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PRAISE FOR

COMPLETE WITHOUT KIDS

“Having reviewed Dr. Walker's book, I'm very excited for the childfree community. Her expertise, research, and personal experience shine through. Her book will be a necessary read for anyone exploring the childfree/childless topic, whether out of curiosity or personal choices regarding such an important decision. I hope more young people will explore the idea of becoming childfree, in addition to examining their own reasons for wanting to become a parent. Complete Without Kids provides a timely look into the reasons individuals become either childfree or childless. Insightful, well-researched, and compassionate.”

—Cara Swann, author and freelance writer

“Like becoming a parent, ‘childfree’ living is an option best left to each individual to decide. Dr. Walker's guide is a wonderful tool, whether you are ‘childfree’ by choice, circumstance, or happenstance, to help you understand you are not alone. You will see yourself in this book.”

—Linda McCarthy, executive director, Mt. Baker Planned Parenthood

“Helpful, supportive, and thought-provoking are terms I would use to describe Complete Without Kids. I recommend it to those who are considering or who have embarked upon a childfree life for whatever reasons. Dr. Walker's own story and those of the people she interviewed lets childfree people know that they are in good company.”

—Dr. Karen M. Aronoff, PsyD, clinical psychologist

“As a young adult entering a phase in my life when questions and pressures regarding future choices are plentiful, I found that Dr. Walker's book provides a much needed exploration of childfree living. By incorporating real-life accounts with psychological insight, Dr. Walker sheds an important awareness on a population of families that are often overlooked because they do not have children. While transitioning into adulthood during a time of constant global economic and environmental concern, it is critical that upcoming generations are empowered with a sense of responsibility and choice, which is one of the many ways that Dr. Walker's book is a success.”

—Anna Wolff, psychology student, Western Washington University

“I do not want kids! I do want … mega money, vast vacations, … freedom, and of course, a copy of this book. It takes a very special person not to make babies … unlike [most people who] only thereafter realize the lifelong ramifications and responsibilities.”

—Christopher M. Puzzele, Esq., creator of IDoNOTWantKids.com
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PREFACE

Complete Without Kids: An Insider's Guide to Childfree Living by Choice or by Chance is a project that began over two years ago in the pages of my personal journal. As I talked with others about the idea, I received much encouragement, simply because of the uniqueness of the topic and the slim choice of books available for adults who are childfree or those contemplating whether to have kids. It was not until November 2008, however, that I took a daylong writing course and shared with a small group of fellow dreamers that I wanted to write this book.

What followed was a chance meeting with a woman who introduced me to her editor and writing coach, Brooke Warner. Brooke walked me through every step, helping me learn a whole new style of writing, quite the opposite of the psychological reports that I craft every day in my clinical practice. The process has, of course, been energizing but also frustrating. I am very thankful to Brooke for her patience and ongoing support over the past year.

I am also grateful to the women, men, and couples who came forward to participate in my interviews. I appreciate your honesty and willingness to share your most personal stories with me. Conducting those interviews and reading the written responses from participants was truly the most delightful part of this entire process.

I would not have been able to complete the book without the ongoing support of my husband, Chris Portman. Chris listened to hours of brainstorming and encouraged me to write rather than play on weekend mornings. He has also supported me in taking time away from my day job to complete the project.

I am appreciative, as always, of my parents, Marjorie and George Walker, who believe in me and have stuck by me from day one.





INTRODUCTION

I thought the whole baby thing was behind me, but just when I least expected it, babylust hit me. It was the summer of 2006, and I'd just moved into a small apartment with my new husband Chris. Chris is a psychologist, like me, a decade older than me, and the first father I'd ever had a relationship with. When we got together, I was forty-five years old and feeling at peace with the idea that I would not have children. I had created a rich and busy life for myself with my clinical psychology practice, my dog Bella, and lots of friends and activities. Because Chris's children were grown and on their own, I never gave a second thought to the possibility that observing him interact with them would cause me grief. So it came as a big surprise the first time I heard Chris on the telephone say, “I love you, son,” and I felt a sudden sharp pain in my heart. The ache only intensified when we talked more about his children and he shared that being a dad was one of the most fulfilling parts of his life. I began to feel a huge sadness in the realization that no one would ever call me “Mom” and that I'd never say, “I love you, son” to a child of my own. For the first time, I began to question my decision not to have children, and I wondered if I'd made a huge mistake. I knew that at age forty-five, it was not too late, but I'd need to act quickly if I wanted to try to get pregnant.

Over that first summer together, I witnessed more of these loving interactions between Chris and his children, and my emotions churned. It seemed that everywhere I went there were pregnant women and adorable children. Chris and I had quite a few tearful discussions, but he was clear that he didn't want to have another child. Gradually, after weeks of tears, writing, talking, and contemplating, my emotions began to settle, and I was able to see more objectively what becoming a mother would mean for me, both positively and negatively. I was able to understand why I had gravitated toward a childfree life and why shifting gears at this point would be a mistake for me. I also knew that I wanted to have Chris as my lifelong playmate, not as a co-parent in raising a child. I began to once again embrace my identity as childfree and, for the first time in my life, I started to actively seek out other childfree adults. I had a curiosity about these peers—I wanted to hear about their experiences, to know if they had also struggled in arriving at their decision. I began to discover that, while many childfree adults have strong feelings about the topic, most have not talked much about it and are eager to do so. On a couple of occasions, I found myself in the corner of a crowded party whispering with another childfree adult as if we were secret members of a special club. We felt excitement and validation in our connection.

