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			In Praise of Motherhood – Is It For Me?

			Your Step-by-Step Guide to Clarity

			“Most women struggling to decide whether or not to have a child make this choice alone, rarely sharing their doubts and fears with anybody because of the shame and anxiety involved in even considering motherhood an option rather than an imperative. Now, they will find the wise, thoughtful and non-judgmental advice they need in Motherhood – Is It For Me?, the systematic program designed to guide any woman to the life choice that is right for her.”

			~ 	Jeanne Safer, PhD, author of Beyond Motherhood: 

			Choosing a Life without Children

			“Welcome to a contemporary guide for the contemporary woman! No longer is it to be assumed that there is a ‘maternal instinct’ in a framework of moral judgment. In this book conflict and ambivalence are accepted as a normalized rite of passage to self-acceptance. From a neutral and nurturing point of view regarding the choice, the authors provide a graceful, twelve-week encounter a woman can make with herself. The writing is accessible and the techniques relevant, all with the goal to help a woman gradually uncover hidden, unconscious parts of herself – echoes from the past – that when integrated into her sense of herself can move her forward regarding a choice about motherhood. This book provides a well recommended journey for the questioning woman.”

			~ 	Phyllis Tobin, PhD, author of Motherhood Optional: A Psychological Journey

			“Motherhood – Is It For Me? is a book that will help so many women to find their way to peace around whether to have children or not. It is much needed as it addresses one of the core social taboos that make having a frank dialogue about this so difficult – ambivalence. Many involuntarily childless women who seek the support of Gateway Women often come to the painful realization that one of the reasons they didn’t pursue motherhood more actively was because of unexplored ambivalence, often stemming from childhood experiences that left them confused about what motherhood ‘meant.’ I believe that ambivalence is quite normal, yet the prevailing view of society’s pronatalism is that women ‘just know’; a belief that fails to recognize that modern women’s lives and opportunities, including access to birth control, have created choices that make ‘just knowing’ a thing of the past, if ever it truly existed. As a society, we’re only just beginning to create a space and a language for how to navigate these choices, and this thorough, intelligent, empathic, non-judgmental book takes us a big step forward. Whether you wish to explore and be sure of your reasons for choosing to live childfree, or to understand what’s blocking you from actively pursuing the path to motherhood, this book will be your friend and guide. I know many women who will wish it had been around twenty years ago, and I am grateful to Denise and Ann for making it available to the generations of daughters that come after us.” 

			~ 	Jody Day, founder of Gateway Women and author of Living the Life Unexpected: 12 Weeks to Your Plan B for a Meaningful and Fulfilling Life without Children

			www.gateway-women.com

			“When I became a father 35 years ago I made a list of pros and cons of becoming a parent. Although Motherhood – Is It For Me? is written for women, I wish I had this book when I was trying to decide if having a child was for me. This is ‘the book’ for a couple that wants to explore all the ‘normal’ ambivalence that every woman (or man) struggles with in making this life-changing decision to become a parent. The open-hearted, non-judgmental approach Ann and Denise have developed offers the most intimate path to your own deepest feelings to discover whether being or not being a parent is right for you. If you read this book you’ll know, for the rest of your life, you seriously answered the question for yourself... is being a parent for me?”

			~ 	Bruce Linton, PhD, founder of the Fathers’ Forum, author of Finding Time for Fatherhood: Men’s Concerns as Parents and Becoming a Dad: How Fatherhood Changes Men

			“Becoming a mother is a radical transformation. If you are called to it, if you know you must have a child, then by all means do it. Raising a child is one of the most creative endeavors you could possibly engage in. But if you’re not sure that motherhood is your path, this book – filled with wisdom and compassion – is a sure guide to clarity. The stories and exercises are inviting and inspiring in their depth of understanding. Every word of this carefully constructed program lights your way to the life that is right for you and yours.” 

			~ 	Shoshana Alexander, author of In Praise of Single Parents and co-author with James Baraz of Awakening Joy: 10 Steps to Happiness

			“Motherhood – Is It For Me? is the first of its kind! It offers an inward focused, self-directed process designed to put aside outside influences, tend to places inside that may be in the way of inner knowing, and reveal your true desires about whether you want to become a parent. Denise L. Carlini and Ann Davidman’s valuable tool will skillfully help you uncover the roots of your ambivalence and guide you on your unique path to clarity.” 

			~	Laura Carroll, author of Families of Two and The Baby Matrix

			“In Motherhood – Is It For Me? I’ve encountered one of the best examples of what a serious piece of process work can look like. You get this occasionally in many psychology books, but I’ve never encountered anything so thorough or providing such containment. It reminds me of a book I’ve used on how to work with dreams, except this book has so much ‘holding power’ for the feminine reality.”

			~ 	Carol Shoopman, MFT, psychotherapist

			“As parenthood moves from an assumption to a decision, it’s important to give yourself some reflective time, away from all the external chatter, to examine your motives, stories, and history and decide for yourself whether being a birth parent or adoptive parent is an appropriate role for you. Motherhood – Is It For Me? is your invitation to be an independent decision maker and the creator of your rich experience of life as you make the choice to be a parent or to remain contentedly childfree.”

			~ 	Laura S. Scott, author of Two Is Enough: A Couple’s Guide to Living Childless by Choice, and director of the Childless by Choice Project

			“This insightful and invaluable book helps women decide what is possibly the biggest decision of their life. I am forever grateful to Denise and Ann for guiding all the women who read this in a way that is thoughtful and very user-friendly.” 

			~ 	Henriette Mantel, actress, filmmaker, and author/editor of No Kidding: Women Writers on Bypassing Parenthood

			“I’m delighted to see such a fine program in print. I’ve been aware of this program since it was developed over twenty years ago and I know how much it has helped others. My ex-partner and I consciously chose to adopt an infant girl over two decades ago and today I’m a proud grandfather of two. I worked for many years in child protective services and had direct contact with families, often witnessing the pain that comes from neglect and abuse. I’ve also seen parents who lacked skill become more capable as they developed resources to better care for their children. Motherhood – Is It For Me? is a valuable contribution toward a better future for all. Thank you Denise and Ann!”

