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For those of you who have found yourselves living a life
that you never conceived of
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Note:

This is my sticky version of events. It’s told mainly through a cis-gendered, straight female lens, but there are many ways to be a woman, a mother and a parent.

I’ve merged timelines and characters to serve the story and I’ve changed names and details to protect the innocent and the exes.
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Next

I woke pinned to the bed. I could feel the lumpen warmth of Dave beside me without turning over. I registered the shush of cars on the Brooklyn Queens Expressway far off; the stark summer light turning the floorboards flaxen. But I couldn’t move.

I’d been carrying around an ultimatum for months and today I would have to toss it like a coin, to see where my life would land.

It was wedding season. Not ours. In 2016, Dave and I spent our weekends and our earnings flying from our home in New York to other cities. We put on our best clothes and faces and made nice with weird relatives. We downed champagne over tables dotted with posy-filled mason jars and filled our bodies with sliders. We cried at speeches and got drunk and danced barefoot on rustic barn floors to ‘Billie Jean’ and ‘Love Shack’ and ‘Single Ladies’.

Across one of the packed dance floors, the groom, his forehead slicked with sweat, had drunkenly anointed us. ‘You two are next,’ he yelled as he clapped Dave on the shoulder. I liked a good wedding but the declaration made me want to lie down on the dance floor and let the stilettos and oxfords stomp over my body. Marriage was an institution I could give or take. But the word next was freighted with longing. What was next?

Dave and I had been together for four years. On days when I spotted him across the subway car on my way home from work, I still felt elation bubble up my chest.

I’d recognise him anywhere: the flash of his clear, curious eyes behind his glasses; his flannel shirt with a t-shirt underneath; his uncool jeans and sneakers; his neatly trimmed beard that he kept to make him look older than his baby face, topped by his thick mop of sandy hair. He was a North Carolina transplant who said, ‘Yes, ma’am,’ to me in a southern accent because he knew it turned me on.

I’d left Australia in 2006 to try out New York. I’d first visited as a teenager and I’d been caught up in the delicious rush of the place. I’d vowed to return as an adult. I wanted to be in New York because that was where playwrights were taken seriously. And I wanted to be a serious playwright.

Six years after arriving, I’d inched my way towards my first Off Broadway production. In a fluorescent-lit rehearsal room perched on the windy edge of Manhattan, my gaze had landed on a guy sitting across from me. I waited, as we circled the table doing introductions, to find out who he was.

‘Dave. Sound design.’ He gave a half-wave, then thought better of it and ducked his head, his eyes sliding off mine.

When rehearsal had ended, I’d fallen into step with Dave as we took the long walk back to the subway at Columbus Circle. We lived on the same train line, only one stop apart. New York friendships were cemented by subway lines.

We sat on the train side by side as it rattled under the East River, our shoulders glancing against each other. Warmth zipped down my arm. I avoided the feeling by talking.

‘So, I was just reading this article about how it’s important to have a hobby. To be well rounded or whatever,’ I said.

‘I think I read that too,’ he said. ‘Or I read the headline anyway.’ He glanced at me shyly.

‘I read the headline too.’ I laughed. ‘And it still made me feel guilty. Because I feel like this is my entire life. Theatre swallows up all my time.’

He nodded in a way that showed he really got it.

I kept talking. ‘I mean I’d like to think I’m going to start crocheting but I’m not really, like, the Etsy type.’

He let out a ‘Ha!’ I felt victorious.

‘But it’d be good to do something other than just work …’ I said.

‘Let’s make a deal. By summer, we’ll each have a hobby outside of theatre.’ He stuck out his hand and looked straight at me. I pressed my lips together hard, felt the blood vessels crush. We shook on it. By the summer, my only hobby was spending all my spare time with Dave.

I doubted it would go anywhere though. Dave was seven years my junior – then in his mid-twenties to my early thirties. But I liked his Muppety, expressive eyebrows. I liked the way he called me a ‘beautiful genius’ after reading one of my plays. I liked that he was forever fixing things (stereos and bikes) and making things (cigar box ukuleles and dinners for the two of us). I liked his shrewd, scientific mind.

