everyone refers to you as “Mommy.” As in, “Give this to your mommy,” or “Isn’t that nice, you’re helping Mommy.” The comments are innocent enough, but in our family that’s not my name. So my daughters would frequently correct anyone and ev


eryone who made that mistake. 


“That’s not my mommy. Mommy’s at home. That’s my mama.” 


In case anyone in the entire tri-state region did not know I’m a lesbian, they did now. This would include the cashier at every store where we shop, the librarians at the public library, the Gymboree teachers, and complete strangers we would pass on the street who might have reason to talk to us. I quickly got used to being outed by my children and to the reactions others had. Interestingly, the most frequent initial response was permission (“Well, that’s okay”), followed by validation (“Well, aren’t you lucky to have two mommies!”), at which point my children would correct them once again. “No, I don’t have two mommies. I have one mommy and one mama.” 


As time went on we settled in. After a while the girls started to catch on to my special strengths: “We like it when you go grocery shopping. You get more treats.” “I like it when it’s Mama’s day because we go for walks.” “We like it when you’re home because you watch cartoons with us.” “Can we go to the zoo today? How about the aquarium? Well, we haven’t been to the Museum of Natural History in a while. C’mon, Mama, you know you want to go.” 


Juggling more equally my role as provider and parent gave me the time I needed and wanted with the girls and gave them more time with me. And Beth? She got to become the writer she wanted to be. 


For the next five years Beth and I divided work and family fairly evenly. We probably both worked harder during those years than we ever had, but somehow it didn’t seem like it. We were both able to do what we loved. My life as a mama took on dimensions that I thought I would have never wanted, dimensions that I looked at unfavorably and uncomfortably when I was younger. How could I be content doing laundry? How could cooking for my family be a rewarding experience? How could I be satisfied just spending the day with my children, painting and drawing? The notion of being a “housewife” like June Cleaver, Mrs. Brady, Shirley Partridge, or Nanny had such negative connotations to me. This wasn’t the mama I thought I desired but I discovered that it was part of the mama I wanted to be. I didn’t want to be just Mike Brady, or the husband of Shirley Partridge, or Ward Cleaver, or the Professor. In real life, those men were detached from their children. They were the providers for their families, period. They weren’t really a parent to their children, beyond providing material goods. That’s not a parent, and that’s not a mama. 


Soon after our second book was published, Rowan started school. For the first time in nearly eight years Beth and I found our weekdays, ten months out of the year, totally kid free. Many of our friends suggested that we might have gone about doing things in a diƒerent order. 


“Gee, do you think it might have been easier to write these books if you waited until they were in school?” they asked. 


Maybe, but if we had I wouldn’t have become the mama I wanted to be. 


When I started thinking about writing this piece, I asked our daughters, who are now ten and seven, a question I’ve been wondering about myself. What’s the diƒerence between a mommy and a mama? 


Rowan quickly answered, “Well, mommies have the babies and mamas marry the mommies.” 


“Anything else?” I asked. 


“Well.... mamas write and sign papers and mommies don’t have to. You know, that adoption thing?” 


I smiled and said, “Yes, I remember that adoption thing.” 


Bailey sat quietly, thinking about my question. “I don’t know, Mama. That’s like asking what’s the diƒerence between a chicken egg and an alligator egg. They’re both eggs. You’re both moms. I don’t think there is a diƒerence.” 


I couldn’t have said it better. 








Mr. Anonymous 



Nancy Abrams 


I am standing at the dairy case at Whole Foods Market, cradling a quart of organic whole milk in my hand, when I see him. He stands not three paces away, handling a block of cheese. 


He hasn’t seen me, I am certain. I take advantage of this moment— while he is engrossed in the task of reading the label on what looks like a wedge of Jarlsberg—to watch him. I take in his solid height (about six feet tall), his posture (standing straight, but not stiƒ), and his overall appearance (he’s wearing a pair of jeans and a cotton jersey). But I’m not interested merely in what he wears or how he stands. My knowledge of him is far too intimate for that. 


The slight downward swoop at the corner of his dark eyes is as familiar to me as my own face. I know the wet-sand color of his hair as if it were my hair. And standing this close to him, I suddenly recall the marine smell of his most private moments; a secret knowledge I share, most likely, only with his wife. 


How I have yearned for him in the years that have piled between us. So many things I’ve longed to tell him. For starters: Our daughter is sixteen years old now. 


He drops the wedge of cheese into his basket and lifts his head toward me like someone who suddenly senses he is being watched. I am intentionally slow in withdrawing my gaze. I want to be caught. 


He sees me and I recognize in his look the absent air with which one views a total stranger. I grab hold of my cart, knowing I have no right to feel scorned, and steer into the health and beauty aisle, where at last I can breathe. 


*** 
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A few months after our daughter was born, my partner brought home a newspaper clipping and put it on the table in front of me. I was eating my lunch and looked without comprehending at the one-column photo she was pointing to. The light-complexioned man who was half-smiling was a stranger to me. 


“That’s him,” she said. 


Below the picture there was a short article about the store he managed three towns over from where we lived. I don’t remember what it was about anymore. Maybe he had launched a unique sales promotion or maybe he’d won some civic award. I don’t remember because I pushed the article away without reading it. 


“I don’t care,” I said, bitterness draping my words. “He’s irrelevant to me.” 


I wished those words to be true. I wished he were nothing more to me than the cow that gave up its milk for my tea. He, too, had provided me and my family with a life-giving fluid. I was grateful for that, I admitted to myself. Thanks to him, my partner and I had been able to start our family. 


The night our daughter was conceived, a friend rang our front doorbell and handed me a wool sock she’d carried under her down parka, close to the heat of her belly. She had been keeping warm the small puddle of liquid contained in an otherwise empty jar that she had slipped into the bulging sock. 


I was sorry my partner and I had to go to so much trouble to stir new life into being. I was sorry we couldn’t—sorry I couldn’t—achieve this magic trick with my own power. But I accepted the jar and oƒered a hasty goodbye to our friend, who was part of a chain of contacts consciously created so that we would never know the identity of the man from whom we’d acquired this gift. We couldn’t aƒord a sperm bank and we felt, back then, like we couldn’t aƒord to wait either. I rushed upstairs to the bedroom, where I giddily performed the act that would change all of our lives—forever. 


He didn’t want to know us either. He planned to have a family of his own one day, we heard through our intermediary, and he didn’t want the responsibility of someone else’s family too. This suited our needs perfectly. We didn’t want to have to worry about him coming around someday asserting patriarchal privileges in our matriarchal world. 


I was particularly concerned about his remaining anonymous. I didn’t want him around: not physically, not in my imagination. I didn’t want his presence to remind me that I was linked neither by biology nor law (this was 1988, before two-parent adoptions, before civil unions and legal gay marriage) to my daughter. 


I stared down at the newspaper clipping on the table before me. “We agreed not to try to find out who he is,” I reminded my partner that day. 


“It was an accident. Rose was reading the paper and she saw the picture. She blurted it out without thinking.” 


Rose had been one of the friends we’d charged with helping us to find an anonymous donor: A man with a clean bill of health and no qualms about staying out of our lives. 


I made a move to grab the article. I meant to crumple it in my fist, to tear it from our lives. But my partner snatched it from me. “One day she might want to know,” she said, nodding her chin toward the closed bedroom door, behind which our infant daughter was napping. 


In a Friendly’s restaurant some twelve years later, my daughter looked up from her laminated menu and asked me to tell her. By then her mother and I had been split up for a decade. It wasn’t the harmonious divorce I’d hoped for. My partner, it turned out, suƒered from mental illness. The quirks and extreme behaviors I’d written oƒ as her “artistic streak” became more and more troublesome. In fact, they became intolerable. 


Because I was related by neither blood nor law, I was at her mercy. I couldn’t win when she denied me visiting privileges. I couldn’t get custody of my daughter even when it was clear that my ex could no longer parent her. 


On the occasion of this dinner at Friendly’s, my ex and I were on civil terms. My daughter was visiting for the summer, and we had been shopping for back-to-school clothes. I’d given in to her request for a dinner of a Friendly’s Fribble and french fries. 


“Just tell me what he looks like,” she begged. 


I tried to recall that tiny picture I’d glimpsed. “I don’t know,” I said. “Your mother and I agreed the whole thing would be anonymous.” 


“Mom says she knows who he is,” my daughter persisted. 


“Thinks she knows,” I said. In the years since, I’d convinced myself there was no way to be certain. There were two intermediaries, and we’d used two diƒerent donors that month. We couldn’t really be sure. That is, unless we compared that face in the newspaper clipping to the one that stared at me across the table. 


“I wish you’d asked me whether this should be anonymous,” she said, dragging a fry through a sea of ketchup. Her eyes looked sad, the way his did. 


There were times when I’d stood before judges, begging for the right to see my daughter, times I appeared in court trying to regain custody so I could protect her from the insidious mental illness that pushed her other mother to make irrational decisions on our daughter’s behalf, times I wished he would rush into the courtroom and declare his identity. When a lawyer told me I didn’t have a chance or when a judge said she had no reason to hear my case because I was a biological stranger in the eyes of the court, I thought of the one person who could succeed where I was destined to fail. In my desperation to be able to protect my daughter from the whims of her biological mother, I wished time after time that her biological father would seek us out; that he would shed the cloak of anonymity I’d so eagerly wrapped him in, and exercise the power of blood that I lacked—for our daughter’s sake. In my fantasy, after successfully wresting custody from my ex, he would transfer it to me, in exchange for an occasional Sunday visit. 


Now here we were: he and I, wandering the aisles of the grocery store, more or less together. My daughter had been living with me for a couple of years—her choice. I didn’t need him to rescue me from regressive laws now. But I still needed him. A full-blown teenager, my daughter was strong willed and defiant. She was going to parties and breaking curfew. My democratic approach to mothering her was being tested and I became wistful for the authoritarian approach a coworker, a man who had been raised in a traditional culture with hard lines of right and wrong, took with his daughters. One day when I complained about the di‰culties of raising a teenage girl, he shared his strategy with me. The night his daughter’s first boyfriend was to pick her up for a date, my friend sat in the living room, polishing his gun. 


“Papi,” his daughter cried, “this is not a good time for you to clean your gun.” 


My friend looked at her as the doorbell rang. 


