
journey to motherhood, in conjunction with various persuasive faces (bulgy eyes, pursed 
lips, etc.), of all the possible anomalies — tumors, cysts, uterus-eating spiders and ovary 
goblins, to name a few — that could potentially keep me from reproducing. “Mara, I’m 
not trying to scare you,” she assures me. “Do what you want to do, of course. I only want 
you to do what’s in your heart. All I’m saying is that you just never know.” 

My mom is the loveliest human being in the world. When we go on hikes near the 
house in San Diego where I grew up and got married, she even talks to the startled birds. 
“It’s okay,” she says. “It’s okay, we’re not going to hurt you.” 

But I know a threat when I hear one. 
It’s the same stuff that the news and women’s magazines drill into our minds. 

Headlines blare concerns about aging wombs; scientists have confirmed that they collect 
dust bunnies. If I don’t hurry up, it’s gonna be like an old Western in there. Tumble 
weeds and shit. Desert-like. Desiccated. 

So I try to joke around. I make light of her warnings. I skirt the issue like Floyd 
Mayweather dodges a punch — until I put it all together and realize why she’s harassing 
me. 

See, by the time my mom was 32 years old, she had three kids and no 
reproductive system. 

And I am now 32 years old. 
 

 
 

* * * 
 

We all know where to find out what to expect when we’re expecting. (Great book, 
I hear. I’m praying my mother-in-law doesn’t give it to me for Mother’s Day.) But the 
morning after I got married, I suddenly realized that I didn’t know what to expect at that 
moment — when I wasn’t yet expecting, and I wasn’t sure if I ever would be, or even 
why. 



day at the beach, I had been skipping around the planet, working in different far-off 
locales — writing for newspapers in India and Thailand — and my organs were getting 
gummed up. At last, I was a working journalist in New York, reporting on my clitoris for 
HarperCollins. Who says book publishing is dead? Sex workers were teaching me dildo 
techniques. I was going to foot fetish parties to have my feet worshipped, masturbating 
inside of fMRI machines. And babies still didn’t much figure into my reportage or even 
my thinking. 

And yet having this man — who’d first attracted my attention by declaring his 
hatred for pancakes — spray my eggs with his sperm didn’t seem like the absolute most 
horrible idea. By which I mean, I didn’t upturn the table, smash blueberry pie into his 
face, karate chop the back of his neck, and then run away screaming. In fact, I agreed to 
go on a third date with him. What was happening to me? Did I want children more than I 
suspected, or did I simply sympathize with Dave’s anti-pancake perspective? 
 

* * * 
 
The other day I was having a glass of wine with my friend Jane. I had thought she 

was an actress but apparently she had recently become a geneticist who could calculate 
gametes on the fly. She explained to me exactly what my children were going to look 
like. 

“Can you imagine, the brown eyes?” she said, staring at me like I was wrapped in 
swaddling clothes. “The curly hair?” 

Jane apparently did not realize that Dave is now 40 and that I buy nonorganic 
food, meaning that this theoretical child she’d invented had an 85 percent chance of 
coming out as a brick of ears. Or worse, the thing of my nightmares: 

 

 
 
A few days later, another friend offered this brilliant insight: “There is no good 

time to have a baby.” By which she meant I might as well just have one right now. But all 
I could think of at that moment was that if there is no good time to have a baby, then that 
must mean that all times to have a baby are bad, and if that’s the case, why do we insist 
on having them? And why, if these people loved me, did they give me advice on a daily 
basis? I was getting babies on postcards. In texts. My Facebook feed was filled with the 
little runts. I was being driven steadily insane by a society that would not let me stop 
thinking about my empty uterus. 



But why was she bringing it up right now? We’d gone over the story so many times that 
if it were a book, it’d have loose binding, tattered pages, coffee stains. 

When my second brother was born via Cesarean section, the doctors found 
ovarian cancer on my mom’s right ovary. She had a decision to make: get everything 
taken out or take out the infected ovary and try to have one more baby, risking that the 
cancer would develop laterally. Everyone warned her against pregnancy. But what was 
flagrant and irresponsible to most — they already had two sons to care for, after all —
made perfect sense to my mother and father. They were both the youngest of three 
siblings and felt it was only right to give the third a chance. 