One night, after we decided to watch a movie as an excuse to lie on his sunken brown couch and kiss for hours – our mouths, our hands, our tongues trying to sync rhythms – I pulled away. ‘This is never going to work, you’re too young for me.’

What I meant was, Are you serious about this? I also sensed a shadowy future where I was a grown-up and would want grownup things, and he would not. I didn’t even think the words. It seemed so far off: foreverness, babies, home. I’d never let myself say them aloud. But they were certain. They would happen naturally the way they had for my mother, and hers before her and on and on, tracing along the shoots of our family tree as they curled backwards through our ripe history.

Dave looked at me intently, his glasses slightly fogged from kissing. ‘Can I tell you a secret?’ he asked. Then he leant over and whispered hot in my ear. ‘It is working.’

I believed him.

New York was brimming with a certain kind of person: ambitious and mercurial, always on the make for the next shiny thing. A being bred by the city’s unstoppable motion and drive – unwilling to be pinned down or to commit to one person, when fortunes, and romantic forecasts, could change with the wind. In the past I’d been drawn to mercurial types. In my twenties, I’d been in a series of long-term relationships with artists with a touch of the grifter about them: witty charmers with blown-glass egos. Now that I was in my thirties, and still far from home, I craved sturdiness.

Dave was steady and true. He was an introvert who would happily spend hours in a dark theatre replaying a single sound cue. He was a curious nerd. He was as serious about theatre as I was. He was seriously silly. To make me laugh, he danced with his arms in a ridiculous flailing motion or flicked his eyes over my body and pushed his glasses up and down on the bridge of his nose and said, ‘Hubba hubba,’ like a cartoon character. He unselfconsciously threw his head back in a loud guffaw when he found something funny.

So, after two years, we enfolded our lives, and moved into the third floor of a sunny Brooklyn brownstone with scratched, sloping floorboards. We painted the living room an optimistic shade of lemon cream. Dave built sturdy shelves that spanned the length of one wall and our books were merged, nestled side by side. In the bedroom, our bodies met – our skin moved together and apart too many times to count. In the kitchen, whenever I whirred and worried about the musical I was writing, Dave said, ‘Give your anxiety to me,’ and I stepped into his arms and exhaled, my body softening and letting go.

Our age gap was never a problem. He was mature. He was present. Life was good. Until I woke up three years into our relationship at thirty-six and knew. I just knew. I wanted to have a baby with him.




Baby Want

I could feel the daylight intensifying outside; the summer heat baking the windows. I had to get up to go to my day job, a commute to a windowless grey cubicle a few blocks from the assault of tourists and neon in Times Square. But I couldn’t move. Any minute now, Dave would wake up. But something else was there in bed with us. I called it the Baby Want. Once the Baby Want had taken hold a year ago, it couldn’t be unwanted. It wouldn’t be dismissed. The Baby Want was a prickling and swelling along the nape of my neck, my hands, my breasts – as though my skin was unpeeling from my bones, straining to get at something that wasn’t there. It became stronger with each passing day, with each month as my last good eggs suicided.

My declining fertility had started out as a faint ringing in my ears in my twenties – a sound that would stop as soon as you tried to listen too closely. In my early thirties, it had become like those church bells across the street that woke you briefly on a hungover Sunday morning. At thirty-five, it was a honking car alarm that would jerk me out of sleep in the middle of the night while I pulled my pillow over my ears. Now, at thirty-seven, my fertility was a constant moan, like a grief-stricken whale. It said: You’re running out of time.

I secretly scrolled the internet to find out how and why my body had become possessed. I found a paper by a Finnish sociologist, Anna Rotkirch, who’d researched the longing for a baby by putting a call out in the national paper for women to write to her. She received more than one hundred letters describing what the Finnish called ‘baby fever’. They listed overwhelming symptoms: a ‘painful longing in my whole being’, being plagued with ‘anxiety or sorrow’ or feeling like ‘a mere empty shell of skin’. The baby fever, Rotkirch found, could be a long-held desire or strike suddenly and surprisingly, like lightning, and was caused by a number of things such as previous pregnancies, falling in love (tick), aging (tick) and seeing your friends get pregnant and have children (tick).