“Daughter,” he said, as he glimpsed her suitor through the screen door, “this is a very good time for me to clean my gun.” 


Maybe, I thought, a father could succeed where I feared I was failing. 


As I head to the checkout counter I look once more at my daughter’s donor. Surely he doesn’t own a gun, I tell myself. He wouldn’t be the authoritarian father who could keep my daughter out of trouble. 


His cart is filled with vegetables, fruits, bread, cheese, cartons, and bottles that crest over the top of the metal basket. He must still be married. He might have a child (another child) or maybe two or three. I could tap him on the shoulder and ask, “Do you know who I am?” I could say, “Your daughter has needed you.” I could say, “I’ve needed you.” Or, “The judge would have listened to you. We could have gotten her sooner.” 


But I say nothing. He swipes his card through the credit card reader and pushes his cart toward the automatic door. It opens for him without a sound, and without a sound, it closes. 









PART 2. 




Mucking with the Stuff: Two Nonbios Become Bio, and Two Bios Turn Non 


TWJL 



Judy Gold 


When my elder son, Henry, was born, my mother didn’t know what to tell her friends. All of a sudden she had a new grandson, and I hadn’t given birth. Also, by that time, my partner, Sharon, and I had been together for a mere twelve years, so naturally my mother thought no one had any idea what was going on between us. 


She told her friends, “Judith’s roommate had a baby and Judith adopted him.” 


Yeah, Mom, we were splitting the rent, and I said, “Oh, I should probably pay for half of that kid too, I mean it’s an expense, right?” I just couldn’t understand how she thought people would buy that story. She might as well have said, “Judith’s roommate, she’s a lovely girl—she takes in the mail when Judith travels—well, she was walking down the street and there was this hypodermic needle flying around. It happened to have sperm in it and it accidentally landed in her vagina. She had a baby, and my Judith adopted it. So now I have another grandson.” 


Sharon gave birth to Henry and five years later I gave birth to our son Ben. Sharon had a C-section; I had vaginal delivery because I’m the guy. I’ll never forget how uncomfortable Sharon was after that C-section. She had so many stitches, and hadn’t left the house for six days when I suggested we take a short walk to the Judaica store so that we could pick up some yarmulkes for Henry’s bris, which was two days later. I put Henry in the Baby Björn carrier—you know, the thing where you wear the baby and then you trip and fall and the baby dies. It took about forty-five minutes to walk the four blocks to the store. 


Sharon was in terrible pain; she was leaning on the counter by the 


cash register trying to hold herself up as I got in line to pay. 121 


I had the baby and the yarmulkes, and this woman comes over to me and says, “Oh my God! That baby is sooo cute. Florence, come here and take a look.” 


Her friend Florence walks over. “How adorable. How old is he?” 


I respond, “Six days.” 


“What! Six days old? So precious.” Then she took a good long look at me and said, “And you! Well, you look fabulous.” 


I said politely, “Thank you.” 


With that, I received the dirtiest look I’d ever seen from Sharon. I paid for the yarmulkes and we walked outside to Broadway, whereupon Sharon looked over at me and muttered, “Fuck you, you fucking bitch.” I must admit that I deserved it. I really didn’t know how painful childbirth was—that is, until I experienced it myself. As Henry got older he kept asking for a sibling and I knew I would regret it if I didn’t get pregnant, so at the ripe old age of thirty-eight I did it. 


Now, living in New York City can have some disadvantages, especially when you’re pregnant. 


Sharon and I are very clean people, but there I was, really, really pregnant and sitting on the sofa when I felt something on my hand. I figured it was part of the newspaper, but when I looked down to brush it away, I saw a roach. A cockroach! Gross! The floors are mopped every week. We dust. We don’t have crap lying around. We have a cleaning woman. The only thing I could blame the roach on is the fact that our building now has three restaurants in it. I called the superintendent with the news, and he said the exterminator would be coming soon. 


I didn’t want soon. I wanted now! Then Sharon found a roach on our desk, and that was the last straw for me, so I decided I was going to take immediate action and visit the exterminator store myself. 


The exterminator store is quite attractive. It has a large bug on the outside, the kind that protestors use when they are demonstrating against their “rat” employers. Inside there is a counter, behind which is every kind of spray, gel, and trap to get rid of gross creatures, and several people sitting in cubicles taking extermination orders. They must do some incredible business. 


A guy comes from the back and asks how he can help me. He’s got lots of tattoos, a baseball cap, and really bad teeth—just what you’d expect of someone working in an exterminator store. 


I said, “I have roaches. I don’t know why. And I’ve got to get rid of them.” 


Then I tell him my theory, how we hadn’t seen a roach in years, and that I think it’s the fault of the new sushi place that opened up downstairs. 


He tells me yes, the new restaurant could’ve disrupted their “harvests.” 


Harvests? Farmers and crops have harvests, not roaches! I inform Bugsy that I have a son and a baby on the way (which is quite obvious since I’m almost overdue), so I need something safe. He tells me I’ve got to get the gel. 


“The gel is the safest, it has no odor, and it’s safe for children and pets.” 


“Is it strong?” 


“Yes, it’s very strong. It should work. But . . .” 


“But what?” 


“You’re going to have to leave the apartment for four hours.” 


What? Does he think I can’t occupy myself for four hours outside the house? 


I say, “Okay.” 


“When are you due?” he asks. 


“Wednesday.” 


A woman who works there asks me, “Is this your first?” 


“Nope. I have a five-year-old at home.” 


“So, which pregnancy was harder?” 


“Oh, this one by far. The first one was an absolute breeze.” 


Bugsy hands me the gel. It’s got a really cute picture of a mother roach and a child roach or maybe a father roach and a child roach. Cute, even though I HATE ROACHES! 


As I’m paying, Bugsy informs me, “Now, you can’t touch the gel, so you’re going to have to get your husband to put it down in all the crevices around the apartment, and where there’s food.” 


What?! I have to get married? I can’t get rid of the roaches unless I have a husband? What am I going to do? I’m about to give birth, I have roaches in my home, and now I need to find a husband? My friend Lynne can’t find a husband and she’s smart, funny, really attractive, and she’s not even pregnant. 


Why don’t I just put an ad in the paper: TWJL (tall white Jewish lesbian) looking for husband to kill roaches in apartment. I’m funny, intelligent. I love sports, music, kids. I don’t want your money, and you can date whomever you want. No strings attached. 


Wow, can you imagine my mother explaining that one? 


“Judith’s husband? He’s Jewish, very handy around the house, great with the kids, and loves her roommate, Sharon. So who am I to judge? It’s the twenty-first century. As long as I have grandchildren, I keep my mouth shut.” 








Mommy Times Two 



Cynthia Benton 


A year ago my only experience of motherhood was of being “other mother” to our son, Lars, who is now one and a half years old. At that time, I was struggling with my own issues of infertility and did not know if I would ever be able to become pregnant myself, something that profoundly influenced my experience of being the non-birthmother. For me, other-motherhood was a mix of strong and wildly conflicting emotions: joy and gratitude at being a parent, and grief and jealousy at not being “the first mother.” I was ashamed of my negative emotions and reluctant to discuss them with anyone, especially because I did not know anyone else who was in my situation. My thoughts on the topic are in the process of changing again, though, because I am now also the biological/birthmother of our daughter, Molly, who is six weeks old. 


With Lars, I struggled from the beginning with what my role toward him would be. I very much wanted to be his mother, but I felt more like a traditional father. Some of the decisions that my partner, Eva, and I made about his early care reinforced this feeling. For instance, Eva took four months oƒ to stay home with him, whereas I took oƒ only three weeks. In addition, she breastfed him and I did not. In retrospect, I am not sure why we made decisions that conformed so closely to heterosexual roles and served to increase my sense of distance from Lars. In truth, I don’t think we even stopped to consider finding more flexible solutions. Fortunately, this time around, we are doing things diƒerently. I am staying home with Molly for three months and Eva is staying home for two months. Our hope is that this will enable us to more equally share in the mother role than we did with Lars in his early days. 


Regardless of why it occurred, one of the most di‰cult aspects for me of mothering Lars has been that he is more attached to Eva. By the time 
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he was about three months old, I began to notice that she could soothe him much more readily than I could. As he grew older, sometimes when I picked him up for a hug, he would start protesting and want to go back to Eva. When I was coming home from a long day of work and all I wanted was to snuggle with my adorable little son, this would break my heart! At times, it left me questioning my own skills as a parent. Even though I knew intellectually that it was normal and healthy for him to have a strong primary attachment to Eva, I felt like I must be doing something wrong because he preferred her. On occasion, I even felt like giving up and not trying so hard to connect with Lars because I constantly felt rejected by him. 


One way that I discovered to cope with this was to take Lars out by myself on adventures, because then I was definitely the mother. This gave Eva a much-needed chance to sleep and have some free time, and it gave me and Lars a chance to bond. He would turn to me for comfort and hugs and to play games, and I loved introducing him to new experiences— from throwing sand at the beach to riding the steam train at the zoo. Now that Lars has gotten a little older, he has started to interact with me more, even when Eva is around. I play with him a little rougher than Eva does, which delights him. I dangle him by his ankles, swing him around in the air, and flop him down on the bed. He still turns to her most for comforting, but we joke that I am the “roughhouse mom.” 


I have to admit, though, that there is an upside to not being the primary parent. When Lars was an infant, Eva had the joy of their strong attachment but also the burden of that constant responsibility, whereas I had much more freedom and independence. I could easily be away from Lars for an entire day (or more importantly, night), but Eva could only spend a few hours away from him because she was breastfeeding. Also, as hard as it was to sometimes not be able to soothe Lars, there was a certain guilty relief in being able to turn him over to Eva when he was screaming inconsolably. We made a joke out of it, with me oƒering him to her, saying, “I think he’s hungry. He’s calling your name,” and her saying, “Oh no, he’s saying he wants to go play with you.” It helps to have a sense of humor when you are faced with a screaming baby! 