			~ 	Peter Barrett, MFT, retired CPS manager, father and grandfather

			“I heartily recommend the wise and well-paced approach of Motherhood – Is It For Me? The authors respectfully explore the many layers and angles of ambivalence about choosing to become a mother; readers are treated to exercises that are accessible and truly helpful; the personal stories open the heart as well as bring clarity to the mind. A real gem.”

			~ 	Linda Graham, MFT, author of Bouncing Back: Rewiring Your Brain for Maximum Resilience and Well-Being

		

	
		
			Participants of the Motherhood-Is it for me?™ program acclaim:

			“Motherhood-Is it for me? helped me realize that what was holding me back from seeing what I wanted had nothing to do with the question of whether I wanted children or not. Once I was freed of that paralyzing thought pattern I was able to seek out what was true for me amidst all the clutter, an experience that changed my life for the better and helped me gain clarity on many levels.”

			[image: ]

			“The program helped me understand what had shaped my hesitation throughout my life. Meeting other women struggling with the same issue was comforting, since I always felt very alone with this before. My partner told me that I became much calmer during the program, which I regarded as the first step of a process.” 
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			“The program was a powerful reminder of who I am amid all of life’s uncertainty and complications. Instead of being overly focused on what I can’t control, I have found that I am really enjoying shaping my life and being grateful for the gifts it brings. I am not at the mercy of my feelings, because I have new tools for understanding, sharing, and moving towards what I want.” 
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			“After going through the program, I had a very clear internal sense of direction. I particularly appreciated the approach, which recognized that we had all tried an analytical, ‘pros and cons’ problem-solving approach to answering the question and that hadn’t worked. This process was extremely valuable to help me uncover – and overcome – fears I didn’t even know I had about becoming a mother.”
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			“I gained invaluable self-awareness and insight and started on a road to self-healing that went far beyond the decision around whether to become a mother. I realized that my ambivalence and doubt is rooted deeply in issues of self-esteem and confidence, which was a revelation.” 
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			“The biggest revelation/blessing I received was the understanding that deep down, I really DID know the answer. It was just that there were some blocks in my life that I had to work through in order to get to the clarity and wisdom that was already there.”  
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			“I was 50/50 and just couldn’t decide. The 12-week program helped heal childhood wounds and identify my true desires amid a confusing array of societal expectations, hopes, fears, wants and needs. My decision feels right and good, and it has freed up tons of energy that was going into a daily see-saw over this.”
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			“I went on a personalized, nourishing and spiritual journey to not only discover my true feelings about motherhood but also who I am as a woman at a deeper level.” 

		

	
		
			~ for all women

		

	
		
			The Road Not Taken

			Two roads diverged in a yellow wood,

			And sorry I could not travel both

			And be one traveler, long I stood

			And looked down one as far as I could

			To where it bent in the undergrowth;

			Then took the other, as just as fair,

			And having perhaps the better claim,

			Because it was grassy and wanted wear;

			Though as for that the passing there

			Had worn them really about the same,

			And both that morning equally lay

			In leaves no step had trodden black.

			Oh, I kept the first for another day!

			Yet knowing how way leads on to way,

			I doubted if I should ever come back.

			I shall be telling this with a sigh

			Somewhere ages and ages hence:

			Two roads diverged in a wood, and I–

			I took the one less traveled by,

			And that has made all the difference.

			—Robert Frost1
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			Foreword

			As a woman there are very few things in your life that, if they happen or they don’t happen, profoundly shape and color your adulthood. I believe that first among these “few things” is the staking out your territory and relationship to “motherhood.” Regardless if you make motherhood happen – or you don’t – the arc of your life will be significantly etched by this decision. This decision is such a “big deal” that some women simply deny it and pretend it’s not something they have to deal with and external circumstances will decide for them. Yet there is no escaping this decision’s life-orienting effects because “motherhood” – to this very 21st century day – still remains a defining feature of how society understands what a woman is – and so a woman will have to answer for her decision or non-decision sooner or later. The bottom line is that as a woman you can take this decision up actively or passively, but you cannot avoid the life-shaping influence of this thing called “motherhood” – whether it is a yes or a no. And that is why this book is so vital for you if you have not staked out your territory and relationship to motherhood! Let me tell you why.

			Foremost is that you, the reader, are not going to feel like you are having to make such a huge decision completely alone, even if you do read this book unaccompanied by others. The authors, who are both therapists, have spent over two decades of work creating this program. They have woven a web of emotional holding into the content of everything that is important to consider in making this decision for yourself. While they are guiding you step by step through the very salient topics in each of the chapters, you feel their presence with you. 

			The program topics are organized so they – and you – evolve over twelve weeks such that by its very structure, important time is built in for the unfolding of your personal truth. In each chapter the authors help you learn to trust your own process of unfolding and to honor it, starting with the first chapter, in creating your psychic working space, drawing your family map, and constructing a reliable “comfort place” for yourself to be used throughout the rest of the book. This book is not a simple analysis and list of the crucial elements when considering motherhood – yes or no. In each chapter you experience yourself; you don’t just think your way through something. Through guided visualizations, slowly, you plumb your deeper self and then gather that experience into your net by writing about it (and I would offer writing the old fashioned way versus a computer will gather it better!). 

			Self-care is also a crucial element tended to in each of the chapters’ topics – from the little girl in you (Week 3) and her concerns – to meeting and talking with your mother and father (Weeks 5 and 6) looking for things transmitted across the generational line. Thus, you learn from cumulative experiential processes, a series of writings, and art projects, where your initial yes or no may be coming from inside. You “try on” each decision fully, living with it for a while, and in doing so discover where the fault lines may be in your understandings of motherhood and yourself. By Week 10, the building of your experiences across the ten weeks of work allows the “wise woman” inside you to be more accessible and more ready to speak. And maybe you thought you didn’t have a “wise woman” in there!	

