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      I’ve made a decision: when my husband dies, I’m going to adopt a child. I’ll wait until Jose’s gone and then I’ll become a mother by adopting through the foster care system. If I want to have children, I’m going to have to do it without him. It will be better for everyone this way, especially him. For five years we’ve tried to have a baby of our own. We’ve hopped from one crazy train to the next, from fertility doctors to Chinese Medicine Practitioners and around again; we’ve even dabbled in witchcraft. At my lowest point, I hatched a plot to steal another woman’s baby. I cased the local hospital, found a glitch in security, and formulated my getaway plan. All I needed was a willing accomplice. But Jose’s annoying practicality got in the way and my plan fell through. So now I’m on the crazy train all by myself, plotting a new scheme and wondering how much longer that same pesky husband is going to stick around.

      It’s a shame it has to be this way, but it’s for his own good. We’ve witnessed what it takes to go through the foster/adopt process—mandatory visits with biological parents, the late-night arrival of a frightened child, the bitter disappointment when that child is taken away again. We understand what’s involved in bringing a damaged child into our home. I’m prepared to do it, but I’m not prepared to put my husband through it. He’s been through enough already, trying to fulfill my dreams. So, I’m just going to wait until he’s dead. For his sake, I only hope it’s quick and painless.

      I glance across the living room, peeking at Jose over the top of the Natural Health magazine I’m pretending to read. The cat that has settled in my lap opens one eye and shifts into a new, even more comfortable position. Jose continues to tap away at his computer, surfing the Internet for a new bike he can’t live without, oblivious to my plans for a future without him. I used to worry about the time he spent on his computer and cell phone; I was afraid of brain tumors and radiation-related cancers. I’m not afraid anymore; just curious if this is what will finally do him in. Or maybe he’ll have a heart attack, a stroke, or the bike accident I’ve feared for so long. I’ll take anything quick. I’m 39; I don’t have time to nurse him through a long, drawn-out illness.

      I’m surprised and somewhat perturbed to see that Jose looks pretty healthy. With all the stress I’ve put him through during the past five years, I’d expect him to look older, more haggard, just a little closer to death. It’s so typical of him to be contrary and perk up just when I need him perking down. Under the instruction of all those damn fertility doctors, he’s lost weight, lowered his cholesterol, brought his blood pressure back down into the safe zone. He’s cut his wine consumption so low you’d think he was pregnant. This means that the fatty liver’s probably not going to get him either. Maybe it will just be old age. Jose is fifteen years older than me, and once upon a time we wished it could have been different—that I’d been born earlier or he later, or that we’d met sooner. But when he was 20 and marrying for the first time, I was five and sneaking raspberry cookies from my best friend Simon, out of view of our teachers. Now the age difference should work to my advantage. The men on his mother’s side barely make it past 50 and Jose has just turned 53, so the odds are in my favor.

      I start to calculate how long I have if I still want to be eligible to adopt. I think I’m safe at 45; Jose’s got six years to get busy dying in that case. But if he lasts more than ten years, I’ll be 50. Will they still give a child to a 50-year-old single mom? And will I be able to handle it, especially with a child who will need special care? Would it be fair to raise a child with only one older parent? What if something happens to me? I need to get on with this.

      It’s a shame I have to do it without Jose, though. He would have been such a great dad. I can easily imagine him teaching our little girl to ride a bike or perching a little boy—a mini version of himself—in his lap and pressing his finger up to a flashlight so our son can see his bones inside. But Jose’s no longer in the picture; he’s not part of my plan. I don’t know how much life he has left—maybe decades, maybe not—but I want the rest of our lives together to be good, even if it’s short.

      Lately, life hasn’t been good at all and I wonder if he regrets marrying me. He’s already done his family stint and has two grown children, but for five years—our entire married lives—we’ve been trying to have a baby together. He’s been doing it for me—his young wife who always wanted a big family—and he’s done whatever was required of him. He’s had his testicles sliced open and stitched back together again; he’s driven two hours in L.A. traffic to be stuck with an acupuncturist’s needles; he’s been subjected to a steady regimen of pills and supplements, submitted to the hands of faith healers, masturbated into plastic cups, and provided me with sex-on-demand, whether he wanted it or not. He’s held my hand while doctors performed miracle treatments on me and he’s held all of me tight when I cried because they didn’t work. So I’m not going to put him through it anymore. I’m just going to wait until he’s dead and then I will become a mother.