One issue that has come up for us since the beginning is how to deal with the comments and inquiries of strangers. Nothing attracts attention like a baby. If I happened to be the one holding Lars, people would say things to me like, “Did you have him naturally? He looks just like you, doesn’t he?” This posed a constant dilemma for me. Should I enter into the whole explanation that Lars is the biological/birthchild of my partner, and my adopted child? It was more than I wanted to go into with complete strangers. On the other hand, answering as if I were the biological/birthmother left me feeling like I was lying and hiding something I was ashamed of. To sidestep the issue, I mastered the art of appearing to answer questions by making unrelated comments: “He was born at the hospital,” or “His eyes are really blue.” As the children get older, I expect this issue will become even more complicated as we factor in wanting to teach the children to be proud of their family and to establish their own comfort level regarding people knowing they have two moms. 


Now that I have a whole six weeks of experience of being both a biological mother and a nonbiological mother, I can say that I love both my children equally. But I think I had to work a little harder to develop my role and connectedness with Lars than I imagine I will have to with Molly. I hope that our increased flexibility in planning for Molly’s care during her infancy will ease this strain for Eva and Molly. As it is now, I feel like most mothers of two young children; I want to give each of them 100 percent of my time, love, and attention, which is impossible. Last night was a good example of this: Lars has been sleeping poorly because he is teething and adjusting to having a new baby sister, and Molly sleeps poorly because she is a newborn. Eva needed to get some sleep because she had an important day of work, so when Lars woke up screaming, I took him into bed with me and Molly. I cuddled up with him and curled my right arm around him to stroke his hair; meanwhile, unbeknownst to him, I stretched my left arm back around Molly so she could suck on my pinkie. Since there was no way I could sleep in that completely uncomfortable position, I took the time to meditate on how grateful I am to be the mother of two wonderful children. 








Yours, Mine, and Ours 



Isabel Fox 


I’d heard the story countless times: Before our child was born, our cat was like a baby to us. Now we sometimes don’t even remember to feed him. At first it was reassuring—especially immediately following the birth of our daughter, when, high on Percocet and hormones, I regularly declared, “That fucking cat is out of here!” But now everything has changed, and stories of postpartum kitty neglect/hatred evoke in me a wild maternal fear. The diƒerence between now and then is not that I have renewed love for the cat. It’s this: after three years spent raising, nurturing, and spoiling our daughter, my partner has announced that she, too, would like to have a birthchild, and I’ve got it in my head that once she does, the daughter who sprang forth from my womb will recede in her heart, much like kitties do after a new baby’s been born. 


Not only that, but this proud and devoted birthmama is fairly certain she could never love anyone more than she loves the little girl who burst from her own body all covered with dew, and looking so familiar, as if she had been there the entire forty years while this vessel thought she had been living without her. Also, though I never have adopted anything aside from dogs, cats, goldfish, and gerbils, I confess to thinking adoption-love is diƒerent from birth-love. If it weren’t, why would my partner want to get pregnant in the first place? And let’s not even mention the grandparents who, despite their eƒorts, can hardly conceal their preference for blood-related oƒspring. 


Tina’s desire to become pregnant should come as no surprise. It was part of the deal, part of our lesbo family-plan, the gist of which was quite simple: I would get pregnant first, and an appropriate amount of time later, Tina would do the same, via the same donor. Our reasoning was half logic (I was older) and half emotion: I was more driven by the tick
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ing of both my biological clock and my mother’s life—she was dying of cancer—to manage all of the paperwork and indignities that becoming a lesbian pregnant from anonymous donor sperm requires. Happily, readily, Tina supported me in my natal endeavors and postponed her own. In just a few years she, too, would have a birthchild, and we would be one big happy alternative family, united by love and some very expensive semen. 


Well, the time has come, and as selfish and screwed up as it sounds, I’m not feeling the bliss I’m scheduled for. Part of it is that I’m just plain tired. It took our daughter three years to sleep through the night, and now that she does I feel way too old to revisit the world of hourly feedings and ten poops a day. Yes, children are the most joyous of miracles available to us on our little planet of toxins and warmongers, but isn’t sleeping nice too? Introduce another miracle to our household and —whammo!—this forty-something mom might not see another full night’s sleep until she’s fifty. 


And what about the eƒect Tina’s getting pregnant and having a baby will have on our daughter? Right now our child is the light of her life. Tina lives, breathes, and dreams her. Whatever di‰culties may pass between us, and since becoming parents there have been many, our shared devotion to a small blue-eyed angel keeps us together. But what will happen when Tina experiences that mad, crazy, Darwinian, get-your-genes-intothe-next-generation sort of love for her birthchild, the kind that starts you thinking all you need in this world is your baby, everyone else can go to hell, especially the kitty? Will she care less for us? And what will it mean to our daughter to see a new baby indulging in physical intimacies such as nursing with the mom with whom she cannot share such a bond? Will our happy lesbian family split down its lightly stitched, domestic-partner seam: Mommy A and Baby A on one side, Mommy B and Baby B on the other? 


Granted, the pending birth of any second child is potentially traumatic to parents and firstborn alike, regardless of the biological reversal. And yes, I myself am a firstborn possibly reliving some long-ago crisis of belonging, not to mention feeling a threat to the sense of belonging I have come to within my own relationship. When not projecting trauma onto our daughter, I reluctantly can admit to my own fears of loss and rejection. There is something sacred to the role of a birthmother in a family, something regal and divine. In the beginning, hormones and the stress of having managed pregnancy, labor, and childbirth aƒord you practically anything. You can be moody—teary one moment, bitchy the next. You can look tired and haggard for close to three years, or until your child sleeps through the night, whichever comes first. You can talk about your breasts in public and accidentally wet your pants while sneezing. You’re treated as the Olympian you are, a hero among mortals, because all women who have delivered life unto this earth are goddesses in their own right. 


If you’re a straight woman, or the designated child-bearer in a two-mom family, adding another child to the mix doesn’t threaten to deprive you of your special status. You’re going to do it again, by golly! It can only seal the deal. But if you happen to be a lesbian partnered with a woman who also wishes to become a goddess, well, what then? Who brings the other a glass of water in bed? Who gets to complain about her bad back or newly acquired PMS? Who will pamper whom? 


Of all the lesbian-parented families I know, twice as many consist of one birthmom as opposed to two. While I have no idea whether this reflects a general trend, it does seem—on the surface—simpler. Each child’s relationship with his or her parents is biologically the same, as is each parent’s relationship with her children. The natural feelings of inequity that plague every child—especially siblings—don’t play out in an environment of real disparity. It could even be argued that two women matched according to a traditional family paradigm—an adult who carries a child partnered with one who does not—might be clearer in their roles with each other as well as with their children. Though in at least several of these families, the nonbiological mother had tried desperately to conceive, but was unable to do so. (Thank goodness for spare wombs.) So nothing is simple. 


The only model I have for families folded down the middle, each parent on one side with his or her biological kids, is The Brady Bunch. Perhaps it worked for them because they had a bridge, someone equally related to all members of the family. They had Alice, who, more significantly, also happened to do all the cooking, cleaning, and laundry. 


A rational person, maybe even Alice herself, might suggest that the shared experience of pregnancy and childbirth could bring Tina and me closer together. I might understand more of her experience and she mine. That same reasonable person probably would say that, with our daughter successfully past diapers, nursing, and interrupted sleep, I can aƒord to oƒer Tina much the same support she oƒered me when our daughter was a newborn. And surely it’s wonderful for a child growing up in an alternative household to have a sibling, someone with whom to cringe at her mothers’ matching tattoos and inability to accessorize. There’s even the possibility I will find my heart opening to a dewy baby born from the woman who co-raises my own. 


Certainly, if any family can manage this challenge of connection, it’s a gay family. Even this gay family. In the twelve years that Tina and I have been together, we have had to assert and reassert our commitment to each other and the credibility of our family to doctors, employers, insurance agencies, preschools, and sixteen-year-olds who come to babysit. Despite it all, or perhaps because of it, we have sustained a relationship longer than some marriages—and without the privileges—and raised together a happy, healthy little girl. What’s a little scrambling of DNA compared to the Religious Right? 


When I think of it like that, when I picture the three of us against all odds at dinner together each night talking about the day, running through the grass in the park, or sitting side-by-side on a plane or at the movies, I think, of course, of course! Bring it on! Bring on more love. I can follow the lead of the two most important girls in my life: a partner who has gifted me with the emotional and physical support with which to raise a child, and a child so filled with the love of two moms that she loves babies almost as much as we love her. If they can do it, so can I. I can love a new being who might just become the other most-important-one to all three of us. 


“Love is not marbles,” a good friend frequently reminds me. “There’s not a finite amount of it to go around.” 


Then maybe it’s just that families are so precious and vulnerable. Additions to the fragile little pyramid of life you worked so hard to build threaten to topple it. There you are loving a small, dependent being so much, and in turn becoming increasingly dependent upon your partner to take care of you so that you can continue to love the small, dependent being, that any change packs the potential to crush it all like a mallet. And if you happen to be two moms, your pyramid already sways precariously enough in the open air of the twenty-first century, what with fanatics suggesting you shouldn’t exist—to say nothing about nonpartisan fast-moving cars and West Nile Virus. For those of us who think way too much, it’s almost impossible to bear. The only thing that makes it manageable is the small, dependent being and the partner who loves both you and her; therefore, she sure as heck should experience pregnancy and a birthbaby if she wants to. 


What better way is there to simultaneously thumb your nose at the homophobes and thank your partner than to help raise the child who will spring forth from her womb and maybe one day change the world? So, okay, here I am. I’m on board. I will be there as scheduled to lose sleep and change diapers, despite the middle-age brain in my head that lives in perpetual freak-out. I will take my daughter’s gift of unconditional love and spread it generously around. I will become a nonbiological goddess, grateful even that it’s no longer my boobs being sucked dry fifteen times a day. 


I just can’t promise I’ll want to keep the cat. 








Two Übermoms Are Better Than One 



Casandra McIntyre 


Time 


Recently I spent several consecutive days with my four-month-old son, Harry. It was the first time we had enjoyed this much time together. Most of his day-to-day care falls to my partner, Amy, his birthmother. 


Amy and I own a small retail store together. When Harry was born, we planned for Amy to take an extended leave of absence so that she could be home with him full-time. For four months, I had been running the shop and spending evenings and weekends at home with Amy, Harry, and our daughter, Lillian, my birthchild, whom I stayed home with four and a half years ago. Then Amy wanted to go in to work a few half days, to make sure things weren’t falling apart in her absence. With her at the shop and Lillian in school, Harry and I got our very first one-on-one time together. And it was dreamy. 