Within four months, she was pregnant with me. For nine months, she feared that 
the cancer had spread. She couldn’t sit in movie theaters — the darkness reminded her of 
the lack of control she had inside her own body. Every time she lay on her back — the 
position she was in when she found out about the tumor — she got short of breath. 

In other words, the factors that led to my existence were so precarious that if I 
think about it hard enough, I feel like I could just disappear. I would have been nothing. 
Not even nothing, because nothing is something. A squirt in the dark. Stardust. 

Instead, I was born on September 8, 1981, the same day my mother got a 
hysterectomy. Am I being clear? In other words, my mother gave birth to a daughter who 
may one day give birth, on the day that she lost that ability. But she was safe and started 
on a lifetime of hormone therapy. 

So, by a strange turn of events, I have the uncommon opportunity to thank cancer 
that I’m alive. 

The bad news: ovarian cancer can be hereditary. 
I had my ovaries checked for cancer a couple of years ago. The test was 

conducted with an ultrasound. The female technician took the rod and shoved it inside of 
me. She began moving it around. It was very surprising how something in the dildo-shape 
didn’t feel that great. 

“You’d think this would feel better,” I said. 
She didn’t think that was funny. 

 

 
 

* * * 



dimensionally,” she said, “but when you have one, you start life in 3-D.” She said this as 
she speed-guzzled vodka. She noticed me staring at the lineup of empty martini glasses 
on the bar. “You’ll see,” she said. “You’ll see!” 

We got back to her apartment and she immediately decanted a bottle of wine. 
Then I met her daughter. “She’s at a great age,” Kate said. Then an hour later, the kid 
started flipping out because she wasn’t getting the boob. “Sorry,” she explained, “she’s at 
a rough age.” I was confused, but I didn’t say anything. I try not to speak when I’m 
confused. 

My childhood friend Cleo was my last stop on the baby tour. Like me, Cleo had 
fallen in love with New York City, but being with child made priorities change. She and 
her husband wanted more space and better schools, so they moved to the East Bay. I 
wondered and feared, if I got pregnant, who I’d become. Would I move? Would school 
districts become No. 1? Would I start to like meatloaf? 

I tried to make myself feel better through rationalization: If I were to become 
pregnant and thereby did in fact become “someone different,” it’s possible that my prior 
self might totally disapprove of my future self’s choices, but theoretically that wouldn’t 
matter because my prior self would essentially be terminated once my future self and her 
priorities took control. 

See what I mean? That’s the kind of crazy shit I say when I’m confused. 
The rationalization didn’t really help, either. After I left my happy friend’s 

spacious house by the bay, I still felt uncomfortable with the idea of meatloaf. 
 

 
 
 

* * * 
 
Before leaving San Francisco, I also managed to meet up with Laura Carroll. 

She’s a childfree advocate and author of The Baby Matrix. I’d read it back in New York 
and was kind of blown away. In it, she writes about an issue that was new to me: 
Pronatalism. Pronatalism is an attitude or policy that is pro-birth and exalts the role of 
parenthood. I was pretty sure this pronatalism thing had infiltrated my brain. 

On the phone, she had said that somewhat unfairly, our society views parenthood 
as the be-all-end-all of why we exist. Carroll believes that our country is drenched in this 
pronatalism stuff — it’s everywhere from church to state. If pronatalism didn’t exist, then 



in the tabloids, Shiloh wouldn’t always be smiling hand-in-hand with Angelina Jolie, but 
rather depicted in other phases as well, like biting her mother’s chin because she’s going 
through her violent phase. Becoming a parent would be just as respected and lauded as 
becoming a park ranger. I can’t be sure, but it’s possible that new perspective would 
result in a substantial birthrate decline. 

I met Carroll at Garibaldi’s, a restaurant in Presidio Heights. She’s 53 years old 
and well groomed — coiffed hair, smooth skin and her pantsuit even had the creases 
ironed in. I wondered if not having children was good for the complexion. 

We both ordered dishes that were impossible to eat while maintaining any air of 
professionalism. I’m never conducting an interview again while ingesting melted cheese 
and green leafy vegetables. 