      He says he doesn’t want a big funeral when he goes, but there are people who love him, who’ll need to mourn his passing. I can picture the people who knew us when we were nothing more than friends. I can remember them saying how glad they were when we finally got together. They’ll think I’m so brave when I maintain my composure. How will I tell them I’ve already made plans for my future? And how long should I wait before I put my plans into action?

      For a second, I think about Jose being gone. I imagine his face without that smile I love so much. I see myself laying a single rose on his chest and kissing his cold, waxy cheek. I think about hearing Summer Wind again and knowing he’s not there to dance with me. But I can’t think about all this now; I have to think about my baby.

      “I’m going to make tea,” Jose suddenly says, getting up from his seat. “Would you like some?”

      He catches me by surprise and intrudes on my dark fantasy. I check my facial expression and force it down into something more relaxed, stretching my eyebrows to iron out the thought wrinkle that always bunches between them, and letting my lips drop from their tight, pursed position into a neutral smile. He always knows when I’m deep in thought and will ask me what I’m thinking about. I hope he doesn’t ask this time. I don’t want to have to tell him, “I was making plans for when you’re dead.”

      “I’d love some tea,” I say in the most nonchalant voice I can muster. He has no idea of the scheme I’ve concocted. He’s oblivious to the clock now ticking slowly down until his ultimate demise—a time bomb in an action movie, with me as the evil villain who’s just pushed the big red button.

      “Would you like a piece of gingerbread, too?” he asks, looking at me through sly eyes, as if he’s asking me if I’d like to commit a cardinal sin with him. This is one of the things I most love about Jose—how he can make even the most innocent thing seem like a great adventure, how he takes the simplest of my British pleasures—tea and gingerbread—and gives it a passionate Latin twist. Whenever he asks me, “How would you like to come for a bike ride with me?” or “What do you say to a walk and a cup of coffee?” his eyes sparkle with the excitement of temptation and I know that if I go along, it’s going to be the thrill of my life.

      “Gingerbread?” I say. “Don’t mind if I do.”

      He grins and disappears into the kitchen. In that moment, the dark balloon of my grim fantasy explodes and the absurdity of what I’ve been telling myself snaps in my face. My great plan, my infallible solution to all our problems is to wait for the man I love to die so that I can be a mother. This man who would walk over broken glass for me, the man I want to spend the rest of my life with, a man who can turn gingerbread into an erotic indulgence. I laugh out loud; it’s the only decent response to my own twisted logic.

      “What’s that?” Jose calls from the kitchen.

      “Nothing,” I say, but it’s not nothing; it’s everything, and I very nearly threw it all away. I’m astounded that I might have allowed life with a wonderful man like my husband to pass me by while I just…waited. The idea that the precious moments we share every day, the simple things like a mutual love for gingerbread—the good, rich molasses kind—add up to nothing. The fact that I would fritter away the joy I have now for some unknown future, an imagined notion of personal fulfillment, some crazy elusive dream of the bliss of motherhood; it’s nonsense. Waiting for Jose to die is the most deranged of all the deranged thoughts I’ve recently had. And this, right at this moment, is when I know this madness has to stop.

      The past five years have changed us both. The two joyous people who stood barefoot beneath a gazebo in Napa and pledged to take care of one another forever are moving through life like two disconnected androids. The couple whose mutual passion bubbled beneath a surface of decorum for so long, until it could no longer be contained, now has sex once a month, if they’re not too tired or in the middle of a fight, and only then for the sole purpose of attempted procreation. The adventuresome pair that traveled to exotic places, made impromptu trips to the opera, and planned great escapades together, now stay home, or worse, stay at work, to avoid the inevitable nightly conversation about children and doctors and fertile windows. And one of them is thinking that when the other dies, she can finally get what she wants. So it’s time to make a drastic change.