At the beginning I tried to talk myself out of it. What did it even mean to want a baby? It was just the dumb logic of my body. My body fiendishly wanted an Anne Geddes world filled with adorable beings who didn’t scream or cry or shit, who continuously napped in mushroom-shaped pillows and tree nooks, peaceful as lambs. What did it mean to want a baby? Surely, it was just about legacy or loneliness or narcissism? Or unfulfilled ambition?

This Baby Want had no place in my life, I reasoned. Some of my artist friends had started to have children and were trying to find a way to slot them into their lives. But New York was a constant churn, a place of unceasing ambition and punishing work schedules. A baby felt like a deviation from that spinning trajectory. Having it all was a bald-faced lie when you were an underpaid female artist. I would have to sacrifice some of my artistic ambitions if I became a mother. That’s why my longing felt as archaic and dangerous as being lobotomised – as though the section of my brain that dealt with reason and logic had been extracted.

The Baby Want held no truck with logic. It didn’t reason with obstacles – with raising a child in an impossibly designed metropolis where hauling a pram down subway steps was death defying, with my meagre savings or our third-floor walk-up apartment.

It didn’t care about the disparate domestic load for women versus their male partners after childbirth, or the staggering lack of maternity leave and government support for mothers in the US. It ignored the blow to women’s careers and the indifference to mothers held by artistic institutions. It was blind to existential threats such as human evil or inequity or the planet’s climate emergency.

The Baby Want didn’t give a shit about any of these obstacles. Most of all, the Baby Want would not be dislodged by the greatest obstacle of all: Dave. Anna Rotkirch had also found in her study that baby fever was exacerbated by obstacles to pregnancy, like fertility issues or a partner who didn’t want children (tick).

I’d tried to talk myself out of the Baby Want but I’d finally had to cede to it. It was spiritual in its intensity. A baby felt like pure meaning. A way to create something in the world that was beautiful and real and beloved. Flesh of my flesh. My body was hungry to multiply and make something between Dave and me that was ours alone.

For the last year, Dave and I had been having the same conversation on repeat. In bistros, in the park and, recently, as we walked home from the fleapit cinema at the end of our street. As we made our way down the hill, I grabbed his hand.

‘You know, I think you’d make a great dad.’

Dave’s shoulders twitched.

‘Hm,’ he said in a tone that said, not this, again.

I hated myself for having to convince him, for sounding so desperate, but I couldn’t stop.

‘You really would.’

He turned to me, trying to keep his voice even.

‘Yeah, but where would we live if we had a baby? We don’t have any family in New York and it’s not exactly easy here, with a kid.’

‘We could go to Australia for a while?’

‘But I’ve built my whole career here … And I’d need to work full-time if we had a kid –’

‘There are theatres in Melbourne. It is possible to work there.’

Even as I said it, I knew it would be difficult, next to impossible, for Dave to survive financially in Australia. He had a steadily rising career working on theatre productions in New York and across the country. In Melbourne, the theatre scene was a microcosm of the US. But the Baby Want would say anything to get what it wanted.

‘I want to have kids, I do, just not yet,’ Dave said, in a way that he hoped would close the conversation.

But when is yet? I thought.

I pulled my hand away and we walked down the street, crunching over the autumn leaves, not speaking.

Dave stopped walking and pulled my body towards him so that I would have to look at his face. ‘Hey … I love you and I want to be with you and we’ll figure this out. Together.’

‘I love you, too, even though you’re an idiot,’ I said.

‘I might be an idiot, but I’m your idiot.’ He grinned.

For months, we looped over and over different versions of the same argument. Each round left me with a clawing and desperate anguish, a fury at being reduced to a powerless cliché: a baby-hungry woman. It felt humiliating, so I didn’t tell anyone about our fights or my longing.

Finally, one day Dave suggested we do what all New Yorkers do when faced with a problem: get a therapist.

‘How are we supposed to figure this stuff out for ourselves?’ he asked.

This was why I loved him. He was a thirty-year-old man who was suggesting we go to therapy. He was taking this seriously.