			If you can read this book with others it will certainly augment your discoveries and emotional experiences, but it is not necessary to do so. You can experience this journey fully because the authors in their writing, and how they guide you through their program, have created a thoughtful, sensitive, and empathic sojourn toward one of the most important decisions you, as a woman, will ever make. I recommend this book to any – and every – woman who has yet to face this decision!

			Mardy S. Ireland

		

	
		
			Introduction

			There are few places women can go to explore their ambivalence about motherhood without being judged or told what to do. Do you want to be a mom? It’s a simple enough question, unless it’s not. If you’re ambivalent about this choice, the reason is multilayered, and it can be a lonely struggle with indecision. 

			Are you struggling with not knowing if you want to have children? Does it seem like everyone else just knows, and you don’t? Do you need the answer yesterday, if not yesteryear? Or do you simply want to clarify once and for all whether becoming a mother is your calling in life? 

			If you answered yes to any of these questions, Motherhood – Is It For Me? is written for you. We offer this book as your oasis, your sanctuary – a place for you to explore, discover, and know your deepest truth. You might be single, partnered, or married, and of any age, cultural background, or sexual orientation. You might be struggling with conceiving. You might be considering adopting or becoming a biological parent, single parent, part-time parent, co-parent, or step-parent. You – or your partner – might already be a parent and you’re considering having another child. Perhaps you’ve already decided but have mixed feelings that you want to explore.

			What if you don’t have to figure this one out alone? What if you could know the answer and be at peace? What if you could make your decision without having to impress anyone or make anyone else happy? 

			Whatever the circumstances that brought you to be standing somewhere between yes and no on the question of motherhood, we’ve learned that your uncertainty is complex and likely accompanied by powerful feelings such as fear, ambivalence, doubt, confusion, sadness, and shame. Experience has taught us that a deep knowing of what you truly want must precede making a clear and informed decision. 

			We’re confident that through the step-by-step approach delineated in this book, you’ll arrive at the other side of ambivalence just as numerous women already have with the Motherhood-Is it for me?™ program. 

			You’ve likely heard someone say, “How can you not know?” with a tone of incredulity that leaves you feeling badly about yourself or just plain angry. But deciding whether or not to have a child is a complex issue; most societies hold strong collective views regarding motherhood, and women who question or reject this path can be subjected to strong judgments. It’s very possible that as you explore your fears and wishes about motherhood, someone close to you is finding it hard to understand your need for resolution. 

			Rest assured that there isn’t one place in Motherhood – Is It For Me? that you’ll be told what you should or shouldn’t do. We have no agenda other than helping you find the clarity you seek. Only you can know what is true for you. You are the definer of you. You are the expert on you. 

			We advocate conscious choice because we believe it is the basis of personal freedom. We want you to have the internal freedom that comes with true knowing while offering you the confidence to explore and make discoveries without pressure or judgment. This one-of-a-kind program provides you with a haven for the in-depth exploration of all your feelings associated with the choices around motherhood. Every step of the way we want you to feel validated and safe. 

			We present our program in an easy-to-follow format. You’ll find pertinent explanations and tried-and-true guidance in addition to fun, creative exercises designed to stir up whatever is inside you that’s been blocking your path to clarity. If you want valuable tools to help you heal and enhance your life, this book is for you. If you want guidance through your ambivalence and confusion to find the clarity that has eluded you, this book is for you. 

			With an open heart and a lucid mind, it will be much easier to make the life-defining decisions you want to be able to make. So no matter where you are on the yes-no continuum, we wish you a fruitful journey.

		

	
		
			How to Use Motherhood – Is It For Me?

			You’re about to embark on a unique process that will almost certainly transform your life. It promises to be a gradual unfolding rather than a process of digging around or overthinking to get what you need; of slowing down internally to catch up emotionally; of allowing the pertinent information to fall into place like the pieces of a puzzle. It’s supportive and gently asks you to take risks. The program is based on the premise that your clarity is already there; it’s just buried. We’re confident of this. Trusting your process is key. We know from experience that you can’t do it wrong. 

			The Different Ways to Work This Program

			Working on Your Own 

			The majority of readers will work through the program on their own, and it’s designed especially for you to do so. You can go at your own pace, in the safety and comfort of your home. If you’ve done some introspective work or have had counseling or therapy at some point in your life, you might find that helps here; but it’s by no means necessary.

			Working One to One

			Sharing your discoveries with another woman who also wants to do this work can be very powerful. When considering your choice, make it someone who’ll allow you to explore without judgment and give you the space you need when you need it. Will she respect that you have your own path to travel? Is she a reasonably good listener? It can be someone you know, but you might feel less constrained working with someone you don’t know or don’t know well. Mostly you want to be able to have your own uncensored process. 

			Working with a Group of Women 

			Many women feel isolated as they struggle with not knowing whether they want a child or children. Working the program with a circle of women who are all exploring this issue can provide invaluable support. If you’re fortunate enough to be able to gather together a small group of like-minded women (three to six works best), you can meet weekly in a self-facilitated group. 

			Working with a Professional

			If you’re already working with a counselor, psychologist, or psychotherapist, you can take this book to your regular sessions and ask for guidance with the weekly material. It can be very healing to be witnessed and supported through the program by someone who’s already earned your trust and wants what’s best for you.

			Some women who aren’t already working with a professional feel, as they progress through the program, that this is the time to find one. Even though the program is designed to provide an ample “container” with its step-by-step guidance, it’s possible to become flooded with emotions or experience a higher-than-anticipated level of distress. If this happens, we recommend that you consider finding a competent professional for support as you complete the program. 