      I lift the sleeping cat from my lap, still in her curled position, and place her gently in the warm indentation I’ve just vacated on the couch.  I step lightly to the kitchen door and watch my husband through the veil of a wooden bead curtain. He has warmed the teapot and the his ‘n’ hers mugs that my brother back in England gave us for Christmas. Mine says Hippy Chick; Jose’s says Big Fella. (Jose wasn’t sure if this was a dig at his waistline or a presumptuous statement about his manhood.) I watch as Jose slices two squares of gingerbread and places them on small blue-green plates—The Queen’s Dishes, we call them—our one set of matching dinnerware that we usually bring out just for company. We haven’t had a dinner party in more than two years and the dishes have slowly been relegated to daily use. Some are chipped or cracked; we’ve lost a couple to serious accidents; they’re all a little the worse for wear.

      The electric teakettle boils and clicks off and Jose drops a pyramid-shaped teabag into the teapot and tops it with boiling water. He stirs the pot, replaces the lid and covers it with the Union Jack tea cozy that my mother knitted for him and embroidered with his name. So many good memories in one short ritual. So many good times already stored away and so many more still to come. I can’t just let our time together pass as if it’s not important, as if all I’m doing is waiting for it to be over.

      Jose senses me behind the curtain and turns my way. We’ve always had a kind of psychic connection; it’s good to know that despite everything, it’s still there. He smiles at me, his brown eyes twinkling. The smile is still there, too, and a little corner of my toughened, leathery heart softens again, reminding me that I wasn’t always this crazy.

      Not so long ago, I was just a woman who thought it would be wonderful to have children with a man like Jose, to raise them together and to form our sweet babies into intelligent, thoughtful adults.  Children would have made life a great adventure. But standing there in the kitchen, I realize that life will have to be great without them, too.
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            The Siren Song of Motherhood

          

          6 Years B.J. (Before Jose)

        

      

    

    
      I was 28 years old when I found myself bouncing down a mountain road in Ecuador, squashed into a seat built for someone a foot shorter than me. My worldly possessions were stashed in a backpack, slung on a rack atop the bus, sandwiched between a bale of brightly colored woven hammocks and a crate of live chickens. I thought the guidebook was joking about the chickens. The dusty windows were lowered in lieu of air conditioning, but as the bus dropped down from the chilly mountain town to the sweltering lowlands below, the slight breeze became gradually less perceptible and the cramped passengers began to sweat. It was a whole afternoon’s ride from Riobamba to Guayaquil and to pass the time, the driver played a movie on a surprisingly hi-tech screen. I watched as Cujo bared his teeth at his victims and they exclaimed their horror in Spanish that didn’t match the movement of their mouths. Although my boyfriend Mark and I were the only gringos on the bus (travelers, not tourists), most of the other passengers were Quichua-speaking Indians, so I wasn’t the only one who didn’t understand the dialogue. As Cujo tore another victim to smithereens, I realized that the words weren’t important anyway. Still, it seemed an inappropriate movie for a public bus, and I looked around to see if there were children watching. Across the aisle, a wide-eyed little boy stared in fascination—not at the horror movie, but at me. His dirty cheeks pouched out around orange soda colored lips and his dark, almost black eyes were fixed firmly on my pale gringa face. He was beautiful—a tough, scrappy little boy, with all the innocence of his three years. And that’s when I heard it—the siren song of Motherhood.

      I wanted to reach across and pull the little boy into my lap. I wanted to hold him close to me and brush the tangled hair away from his eyes. I wanted to sing songs and tell him silly stories until he laughed that uncontrollable little boy laugh. He’d laugh so hard, he’d wear himself out and finally fall asleep in my arms. I could feel the desire tugging at me, harder than I’d ever felt it before, and I knew without a doubt that I wanted to be a mother. I was 28 years old, already once-divorced, and all I had to show for it were a cubic zirconium ring, a name I wasn’t born with, and the backside of my first decade of adulthood. I had a lot of lost time to recover.

      I looked over at Mark sleeping in the seat beside me, and wondered if he was The One. We’d been together for a year and we were a compatible couple; we thought alike, shared a passion for travel, and I liked the way he behaved around kids. He had a spirit of adventure and a joie de vivre that drew children towards him. I thought he’d be a fun dad.