“Millennia ago,” Carroll said, “as man evolved from a monkey, they didn’t have 
that level of consciousness. Now we have that level of consciousness, but we are still 
thinking that we are blindly supposed to have kids when that’s just not the case.” 

She posed the overpopulation problem as one good reason we should reconsider 
our willy-nilly tendency to procreate. That made sense. If you want to go green, but like 
really green, there’s no better way than to not create another consumer who will beget yet 
more consumers, until one day Target and Wal-Mart go extinct. Then again, having a kid 
might be good for Earth’s longevity; with more of them, we can destroy our environment 
a little more quickly, and eventually rid the planet of its human destroyers entirely. It’s a 
tough call. 

Carroll’s book lists all the ways the culture may be influencing our baby desires. 
“One of the many messages we receive is that we are supposed to grow up and become 
mothers and if we don’t then we are missing out on something in life,” she said. “To 
fulfill our destiny as mothers is what true fulfillment really means.” 

 

 
 
Our society might not be ready for some of Carroll’s more extreme views — like 

that potential parents should have to take a battery of tests or that sex offenders should be 



 
 

* * * 
 

I finally found a woman who specialized in procreative confusion. For the past 
three decades, Merle Bombardieri has focused on helping people make their baby 
decision. She even wrote a handy how-to book: The Baby Decision. The title leaves little 
room for creative interpretation, which makes sense because she’s a get-to-the-point kind 
of lady, as I found out once I finally got her on the phone. 

“I can’t figure out if I actually want one or if I want to want one,” I said. “Does 
that make sense?” 

Merle didn’t make me feel ridiculous for questioning the idea of breeding. In fact, 
she made me wonder if it might be an even bigger question than I had originally 
considered. “It’s not a question of child or no child,” she said. “It’s existential. It’s who 
am I? Who are we as a couple? What do I want to happen in my life before I die?” 

Instead of fearing death at that moment — and tallying all the things I wanted to 
squeeze in before it — I decided to table it until later that evening, when I’d have more 
time for nihilistic rumination. 

“Yes, exactly,” I said. “Like that.” 
Merle asked if I’d tried the Rocking Chair Fantasy. She explained that I should 

envision 80-year-old me — as wrinkled as the bedsheets I never make — sitting in a 
rocking chair. In one scenario, she told me to imagine that I’d had children. In another, to 
imagine that I never did. Of the latter scenario, she asked, “Do you feel like your life is 
empty?” 

Way to ease into it, Merle. 
After a long silence, in which I envisioned being stuck on the toilet at 90 and not 

having anyone to bring me a roll of TP, I asked, “What if I regret not having had a 
baby?” That question has plagued me for years. 

I knew people who’d gotten knocked up for that reason. Just a few months ago, 
I’d asked a 36-year-old friend who was six months pregnant how she’d decided. “It’s not 



At night, I often fear that Dave has stopped breathing, so I wake him up just to be 
sure he’s still alive. “If I’m dead,” he said one night, “then please, just let me stay dead 
until morning.” 

If I do that to him, then what kind of heinous worry-wartness would I impose on 
my children? 

Jess, another mother I had talked to, told me something similar, that having a 
baby taught her more about letting go than any Buddhist retreat she could have ever 
signed up for at Kirpalu. “You think you have control,” she said, “but having a baby 
makes you realize that all your life, control has been an illusion.” That’s heady shit to 
learn from a two-foot drooling babbler who likes apple-spinach-rutabaga-flavored 
squeezie goop. 

Then Rebecca picked up a square of farmer’s cheese. “Doesn’t this look 
absolutely delicious?” she said. It must have been one of those pregnant craving things 
you hear about, because to me, it looked about as appealing as a block of toe cheese. 

We parted ways. Dave was out of town for work, so I went and ate Chipotle by 
myself. I wished I was digesting it for someone else to feed on as well, because then I’d 
have a good excuse for why I ate a beef burrito the size of my thigh. 

 

 
 

* * * 
 
The next week I rented a silver four-door and took off on a mission to Lexington, 

about 30 minutes outside of Boston. I’d taken Merle up on her offer for the two-hour 
session. You knew I would. 