As I began to contemplate my personal experience and to ask others about theirs, Complete Without Kids: An Insider's Guide to Childfree Living by Choice or by Chance started to take shape. I sought out literature on the subject and was surprised to find only a handful of books published over the past twenty years, most of which have a seemingly anti-children agenda and strongly promote a childfree life. One of my primary goals was to examine childfree living from a neutral position, in a way that would allow readers to see that this life choice is like any other, with both positive and negative aspects. I wanted to hear from those who might have had kids had their lives taken a different course (whom I have defined as Childfree by Happenstance), those who are happily childfree (Childfree by Choice), and also those who are sad about not having had kids (Childfree by Circumstance).

Another goal of this book was to present an accurate picture of the childfree adult experience for younger generations, as some youths are questioning their desire to become parents but continue to feel pressure to do so because society strongly celebrates babies and traditional families.

As a psychologist, my favorite role is listening to my clients tell their life stories. Something magical happens during this process, as they are able to see more clearly how they have arrived at their current place in life and where they want to go from there. Complete Without Kids tells these stories shared by childfree adults and examines the behind-the-scenes factors that influenced their journeys. Because I enjoy journaling and have had my own personal journey in exploring being childfree, I chose to include my experiences along with those of the people I interviewed.

In addition to exploring the paths taken to arrive at a life without kids, I also wanted to satisfy my own curiosity about other childfree adults. I wanted to discover whether or not we are truly different as a group—in our personalities and our daily lives—from those who are parents. I recognized that childfree adults face a unique set of problems simply due to living in a family-focused society (somewhat like being left-handed in a right-handed world), and I hoped to identify some of these issues and to provide suggestions about how to cope with them in a healthy way.

While contemplating writing a book on living childfree, I deliberated terminology, starting out using the word childless but feeling a negative charge whenever I said it aloud. Childlessness felt like a grieving or a missing out on something essential. So instead, I chose to use the term childfree, which for me implies a life in which we're free to put our energies into endeavors other than raising children. Childfree as opposed to childless also demonstrates the positive feeling I have about my own personal choice, without in any way criticizing the choice of those who have decided to have children.

When I began to put out the word that I was conducting interviews for my book, I started by approaching friends and relatives who are childfree. Some of these individuals never responded to my invitation to talk about their experiences, and I realized that for many, being childfree is a true source of pain that may be best left untouched. On the other hand, I found that many of my personal feelings and experiences were shared by others, many of whom had never voiced their own feelings aloud and were eager to do so. Those who responded are a diverse group of men, women, and couples; straight and gay; from across the United States; ranging in age from their mid-thirties to ninety. To protect their privacy, I have changed names and other identifying information. As you read their stories you will see that, as is often the case with major life choices, one feels a loss for the path not taken, and an uncertainty about whether the best decision was made. I feel privileged to have been allowed to hear these life journeys, rich and filled with twists and turns.

I invite you to join others and me in exploring the journey and embracing the destination of a childfree life!





CHAPTER 1

THE PATH TO CHILDFREE


“I think we have to make choices in life, and the choice for me was to embrace all person-kind rather than concentrate on one single individual … The universal is what I've selected.”

—Leo Buscaglia



How often do you have the experience of meeting someone new and being asked, “Do you have children?” Most women my age would respond to this common question with a simple “Yes,” which would be followed by a dialogue about her children's names, ages, and activities. It's interesting to note, however, what happens when I say, “No, I don't have kids.” My response is most often followed by silence because people don't know what to say. Should they ask about my reasons for not having had kids? If I were ten years younger, they might want to know if children were in my plans. The conversation instantly feels overly personal, and I usually break the silence by making a reassuring comment about being fine with not having had kids, and then asking them about their own children. With the shift to this safer topic, the feeling of relief is almost palpable. I can only imagine how this kind of conversation must feel for a woman who has tried to have children but has been unsuccessful, or someone who had a child but lost him or her through some tragic life circumstances. Even a childfree adult who is content with her decision may wonder if the other person thinks she dislikes children—or, she may be reminded of her own ambivalence about not having kids. The reality is that childfree adults are like any other minority group, in that while there are myriad reasons behind our childfree status, we share the common experience of often feeling misunderstood and left out.

As you will read in the pages ahead, there is no one type of childfree adult, and our behind-the-scenes stories are often complex and always personal. Perhaps the largest group includes adults who might have had kids had their lives taken a different route. For them, it just never happened. A second category is made up of those who report that they always knew they didn't want to have kids, and yet another group is comprised of those who wanted to but couldn't have children and are grieving this absence in their lives. Although separated into three groups—Childfree by Happenstance, Childfree by Choice, and Childfree by Circumstance—the lines between categories are often blurred. As with any life situation, there are positives and negatives, joys and pains associated with being childfree.

Childfree by Happenstance: 
It Just Never Happened


“For me, the price was that I never married and never had children because there was never time. And if I had ever decided to do any of that it would have taken Fleetwood Mac off for two years and the band would have broken up. So that wasn't even acceptable. That wasn't even a choice.”