      The next decade of my life was coming at me and I needed to think about my long-term plans. I couldn’t keep riding rickety buses with nothing but a backpack and a stash of Ecuadorian Sucre in my socks, and surely Mark couldn’t either. He was heading for 40, but insisted he didn’t want kids. He was a free spirit and loved his lifestyle; if he had children that would all end. We did have a good life. We worked long, erratic film industry hours, saved our money, and then we traveled. We couldn’t do that with a young family, but we couldn’t be nomads forever either. Could we?

      Mark woke up and the little boy switched his attention. He stared wide-eyed as Mark played peek-a-boo behind his hands, popping out with a surprised clown look on his face. The little boy laughed, his mother smiled, and Mark offered them both some melcochas, sweet Ecuadorian toffee. Watching him in action, I decided I’d stick around. He was a good man and a natural with kids. Sooner or later, he was bound to change his mind.

      Bound to change his mind. I wasn’t an idiot; I knew how that sounded. I’d learned a thing or two about men and one thing I knew for sure was that you couldn’t change them. No matter how charming you were or how intelligently you argued your case, you couldn’t change a conservative into a liberal, a homebody into an adventurer, or a sports nut into a theater-lover. Been there, tried that, hence one ex-husband. The old adage that a woman marries a man hoping he’ll change and a man marries a woman hoping she won’t, would be funny if it wasn’t so true. But the whole kid thing was different. I could understand Mark wanting to live the free-spirited, single life, but sooner or later, a man had to think of his future. He had to consider his advancing years and the prospect of being alone. And no one really wanted to be alone. Did they? Everybody needed somebody, surely, and eventually that somebody would want a little somebody to make the family complete. Sooner or later his male equivalent of a biological clock would have to kick in. I knew he’d been looking for the right woman to settle down with—he’d told me as much—and I was pretty sure that he’d found her in me. So, I knew we’d have kids together eventually and I was willing to wait; we still had plenty of time.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Two years later and we’d just returned from a Northern California visit with Mark’s family. He’d been gone for two weeks, but my schedule had permitted only a long weekend. He was sifting through the stack of mail and I was sorting dirty laundry, menial work for a big conversation.

      “My mom says you’re nesting,” he said, out of the blue.

      “Really?” I said, looking around at the grubby cream walls and the standard Rental Beige carpet in our dim apartment. There was no evidence here of anybody nesting. Yes, I’d made plans to paint the living room, hoping the contrast between clean and not would prompt Mark into agreeing to new curtains, some decent lighting and maybe even a nice couch.  The place could have used some plants and a wall of framed photographs of our families and our various trips. If I had my way, the hideous, dust-collecting mushroom lamps he insisted on keeping on full display would be relegated to the back room, a closet, or preferably The Salvation Army. The whole place needed sprucing up, but the rent hadn’t been raised in years so we didn’t rile the landlord. This was a temporary residence for us, as far as I was concerned, and I was ready to move from the dingy old apartment with its cottage cheese ceilings and thin walls, to somewhere with a backyard full of flowers and a vegetable patch, a house cat, and more than likely, children. If I was going to build a nest, it wouldn’t be in this tree.

      But I had to admit that, since my 30th birthday, my priorities had changed. I’d settled into a stable corporate job and traded vacation time for health insurance and a 401K. I was starting to think about putting down roots, making a home, and filling it with a family. One by one, our friends were getting married, buying houses and having children. They were where I wanted to be and I was nowhere close. So, while Mark was itching to go backpacking in Southeast Asia, I was hoarding Personal Time Off to spend time with my family in England. While he was working crazy hours and raking in the overtime, saving for the next big trip, I was picking out paint colors and trying to turn a north-facing balcony into a garden. He was making out-of-town trips without me, and I had bought a goldfish—a semi-permanent pet—for something to nurture.

      “My mom says I need to watch out because you’re getting broody,” he said.