			Working with Your Spouse or Partner: Not Recommended 

			If you’re partnered, it might occur to you to work the program together, especially if you’re both uncertain whether or not you want to become parents. But sharing the details of what you learn with your intimate partner can make the experience more complicated than it needs to be. Discovering your true desire is a deeply personal experience, and it’s so very easy to censor yourself unconsciously in the face of your partner’s opinions or fears. 

			What can work is this: Each of you work the program separately but simultaneously, not sharing the details with each other as you go along. After both of you complete the program, use the guidelines in Appendix I to help you share how the experience unfolded for each of you. Please note that this book is written for women, so if your partner is male, he’ll have to adapt the exercises to fit a male perspective.

			To avoid repeating “spouse or partner” each time we refer to your significant other, we use the word partner throughout the book to mean the person you are intimately sharing your life with. 

			Other Special Circumstances 

			While the majority of women who’ve used this program over the years were trying to figure out whether or not they wanted children, women with a variety of personal circumstances have found it to be beneficial in decision-making. The program is so adaptable that you can use it even if you’re already well on your path of choice. If you feel unresolved about this path or what led to it, this process is an efficient and gentle way to consider and identify what still needs to be resolved. If you’ve already become a mother, you can use the program to look back and consider whether your personal desire matched the decision you made. You can also use it to help decide if you want to have a second or third child. If you’re going to become a mother and it wasn’t your first choice, this program can help you get on board. Honestly! 

			How to Get the Most from the Program

			A Body-Mind Approach to Discovery and Healing

			The Motherhood-Is it for me? program uses an experiential body-mind approach to the discovery and healing that occur as the weeks go by. The program is experiential in that your embodied experience might elicit a thought in your mind, or a thought in your mind might evoke emotion (we use the words emotion and feeling interchangeably). Some emotions feel big while others feel small or subtle; either way, emotions are felt through all the cells of your body. Each of the exercises in these pages is designed to help you get in touch with your felt experience of thoughts and emotions to access the crucial information you might not otherwise discover. You cannot solely think your way to clarity, but you will be able to feel your way, step by step, toward knowing your true desire. When you isolate your desire first, and then weigh it carefully against your personal circumstances, it’s easier to make your decision. 

			Distinguishing between thoughts and feelings can be confusing, and you might have trouble finding the right label for what you feel. If you’re new to naming your feelings, think about using the acronym MeGSS, which stands for Mad, Glad, Sad, or Scared (the e is for emotion). These four feelings cover the broadest categories and can, of course, be expanded on. But if labeling feelings is new to you, this shortcut can help.

			If you’ve had a difficult personal history, some emotions can feel dangerous or scary. You may hold a belief that if you let a little emotion out, it will just keep coming, overwhelming you. While this fear is common, it is not what happens. In fact the opposite is true: Constructively releasing pent-up emotions helps you feel more at ease in your body, more emotionally and cognitively receptive and responsive, and less reactive. 

			“Having Children” and “Becoming a Mother”

			We use the expressions having children and becoming a mother interchangeably throughout the program. It’s important that you know what we mean by them. The short answer is this: anything you can think of. The long answer includes adoption, surrogacy, becoming a step-parent or co-parent, and conceiving through reproductive medical intervention. For the purposes of this book, “having children” and “becoming a mother” are not limited to their narrowest meanings.

			The Externals

			To help focus exclusively on your internal process, we ask that you temporarily set aside all of life’s current external circumstances that seem intertwined with your decision. You will receive precise guidance to help you do this. Some of you are thinking about finances, career, relationships, health issues, family pressures, cultural messages, and more. Whatever your externals are, they’re real and not to be discounted or minimized. However, for the time it takes to complete the program, you’ll need to put them aside and pretend to the best of your ability that they don’t exist. Even though this can feel like an impossible task, we ask that you try to do it anyway. Your externals don’t play a part in the first step, which is discovering what you truly want for yourself. Thoughtfully and realistically considering your externals is part of step two – making your decision, which comes at the very end of the process. 

			Containing Your Process 

			Containing your experience of the program within a specified period of time and space offers you the same feelings of predictability, support, and safety that we’d be cultivating if you were doing this introspective work in person with us. We recommend setting aside the same day and time each week to complete your reading and the related exercises. Pick a physical space for this work that’s quiet and free from outside distractions, and set aside at least thirty to forty-five minutes for each time you sit with this book or your journal. You’ll benefit if you spend more time than that, even if you use the additional time just to rest. You and your psyche will become accustomed to this regularity, and the rhythm will support you.

			There’s another aspect of optimal containment that’s an extremely important one. We ask that for the entire duration of the program, you refrain from discussing with anyone – especially your partner if you have one – the specifics of what’s happening for you. You can of course let others know you’re engaged in a program to help you better understand what you want for yourself; just be sure to clarify that you’ll be happy to share specifics after you finish. We call this aspect of containment honoring your process. If you’re working with a group, this means respecting the privacy of the others by not discussing their process with them or others outside the group meeting. 

			Why do we ask you to contain your experience? The most important reason is that you’re engaging in a process that stirs up sensitive and intimate aspects of your inner life. These deserve and need to be protected, especially in the early stages. Sometimes an important piece of information needs time to completely unfold, and sharing it prematurely can disrupt the unfolding. Also, even the most well-intentioned feedback from others can disturb the feeling of safety you’ve been creating for yourself and push you off track. 

			If you feel that keeping things from your partner will be difficult for you, ask them to help you keep up the containment wall. If you’d like extra support on how to do this, we’ve included a template in Appendix I that you can use to structure this conversation. You can certainly choose to share all the details once you’ve completed the program, but for now you’re entitled to protect your privacy.