—Stevie Nicks, Fleetwood Mac



Many childfree adults, including myself, ended up not being a parent due to situational factors and didn't really spend much time contemplating the decision. I grew up in a traditional Southern home where my family expected that I'd go off to college, earn my “Mrs.” degree, and start a family right away. My older brother married his high school sweetheart and then dutifully began the process of starting a family. Following in his footsteps never seemed like an option for me—I wanted to choose my own path in life. Like all the other girls I grew up with, I babysat, but I would only agree to watch children whose parents put them to bed before I arrived. I was seldom around babies. By the time I had my first real boyfriend, I was in college and into being a free spirit. I didn't want to be held back by anything. Now here I am, forty-eight years old, and I've never even changed a diaper!

As I entered my mid-thirties, I occasionally wondered if I would regret not having children. I felt pressure, mostly from myself, to produce a grandchild for my parents. It was also around this time that two of my best friends unexpectedly became pregnant. But the years went by and my life was busy, fun, and fulfilling! I kept forgetting to take the time to actually decide whether or not I wanted to have children, and the men in my life clearly stated that they did not want to have kids. These factors combined with not having a strong maternal urge, and as the years passed, I became childfree almost by default. I recall dating a couple of men when I was in my mid-thirties who talked about wanting to be dads, and I'm certain that, had one of these relationships progressed to something more permanent, I would have become a mother and I'd likely have enjoyed that role tremendously.


“I grew up in a traditional Southern home where my family expected that I'd go off to college, earn my “Mrs.” degree, and start a family right away.”



Many childfree adults, including some who shared their stories with me, report having this same sense: that they might have had children had their lives taken a different direction, such as marrying someone who really wanted kids, or becoming pregnant unexpectedly. Diane, a forty-three-year-old accountant, lives with her partner Patrick in a large home in the country with their two dogs. Diane and I met in their sunny living room overlooking the neatly landscaped property, and she told me about her life. “We didn't actually make a conscious decision to be childfree. Early in our relationship we talked about having kids later, though we never defined what that meant. The topic came up from time to time, but it simply wasn't a priority. Our most serious discussion came about six years ago, after we'd been together for thirteen years, when our close friends decided to have a child.” Diane laughed, and added, “At that point we came to the conclusion that we just weren't thrilled about the idea of having a teenager at fifty-five. At times during our relationship I've felt I made a mistake by not having kids, but through the years, I've grown very comfortable with our life, as has Patrick. I don't feel like our lives are incomplete because we really do the things we love to do. I haven't taken any steps to make peace with the decision—it simply became the right decision over time.”


“Pondering being childfree took me back—mine was sort of a non-decision decision.”



Diane and Patrick were so busy living their lives that they didn't notice that there might have been a missing piece until their friends talked about having a child. They then considered their options and agreed that they were happy with their life as it was. If anything, the review of where they were and where they wanted to go may have led to a heightened awareness of the kind of life they wanted to create for themselves, a full and rich adult world centered around work and play.

Diane and Patrick's story is not unique—many of my interviewees' lives have been filled with twists and turns, starting out intending to have kids but then experiencing life events that prevented it. I met with Trish, a sixty-five-year-old divorced psychotherapist, in her office on a Friday afternoon. “Pondering being childfree took me back—mine was sort of a non-decision decision,” she told me. “I grew up in a family where children were appreciated, and there were lots of cousins around all the time. I married in 1964 and was among the first to use the Pill. After Gary finished college and got a job, we decided that it was a good time to start a family, and so I got off the Pill. Nothing happened for years, and then, by surprise, I found out that I was pregnant. We were delighted, but then I miscarried about seven months along. Unfortunately, Gary and I didn't know how to talk to each other about the miscarriage, and this likely resulted in the breakdown of our relationship. We divorced two years later. By that point, I was working at a mental health clinic and my coworkers encouraged me to go back to college for a master's degree. I did so, and then began working as a psychotherapist. During those years, in my mid-thirties, my life was all about finding out what I wanted to do. I had lots of people around me giving me support and validation for being smart. When I was thirty-five years old, I ended up having ovarian cancer and had a total hysterectomy. I was on my own, and so having a child wasn't on my mind anyway. Two of my close friends were mothers, and one of these women told me that she didn't feel like she was a good mother. I was able to mother her in a sense and to support her in her role as a parent. I've also been very active with my sister's children since the time they were born. I've had the good part of having kids around without the diapers.”

Trish's story left an impression on me. I wondered how a person who has experienced such great pain and loss in her life—with her miscarriage, divorce, cancer, and hysterectomy—has not only healed from her pain in a fairly brief time, but also has become involved with nieces and nephews while mentoring and supporting friends who are struggling in their roles as parents. I hear about other women who have had miscarriages and then do not want to be around kids at all due to the pain it causes. They appear to be stuck in the trauma of their experience, unable to move ahead in their life. Why has Trish been able to embrace her life as it has unfolded? One likely explanation is that she was able to grieve her losses fully and to accept where she was in her life. She then was able to evaluate what her mothering needs were and to identify healthy ways to meet these through her experience of counseling others, supporting friends who were moms, and being involved in the lives of her nieces and nephews. Trish has all the signs of a psychologically healthy adult who is able to respond to life by making choices about things that are in her control, accepting what she cannot control or change, and identifying her needs and finding healthy ways to meet them.