      “What?” I said, puffing up with righteous indignation and choking back a sly smile at his mother’s hawk-like observations, knowing how pleased she would be if I was. We’d spent most of my portion of the Northern California trip with Mark’s sister and her family, with as much time as possible spent with their two young girls. The four of us had gone to the nearby park, walking hand-in-hand like a necklace of alternating-sized beads. We’d stopped for pizza on the way home, and when the sun went down, Katie, the six-year-old had put on pajamas and handed me the Paddington Bear book I’d given her the previous Christmas. It had been my favorite book as a child, given to me on my eighth birthday by my older brother, Ben. It had been a treasured gift and was one of the books I most enjoyed sharing with children.

      I had taken the book from Katie and helped her climb into my lap. It was just the two of us; the others were in another room watching TV. She settled down into my lap and pressed her thin warm body against me. The smell of watermelon shampoo drifted up from her damp hair and her pajamas still carried the faint aroma of sleeping little girl from the previous night. I squashed her closer and cracked open the book.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Brown first met Paddington on a railway platform,” I began in my best storytelling voice. I felt her body relax into mine as the story of the little bear from darkest Peru, a place I had been, unfolded.

      I read aloud, doing appropriate voices for each of the Brown family members and a little-bear-lost voice for Paddington himself. I kept reading long after Katie had fallen asleep, until finally I put the book down and carried her upstairs to bed. I tucked the blankets around her and whispered, “Goodnight.”

      If this was what Mark’s mother had interpreted as broody, she was right. I did want a little girl of my own; I was tired of tucking other people’s children into bed. What had once been an assumption of something that would happen someday had now become a burning desire. I was ready to be a mother and I wanted Mark to be ready, too.

      I looked over at Mark. He was poring over a credit card statement, crosschecking every item for accuracy. His attention to detail was a good trait, I thought; it made up for my own fly-by-the-seat-of-my-pants way of doing things.  He’d be a responsible father, a hands-on type, who’d want a say in nutrition and education, and would have opinions on how to best raise a child. Those opinions would hopefully mesh with mine. But he seemed to have a deep-rooted fear of that level of commitment, or any commitment at all.

      Technically, we were engaged, insofar as I had a ring that we’d bought, after much discussion of its significance, during a cruise to the Virgin Islands. Actually, the ring I was wearing wasn’t the one we’d originally bought. He’d sent that one back once we were home and had a local jeweler, who he deemed more trustworthy, replicate the ring with better quality stones. I liked the original better, even if the diamond was flawed.

      We almost got married on the cruise ship, the night we’d bought the ring. Out on deck, we’d cracked open a bottle of champagne to celebrate our engagement and as the bubbles of alcohol hit our bloodstream and the cool Caribbean breeze whipped off the bow of the ship and through our hair, we’d curled up on a sun lounger and discussed the idea of being married by the ship’s captain. It was such a romantic notion, an impromptu wedding at sea, a big surprise for our families, a wedding without any of the rigmarole that so many of our friends had been through. But the champagne had eventually worn off and reality had taken its place, so we didn’t get married that night. In fact six months had gone by and we still hadn’t set a date. We hadn’t even talked about setting a date. We’d get around to it someday.

      But after four years together, I was ready to close the chapter titled “Free-Spirit” and start a new chapter called “Mother.” I wanted to be responsible for someone other than myself and a twelve-cent goldfish. I wanted to have the needs of some small being be more important than my own. I wanted to share in raising a person to put out into the world, to take by the hand and teach everything I knew. I wanted a baby.

      “Maybe your mother’s right,” I told Mark. “Maybe I am nesting.”

      He looked at me and his tanned face appeared to pale a shade or two. “Oh boy,” he said.

      I could have dropped the subject, knowing how he felt, but the force of motherhood pushed me on. “Maybe we should have kids,” I said, “We’d be great parents.”

      He frowned at me. “We’ve talked about this. If we had kids, our lives would be over. Look at my sister. She and Tom barely get along; they have no life outside of the kids.” He shook his head. “Everything would change.”

      I shrugged. It would, I thought, but maybe it would change for the better.

      “And what about all the traveling you want to do?” he said.

      “We could take them with us. Traveling is good for children. It exposes them to different cultures and makes them more open-minded.”