			Encouragement When the Going Gets Rough 

			We just talked about the benefits of not sharing the details of your process while you’re in it. That doesn’t mean you can’t share with a trusted friend or your partner that you’re feeling anxious or sad because of something that came up during an exercise. We certainly don’t want you to feel isolated. It’s always best to ask for support when overwhelmed by uncomfortable feelings. It’s when you share specific details that there’s room for another person’s feelings of concern or unintentional judgment to get in the way of what’s unfolding for you. Staying vague about the feelings you’re having even while you’re seeking emotional support allows for connection without interference. 

			As you journey along, there will most likely be some bumps in the road. It’s quite natural to feel anxious, scared that an answer won’t come, discouraged, bored, sad, heartbroken, hopeless, angry, hopeful, or delighted – and everything else in between. It’s also natural, at times, to feel more physically tired than you otherwise would. Allow more time for sleeping at night and resting during the day if you can. Remember to make time for nourishment. Use the self-care suggestions presented at the end of each week. 

			You might also experience what some people describe as big feelings. These could surprise you in their intensity, which is often in proportion to how much they’ve been hidden or pushed down. Try to the best of your ability to let these feelings come forth when you can. Give yourself dedicated time, in a safe place, just to feel. If feelings arise when you are at work or tending to important life concerns, even a five-minute private time-out to feel whatever’s asking to be felt can be sufficient. You can more carefully tend to your feelings when you have more time.

			About three-quarters of the way through this process, some women find themselves with a sense of knowing less than when they started. We’ve witnessed it over and over again. Each week a significant amount of exploration occurs. By the time you’ve completed Weeks 8, 9, and 10, so much has been stirred up that you can feel there is too much to fully resolve, leaving you a bit unsettled and wondering if clarity will ever come. If this happens, hang in there. If it doesn’t happen, that’s perfectly natural too. You’re still sorting out all the puzzle pieces that you turned over. You are making progress. You will resolve the issues that surface and can trust that clarity is on its way. We’ll remind you of this when it’s appropriate.

			For some it becomes too overwhelming to get through the twelve weeks without the help of a professional counselor or psychotherapist. Seeking help does not mean you have failed – quite the contrary. Asking for help can be the most self-caring and wisest choice if you feel you’re having trouble with what is emerging. It’s natural and normal for intense feelings to arise. If you happen to find yourself repeatedly flooded with feelings or experience constant high levels of distress that do not ebb and flow, we suggest finding a competent counselor or psychotherapist in your area for support as you continue through the program.

			Setting the Pace 

			This program was carefully designed to take at least twelve weeks, and can easily take a few weeks longer. The passage of time is necessary to support the process. It just doesn’t work to try and move it along more quickly. Think of yourself at the start as a tight bud that over time and under the right conditions opens to a full and glorious flower. The beauty of that unfolding should never be rushed.

			We ask that you put on hold any decisions about the circumstances of your life for the entire time you’re engaged in this program. Slowing down may indeed feel uncomfortable at first, but we’ve learned that allowing yourself time and space to examine and accurately perceive the various aspects of your life is far more effective than generating those pros-and-cons lists that only seem to keep you stuck in an endless loop of indecision. The payoff for slowing down is big: clarity! 

			Even though the presentation of the program is highly structured, your internal experience will most likely not take a linear path. You can find yourself all over the map with all kinds of feelings and thoughts as the weeks go by. But however circuitous your process seems, it is realistic to expect that at the end of the program you’ll know more than you do now. Though the end may not seem grand like a fireworks finale (though it is possible), at the very least you will have embraced many subtle internal shifts that over time add up to something sizeable. 

			Our Agenda: Your Clarity!

			Our only agenda is to help you move from confusion to clarity, from exhaustion to ease, from internal struggle to internal softness. We’re not taking a stand on whether or not you should have children or become a mother or participate in raising the next generation. Only you can figure out and finally know what is right for you. 

			What to Expect Each Week 

			Except for Week 1, each week is structured similarly. We begin with a brief check-in to help you get grounded and prepared for the week’s activities. 

			Next we ask you to partake in an experiential activity by either reading a guided visualization or recording it so you can listen to it later with your eyes closed. The other option is to have someone you trust read it to you or record it for you. The guided visualizations are the backbone of the program. Their element of surprise is so important to the process that we don’t provide a lot of explanation beforehand. Some will feel more valuable to you than others; your response to one might feel flat while another feels so powerful that it’s a “game changer.” Over the course of the program they assemble a more complete picture than you have now. 

			Then we ask you to write. The writing exercises allow for greater integration of your experience. If your emotional state feels unmanageable after a writing exercise, we direct you through easy-to-follow steps that help reconnect you to the present moment while grounding you. 

			Next we discuss specific topics relevant to the week’s activities, followed by additional assignments, many of them writing exercises. Some prefer to do their assignments right after completing the guided visualization, and others like to wait until later that week. What’s important about the writing assignments is that you actually write, and longhand is preferable to using an electronic device, though for additional journaling and organizing your work, feel free to use an electronic device if you prefer. This doesn’t mean you will miss something if you use your computer or tablet, and if that’s less physically demanding for you by all means do so, but the intimacy with your words that comes from handwriting can add a dimension to your experience. You can even experiment with using your less-dominant hand – yet another dimension to explore. 

			Over the years we’ve heard, “Oh, I didn’t do the writing, but I gave it a lot of thought.” Thinking is good, of course, but so much more happens when you write. The writing itself takes twists and turns in a way that thought processes can’t, creating a fertile environment for more and more to emerge. We cannot count the times we’ve heard women say, “I had no idea I was going to write that.” 

			If you find yourself resistant to doing the writing assignments, you might think you’re not doing the program correctly or even that you’re failing in general. This is not the case. If a writing assignment seems to want to open you up to a feeling you’re not quite ready for, write about that – how it is to be in that place. Write from where you are and give yourself permission to be exactly where you are at that moment in time. As you let yourself go with the writing, it will begin to flow more easily.