We settled in to a little routine; Harry would eat (he is a good eater), poop, play a little, sleep a little, swing a little, and then we’d start the whole business all over again. Two days I took him into the town square near our home and we shopped, went to the bank, and had lunch at my favorite coƒee shop. All the while, I proudly accepted compliments as to how cute and well tempered he is. A woman at the drugstore, after coaxing Harry into a laugh, commented that he looked just like me. I beamed, not bothering to tell her that we shared no blood relationship. Who needs to know? 


About a day or two into our love fest, I started “schnuzzling” Harry, nibbling him on his face, neck, chin, and ears. Harry loved it and gave 
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these big, wide, toothless grins. I suddenly realized that he was four months old and this was the first time I had really given him a proper schnuzzle. I felt a pang of guilt. I am sure I schnuzzled Lillian more during her first four months. Why had it taken me so long to schnuzzle Harry? The answer was obvious: for me to bond well with my children, I need hours of uninterrupted time alone with them. I needed to be solely responsible for Harry’s comfort and not able to pass him oƒ to Amy when he fussed. I needed to lie on the bed with him and stare at him and talk to him for long periods of time. I needed (and still need) to get to know him. 


As I fall more and more in love with Harry, I realize that my love for Lillian was more instant or instinctual. “Pure love” sounds kind of corny, but it is a somewhat accurate description of my feelings for Lilly from the beginning. 


Ready Or Not ... 


Everyone knows the joke about lesbians bringing the moving van on their second date. Well, the punch line to that joke is that it can then take them a decade to start having kids. True to form, Amy and I moved in together after dating for only two months. We didn’t begin discussing whether we wanted children for three years, and it took ten to start our family. I was sure I wanted to have children. Amy, to my surprise, was not. 


Growing up one of seven kids to a mother who truly adored children, I never could imagine life without having a child. For this reason, when I first realized I was a lesbian (during my freshman year in college), I was convinced I never would have a happy relationship with a woman. Partly, my Christian upbringing caused me to believe I could not give in to the “sin” of being gay, and instead would have to live my life trying to overcome it. (Several years of prayer and a degree in theology helped me finally to believe that God created me gay, and that only a cruel God would do so and then expect me to live my life alone.) But that was only a piece of the struggle. 


Because at the time the only lesbian couple I knew was closeted and childless, I also was under the assumption that that was what life with another woman would be like—one that barred being open, let alone having a family. So much has changed in the twenty years since I was a college freshman! But back in 1984, I thought my best shot at being a happy and fulfilled adult was to be a single parent. I remember asking my oldest sister, a married mother of two, if she thought I could handle having a child on my own. Her response would horrify her now: “Well, it would be hard, but you could do it. And as long as you’re not going to be, you know, a real family, you might as well adopt a child, instead of having one.” 


After Amy and I got together, I thanked God for her and for our open, happy life together. But it wasn’t until we had spent seven years talking about having children, purchased a home, and attended a support group called Lesbians Considering Parenting that we decided we were ready to become parents. By this time, not only did Amy want children, she also wanted to carry a child. 


Because Amy is nine months older, and since we were in our mid-thirties, the logical thing would have been for her to try to get pregnant before me. But I was determined to go first. On the one hand, I felt that because I had been sure, and in some ways ready, for longer and even had helped Amy get used to the idea of being a mother and becoming pregnant, I deserved to go first. It sounds selfish, but I felt I had earned the privilege. However, the bigger reason—I finally confessed—was that I wanted to be taken care of; I wanted to be pampered. Within our relationship I sometimes feel I do more of the caretaking; in reality I am probably just a control freak. Still, I knew that the first pregnancy would get lots of attention, while the second would have to share the limelight with the day-to-day life of the older child. Lucky for me, Amy agreed. 


As predicted, I loved the pampering and attention I got while pregnant. Later, when infant Lilly garnered oohs and aahs, as her biological mother I could bask in that glow as well. Now, with Harry, Amy is getting that well-earned attention. Some people remember to count me in too, but it is almost an afterthought. They’ll say, “Oh, and congratulations to you too!” and then seem proud of themselves for having acknowledged my role. I don’t blame most people for having to think twice about me as the second mom, because I find myself struggling to get used to the idea as well. Why should acquaintances and strangers be more comfortable with it than I am? 


Überbirth/Übermama 


After delivering Lilly, I cradled her in my arms and spoke softly to her for the very first time. Harry was born via cesarean section. My initial response to holding him was a desire to show him to Amy, who had a curtain separating her from her incision and therefore from her newborn son. I wanted them to be together immediately to establish that all-important biological mother/child bond. From that moment on, deferring to Amy as the birthmother has come more naturally to me than taking care of Harry myself. I sometimes have to make a conscious eƒort to remember to ask Amy, “Do you want me to hold Harry?” In part this is because I want Amy to know the unique challenges and joys that come from being übermother to a child, just as I was to Lilly, being the one person/thing the baby truly relies on. 


In our case, it happens that we each are übermoms to our biological children. With Lilly I made all the decisions; with Harry it is Amy who is in charge. From the time Harry was three and a half months old, I wanted to give him solid food. He seemed ready for it—watching my food as I ate, seemingly hungry all the time. But Amy wanted to wait. So we waited. I wouldn’t dare try solids on the sly. I respect Amy’s territory, as she did mine when it came to making decisions for baby Lilly. (However, now that Lilly is older, it is less obvious that I am the one in charge. Amy and I together are making many of the decisions about Lilly’s upbringing.) Generally speaking, Amy and I share some sense that the biological mom has earned the right to be in charge by virtue of carrying the baby for nine months and going through childbirth. 


In the family that Amy and I have created together, it seems appropriate that we each have the opportunity/responsibility of being übermom with our birthchild. That’s not to say we each will always be closer to, or prefer, our biological child. As with all parents, we each have a diƒerent relationship with each of our children, and those diƒerences will change over time. 


Two Kinds of Mommying 


Many factors in our lives allow for my feelings to be diƒerent regarding my two children. Primary among them are the time factor—I don’t spend nearly the amount of time with Harry as I did with Lilly—and the fact that I am not nursing Harry. 


When all else failed, I could always comfort Lilly with breastfeeding. I actually do very well with Harry when it is just the two of us, but I find it frustrating to try and comfort him when Amy is around because I assume that what he wants is to nurse. I find myself passing him oƒ quickly if he fusses because I cannot comfort him in the way I used to comfort Lil. I feel like some dads that I have seen who sort of throw up their hands as if to say, “Well, you are all he wants anyway.” And I have caught myself on several occasions cradling Harry in the nursing position—a hard habit for me to break—which obviously sends him the wrong message and further frustrates him. 


Much of the aggravation associated with this dynamic is not between Harry and me, but between me and Amy. Rather than hand him over, she would like me to try more distraction techniques. She’ll turn on the hair dryer, an electric toothbrush, or the stove fan to soothe him, or hang diƒerent mobiles in various locations throughout the house, and she looks to me to be equally innovative. At times, I think Amy feels that I just want Harry to go to sleep so that I can get something done. That is sometimes true, but I felt that way with Lillian as well. The diƒerence now is that I am supposed to be “the doer” of the family, the one who gets other things done so that Amy can be at home to take care of Harry. I am supposed to bring home the bacon, a traditional concept that sounds silly to me, because we are an “alternative family” and together run our business and contribute equally to the financial upkeep of our household. 


The real issue seems to be not that one child is biologically related to me while the other is not, but that as a person I am a little all or nothing. 


When I stayed home with Lilly, that was all I wanted to do. I really didn’t like going into the shop. Now that it is my turn to work and let Amy stay home, it is harder for me to switch gears and be home with Harry— or at least it was until those consecutive days with him started settling me again into domestic life. After that, I joked with Amy that we could swap places and she could run the shop again. Adjusting to having both worlds part-time, to not being all or nothing, will enable me to really love this new chapter of parenting. 


Separating from Lilly made me very nervous. When Amy took her somewhere in the car I would worry about them getting into an accident and then I would call Amy on her cell phone to be reassured (ironically, increasing the chances of them actually having an accident). The first time our highly recommended babysitter took Lilly out for a walk in the stroller, I called Amy in a panic, saying, “She is going to bring her back, right? She isn’t going to steal Lilly?” I knew it was crazy to think that way, but I needed Amy to reassure me. 


I experience absolutely no panic when I am away from Harry. So far he has only been babysat by family, so I am not sure how I would feel leaving him with a highly regarded stranger, but I think I would be fine. Amy is the one now who calls to make sure he is okay when she is away. She tells me to drive carefully each time I go oƒ with the kids. 


Being übermother to Lil was the most challenging job I’ve ever had. It was both physically and emotionally taxing and caused my priorities to change in subtle ways; sitting down to dinner as a family was much more important to me than ever before. More dramatically, a few of my siblings said they felt that I was no longer “there for them” as I had been prior to having Lilly. It was true. My biggest priority was Lilly. I had to take care of her, save money for her future, take only those trips that made sense to take with a baby, and go to sleep when she did, thereby making impossible the late-evening phone calls my siblings and I had previously enjoyed. 


Amy’s relationships with her family did not change that significantly when Lilly was born. However, now that she is übermother to Harry, these connections are shifting. She has said that her relationship with her mother is diƒerent now that she is a biological mother. Having carried a child and given birth were rites of passage that have earned Amy a kind of respect from her mother and sisters that she previously missed. This respect causes them to take a step back and see her as a real mother—and, secondarily, see us as a real family. Because Amy no longer is the “second” mom to a child, but the mom to their grandchild, we are somehow more of a family in their eyes. It is as if they better understand now that Amy’s first responsibility is to her children, her new family, not just to her extended family. 


Sleep, Sleep, and Less Sleep 


It’s also nice to be more relaxed with baby number two. At least I feel more relaxed. Amy, I think, is more anxious than she was our first time around. I was, in many ways, a lunatic with Lillian. In the beginning, she was a terrible nighttime sleeper and an equally dreadful napper. Often I fell asleep nursing her in our overstuƒed rocking chair, and then tried to get comfortable with her lying on top of me rather than rise and risk waking her. As she got bigger her weight would make my ribs feel like they were caving in. I now feel like I contributed to her being a bad sleeper by not letting her fuss a little. It was physically uncomfortable for me to let her cry. In fact, once when she was just weeks old, in response to hearing her start to cry, I ran up the stairs so fast I slipped and sprained my ankle. It took two six-week sessions of physical therapy just to get it back into okay shape! 