So in the winter of 2016, we trudged up the hill towards Prospect Park each week, through dirty piles of snow and around dark sheaths of ice on the pavement, to see a counsellor. As we walked to our sessions, a sludge sat in my stomach. Neither of us spoke. We circled a roundabout and stepped through an unassuming door off the street and went up a steep, narrow flight of stairs.

Upstairs, the counsellor, Melanie, was waiting, sitting beneficently on her rocking chair. She had cat’s-eye glasses, a whipped peak of grey hair and a linen scarf wafted around her pale neck. We sat opposite her on a brown leather couch, where I clutched a maroon patterned pillow in my lap, my inept barrier against vulnerability. Around us were hanging potted plants and ghoulish Balinese figures on the wall, a Turkish rug and a heavy teak table topped with a waiting tissue box.

We laid out the baby issue while Melanie gazed intently at us. She spoke in a gentle Southern accent.

‘I think what each of you need to do …’

She paused. Here it comes, I thought, she was going to solve this for us.

‘… is find the light within you and let that shine.’

I stared at her, keeping my face impassive as I wondered how long it would take to suffocate someone with a throw pillow. Stop it. Stay open.

Like all New Yorkers, I had done therapy for years. I believed everyone could benefit – and should have access to – the talking cure. I’d absorbed the basic theory of psychoanalysis: adults were like dogs with a bone going back to dig up childhood traumas and playing them out on repeat. So, I decided to steer the conversation to the past.

‘Dave’s parents got divorced so I’m wondering if maybe that’s stopping him …’

I looked at Dave. ‘Stopping you … from committing to the idea of a baby?’

Dave frowned. Before I could continue, Melanie spoke. ‘The past is not relevant here.’ She swept the last century of psychoanalytic theory away with a wave of her hand. I imagined Freud sitting in the corner, cocking a sceptical eyebrow. How does that make you feel, Freud?

‘You need to help each other shine,’ Melanie repeated.

Melanie was, it seemed, less school of psychoanalysis and more school of shine.

She continued softly. ‘And whether that’s staying together or going your separate ways, I don’t know.’

Suddenly I was crying. Fuck, fuck, fuck. I was annoyed with myself. I didn’t want to be crying in front of this shining hippy on her rocking chair.

Melanie leant forward, and fixed her gaze on me as the rocking chair creaked out a sigh.

‘You seem very moved, Ally.’

No shit, I thought.

‘What are the tears about?’

Wasn’t it fucking obvious? I tried to pull it together to speak. It took a long moment involving a scuffle with the tissue box, while I caught my breath.

‘It’s just that, if we break up, I’m worried that I’m already in my late thirties and it will be too late. That I won’t meet someone to have a family with.’

Melanie furrowed her brow in a way that I hoped meant my fears were unfounded. But what if I did end up alone? Single at thirty-seven, childless and ticking towards forty. My fertility window closing. It wasn’t just that I wanted a baby with Dave. I wanted a baby, I realised, full stop. My life would feel half-lived without one.

What if every minute I spent on trying to figure out this question with Dave was wasted time when I should have been looking for someone else to fall in love with, to have a child with?

I’d recently heard an interview with New York magazine columnist Alyssa Shelasky who had longed for a baby in her late thirties. She was single, so she’d decided to become a solo mother by choice using donor sperm. I had never heard of the term ‘solo mother by choice’. Perhaps there was another way to get what I wanted. A single, emancipated life. But while I admired her bravery, solo motherhood sounded extreme. That would never happen to me.

Melanie nodded along with my worries but provided no reassurance. We left the session without answers.

‘I liked her,’ Dave said, as he walked me to the subway station.

‘I don’t know,’ I said, trying to conceal my cynicism. ‘The shine stuff?’

‘Yeah, it was a bit woo-woo but she’s probably right,’ he said.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Like, we need to do what makes us happy.’ He leant over to kiss me goodbye. ‘And you make me happy,’ he said.

‘You make me happy too,’ I said, inhaling the familiar soapy smell of his beard. As I slowly made my way down the icy subway stairs alone, I wondered what the hell he meant. Was he saying that I made him happy and therefore my happiness was important? Or that having a baby would make me happy so he was willing to do that? Or was he saying that we’d be happier going our separate ways?