			Following the assignments, there’s a section to help you explore what you discovered in more depth. This section starts with reading what you wrote, and we strongly recommend that you do this out loud, slowly, noticing any and all changes in your bodily sensations – physical and emotional. Check in with yourself to see which phrase, sentence, or section feels loaded, juicy, or weighty, or has the most energy. Reading your writing out loud truly takes the experience to another level; you’ll know what we mean when you try it.

			Next we offer optional exercises to meet your particular level of curiosity. Many of these activities are fun, and they take you deeper into your feelings, but you’ll still get the benefits of the program if you don’t do any of them. We also suggest something to think about or hold inside for the week, such as “notice how you feel whenever you say no to someone.” These suggestions help you set your intention. 

			Last, but not least, we remind you to do some self-care that week, and provide some suggestions just in case you need a little help remembering what brings you pleasure, joy, and ease. 

			Working with the tools we provide in each chapter – guided visualizations combined with writing and other creative exercises – helps unlock unconscious messages and deeply buried feelings to which you don’t have everyday access. Keeping a journal readily at hand will benefit you greatly because the more you write, the more thoughts and feelings come to you, revealing more pieces to the puzzle.

			At times you may wonder what a particular exercise has to do with deciding whether or not to have children. We ask you to suspend judgment and trust that there’s a method to our madness. Every single activity of this program offers up an essential piece to the puzzle, and each one builds on what’s gone before. There’s something useful in every reaction or response you have, even when an exercise is hard or seems to fall flat. Bring intention to your process while you suspend judgment, and trust that on a deeper level something is happening. Over time every effort you make serves your path to clarity.

			Weeks 2 through 11 end with the stories of two women who struggled in their quests to make a decision. They completed lengthy questionnaires to let you know you’re not alone. Reading the stories can feel very validating and comforting; or they might feel like a distraction from your journey, in which case you can choose to go back and read them after you’ve completed Week 12. You decide how to make them most helpful and useful to you.

			This program works! We understand it can be really difficult at times and that it requires ongoing courage. While we refer to it as a passive process – one that requires you only to follow the guide – you have to stay actively engaged to allow and witness the unfolding as it occurs. It’s a little like bringing focused attention to relaxing: On the one hand it can seem like not a lot is going on; but on the other, a whole different state is emerging, and you can miss the nuances of it if you aren’t paying attention! The more intentionally engaged you can be and the more you show up for yourself, the more you’ll discover. 

			Good luck, and let the journey begin! 
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Preparing for Your Journey 

			“At the center of your being you have the answer;

			you know who you are and you know what you want.”

			–Lao Tzu2

			Welcome! You’ve decided this tried-and-tested program is for you. The introduction described in detail how to get the most out of this program. Refer to it anytime you need to. Let’s jump right in after highlighting these important reminders:

			[image: ]Trust your process; you’ll get more out of it if you do. Let half-clues and stray puzzle pieces exist even if you don’t understand what they mean. Sometimes their meaning isn’t clear until the very end.

			[image: ]Pace is important. The program is deliberately designed to take a minimum of twelve weeks. Percolation time is built into it. Your psyche and your heart need this time. If you try to speed things up, it will work against you. You might lose ground rather than gaining time. You can decide to take longer than twelve weeks, which works just fine. 

			[image: ]Try to the best of your ability to be open to uncertainty. Let yourself be okay with not knowing what you will ultimately decide. Most women find that once they grant themselves permission to not know, they feel less fatigue and have more energy for exploring. You’ll read more about this during Week 2.

			[image: ]Remember the importance of not sharing the details with others until you complete the program. While this sounds unusual and perhaps not what you’re accustomed to, it is for your protection. Containing your process inside yourself, as best you can, reaps greater rewards. If you have a partner, it is especially important to wait until the end to share your experience to avoid clashing with their feelings or agenda about this topic. These could be disruptive to your process or steer you in a direction that is more about them than you. 

			[image: ]At times during the program the content overlaps. It’s all intentional, as well as unavoidable. We want to be sure everything is covered in depth so you gain the clarity you want to make a decision you’ll feel good about! 

			What Happens in Week 1

			This opening week lays things out in preparation for a successful and fruitful journey. It presents essential information you’ll need in the weeks that follow. It’s in a slightly different order than subsequent weeks. For example, this “What Happens” section is presented first for orientation. If you feel that two weeks is a more realistic time frame to complete the groundwork of Week 1, by all means take the time. It’s more important that you feel in step with yourself rather than driven by the calendar. 

			First we talk about your journal and why you need one. Then you’ll be directed to create a family map. We introduce four women whose life stories serve as examples. And we invite you to identify what we call the externals in your life. Every week we include a guided visualization, and in this first week there are two specially designed to ensure that your initial experience of moving through the process is as gentle as possible. Assignments and writing prompts follow the guided visualizations. In this first week, the writing helps you identify any fears that might be getting in the way of making a decision.

			Your Journal

			Find a notebook to write in. Or embark on a more purposeful ritual of shopping for and selecting a special journal. Give yourself permission to indulge a bit here. Maybe you’ll find something that’s already perfect, or choose a journal with a blank cover you can embellish with images and words that speak to you personally. Of course you can’t beat the convenience of a laptop or tablet if that’s what you prefer. 

			You’ll use your journal in a variety of ways in the coming weeks. Each week we ask you to write after guided visualizations and to complete core writing assignments. We ask you to create a section in your journal called “Things to Revisit Later.” No doubt issues will surface and not get fully processed when they arise. They will likely need your attention at another time. We invite you to review such sections later on, so it makes for an easy reference to have one place to look. Keep your journal nearby to record thoughts and feelings that come to you unexpectedly throughout the day. 

			While the program uses a combination of listening, feeling, experiencing, and writing activities to create the internal stirring that leads to clarity, the approach is weighted toward writing. We have no doubt that much is discovered through thinking things through, but it doesn’t compare to what you can access when you’re writing in your journal or typing on your computer. When we think, our thoughts can be circular. When we write, new information tends to come forward. The more you write down, the more fresh material emerges. 