It wasn’t that surprising to me that I got up at all hours with Lilly. I had always been a light sleeper and the need to nurse only increased that tendency. But Amy has always been a heavy sleeper. She did get up to assist me in the very beginning, for maybe the first two weeks. I say that generously, because she was so groggy she wasn’t much help at all. Because she went back to work after two weeks and her sleep was more of a necessity than my own, she soon stopped pretending to rise to the occasion, pardon the pun. We joked that when Amy had her baby, I would be the one to get up at night, and I really believed that would be the case. But now Amy is the one getting up two or three times with Harry, while I have become a much heavier sleeper. This despite Amy turning the lights on low and getting up to nurse Harry—the world’s loudest nurser—a few times a night. 


Because Lillian did not become a good sleeper until she was about fifteen months old, and only achieved that success after a painful—for all of us—round of heart-wrenching sleep-training, I swore we would do it diƒerently when we had a second child, that I would let him or her fuss more and get used to self-comforting. But, while I am willing to let Harry fuss a bit before picking him up, that is not what is comfortable for Amy. It is harder for her to let him cry, knowing that she could so easily soothe him. 


Because each of our children was their biological mother’s first birthchild, in some ways it seems like both Lilly and Harry are firstborns. Each have marked for Amy and me so many new experiences: first pregnancy, first childbirth, first nursing, first time staying at home with a child nearly full-time. In this way, even though Harry is Amy’s second child, she treats him much like a firstborn. If I had given birth to Harry I believe I still would be okay letting him fuss longer, because I have a stronger memory of what it was like to be up with Lillian every two hours for over a year. Because Amy did not live through that period in the same way, she doesn’t have the resolve I might if I were nursing Harry. I can only tell her my opinion. It is up to her to decide how she wants to handle his sleep routine, since she is the one up with him at night. For me, knowing that Amy is “on,” and is taking care of Harry (better than I can for now) allows me to sleep through all the commotion. 


Two Firstborn Children and Their Moms 


Our treatment of our children as two firstborns is even more evident to me when I notice the diƒerence between how Amy and I react to Lillian’s treatment of Harry. I generally feel that Lilly is good with the baby, but as with most older siblings who themselves are still very young, sometimes she hugs Harry too much or too hard. This makes Amy very nervous each time Lilly hovers over Harry. She is worried that Lilly will hurt him, and she doesn’t like to leave them alone together. While I would not tolerate another child handling Harry the way Lilly does, and while I wouldn’t let her squeeze another baby the way she does Harry, I find I am less worried about Harry than Amy is. On the one hand, I intrinsically trust Lilly, and on the other I want to let them negotiate their sibling relationship on their own. I prefer to let Harry squeal and then say to Lilly, “See, he doesn’t like that,” rather than try to convince her of Harry’s response before she acts. 


Amy is the opposite. She relates to Lilly like a mother bear to her cub, putting up with a little nonsense and then urgently intervening. We have talked about how Amy needs to be firm but not reactive with Lilly, and now we have a system in which Lilly is warned that her behavior is approaching inappropriate by counting aloud for her. Lilly takes full liberty of this, testing Amy—more frequently than me—to see how far she can pester Harry before Amy will lose it. In this way, Lilly is negotiating her way in our new family dynamic, trying to figure out how her relationships with both of us have changed. 


We are all trying to figure it out, and as wonderful as it is, it is di‰cult for us all to have someone new to love. The interactions in our household sometimes remind me of high school chemistry, when we would mix diƒerent chemicals together and all would be fine until the teacher said, “Now add this.” Steam would suddenly rise and liquids would come bubbling up over the edge of the beaker. Harry is like the new chemical introduced into our family experiment—and our various emotions do bubble over at times. 


Despite the volatility, one thing on which Amy and I agree completely is how much Harry and Lilly love each other. Harry just started laughing in the last few weeks, and nothing makes him laugh more than Lillian and her antics. Lilly won’t even be trying to make him laugh or smile (like I do) but he will see or hear her laugh and then burst out laughing himself. Lilly adores him and constantly wants to show him oƒ to other people. She always wants him to accompany whichever of us is picking her up from preschool. It seems like a miracle to me that I have this happy, loving little family to call my own. I cannot express how blessed I feel. 


I have heard of mothers going through a sad period before a second child is born, focusing on the first child’s loss of his or her only-child status as the recipient of the parents’ undivided attention and love. I felt none of this when we were preparing for Harry’s arrival. Perhaps I was less concerned for Lilly’s sense of importance in my life because I knew, in the beginning, I wouldn’t have to sacrifice anything for the pregnancy. Since I did not change physically during Amy’s pregnancy and my activities were not restricted, I could do all the same things with Lilly, such as pick her up; she suƒered few jealousy issues as a result. And after Harry was born, it wasn’t me who was nursing and therefore less available to Lilly. 


On the other hand, Amy and Lilly’s relationship has been altered. While always wonderful, it also has been diƒerent from Lilly’s and mine. Lilly calls Amy “Mommy” and me “Mama.” They are very close. But when Lilly is hurt, it’s me she wants to comfort her. When we put her to bed at night, I almost always have to do the final goodnight routine. There was a time when Amy and I alternated the goodnight ritual, but that stopped when Amy became pregnant. Prior to Harry’s birth, I think Lilly sensed in small ways that Amy was becoming less available to her. And now that Harry demands so much from Amy, it is harder for her and Lilly to find their special time together. 


Parenting: Writing Our Own Script 


While Amy and I complement each other well as parents and enjoy a happy parenting relationship, at times I have yearned for role models in society—or in my personal experience—to inform me how to be the “second mom” that I want to be: a mother who is a full and complete loving mother to a child who is not her birthchild, while that child’s birth-mother is part of the family. I have found myself looking for cues while watching the dads I know, the ones who have really great relationships with their kids, or thinking of my own dad. Then I realize my best role model is right here at home: Amy. She is a wonderful mother to Lillian and has been from day one. She has never tried to usurp my role as the one Lilly runs to when hurt, and is solidly there for Lillian whenever Lilly needs or wants her. That is the kind of mom I want to be to Harry. I am so grateful for his life for many reasons, foremost among them the new ways he is teaching me to parent. 


Birthing Bridges 


That Amy and I each gave birth made us feel more like a legitimate family to our respective parents. Having children was like stepping into their world and their experience; it was a choice that made sense to our mothers. 


I realized after having Lilly that even though my mother had been supportive of me for many years, much of my prior life had not made sense to her; she could not identify with it. (Why was I a lesbian? Why did I choose to live in a city? Why did I get a degree in theology if I was-n’t going to be a minister?) But having a baby, she understood. It was something that made sense to both our moms. And it gave each of them a role in our lives that they were comfortable with: grandmother. 


I loved this new kind of respect when I first realized we had earned it from my parents and Amy’s. But it was bittersweet when my mother became terminally ill. I wanted to spend all my time with her in Idaho, taking care of her. But she kept saying, “No, you belong with your family now—you can’t just stop your life and come home to take care of me.” 


In the wake of her death, my life cannot stop now either. At times I am overwhelmed with sadness over losing my mother, but then I realize I am a mother. With two children depending on me, I cannot dwell on my sadness in the way that I am tempted to. I must be present, both physically and emotionally, to care for my children, most particularly because my own mother would have insisted on it. She was very no-nonsense about such things, an approach to mothering that has served me well. And I aspire to parent my children in her spirit. 


*** 



At a recent family reunion with Amy’s extended family I overheard Amy and a cousin talking about how they had always looked up to their parents and aunts and uncles as the people who “ran things” in the family. But that recently they had realized that we were now those people—the adults—the ones running the show. I sat wondering if that was really true—were we the adults now? Did we really run things? It surprises me that we are now looked up to not only by our children but also our parents. We are the ones to make the decisions in many cases for both generations. 


For me it was never a given that I would be in this adult role. I don’t think I fully felt adult until I had a child. But here I am. And it is good, and hard, and scary, and real. Mothering challenges me to grow in ways no other role ever has. It brings more struggles and more joy than anything else I can imagine. I pray that I will do it well, or at least okay, and I am thankful to be doing it not just with a partner, but with another mother. 









Part 3. 




Arriving When the Show ALREADY HAs Started: A Lesbian “Stepmom” 


Family of the Heart 



Mary Cardaras 


A New Life 


Ours was a nontraditional relationship begun at the tumultuous conclusion of a traditional marriage that had produced two children. Fran and her sons were wounded, hurt and depleted. They had been abandoned by a man who had been a husband for seven years, a father for three, and emotionally absent for many. 


When we met, trust was an issue. Bonding was an issue. How would they be able to let anyone close enough so that they could learn to love again? I was confident that I could win the hearts and minds of the boys, because, being children, they were emotionally resilient. I would be true to my word and true to them, devoted, dependable in both the fun times and the more serious times of life. Fran was a diƒerent issue. Not only had her marriage failed, but being with a woman meant embarking on one of the biggest challenges of her life. It was a question not only of trusting enough to love again, but of seeing a partner in someone of the same sex. 


The prospect of us, two women—two Greek women—raising her sons, ages two and three, was made an issue by both our families; it was questioned by my family and aggressively challenged by hers. We suƒered unspeakable heartache as her family lashed out, declaring our relationship invalid, ridiculous, and embarrassing, a betrayal of everything they had worked for and believed in. In their eyes, I was nothing more than an interloper, an evil force whose goal was to prevent the chance of any reconciliation or repair of a family, which, according to them, might be mended if Fran learned to behave like a wife. 


My friends and some members of my family advised me, in no uncertain terms, to run from a relationship with Fran before I got in “too 
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deep.” One of my favorite aunts reminded me how the situation would inevitably turn out. “Your heart will be broken, Mary,” she said crustily, always a no-nonsense realist. 


My parents, on the other hand, thought Fran was “lovely” and the children “adorable.” My mother asked about Fran’s marriage and was concerned that it put me in a vulnerable position; she thought chances were that Fran would return to her husband. Still, she reminded me that I routinely took the road less traveled. Follow your heart and your instincts, was her sentiment: “You have always had a good sense of things, Mary.” 