      He gave me a patronizing smile, as if he were the smartest and funniest man in the world. “I’d definitely have kids,” he said, “if they could be frozen whenever we wanted to travel.” Then he got up and walked away.

      I was left sitting there with my answer and an image in my head of my laughing toddler suspended in a cryogenic storage tube. He was right, I supposed; having children would upend our lives, and we had good lives.  We could come and go as we pleased, travel on a whim, have a carefree existence. We led an enviable lifestyle and I knew I was lucky, but the siren song was growing louder and I wanted something more.

      I mentioned my plight to my friend Cassie one day. She nodded her head sagely and said, “I’ve been in that same situation. I kept thinking he’d change and he didn’t. And then one day someone told me, ‘It’s not that he doesn’t want kids, Cassie; he just doesn’t want kids with you.’”

      For a second her words rang in my ears and I scrambled through my Mark data trying to test her theory. He’d been besotted with his previous girlfriend; I’d met her once and could understand why. But she’d moved to Hawaii without him, married someone else and was trying to start a family. His first wife had left him too, remarried and now had four children. Clearly both these women had wanted children and he hadn’t, ergo, it wasn’t just me. Cassie’s theory might have applied to her, but it didn’t apply to me; the problem was definitely him.
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      I wasn’t thinking about taking matters into my own hands when I decided to come off the Pill—not exactly. “I’ve been on the Pill for 15 years,” I explained to Mark, “and I’m just not sure it’s the best thing for my body.” I’d become more aware, since turning 30, of the things I put into my body. I conducted thorough research before taking medicines of any kind, and preferred natural remedies, when available. Using artificial hormones to trick my body into not conceiving didn’t seem like a good idea anymore. Mark agreed, at least in theory; in practice there were issues.

      I wanted natural contraception, and so I studied my options and settled on what used to be called the Rhythm Method, which I’d always assumed had something to do with the speed and ferocity with which one had sex, but turned out to be all about synchronizing intercourse with the natural menstrual cycle. I understood the basics of reproductive science—sperm meets egg, etc.—but the book filled in the details that the school nurse, my mother, and even my high school biology teacher had all neglected to share with me. I learned about my reproductive cycle, how each month, my uterus builds a thick lining in preparation for a fertilized egg; then, once my ovaries are done ripening an egg, the hormone mixtures changes, the egg is released into my Fallopian tubes, and my body produces mucus to aid any incoming sperm in reaching their goal. If the egg isn’t fertilized, the hormones switch again and begin the process of cleaning house and preparing for the next cycle. I had no idea all that clever stuff was going on in my body every month and it made sense why certain times of the month were fertile and others were not. But although the science of the method was logical to me, when it came to putting my absolute faith in it, I lost my nerve. I ran back to my doctor and requested a diaphragm and as much spermicidal cream as she could prescribe.

      While my logical brain was calculating the dangers of getting pregnant unintentionally, the schemer in the back of my mind was doing the same math and figuring out the odds of conveniently having “a little accident.” All I’d really have to do was neglect my diaphragm, leave it in the vicinity of a sharp object or two, or maybe just “forget” to use the cream. I wouldn’t be the first woman to plan a devious pregnancy and I figured one of two things would happen. In scenario A, Mark would get the news of his impending fatherhood, throw a fit, and insist on a termination. I would defend my unborn child and deny his request. He’d see the error of his selfish ways, and ultimately stand by his woman. Once he saw his own eyes gazing back at him from our darling bundle of joy, he’d step boldly into the role of daddy and be the outstanding father I knew he could be. All’s well that ends well. I get the baby I want, he gets the baby he needs, and his mother gets to say, “I told you so.” We all live happily ever after. The end.

      Scenario B was very similar, following the same pattern of receiving the news, pitching the fit, demanding and denying the abortion. It was the part where he looks into his baby’s eyes that differed. In fact it wouldn’t happen at all, because when Mark got the news, he’d hightail it out of town, refusing to acknowledge the existence of his offspring, or his (now ex-) fiancée. Forced to face the reality of raising a child alone, I’d scurry home to my mother in England, where I’d convert my former childhood bedroom to a nursery and my mother would spend her otherwise peaceful retirement caught up in a whirlwind of diapers, bottles, and teething gel.