			In addition to using a journal for writing, you can draw pictures, scribble, rant, rave, or record dreams and even daytime fantasies. Pay special attention not only to the storylines of your dreams but also to their feeling and tone. Besides writing, you can work three-dimensionally by making collages, drawings, paintings, cartoons, or doodles. There are no limits except your time and inclination. Use your imagination and give yourself access to images, crayons, paints, pencils, and paper. If you are new to working this way, remember that every child is an artist, and deep inside we all have a child yearning to play. Through writing, creative play, and working with images, more pieces of the puzzle reveal themselves. Whether you write or draw, make sure you use your journal to record your experiences in a physical and concrete way rather than merely thinking, imagining, or meditating.

			You might be surprised by the insights that come to you as you fill the pages of your journal. We often hear women say, “I had no idea I was going to write this – it’s not what I set out to say.” The insights you access can feel like they’re coming out of nowhere. They’re not – they’re coming from your wellspring at the source of your personal desire. At the end of the program you might find it interesting, enlightening, and helpful to revisit your entire process, from the bubbling up of initial thoughts and feelings to the eventual emergence of clarity. Your journal will help you do this.

			Your Family Map

			We know from experience that creating a family map will bring you immense benefits, and we strongly recommend that you complete this project using the instructions below before engaging in the following weeks. Your family map is a genogram – a family tree with additional details – that includes psychological and emotional attributes of your family members. There are plenty of resources available on the internet about family maps if you decide you want to delve deeper than the instructions we provide here. 

			When your map is complete, you’ll have a complex, in-depth picture of your family of origin, one that reveals the web between family members and their possible influences on you. Seeing your family’s dynamics represented on paper can help you appreciate just how many people are involved, on both a conscious and unconscious level, in your deciding whether or not to have children. Over the coming weeks you’ll likely discover more influences, so you might add to your family map later as well.

			Set aside anywhere from forty-five to sixty minutes to create your map, depending on family size and complexity. The larger the paper you use, the easier it will be, especially if you have a large family or many extended family members to include. 

			The instructions direct you to create a map of your family of origin. If you find you’re foggy on some details, just include what you can, noticing what you do and don’t know about your family’s history. The questions are meant to expand your knowledge about the members of your family. 

			Refer to the sample illustration on the next page before getting started. It’s Sue’s family, and she is one of the four women we reference throughout the book. You’ll be introduced to her shortly. 

			Sue’s family map is just one way a family map can look. You can see that Sue is forty-two. Her parents divorced when she was ten years old. She is the second of four siblings, just like her mother, Betty. And just like her mother she has an older brother, a younger brother, and a younger sister (squares are males; circles are females). Betty had a miscarriage when Sue was three years old (the small circle with the M in it), and was very depressed for about nine months. Four years after the miscarriage, Betty gave birth to Frank. About two years later, Sue’s sister Sally was conceived in hopes of saving the marriage, but shortly after Sally’s birth Sue’s parents divorced (hash marks between Betty and Wesley signify the divorce). Sue added a list of where her mother and siblings currently live. (Diagonal lines through squares and circles indicate that those people have died.)

			There are other details that Sue could have included in her family map. For example, names and ages of her aunts and uncles and their offspring, and whether or not they have children. The more details you add to your map, the more likely you will uncover emotions that could factor into your decision-making process. The goal is not to get stirred up for no reason, but rather to see if any emotions remain unresolved so you can tend to them and begin healing. Creating your family map might uncover something that has obstructed your clarity, or you might become aware of connections you hadn’t discerned previously. 

			[image: ]

			Download Sue’s Family Map

			Creating Your Family Map

			1.[image: ]Drawing yourself and any siblings you have (using Sue’s family map as a template)

			[image: ]Begin by placing your piece of paper in landscape orientation.

			[image: ]Draw a horizontal line across the page one-quarter of the way up from the bottom of the page. 

			[image: ]Under this line, on the far left, write the name and age of the first-born among you and your siblings. If you are an only child, simply write your name in the middle of the page below the line. Continue adding the names and current ages of your siblings, from left to right, following birth order from oldest to youngest. Include any step-siblings and half-siblings. Do this in a way that makes sense to you.

			[image: ]Now draw circles around the females and squares around the males. When the map is complete, these circles and squares will help you identify patterns.

			Note: The common symbol for females is a circle and a square for males, but notate sexuality in any way that makes sense to you. If you or anyone in your family is questioning their gender, in transition, or transgender, reflect that on your map. Possibilities for designating transgender are to draw a circle in a square or a square in a circle. Remember that this map is for your benefit and it only needs to make sense to you. Be consistent so you can identify patterns.

			[image: ]If someone is deceased, draw a diagonal line through the circle or square. Write down the year of their death or their age at death, as well as the cause of death, if known.

			[image: ]Are/were you married or do you have a partner or significant other? Draw a circle (for a female) or a square (for a male) beside your name for that person and do the same for your siblings. Add any children of this generation. Notice on Sue’s map that her brother Frank is married to his male partner and her brother Sam is married to his female partner.

			[image: ]Draw short vertical lines connecting the circles and squares to the horizontal line.

			2.[image: ]Drawing your parents

			Above the horizontal line, write your parents’ names and current ages. Traditionally the male is on the left and the female is on the right. Write these at the far ends of the line to provide space for what’s to come. Since there are many different types of families – for example, same-sex parents, single parent, blended, foster, and adoptive families with many parents involved – draw your family configuration in a way that works for you. Draw circles around females and squares around males. Indicate anyone who is deceased. Draw connecting lines as needed following Sue’s example.

			3.[image: ]Drawing grandparents

			[image: ]Write the names of each set of grandparents above each of your parents’ names. Again, draw circles around females and squares around males and indicate anyone who is deceased. 

			[image: ]Draw lines to connect your grandparents to your parents. 