I listened carefully to everyone’s concerns, then did what I believed was right for me and best for Fran and the kids. Not at all oblivious to the seriousness of the situation, and completely realistic about the pitfalls, risks, and potential for disaster, I forged ahead. I was in love with Fran and becoming increasingly attached to her sons. I decided to get to the business of mending broken hearts and creating a new family. 


My Previous Life 


This notion of consciously creating family is an essential part of who I am. In 1955 I was born to a poor, single teenage Greek girl in Athens who, shortly after giving birth, dropped me oƒ at the public orphanage, hoping to erase my very existence. I imagine that, making the rounds through two orphanages, two foster homes, and then to my new Greek family in the United States, I had to learn quickly to love the ones I was with. 


I was breastfed by a host of women—wet nurses—who had an abundance of milk. Could that have been the genesis of my love for women and hence my sexual identity as a lesbian today? I have wondered. I became attached to these women, who provided the softness of a bloated breast that yielded sweet, warm milk while holding me and rocking me to sleep every day. That must be what heaven is like! The point is that I got what I needed. I was an orphan who was held and fed and “loved” by strangers who had extra to give. 


In one of the orphanages, I was in a room filled with dozens of babies. We slept two to a crib. On the day the couple from Gary, Indiana, came to “baby shop,” everyone was asleep . . . except me. As the couple surveyed each crib and slowly went down each aisle peeking at the snoozing infants, I propped myself up, tiny arms extended each time they passed. My mother always says, We didn’t choose you so much as you chose us. 


I don’t know any other way. Needing, wanting, choosing, I came to an extended family of Greek aunts and uncles and grandparents and cousins who became mine, not because I was born to them, but because I became theirs. No one treated me any diƒerently except, I suppose, to single me out as someone a bit more special. I was the baby who came from Greece on an ocean liner. I had gone right to the waiting arms of my new father and from that moment until the day he died, I could not have been more his. 


Family, as I know it, is a creation, a product of someone else’s deliberate choosing. It’s like making a quilt. You take pieces from other places and sew them into a unified whole. So it was with my parents, so it is today with Fran and the boys. There is a poem in my baby book. It is yellow-stained and tattered, a clipping from an old newspaper, stapled to the first page. In part it says, “Not flesh of my flesh not bone of my bone, you didn’t grow under my heart, but in it.” 


As an adopted person, I’ve long known that family is what you say it is. Adopted people sometimes have a sense about families that have come together by choice. We know that we were wanted. We understand situations that take eƒort to create. We know that the road is not always easy, but the alternative—choosing not to bond, not to trust—can be a lonely life, a perpetual search for inclusion, for belonging to someone who will love us back. We may not look like anyone we attach ourselves to, but we are hungry for permanence at home. Fourteen years ago, I decided it didn’t matter how I came into the lives of Fran and her sons, but how I behaved once I entrenched myself in their world. 


I was thirty-seven years old and had just come out to my parents —who had known all along, but didn’t want to know, that I was a lesbian. In my mind, I suppose, it was another test of their love for me. Biologically speaking, my sexual orientation was not their “fault.” So what would they do with confirmation that their adopted daughter is a lesbian? 


I grounded the whole situation in my love for a woman who had children and with whom, really for the first time, I intended to spend the rest of my life. It was their choice to stick by me or not. 


I call it my Moonstruck moment. It was after midnight. I issued the ultimatum to my mother alone. I had made a special trip back to Indiana to do it. 


She just looked at me. “It would not have been my choice for you, Mary, but we will always love you,” she said. “Let’s go tell your father.” 


“Mom, it’s midnight.” 


But we went upstairs just the same, her leading the way to their bedroom, shu~ing along in her slippers and nightgown. 


As in the movie of the same name, my mother switched on the light. Dad was dead asleep. His eyes just flipped open. 


“Who died?” he asked flatly. 


“No one died, Ted. Mary is a lesbian and she has a girlfriend,” pronounced my mother. 


I winced. 


My father rose from his bed in his boxer shorts, and we followed as he went to the kitchen, lit a cigarette, and said, “What? This is why I’m up at midnight? Okay, good for you.” He patted my cheek. “Is she pretty?” 


“Yes, she’s pretty, Dad.” 


“Good. See you all in the morning. Amelia, Jesus Christ, are you coming to bed?” 


That was it. 


A New Life and Family 


My new family with Fran and the boys came as naturally to me as being a lesbian. I always knew I wanted children. I also had always known that I did not want to bear them. (The mere thought of pregnancy and labor makes me cringe.) Given our society’s—and at times my own—tendency to assume that blood relations are somehow superior and more real than other types of personal connections, it is startling, perhaps, that a person who has never known a blood relative would not want to create one. The idea has given me pause many times in fifty years. I hear the thoughts and opinions of others who talk about lineage and the importance of ancestral ties, but it is hard for me to relate to them. I was happy in my new role with another woman’s—my partner’s—two sons. 


Once the ties of Fran’s marriage were severed and we decided to be together, the plan was to move to a new city. It would be a fresh start and a new beginning. I quit a good job as assistant news director of a local television station in Philadelphia and took a year oƒ to take care of the children, while Fran, who had left a career she absolutely loved when the boys were born, looked forward to having her life and her career back. 


Atlanta was the city. Fran was giddy about the prospect of returning to journalism and being around friends and colleagues in the news business. She finally felt the freedom of someone who had dislodged herself from an unhappy home life. She freed herself, by her own admission, for her sons, for her sanity, and to reclaim herself. I wanted the experience and responsibility of full-time parenthood and part-time employment. From the time I got my master’s degree at Northwestern, I had lived for my career as a journalist, working in six major markets in ten years, getting promoted at every stop I made. I was on the fast track, but there had to be something more. I realized that mine had become a rather selfish existence. I longed for the experience of living and loving for others. I wanted to have people of my own to take care of. 


But who would I be to this family? Was I a stepparent? Was I a temporary, passing-through lover who wanted merely to “experience” life with kids? Would I have the stamina for all the rest—parenthood’s heavy lifting? 


I have always detested the word stepparent because it implies something lesser, and assuming a “lesser” role in the boys’ lives never rang true for me. It was clear to me the minute I decided to make my home in Atlanta with Fran and her children that falling in love with a mother meant accepting her completely, kids and all. How were we to make a happy home if I did not accept that the relationship would include the raising of children? I took responsibility for the situation as it was. My commitment to Fran and her sons, theirs to me, and our willingness, all of us together, to trust in and bond with one another, meant giving them my all. 


We became a family in Atlanta. We bought a home, which we loved and made our own. We became an active part of our neighborhood and community. The children made friends quickly and so did we. 


The other parents at our sons’ school were for the most part tolerant baby boomers. At first they had fun trying to guess which boy came from which woman. They embraced us and we them. There was never a question about our being a lesbian couple raising children. They made it easy for us to be out. They made it easy for the children to be open about their nontraditional home life. 


Still, we understood that if people were to be comfortable with us, we had to be comfortable with us as well. Others were taking their cues from us. We were conscious of not being afraid to open up and share our lives, and determined that the children’s lives would be like other children’s lives. It also was true that if the children were to be comfortable having two mothers, we had to set the example for them; we had to show them that we were not ashamed and were proud to be their parents together. Fran and I attended school meetings and participated in classroom activities. We invited other children to our home and our children were invited to theirs. We had people over for dinner. 


We also sought to join a church. On some level we missed our Greek culture and we wanted to oƒer the boys a sense of their heritage. Fran also wanted the boys to have some kind of religious foundation. We found a Greek Orthodox church, like the ones we both had grown up in. 


During our scattered few visits to the church, people were drawn to Fran and the children during the coƒee hour. There were questions about them and how they would be involving themselves in the congregation. I felt like an appendage. Fran seemed insecure introducing me and so I faded into whatever background was available. The experience made me emotional and uncomfortable, something the children sensed. I was short with them and cranky after our few encounters there. Fran and I quarreled. I wanted to know why she excluded me. She wanted to know why I excluded myself. It became clear to both of us that, in trying to bring the children to a Greek church (which we had experienced in the past as a small, exclusive, and homophobic community), we were introducing a gaping disconnect between one part of their life and another. 


In the end, we didn’t go back. We decided to figure out the role of religion in our family later. (We never have.) We have explained to the boys that a church that doesn’t allow the participation of women, and that would neither acknowledge nor accept our family, is not one that we can support. Now older and more mature, they understand and support our decision to sample many churches. God can be found in many places, we have taught them, and what you define as spiritual is a very personal experience. 


Carving Out My Space 


Since joining Fran and the boys, I have been asked on countless occasions whether I am the boys’ real mother. And each time I have wondered, what does that mean? Real. Is my mother my real mother? For me she is. With or without the legal connection, she is the one who raised me. She was at my bedside through every illness. She attended every sporting event and play I participated in. She met with my teachers and loved me even when I didn’t make her proud. She fed and clothed me. Since she had once felt, before adopting her two children, that she would have to remain childless, she never took the blessing of children for granted. She always told me that I could not have been more her child; that whether or not she bore me had no influence on how deeply she would love me or how much she wanted to care for me. I feel the same way. 


My mother was the one who taught me to understand that, had I been biologically connected to the boys, I could not love them more than I do today—that biology is not a measure of anything except DNA. My mother, the man I called dad, and my brother, Nick (who also was adopted), all belong to me. 


I am not a biological mother, nor am I a legal parent. All I have are some papers I carry around, created by our wonderful lawyer and friend, which give me Fran’s permission to sign things, handle doctor’s visits, and deal with teachers. That is all I have to prove I am someone to them. 


Of course, we have wanted more. As Fran says, we want to make what is real also legal. 


We have attempted a co-guardianship, which does not threaten the legal standing of the boys’ father, only better protects the children. Their father is not involved at all in the boys’ upbringing, and Fran travels. Often I am the sole parent responsible for them. In fact, I’ve spent more time with them than anyone else in their lives. However, their father has several times refused to sign the co-guardian documents. For now, we have chosen to leave the matter alone. The boys are angry about it. But the four of us know that in just a few years, when they each are eighteen years of age, I will be able to legally adopt them without their father’s involvement or knowledge. 


In the meantime, I have worked at making sure Fran and the boys know where my heart is at every turn—not because I have to, but because I want to. That is the beauty of our situation. Because there is no legal document requiring me to pay support or dictating on which days I can see the boys, should Fran and I part, we can appreciate what is real, the here and now. 