On a sunny Saturday afternoon, I met with Jackie in my home. She told me that she would have liked to be a mom had things been different for her. Jackie is a fifty-year-old paralegal who has never been married and hasn't had a serious romantic relationship for years. She shared, “I always thought I'd grow up and have children, but it just didn't happen. Now I realize the level of responsibility that having a child involves. A child must be put first—even before your marriage. I pretty much raised my younger brother and sister, and so I had some of the experiences of child rearing when I was young. Because of this, I knew that I didn't like it—yet I still assumed that I'd marry and have kids.”

Jackie expressed frustration with parents who complain about their children, saying that she recently got together with her sister, who has a seventeen-year-old daughter. “I sat there and listened to my sister go on and on about how irresponsible her daughter is, having friends over and not cleaning up after themselves. I know that if I were to challenge my sister on why she chose to have a child, she would point out the good things, like how wonderful it was to tuck her daughter in at night and to comfort her when she skinned her knee. If I heard those memories, I know I'd feel sad. I sometimes think about how nice it would be to hear a child say, ‘I love you, Mommy,’ but there's a huge amount of heartbreak to deal with, too. It means a lot to know that when I come home at night I can spend my time the way I want to rather than being obligated to come home and turn my attention to another person. I've always been agitated by noise and crowds and I don't think I'd get over it, even if I had children.”

Jackie's story is typical of a childfree adult who has mixed emotions about her childfree status. She intended to be a mom, but it didn't happen for her. She also understands that there are positives about not being a parent, and she seems to have reached a place of relative peace with her situation. As Jackie talked about her need for quiet and calm, I thought about how much enjoyment I get from spending time in my home without noise or clutter. I wondered if most childfree adults prefer calm and quiet, or if Jackie and I were experiencing cognitive dissonance, a psychological term coined by Leon Festinger described as the uncomfortable feeling that results when a person holds two contradictory attitudes or beliefs at the same time.1 This discomfort can cause us to change, justify, or rationalize our attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors. In the example of someone like Jackie or myself, it makes sense that we would claim to prefer a calm, quiet environment, because that's the environment we've cultivated in our homes for our entire adult lives without children. Had we become parents, however, we might claim that we prefer the lively chaos of a full house.


Cognitive dissonance is a psychological term described as the uncomfortable feeling that results when a person holds two contradictory attitudes or beliefs at the same time.



Denise, also single, is a sixty-one-year-old psychiatric office manager, who drove up from Seattle to meet with me in my home. Like most women, she assumed as a child that she would have her own family someday. She grew up with three siblings, a father who worked, and a mother who was a homemaker. She noted, “I always thought I'd stay home, like Mom did, and raise children. I went to university to become a teacher—so I'd have something to fall back on. I got married at age twenty, and because my husband was still in school, I needed to work to support us. I became a secretary, and I thought that I'd just be working until my husband finished college and that we'd start a family at that point. He was in school for four years, and during that time we began to have marital problems. I also learned about the mental health history in his family. When I got a job at our local mental health clinic, I found out more about mental illness, including my husband's depression.”


Rationalization involves explaining losses and coming up with logical reasons for them; we even convince ourselves that we did not want to have these things anyway.



Denise told me how, along the way, she kept waiting for that irresistible urge to have a baby that people talk about, but it never happened for her. She was waiting to sense the biological clock that is discussed more in depth in chapter 2. “I wonder if my knowledge of genetics and mental illness played a part in suppressing that urge,” she pondered. “I decided that I didn't want a child coming from that gene pool, nor did I want to end up being a single mom or the primary breadwinner and caretaker for our child. My husband and I divorced when I was thirty-eight, and I didn't trust myself to choose someone who was mentally healthy. I assumed that my lack of longing for a child was a sign that perhaps I should simply not have kids.” I asked Denise if, looking back on her life, she felt that she made the right decision for herself. She shared that not having kids has meant that she has had time and energy to nurture others, including the doctors she works for and her large circle of friends. Like Trish and Jackie, Denise seemed to be a person with the ability to accept and embrace life in a healthy way as opposed to living it with regrets. As Denise talked, I recognized one of Sigmund Freud's coping tools at work for her: rationalization.2 This involves explaining losses and coming up with logical reasons for them; we even convince ourselves that we did not want to have these things anyway. By this point in her life, Denise may not even be able to separate out whether she would have truly preferred to be a mother as opposed to being childfree. I suspect that, had she met a wonderful man who was emotionally healthy and wanted to have children with her, Denise would have experienced a maternal drive. Since this situation did not occur, nothing sparked the yearning. There's nothing she can do to change the way her life has unfolded, and so she has decided that this is the way it was naturally supposed to be for her.


“I got married when I was twenty-one and I assumed that we'd start a family, but when I brought it up with my husband, he said, ‘You've got to grow up first and then you can have one!’”