      I could have made either scenario work. I wanted a baby and it was going to take something drastic to make it happen. But what I really wanted was to do it right. I wanted to find Mr. Right, fall in love and, from that love, create a baby. I believed that Mark was Mr. Right, but if he didn’t want children was he right for me? If he was Mr. Right, would I be okay not having children? Were my only options Mark or a baby, or was there some solution in between? And was I willing to do whatever it took to become a mother?

      In the end, I couldn’t in good conscience trick Mark into fatherhood. My desire for a child of my own was strong, but not so strong as to potentially wreck the lives of others, and not so strong as to risk an otherwise good relationship. I knew I’d have children one day; it was my destiny. So I waited. Mark’s 40th birthday was on the horizon and a big milestone like that was bound to bring about a change of heart.
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      Flashback to 1985 and times are tough for folks in northern England. It’s the height of the Thatcher era; the once-thriving steel industry is on its knees, the coal miners are still reeling from a yearlong strike, and the outlook is grim for the working man. Even the joy of the national pastime has been marred by disaster—the Valley Parade stadium fire that killed 56 soccer fans, and the riots at Heysel, where 38 fans died. As if that isn’t enough, British Telecom has announced it will phase out its famous red telephone boxes, and in a faraway land, an actor is now President. I’m 15 years old and added to the usual list of teenage angst is the AIDS epidemic and the threat of nuclear war. At least we have The Smiths to sing happy songs and cheer things up. Despite all this grim news, the air is crackling with excitement in a red brick, semi-detached house in the suburbs of Sheffield.

      My sister-in-law Stacy rests one hand on her swollen belly and holds out the other, palm up, for my mother. I kneel on the floor and watch as Mum pushes her blue-framed glasses down to the end of her nose and squints at a needle. She pokes a length of thread through the narrow eye, makes a practiced knot, and smoothes the thread, dangling the needle just above the palm of Stacy’s hand.

      We wait.

      Stacy and my middle brother, William, are expecting their first child. There’s much to be done in preparation—a nursery to be painted, tiny cardigans and bootees to knit—so we need to know the sex of the baby. This calls for my mother’s famous divining trick, tested and proven by my grandmother and undoubtedly by her grandmother before.

      I glance at my brother. His dark moustache twitches, but his narrow, warm eyes—my mother’s eyes—are trained dead on the needle. There’s a tremble in the thread and the needle moves. Just a wobble at first, but then it swings in an almost imperceptible arc. We wait to see. How will it move? A circle? A line? There’s a curve to its path, but then something happens. The needle seems to make a decision. It swings like the pendulum of my grandmother’s old hallway clock, back and forth in long decisive strokes.

      “It’s a boy,” my mother says, barely containing her excitement. She would have been just as excited had the needle predicted a girl.

      A glowing grin spreads across Stacy’s face. “I knew it would be,” she says.

      My brother nods.

      Behind us, a rustling of paper lets us know that my dad has lowered the racing pages in order to watch. He says nothing, but I see his thin, smooth lips turn into a hint of his crooked smile. In a few more months, he’ll have his first grandson and the Manterfield name will go on for another generation. None of us knows then that he’ll have only two months in his new grandson’s life. For now, everyone is excited about the coming new arrival.

      My mother stills the needle and lets it go again. This time it moves in a wide smooth circle. Their next child will be a girl.

      “That’s what I’d want,” Stacy says, “a boy and then a girl.”

      My mother sets the needle again to make sure she’ll get her wish and nothing more.

      My brother’s smile has tightened. Kids are expensive, there’s a brand-new mortgage payment and soon there’ll be only one income to pay it. His beloved Ducati motorcycle won’t be much longer for this world.

      The needle doesn’t move. It hangs as if bolted by some invisible device to the center of my sister-in-law’s hand. There will only be two children. I can almost hear my brother sigh. Two is just the perfect number—a moderate number, enough to prove that they like children, but not so many as to appear common. A boy and a girl—just right.

      “Do mine,” I say and hold out my hand for my mother. My brother rolls his eyes. My mother does it anyway.

      I hold perfectly still, the needle hovering over my palm.
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