It is a particular kind of torture being in love with someone who holds the key to what you want for your life and denies you entry to that future. But I kept catching glimmers of hope.

One night, as Dave ran his hand over my body, he said, ‘You know the idea of getting you pregnant really turns me on.’

Another day, as we held hands and walked home, he said affectionately, ‘You’re going to be such a demanding pregnant lady.’

I got annoyed but then reasoned he was constructing a story for us. That he was edging closer to my side of things. I took these statements as unspoken vindication that his unconscious wanted to have a family with me. He just had to overcome his fear of the responsibility of fatherhood, of change, of the lifelong commitment that a baby would signal. He was afraid, that was all.

I was the one feeling anxious though. So I went to see my doctor. In her office, she typed up my symptoms, while I tried to explain my whirring, repetitive thoughts, the prickling up my spine. Again, without warning, I found myself crying.

‘My boyfriend doesn’t want to have a baby,’ I said as though this was the natural explanation for the leak pouring from my face. The doctor stopped typing then pushed her glasses onto her forehead and turned to look at me. She let me catch my breath.

‘Look, I know people who have children and people who don’t. You can still live a happy life.’ Her voice was low and even.

‘I know but it’s what I really want.’

‘Well, why don’t you just poke holes in the condoms? Or,’ and here she used bunny ears to imply that I would be doing no such thing, ‘you could just “go on the pill”.’

I stared at my doctor, mouth agape. ‘But that would be lying.’

She shrugged, unfazed.

I’d found myself in a circuitous and thoroughly modern situation. I was in a committed relationship with a man I loved. I wanted a baby with that man. The man did not want a baby.

Contraception had freed women’s bodies and gifted sex back to them without the fear of pregnancy. In an ideal scenario, both partners should be knowingly, equally responsible for contraception. Which meant that women needed to ask for a man’s consent to get pregnant. The man in my case had said no. Which left me with two options: stay and wait and hope that he would change his mind soon. Or leave and try to find someone else to fall in love with who wanted a baby. But the thought of leaving was impossible. When I tried to imagine loving someone else, it felt like reaching out for a steadying hand in the dark, only to find myself falling through endless space.

I was already in love. If Dave loved me enough, I privately thought, he would want to have a baby. And in the dark and quiet of the night-time, when I was lying in bed and the anxiety medication the doctor had prescribed was making my heartbeat too fast, I thought: He doesn’t want a life with me. He doesn’t love me enough to have our baby. Or to boil it down: I am unlovable. But Dave said that he loved me, he just didn’t want a baby. Yet. Which left me right back where I started.

Now, on this summer morning, I saw that it wasn’t just wedding season – the ecstatic life of family and togetherness dangled just out of reach – that had me pinned to the bed, unable to move. It was the not knowing what was next. I couldn’t wait any longer.

I gazed at Dave’s smooth, pale chest rising and falling, his flushed cheeks, the vulnerability of his sleeping body. His eyes blinked open and looked at me expectantly. I took a breath, knowing what I was about to say could never be taken back.

‘If you can’t do this, you have to tell me now.’

I didn’t need to explain. He knew what ‘this’ meant. This was our future together. This was our baby. This was everything.

There was a long pause where my whole life waited. In that pause was possibility. I watched it unfold: us moving to Melbourne and living in a house with creeping jasmine growing along the fence, me pregnant, the labour, then between us on our bed, a small creature swatting at space with its soft arms and legs. All of it retracted in a blink because Dave was speaking.

‘I’m sorry.’ He was, I could see it in his crumpled face. ‘But I can’t go on this journey with you.’

The pain of it was physical – a searing through my sternum to get to the softest, beating part of me. He sat up and turned his back. I slipped out of the bed and numbly walked over to his side. I hugged him. Unsay it unsay it unsay it unsay it, my mind chanted. We didn’t speak. He let go of me and walked out of the room. I heard the bathroom door shut, the shower being turned on.

While the water was running, I thought, Go, run. I shoved some clothes in a bag and fled.
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