And what might that be? Real was the time both boys had their tonsils out on the same day, at ages three and four: two little boys sharing a bedroom, crying in stereo in the middle of the night. 


“I’ll go this time,” I said as I collected the Tylenol and the little plastic sippy cups. “Let’s take turns going to them.” 


“Why should you have to go?” Fran asked. “You’re not their mother.” 


“No, I am not their mother. But I am their parent, or at least I want to be.” 


Playing Dad 


Fran did not want to exclude her ex-husband from the boys’ lives. She told their father when they parted that all she wanted was for him to be a good father, to see the children as often as he could. He could take them whenever he could arrange it. He could come to Atlanta to share their experiences. He was completely welcome into their lives and so were his family. We expected them all to be engaged and very much involved. 


Yet during the three years we lived in Atlanta, he came only one time. And once, for a period of over three months, he did not even bother to call. To this day, we have no idea why. The boys see or talk to his family only when their father arranges it. He communicates only with me, not with Fran, to arrange visits, which have become nonexistent over the last year. The boys quickly learned what they could expect from him: not much. 


One spring in Atlanta, our youngest son, Nicholas—he was about four years old at the time—called his father to ask him to come to a special luncheon before Father’s Day to honor all the dads. When his father replied that he had to work and could not attend, Fran and I suggested Nicholas ask an uncle, his grandfather, or one of our male friends. Instead he turned to me and asked if I would be there. My heart swelled. And on that hot afternoon, I sat proud as could be with all those men as we were honored and thanked for being good dads. 


I began to serve on school committees and coach the boys’ soccer teams. Despite remembering little about soccer, I was the head coach for Nick’s team. We named it the Apollos. We weren’t very good, but the boys had fun and the dads quickly became used to two facts: I was a woman, and I could run a team. I liked sports. I liked children. I had the support of the wives of those men, who liked that I had control of the team. They reminded their husbands to hold their tongues. For me it was not about winning, but about the kids having fun and learning about being members of a team. I hugged those kids more than I shouted at them to do one thing or another. 


That first summer in Atlanta, we went to our community pool almost daily, and I taught the boys how to jump from the diving board and eventually to dive. I was there when the training wheels came oƒ their first two-wheel bikes, when they scored their first goals in soccer, and when they got their first hits in baseball. 


A New Community 


A few years later, after Fran and I had been together for about four years, Fran’s brother Leo was diagnosed with AIDS. Her parents had shunned him when he came out as gay, so when Leo came out again as sick and perhaps dying, he told them that unless they accepted his partner of five years, Bobby, they would not see him again. Period. Absolutely heartbroken that their son had an incurable and potentially lethal illness, they “accepted” their son and his lover without hesitation. 


But still, Fran and I were not allowed into the fold. Fran’s parents would not accept us and refused to come to our home. We were persona non grata. Though Fran always sent the children to family events, I was not allowed to attend and she refused to go without me. These included several weddings, one in which Nicholas was a ring bearer, and a huge seventieth birthday bash for her father. Leo and Bobby were welcomed like royalty. 


There were other uncomfortable moments at which the boys were present, but they were too young to catch on to their grandparents’ prejudice. At an Easter dinner at a fancy restaurant, Fran’s parents let some dear friends of theirs think that I was the au pair. Her mother to this day introduces me as “Fran’s friend.” There is only one small picture of us in each of their two homes, which are filled with pictures of everyone in their lives. 


So when Fran was oƒered a job at CNN’s London bureau, we considered leaving the country. As citizens of the European Union, we both had Greek passports and were interested in the experience of living and working abroad. The boys could go to a neighborhood British school and I could attempt to freelance as a writer or work in a college as a journalism professor. We would keep the house in Atlanta and decide what to do with it and ourselves later, once we returned to the United States. 


We made the move to London when the boys were ages six and seven. Upon enrolling them at a good public school, primarily filled with British and other international students and conveniently close to the house, we requested a conference with the headmistress. We wanted to let her know that we were a nontraditional family, and that the children needed to be treated with a certain degree of sensitivity because of it. 


On the first day of school the schoolyard was filled with chattering parents. This is where we all waited until the school opened precisely at 


8:00 am. Our first morning marked the tone for all the mornings to follow. In the fourteen months the boys attended this school, not one parent ever greeted us or talked with us on that playground. We always stood alone. I don’t know that the boys noticed. They were already into the business of making friends, friends whose parents subsequently would include the boys in social activities and playdates at their homes. But our adult interaction was limited to mostly polite conversation as we shuttled the children back and forth. There was never anything deeper. 


We supported all that the children were involved in—plays, presentations, class projects, and schoolwide events—but there was a veil of separation that we would never conquer, even though the boys made friends with children from all over the world. Because we were there alone, strangers in a strange land, with no family nearby, London was the place where our family became strong. We traveled to Italy, France, Switzerland, Ireland, Northern Ireland, Wales, and Scotland. The boys became savvy world explorers. Yet, despite our adventures and the wealth of visitors we happily hosted in London, our life across the pond was complicated. 


Living in London was proving expensive. While Fran thrived at work, employment for me, a silver-haired soon-to-be-middle-age American lesbian, was not kind. I had work when I hustled it, but could not find a permanent job to save myself. Despite the golden passport, alas, I was unmistakably American and there was a certain amount of prejudice that came my way. I applied for jobs at every single news organization in town and told them I was willing to do anything. I also oƒered my services as a teacher. But work was spotty and unpredictable. It came and went. Although I was professionally disheartened, however, the boys and their lives kept me busy, engaged, and focused. 


Meanwhile, Fran’s relationship with her parents began to thaw. Leo and Bobby had requested that we all spend a Christmas together in London—parents included—and they agreed. Fran and I knew it would be good for the boys, who needed extended family, and who also needed to see that their uncle and his partner, as well as their mother and I, were loved and accepted by family. The occasion was not completely comfortable, but we managed to enjoy one another, and the boys were delighted to have everyone in our home, spending time with everyone in and around London, which is even more charming at Christmastime than at other time of the year. 


Finding Our Place for Family 


Winter turned to spring and summer finally came. I was exhausted working long hours at places that paid little money. We were having a great time, but we could not get ahead. Fran finally accepted that we had to go back home. Had we been successful, I think we would still be there. Though we’ve always been comfortable in European culture, there were the boys to consider; we felt they needed to be closer to extended family. This time I would find a job and she would follow me. We considered San Francisco, Chicago (near to my family in Indiana), Boston (where Leo and Bobby lived). If nothing else came through, Atlanta was still home. 


It was Boston that panned out; I landed a job as the academic chair of a department at a small communications college. I would work with people in academia I both admired and could learn from. Leo and Bobby were ecstatic. Leo would have his sister in town, and they both would get to be full-time uncles and help us raise the boys. 


We launched into gear. Fran went to Boston first to find a good school for the boys and an apartment for us to rent near it. Our new landlords never skipped a beat with regard to our two-mom household. As far as they were concerned we were a regular couple, married with children. The only thing they asked was if we planned on having any more: there was an issue with lead paint. 


When Fran returned to London to close down the house and wrap up business at work, I flew to Boston to start my new job. She and the children would join me a week later, on the birthday of our older son, Harrison. That very day, just hours after they landed, we did what any self-respecting Bostonians with sons who like sports would do; we went to see the Red Sox play at legendary Fenway Park. The boys’ undying allegiance to the Red Sox began that evening. 


That first year in Boston was a time to remember. It seemed an idyllic place in which to raise children and to be completely ourselves. We were no diƒerent from any other family. There were plenty of “our kind” around, anyway, and there is a tolerance and acceptance in Boston that I’ve not experienced to the same degree anywhere, ever. We got involved in our community and in our school. 


The boys grew close to their uncles, who saw them at least once a week for dinner and came to their sporting events as often as possible. They were good and caring uncles who spent time getting to know the boys and spoiling them appropriately. Our boys were also very aware of their uncles’ limitations. Leo had been fighting AIDS for years, and Bobby, although not symptomatic, was HIV positive and had to take care with his health. 


I’ll never forget the day in July when Leo, who for weeks had a chronic ache in his chest, finally went to the doctor and was diagnosed with a cancerous tumor. The boys knew all about AIDS. They talked about it in school. They understood it was the cause of much discrimination and hate. They knew many gay men suƒered. They knew their uncles could die from it, but they had also seen them vibrant and active. 


So how do you tell two young boys that the uncle they adored would maybe leave them forever? When the boys came to the hospital after their games, sweaty and dressed in their dirty uniforms, Leo made a special eƒort to get on his feet and walk the halls of Beth Israel Hospital, tubes hanging from both arms and bald from the chemo, so the boys might not feel so frightened. He promised Harrison that he would be there to see him turn ten and he did. We had a party in the waiting room of the hospital. He told Nicholas not to worry, that in the end he would be fine. 


In the end, he would not be fine. While dozens of family members kept vigil at Leo’s bedside in those final hours, I went home to tell the boys that Leo was very, very sick and would probably die. I tried to explain that we were lucky to have him in our lives and luckier still to have moved here to “his town” to share his final year. What a gift that was, I said, struggling to find a bright light somewhere in the darkness of that moment. I looked at two angel-faced boys, one holding back all emotion, the other letting the tears silently fall from his big brown eyes. 


This was life with children. We had always been honest with them about their father, about us, about life as gay people, about gay people who are sick, about prejudice and pain. Dying was a part of living. They would learn from experience. 


We were so proud of them. They endured all the days of people coming and going, family coming from out of town, filling our house, the wake, the funeral, and a year later, a beautiful outdoor candlelit dinner in Provincetown to remember Leo after we spread his ashes in the bay, the house he loved in full view of the boat Bobby had chartered. The boys were able to grieve and were supported by all who loved them. 


They demonstrated maturity beyond their years. I recall them at the wake, kneeling at the co‰n of their uncle at either side of their mom as she quietly spoke to them. I remember the giggling as they secretly put some Starburst candies in the breast pocket of Leo’s suit jacket. The three of them used to enjoy Starbursts together, fighting over flavors. They wanted him to take some, wherever he was going. 


But it was the compassion they displayed that was most impressive— genuine compassion for their mother, who had lost a baby brother, and for their grandparents, who had lost a son. In the awfulness of those days there was also beauty. 