Carrie, a fifty-one-year-old married medical biller, met with me at my office on a brisk Saturday morning. As she began to talk, she shared, “Steven and I spent last night on our sailboat, as we often do during the spring and summer. It's fun and relaxing to sleep on the boat, even if we don't take it out. We have several friends who also have boats, so it's a real social scene.” Carrie was born and raised in a small Idaho town where her parents still live, and she grew up in a traditional family with a stay-at-home mother and a father who worked. She mused, “I thought growing up that I would have children. I got married when I was twenty-one, and I assumed that we'd start a family, but when I brought it up with my husband, he said, ‘You've got to grow up first and then you can have one!’ We were married for seven years, and he had several affairs, which led to our divorce. I was single for a couple of years before Steven and I got together. Steven had three children who lived with his first wife in another state, and when I told my mother about his kids, she said, ‘Run for the hills!’” Carrie laughed as she continued, “After Steven and I got married, I thought for a brief time, perhaps a month, that we should have kids. Then I said to myself, ‘Oh, forget about it.’ I didn't really ever make a firm decision about whether or not to have kids, but because I never felt a strong desire to do so, it simply never happened. Steven would have been willing to have a child with me had I really wanted this. I continued to take the Pill until a couple of years ago when Steven had a vasectomy.” Carrie sighed, “I always envied people who were sure about their decision, because I've always been ambivalent. I don't think I ever really wanted to have them, but I wonder what I've missed out on.”


“I always envied people who were sure about their decision, because I've always been ambivalent. I don't think I ever really wanted to have them, but I wonder what I've missed out on.”



It's probable that Carrie, like Denise, would have had kids if she'd connected with a man who wanted to do so, and it's reasonable to assume that she would have enjoyed a life with children as much as the one she's created for herself without them.

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER

What roles do cognitive dissonance and rationalization play in these adults' satisfaction with their childfree lives?

Why do you think some women feel ambivalent toward living childfree, while others are more confidently content with their situation?

Had they become parents, do you think these women would have expressed a similar level of satisfaction in that role as they have in their childfree status?

Childfree by Choice


“I do not want children. When I see children, I feel nothing. I have no maternal instinct. I am barren. I ovulate sand … I look at children and feel no pull toward them, no desire whatsoever. Actually, my fiancé and I have seen some very interesting personal ads of 50-year-olds that like to wear diapers. So we're thinking of adopting one of these guys. A baby by choice.”

—Margaret Cho, comedian



Some people say that they've always known they didn't want to have children. For them, this is a deliberate choice. The National Center for Health Statistics reported that 6.6 percent of women of child-bearing age indicated that they were voluntarily childfree in 1995, up from 4.3 percent in 1990.2 Adults who say they've never wanted kids have some unique qualities not found in other categories of childfree adults. The intentionally childfree adults I met and interviewed for this book tended to be particularly independent and, by and large, to be living nontraditional lives.

A perfect example is Suzanne, a slim, athletic, thirty-seven-year-old, who is currently working as a legal secretary, but who's worked in male-dominated professions, such as construction and commercial fishing. She and her husband, John, have been together for fifteen years, and it's the first marriage for both of them. When I asked Suzanne how she ended up childfree, she shared, “I never had a strong inclination to be a mother, and up until my thirties, I was totally opposed to it. John has never wanted to have children, and he made this clear when we first met. I think that, had I really wanted to have a child, he might have eventually consented, but I feel strongly that unless both partners wholeheartedly want to have kids, they shouldn't have them.” Suzanne recalled that there was only one short period of time when she questioned her decision. She explained, “I was thirty, and I'd been laid off from my construction job, a job I loved. I don't think the issue would have arisen had I still been completely absorbed in a fantastic, fulfilling career, but because I was unemployed and at a crossroads, I had enough time in my personal life to stop and thoroughly think things through. I spent several months examining the pros and cons and talking to my husband before feeling fully resigned to a life without children.”

Suzanne was one of the few women I interviewed who talked about actually taking the time to fully process the final decision of whether or not to become a parent. According to a Guttmacher Institute survey, nearly 50 percent of pregnancies in the United States are unplanned.3 Imagine living in a world in which every single individual of childbearing age took the time to mull over the decision about whether or not to have children, rather than simply allowing pregnancy to happen—how many fewer children would be conceived?


According to a Guttmacher Institute survey, over 50 percent of pregnancies in the United States are unplanned.



Suzanne shared the common sentiment that only when her friends began to have children did she begin to question herself. She wondered if it was a kind of midlife transition, explaining, “I've noticed that people who don't have children suddenly decide they're ready to do so in their mid-thirties. When I really examined my own options, though, I knew that having kids was not the right choice for my husband and me. I look at my brother, and how dependent he is on Mom, because he has a daughter and he's a single dad. I believe the level of involvement in my brother's life is a huge burden on our mother, and yet she seems to feel obligated to sacrifice her own independence to be supportive of her son and grandchild. Being a parent is a lifelong commitment.”

Suzanne went on to say, “I feel strongly about experiencing life, so when I think about the fact that I will never carry a child in my womb and give birth, or share in my husband's love for our child, I feel sad. Yet, this is still not enough of a reason to make me want to have children. The sacrifices that are required are just too great, and I know that I just don't have it in me to do it the way I imagine I would want to. In a weird sense, I feel that I'm sacrificing for the ultimate good of my unborn child.”

Even though Suzanne expressed certainty about her decision and relayed that she has been clear for years that she didn't want to have kids, the emotional pain related to the absence of that experience in her life is very palpable. She expressed the same ambivalence described by adults who wanted children, but were unable to have them, whose stories are told later in this chapter. Suzanne's life with her husband is also similar to the lives of the Childfree by Happenstance, for whom having a child “just didn't happen,” the difference being that she and her husband started their relationship with the intention to remain childfree while the other couples started out assuming that they would have kids someday. In Suzanne, we see a woman who has, from time to time, stepped back and questioned if she made the right choice. Most of us do this in our lives, whether it's with relationships, careers, or where we live. The questioning period is usually brief, and then we're back to feeling good about the choices we've made.