			4.[image: ]Drawing aunts and uncles

			[image: ]Draw horizontal lines above each of your grandparents’ names, about one-quarter of the way from the top of the page. This is where you’ll add the names of your parents and their siblings.

			[image: ]Under that line, on the far left, write the name and age of your father’s oldest sibling (if you drew your father to the left of your mother as suggested above). If your father is an only child, simply write his name under the middle of the line.

			[image: ]Continue adding the names and current ages of your father’s siblings, from left to right, following birth order from oldest to youngest. Include any step-siblings and half-siblings.

			[image: ]Repeat these directions with your mother and/or other parent(s) and her siblings. Repeat as many times as needed for each person you identify as a parent.

			[image: ]Draw circles around females, squares around males, indicate anyone who is deceased, and draw connecting lines as on Sue’s map. 

			5.[image: ]Adding details to yourself and any siblings

			Beneath your name and your siblings’ names, write the names of their children and their current ages, from left to right, following birth order from oldest to youngest. Include any step-siblings and half-siblings. Draw circles around females, squares around males, indicate anyone who is deceased, and draw lines connecting the children with their parents. If it’s important to you, write the name of the place where each sibling resides. You may want to list these details to the side as Sue did. Perhaps geography plays a part in your family dynamics. You can also acknowledge sexuality where it’s relevant.

			6.[image: ]Adding other important details

			[image: ]If your mother had any other pregnancies, note on the line connecting you with your siblings what occurred (miscarriage, terminated pregnancy, stillborn birth, etc.) and when.

			[image: ]Add the same information about pregnancies for yourself, your sister(s), your grandmothers, and your mother’s sister(s).

			[image: ]Note any surprise children or unplanned pregnancies.

			Now take an overall look at your map so far. As you do, you might notice emotional sensations beginning to bubble up to the surface or you might make a thoughtful connection with something in your map that you hadn’t realized before. This is a good time to record either in your journal. 

			Answering the following questions is helpful to further develop your family map. They facilitate inquiry and introspection and help you paint a more in-depth picture of your family of origin. Add to your map as much information as you can while exploring the questions, notating details in a way that makes sense to you. Use Sue’s map as an example, and use your journal to record your answers. Some of these questions are not relevant if a single parent or parents of the same sex raised you.

			1.[image: ]Looking more closely at your parents:

			[image: ]Were they married to each other? Are they still married? How would you rate the quality of their marriage/partnership/relationship?

			[image: ]Was there a death, divorce, or separation, and if so, how old were you when it happened? Did anyone remarry or re-partner?

			[image: ]If your parents divorced/separated, how did this impact you and each of your siblings? 

			2.[image: ]Looking more closely at yourself and any siblings:

			[image: ]If you have siblings, do you have the same parents?

			[image: ]If your siblings are in relationships, how would you rate these relationships? Consider how having children or not impacts these relationships.

			[image: ]Are you aware of any opinions your siblings have about whether or not you should have children?

			[image: ]Which of your siblings are you closest to? Which siblings are you not close to? Are any of your other siblings close to each other?

			[image: ]Do you have any memories of life before the sibling directly younger than you was born?

			3.[image: ]Looking more closely at your mother:

			[image: ]How old was your mother when you were born? If your mother is postmenopausal, and her symptoms have subsided, how old was she when they did?

			[image: ]Which of her siblings was/is she closest to? Who was she close to when you were young? Where do her siblings live? Does or did your mother play an important aunt role in her nieces’ and/or nephews’ lives?

			[image: ]Did you know your mother’s siblings while growing up? Did you like each of them? If you know them now, has your regard for them changed?

			[image: ]Did or do you like your mother’s parents? Did or does your mother like her parents? Is there anything special, either negative or positive, about those relationships that you want to write down? 

			[image: ]Did your mother have more or fewer children than she wanted? In your opinion, were there consequences of this?

			4.[image: ]Looking more closely at your father:

			[image: ]Did you know your father’s siblings while growing up? Did you like each of them? If you know them now, has your regard for them changed?

			[image: ]Does or did your father play an important uncle role in his nieces’ and nephews’ lives?

			[image: ]Did or do you like your father’s parents? Did or does your father like his parents? Is there anything special, either negative or positive, about those relationships that you want to write down?

			[image: ]Did your father have more or fewer children than he wanted? In your opinion, were there consequences of this?

			5.[image: ]Looking at family influences and patterns:

			[image: ]Were you close with any of your first or second cousins on either side of your family?

			[image: ]Was your family of origin religious? What are your current religious beliefs or practices and how do these compare with those of other family members?

			[image: ]Who on your family map has/had the greatest positive influence on you? And the greatest negative influence?

			[image: ]Was/is there drug or alcohol use in your family? Was anyone identified as being an addict or having a drinking problem? Do you consider yourself an adult child of an alcoholic? Do you use or abuse alcohol or drugs for recreation or to self-medicate?

			[image: ]Are you aware of any emotional, physical, or sexual abuse in your family while you were growing up, or in the generations before you?

			[image: ]Is there anything that has not yet been asked or that has not been included in the family map that would make it more complete for your situation, such as important accomplishments, big career changes, physical and learning disabilities, diseases and hospitalizations, socioeconomic struggles, education anomalies, homophobia in the family, suicides or attempted suicides, mental illnesses and hospitalizations for such, institutionalized family members, hysterectomies, post-partum depressions, family secrets, sudden deaths, injuries, major accidents, jobs or professions you deem significant? Think about these topics and write about anything that pertains to your family.

			Congratulations! You’ve made it through the lengthy instructions for creating your family map.

			How do you feel now? Your map is a valuable tool, though it can bring up a lot of emotions and even be a bit overwhelming. If that feels true for you, take a deep breath now and place one hand on your heart and the other on your stomach. Close your eyes and feel your body’s movements as you breathe. Relax for as long as you want to before proceeding.

			Now it’s time to take an overall look at your completed map.
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