A year later, on the evening we scattered Leo’s ashes, many people spoke about him and how they would miss him, what he meant to them, and how he made them laugh. Nicholas, the one who had had the most di‰culty with this death, the one who, in response to the loss, had become withdrawn and troubled, unexpectedly rose to his feet: he, too, had something to say. 


On a boat at sunset, at nine years of age, he spoke in front of dozens of people. Extemporaneously, he talked about his uncle and what he had meant to him. “I just want to tell Uncle Leo that I love him,” he said, strong and clearly, “and that I will miss him and that I will never forget him. He taught us so much.” There was not a dry eye in the group. After he finished, he kissed his mother, his grandparents, and all his other “uncles,” friends of Leo, who were part of our world. He was so poised and collected. From where had he gathered the strength . . . from where the courage to speak? 


Camp Life 


Uncle Bobby is still in our lives, even though he has moved forward on one front and married a new love. For six years in a row, without failure or pause, he has gone to the boys’ summer camp for “Dads’ Weekend.” 


Fran and I selected this camp after a friend recommended it. Our friend’s three children had gone there for eighteen years combined. We received applications and a video in the mail that showed us what the boys might enjoy and expect from summer in the Berkshires. The four of us sat in front of the television, eager and excited. The camp is a sleep-over camp. The boys would be gone for a month. No cell phones. No video games. No television. The great outdoors awaited them. Sports. Leadership-building activities, hiking, camping, boating, swimming, and the fellowship of other boys, men in waiting. 


One portion of the video was devoted to “Dads’ Day.” This was a day during Family Weekend when fathers came to share the experiences of the camp with their sons. Together we got quiet. The video ended. Silence. Very pregnant pause. Well . . . 


Finally, Harrison turned to us and said, “What are we going to do, Mare? I don’t think you can come.” 


“Well, no,” I said. “I can’t come. That special day is for guys only.” But I was moved by the sweet gesture. He thought I should come. 


“What about your dad?” Fran suggested, for the boys’ sake. 


They chimed, in unison, “No.” 


I was surprised by this emphatic response; he was still their father, after all. Fran was not; to her it was inevitable. Her ex-husband’s consistent inconsistency and long absences in the boys’ lives took the toll she had predicted. They had eventually simply lost interest in him. 


We suggested male friends. God knows they had a host of men they called uncle. But there was only one uncle they wanted to take: Bobby. 


Family is certainly who you say it is. For them it is Bobby. 


Their gay uncle had the coolest SUV, from which they tailgated with the supply of gourmet food, goodies, drinks, and other supplies he brought to camp. Bobby set up the fanciest campsite—new tent, color-coordinated sleeping bags, a French coƒee press, and torches to mark their area, even though they weren’t able to light them because of the woods all around. 


Talk about queer eye for these straight guys! Bobby is in excellent shape. He looks like a model and moves like an athlete. He gave those other dads some real competition on the field during the sporting activities. Dads with thinning gray hair and thickening paunches watched him and, without seeming obvious, tried to keep up with him, maybe even to emulate him. 


When we arrived for the rest of Family Weekend with my mother, Bobby walked around with us, the uno‰cial mayor of the camp. Every man who passed by had something to say to him. They shook his hand or gave him a high five, and most of the boys’ friends and the counselors told them they hoped their “dad” was returning next year. He always did. 


My Parents, My Family 


My mother and father have always been a presence in our lives. They came to visit us in Atlanta several times. They came to London, and since my father died, my mother comes to Boston twice a year and occasionally vacations with us. Nicholas began to call her yiayia years ago, which means grandmother in Greek. She has been to their baseball, football, and lacrosse games. She calls them her grandsons. Fran is her daughter, and she encourages us to marry. 


The boys never really knew my father as well. They were young when he was healthy, and my parents lived halfway across the country. Because of his health, my mother traveled more than he. So I was surprised, when I broke the news of my father’s death, how hard Nicholas took it. 


From that day on he has called him pappou, grandfather. He has drawn pictures of him and talks about his life as a soldier during World War II. He speaks about him as if he knew him well, and asks a lot of questions, as any grandson would. I tell both boys that I hope they grow up to be as good a dad as he was. My father was so much a part of my life —a huge influence—and I have talked about him a lot with the boys. They feel like they got to know him through me and, after all, some of my best and most eƒective parenting techniques came straight from The Book of Ted! 


Growing Boys 


Over the years, our family has basked in much joy, but also sustained much hurt with regard to our extended families. We must have been strong to weather those times, and we must have had a tremendous amount of energy to shield the boys from it all. They could have been drawn into the madness and heartache had we not been, at the very least, vigilant in protecting them, despite the anger. 


Fran has not shared with the boys our historic di‰culties with her parents. Maybe someday. As they grow into men, they will understand the prejudice and forgive the behavior. Certainly their mother has wished it could have been diƒerent and easier. 


While at times we have questioned the authenticity of the improvements in our relationship with Fran’s parents, these days the genuineness of their intent matters less than before. What matters always are the boys, and all of us—their family—working to get along. When Fran’s folks invite us to vacation with them, we do. We make it a point to include them in all important activities and events that are meaningful to the kids. They participate. What has developed, at least, is respect. Under the circumstances, I guess you could say we’ve come a long way. 


Our boys, whose feet once couldn’t reach the floor as they sat at our table, are now men who overwhelm the kitchen when they enter the room. They can’t help but sprawl. They are tall and gangly. Arms that were once slender and smooth are now muscular and hairy. Their wrists are thick, they have beards, and they shave. I remember teaching them how to use a razor. Their once-tiny feet that wore the kind of sneakers that blink on and oƒ at the soles—you know the ones—are now mammoth, both size thirteen. What happened and how did it happen so quickly? 


They couldn’t be more diƒerent; they’re opposites, really. One is cerebral, with a wry sense of humor. The other is physical, and sometimes exhibits a confidence that surprises us. One loves to be silly and wants to discuss people at school, the he-said-she-said of life; the other one wants to know the genesis of the Armenian genocide, what caused the federal deficit, and how to abolish the electoral college. One can be intense and exhausting, the other refreshingly simple and sweet. One is very much a teenager; the other we call our forty-year-old adolescent. 


They both share a love of movies and music, like me. I make sure they maintain a healthy sense of humor and the ability to laugh at themselves. They have learned to kid and tease and joke around, like me—like my father taught me to do. 


Their sensitivity comes from Fran, as does their sense of justice, caring, and compassion. She is the one who makes certain that they (and I) eat properly, exercise, and keep a clean house. I am always making up things to celebrate and I devise special breakfast menus for the days of the Oscars, the Tony Awards, the Super Bowl, and the World Series. 


Both boys look like their beautiful biological mother, but the other day a student of mine who saw Harrison and me together said, “Is that your son? He looks just like you!” Harrison and I shared a good laugh, the same as my mother and I used to when people said we looked the same. You know, after all these years, we honestly do! 


Fran likes to say, the older they get, the dumber we become. Don’t you know, they know everything? 


Our discussions are no longer about brushing their teeth before bed or their friend’s new puppy, petty diƒerences on the playground or making costumes for the school play. We talk about the news and real problems. They are seasoned campers who have been to Australia and French Polynesia without us. One is a member of the gay-straight alliance at school. There is no more talk of Santa Claus and the Easter Bunny. They both hold weekend jobs. Harrison is driving and we sit nervously in the passenger seats trying to be calm, as our parents did with us. 


We still do things as a family and we feel that this is an accomplishment. There have been no rebellions unpleasant enough to make us want to run away from home. The boys can be di‰cult, but they have never been too much to handle. As we have always said, our house is a “No Mean Teen Zone,” and they respect that. 


We expect much from the boys. They are men who will go out into the world and reflect the values they have learned, the home that they came from, and the school they represent. It is important to us as women, lesbians, and human beings that they reflect well. Manners are essential. Common courtesy and sensitivity to others matter. Education is paramount. 


Defining Family 


So much hate is directed at families like mine. Some people will never be convinced that two women or two men can love each other and raise healthy, productive children. Many of us take more care rearing children and working at our relationships and marriages than folks in traditional families, not necessarily to prove anything, but rather to demonstrate that we are the same. We want the same for our kids. Our day-to-day lives are not that much diƒerent. We do many of the same things. We have the same types of worries about the future. 


I wonder, why can’t we respect each other’s diƒerences without judgment? If anyone is going to judge, at least know what you are talking about. Come to my home. Talk to my teenagers. Get to know my partner. Talk to me about who I am and where I come from. 


In recent years the boys have become our champions. Harrison was among the supporters at the State House in Boston when marriage became a reality for gay people in Massachusetts. Nicholas has gotten into fights because other children say horrible things about gay people. They want us to get married and have even asked how we can become a legal family. They understand that if we were really threatened in any way, if some horrible tragedy or accident befell us, I am the most vulnerable. I know they would fight for me. 


One boy is a sophomore and the other a junior in high school. One is looking at colleges already. It stands to reason that we are less a part of their everyday experiences at school than we were in elementary school. Even though I am enjoying this time in their lives, sometimes I long for those moments when maybe they needed us more. It will be di‰cult at first to have them out of the house, and that time is coming faster than I can adjust. There are times I will remember forever that a‰rm our decisions and the choices we made from the start of our journey. 


One of those times was a year ago. Nicholas was “graduating” from eighth grade. The school makes a big deal out of its students’ transition to high school. It is a lovely and sweet aƒair. Traditionally, there is a parent who speaks during the ceremony. 


One night before the event, there was a call from the principal. I answered the phone and he said the school would like it very much if I could give the graduation speech representing the parents. I was sure he had me confused with Fran. I know we sound alike, so I told him Fran was not at home. No, he answered, I mean to talk to you. I felt so honored. Of course I agreed. For me it was one of the most emotional and gratifying events I have ever participated in. 


Uncle Bobby was there. Fran’s parents were there. 


I was acknowledged—recognized—by my community, our friends, and our family, for being precisely who I was and what I was to all of them. 


Somehow that night felt diƒerent. 


From that night forward, I promised myself I would try not to be as afraid. I would try not to feel as vulnerable again, as we adoptees sometimes do about permanence . . . that it is fleeting. 


On this night I belonged. 


I very publicly took my place with my family—a family that didn’t grow under my heart, but in it. 
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