“Having kids is just not something I've ever been interested in. I don't think babies are cute. I don't like to hold them or be around them.”



“I started with the no kids talk by the time I was about twelve years old,” relayed Laurie, a forty-three-year-old engineer, who is married to her high school sweetheart Craig, a mechanic. “It's just not something I've ever been interested in. I don't think babies are cute. I don't like to hold them or be around them. Toddlers are barely tolerable to me. Kids start to be considered real people in my book around age ten or so. I was fortunate enough to find a man with the same opinion of kids, so we were on the same page regarding children from the beginning. We are very happy with our decision not to have kids. One of the factors is that we're both pretty selfish with our time, toys, and money. We share it all with each other, but don't want to split any of that up with kids. Craig and I enjoy spending a lot of time together and doing things spontaneously. It's a very rewarding and fun-filled lifestyle.”

Nicole, a thirty-seven-year-old FBI agent who lives with her three large dogs in her home outside of Washington DC, is equally adamant about never having wanted children. Nicole insisted, “Even when I was a child in elementary school, kids always seemed like more of a burden to their parents than anything else. When I was eleven, my mom had a baby, and I spent my teenage years as the unpaid live-in babysitter, which basically sealed the deal on my decision to not have children.”

Nicole's childhood was painful for her, and this probably resulted in her closing the door on the possibility that she might want to be a mother. She was not willing to consider that raising children might be a pleasurable experience for both parent and child.

Arno, a retired respiratory therapist, age sixty, laughed when he told me, “I've never had anyone ask me about my experience of not having children. I never thought about it at all until about two years ago. Reading through your interview questions made me feel sad for a few days, but now I mostly feel relief. My wife and I helped to raise our best friend's child, William, and he was the sweetest boy. Then when he turned sixteen, he turned into a horrible person. I'm kind of relieved that I didn't have to go through that. We have lots of friends whose children have grown up and are honest and industrious, but for whatever reason, William got into drugs and crime. I married a woman who couldn't have kids. We got together when I was thirty, and I didn't really think about it at the time. Then, by the time I did think about it, I was fifty-eight and it was too late.” Arno went on to say, “I firmly believe that in the next one hundred years the earth is going to become a very unpleasant place. I've always felt this way, though, filled with gloom and doom. Humans have made a mess of things, and every day they prove how much more of a mess we are willing to make of it. Parents are too busy to contemplate it. Humans almost always choose the irresponsible shortcut rather than acting responsibly!”

I asked Arno what triggered his thoughts of being a dad when he was in his late fifties, but he had no answer for me. I suppose it could have been his observation of the children in his life growing into young adults, some doing well while others were struggling, and possibly imagining what kind of young adult kids he may have had at that point in life. As a man, he had the luxury of not being exposed to the same societal and family pressures to have children that many women describe.

Jill, a forty-three-year-old network engineer, is childfree mostly by design but also somewhat by default. She heard about my project from a friend, and we met at the end of her workday at my office. “I don't think that you and I would be talking had I not been lucky as an adolescent. I had a boyfriend in high school and I was naïve about contraception. It was just by chance that I didn't become pregnant. I guess I always assumed that I'd have kids until I became aware that I had a choice about it. I went from undergraduate to graduate school and one of my professors, who was about forty, didn't have kids. She was a public health nurse. She was the first woman I had known who consciously didn't have children. I thought about it, and I couldn't think of anyone who had made that conscious choice—all the women I knew who didn't have kids were unable to have them. Because I met this woman when I was twenty-four, at an age when I was making decisions about my life, the assumption that I would have children simply disappeared. I never revisited it. There has been a total of about half an hour when I've thought about it through all these years.” Jill added that she and her partner of five years, Susan, have at times joked about having a child of their own. Susan has one grown daughter, who she raised mostly on her own. Jill shared, “We took care of Susan's three-year-old nephew recently for a few days. I had a great time with him, but I was exhausted by the time he left. Thank God we could tag-team for those three days. Susan was much less patient than me—after he left, she turned to me laughing and said, ‘This seals it. Now I know I'm done!’”

In Jill's case, it was her chance meeting of just one individual that planted the seed of the idea that not having children was an actual possibility. As more adults choose the childfree path, the impact on the younger generation will no doubt be enormous. I have experienced this when talking through the possibility of not having children with younger women versus older women. When I bring it up with women in their twenties, I can almost see the wheels begin to turn in their minds as they realize that this is yet another big life choice that is placed in their hands to make—having children doesn't have to be a given.

Tracy is a forty-seven-year-old self-employed web designer who works from home and spends, by her own estimation, 90 percent of her time alone. She was eager to talk about her experiences being childfree, sharing, “I feel very clear about my decision. I've never had any motherhood instinct. When I was thirty-two or thirty-three, I did a casual survey of my friends who have kids, five or six families. They all said that they never knew it would take so much time. After that I felt complete, especially because I didn't have a partner with whom I wanted to have children. I was sure about my decision because of having taken the time to talk to my friends with kids.” She added, “I have no regrets at all. My parents never even asked me about it or about my not getting married. They were very good about it, and this is something I should thank them for.”

Like Suzanne, the legal secretary, Tracy described feeling quite certain of her choice but then wanting to confirm it by doing a little field research. Having parents who did not put pressure on her to marry or to have children certainly contributed to her being able to give herself permission to choose the life path that she truly wanted for herself.

Mark and Sarah, a professional couple in their mid-fifties who live in Portland, Oregon, have been married for six years. Mark shared, “I was married before, at age twenty-six. My wife and I were not enthusiastic about the institution of marriage, nor were we interested in making a family. At the time, we felt the traditional concepts of American life were deeply flawed, but we got married because I could get my wife benefits through work. Then we went willingly along the career path, me for security, my wife more out of ambition. In many ways we wanted to avoid family ties, and we saw having children as a kind of trap. We talked it over from time to time during those first ten years, and we decided not to have kids. After twenty-four years of marriage, we divorced. My ex-wife remarried, to a widower with two college-aged daughters, and I've been told that she has very much enjoyed taking on a mother role with them.” Sarah's marriage to Mark was her first, at age forty-nine. She shared, “As a girl, I assumed I would marry and have children and I looked forward to my role as a mother; the right opportunity never materialized and I didn't want to be a single parent. I have a close family and this gives Mark and me the opportunity to provide a great deal of love, care, and support to my nieces and nephews. In many ways, we've shared parenting with my sisters.”

“I've never, ever, had a baby urge,” insisted Annie, a thirty-five-year-old vocational counselor married to Roger, a thirty-eight-year-old financial analyst. “We both came into the relationship knowing that we didn't want children, so we never really talked about it. In my last relationship it was a huge issue—it finally became the deal breaker for us! My boyfriend wanted to have children, and I didn't think that I did. I went to see a counselor to talk about it, and for a couple of years there I tried to spend as much time as I could around kids. I also talked to lots of people with and without children. This process validated my sense that having kids wasn't the right choice for me, and so I broke off the relationship. I recently had to have my tubes tied for medical reasons, and so I had six weeks to think it through again once and for all. I went away for a weekend with a couple of my girlfriends and their babies and this reinforced my decision to be childfree.” Roger shared, “I feel like I've been thinking about it for a long time. In my previous marriage, we decided early on not to have kids. Despite this, I reached a point of looking at friends with children and realizing that I was passing a certain window of opportunity. I had to ask myself if this was something I wanted to get in on as well, but it just didn't seem appealing to me. I've often thought that if I were in a financial position to have kids with a full-time nanny, I might do so, or if I could guarantee that my children would be emotionally and physically healthy and that they would be there for me in my old age. Of course, you can't guarantee this, and I'm not willing to take the risk.” Annie added, “Having kids would introduce a chaotic element into our lives that I wouldn't be able to control, and this is a huge issue that reinforces my decision. I watch my friends with children and see the struggles they have in their relationships. Plus, I see that they are always tired and so I know that having kids would take a toll on my health.”

Their story reminded me of Nicole, the FBI agent who knew as a teenager that she didn't want to have kids. Annie and Roger have a similar cautious and protective perspective of life, and choosing to close the door on having kids feels safer than having them and not being able to predict if the experience would be enjoyable or not.

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER

Do men and women who have always known that they didn't want to have kids have greater need for control and certainty than others?

In what ways are men treated differently than women in our culture with regard to their choice to have kids or not?

Is this changing over time?

Do lesbians feel less societal pressure to become mothers than other women?

Childfree by Circumstance


“‘No, no, sorry. I don't have any …’ Why does this always seem to be the first thing I'm asked? It takes my breath away, yet why do I feel the need to apologize for my reply? Looking vague and embarrassed, my questioner glances over my shoulder for someone else to talk to: someone with whom he or she has more in common, someone with children.”

—Nancy Rome, writer for the Washington Post



Some childfree adults have yearned for a baby but have been unable to make it happen due to infertility or other factors. Writer Nancy Rome wrote an article about her own experience of delivering a stillborn baby and the impact of being constantly asked if she has children. She refers to herself as “childless” and has emotional pain related to not having had children. I'd argue that part of her pain stems from our national obsession with motherhood. Every time I get online, there's a story about some Hollywood celebrity getting pregnant or having a baby. Several television programs glorify the lives of large families. It's become an obsession in our culture. When I see the stories of Hollywood pregnancies I feel like an outlier, an anomaly, because I am not a mother. Likewise, when I see the programs depicting large, happy families, it makes me feel like I may have missed out on an exciting and rich life experience. It's a subtle message that having children and large families is not only the norm, but also something to be celebrated and praised. For an individual or couples who truly want to have children, but are unable to do so, these media displays must be exceedingly painful to see.


“I became pregnant in my late thirties, and David and I decided that having an abortion was the best decision for us. At the time, it seemed the right thing to do, but over the next few years and then decades, it became one of the most painful realities of my life.”



Many childless adults try to find a way to accept their situation and to build a rich and full life for themselves without kids. A good example of this is Renee, a university librarian in her early sixties. She got married the first time when she was just eighteen years old. “I was married very young to my college boyfriend. The marriage was a mistake, the circumstance being that I got pregnant. I had a miscarriage between our engagement announcement and the proposed wedding date. We kept the wedding date, probably at my insistence, and then moved to Nashville for my husband to go to graduate school. I worked while he went to school. At that time, all kinds of social norms were being broken down, in large part because of the Pill. Although we were married, we ‘explored’ other relationships, with at least some knowledge on the part of each other. Our marriage wasn't a relationship either of us had the slightest interest of bringing children into. When the marriage ended, I put myself through graduate school, and I settled into my career. I met my second husband, David, and this marriage turned out to be everything my first was not. David was older than me, and he had three children from his prior marriage who were with us from time to time. We agreed that having children of our own would not be the best thing for us. David didn't feel that he could raise a second family, and I thought it would be more unfair to ask this of him than it would be for me to remain childless. Despite this, I did become pregnant in my late thirties, and David and I decided that having an abortion was the best decision for us. At the time, it seemed the right thing to do, but over the next few years and then decades, it became one of the most painful realities of my life.”

For Renee, being childfree was just a circumstance of her life until she became pregnant and had an abortion. This choice forced her to come face to face with the reality that maybe she would have liked to have had a child of her own. She expressed regrets and quite a lot of grief about her decision. Had she had the child, he or she would now be a young adult, and I could see that Renee still struggles with the loss of what might have been.

Miriam, an eighty-nine-year-old divorcée and retired university administrator, is another childless woman who has grieved over her inability to have children. Miriam shared, “I think my circumstances are a little different from most other childless women. I feel very deprived about it. My uncle raped me when I was twelve, and he gave me a venereal disease that resulted in sterility. I have always felt inferior to other women because of not being able to have children. Even now, I can be in the grocery store and I'll see a baby and she and I will get into an eye lock—sometimes I'll wave and the baby will wave back. The mother won't even know. The baby makes such a quick connection, and it's a magical moment for me. Sometimes the connection feels quite intense. I've had to accept that this is all I get of my wish to have a baby. In all these years, I've never lost the wish to have children, never.” Miriam shared that she is continually reminded of her rape and of being unable to become pregnant. “I've never forgotten that incident—it's a vivid replay of a film that comes back to me in Technicolor at least once a week.” She also had the expectation, even after her divorce in 1960, that if she met a man and fell in love, she would tell him about her infertility and he would reject her. In her marriage, she tried to convince her husband to consider adoption—there was a child in their life that they might have been able to adopt—but her husband had no interest in raising children. Although she had siblings, she had no nieces or nephews.

Miriam has never been able to feel a sense of peace with not being a mom because she is unable to use healthy defensive coping tools such as rationalization. As children, we learn these defenses from our parents; Miriam's father was not a part of her life and her mother was emotionally absent. She never healed from her rape, and I would guess that she never told her mother about the incident. Details were not discussed and nurturing and support were not available. Miriam went on to choose a spouse who was not nurturing and was unwilling to work together with her on making life decisions. Furthermore, through the years she aligned herself with a group of women who were mothers, rather than seeking out friends who, like her, did not have children, and thus she felt like an outsider. It's almost as if she felt the need to punish herself, which is often one of the tragic results of women who blame themselves for their sexual abuse. If she did not talk about it, she was unable to receive the comforting message that it was not her fault. In a sense, Miriam has used rationalization but in an unhealthy way: to explain why her life has been miserable.


“I had a client many years ago who'd had something go wrong physically in her early twenties and she was crazed about not being able to have kids. She always had a big empty hole, and she ended up killing herself. She could not deal with her inability to have children.”



Trish, the divorced psychotherapist, shared with me the story of one of her patients whose life was tormented because of not having children. She related, “I had a client many years ago who'd had something go wrong physically in her early twenties and she was crazed about not being able to have kids. She always had a big empty hole, and she ended up killing herself. She could not deal with her inability to have children. I also recall a colleague, another therapist, who was emotionally pained every month when her period came along. Her husband wouldn't consider adoption.”

Our individual psychological styles and worldviews impact how we cope with our life circumstances. Two individuals may have quite different responses to quite similar experiences. One person holds on to what they missed out on or the grief and pain associated with something from their past, while another person focuses on the future or even decides that what happened has impacted them in a positive way.


Are you: Childfree by Happenstance Childfree by Choice Childfree by Circumstance



QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER

What personality characteristics have resulted in these women feeling such intense grief after so many years despite having had rich lives in many ways?

Why have they been unable to use the coping tool of rationalization in a healthy manner?

The Norm of Ambiguity

Reading through the stories of childfree adults, it's clear that emotion around this life decision is not cut and dried. There is confusion and second-guessing at times. For some, regret follows years of relative peace around the decision, while others experience peace after years of uncertainty or grief. Many individuals may find themselves identifying with each of the three categories of childfree adults at various points in their lives—this is normal and a reflection of the ambiguity of living. The critical issue is being aware of our inner processes and having the ability to manage negative emotion and confusion when it arises. These topics are explored more fully in chapter 2.

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER

Are you childfree because it just didn't happen, because of choice, or because you were unable to have children?

Do you, in some ways, fit into each of the three categories of childfree adults?

Even if you're at peace with your decision to not have kids, are there times when you feel a loss because of pressures from friends and family or from the media?

Have you noticed cognitive dissonance or rationalization in yourself?

When you rationalize, do you do so in a healthy or an unhealthy way?

Whose stories are you most able to relate to?
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