A FEW weeks before my daughter was born,
the midwife said:
“ALWAYS remember, the day of the birth is
just the first day in a lifetime of separations.”
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AS a child, unlike any other
woman I have known, I never
fantasized about having children.
My own brilliant and gifted
mother hated being a housewife
and mother, and never let us forget
it. I must have drunk in antipathy
to traditional women’s roles as an
infant. It’s not that I decided not
to have children – the subject just
never arose in my mind.
S0 it’s odd that a few months
before I (accidentally) got
pregnant, I made a series of
drawings about the moon.

WHEN I was about three
months pregnant, my partner
came home and found me sitting on the piano bench crying. What’s wrong, he asked.
I REALLY, really want to have
a baby, I sobbed.
WELL that’s a good thing, he
said drily, because you’re
going to have one!

ONCE I was with my child, she was about three, on the Vaughan Road bus in Toronto.
ACROSS the aisle were a mother and her Down Syndrome child, who looked to be
about seven. The child was talking loudly, and her mother was obviously embarrassed.
I felt an odd little surge of guilt about my own bright-eyed, precocious child, and then I
felt an even odder stab of envy.
THAT child will never grow up and leave home, I thought. Her mother will never lose
her to the world.

I’M at a party, chatting with people I’m meeting for the first time. I can feel the familiar
creep of dread, because I know exactly what’s coming. They’re all retirees, talking about
their children and grandchildren.
“WHAT about you, Robin, do you have any children?”
YES, one, a daughter. She’s thirty-three.
WHERE does she live? Is she close by?
NO, she lives in ---------------------.
OH, how nice, do you visit her often?

NOT as often as I’d like, of course! (laughing fondly)

IT’S taken years to craft this response, which is true, but intended to deceive. If people knew
the truth, they’d think I was different, bad, not normal. That I’d done something horribly
wrong, that I must be being punished for a reason. But secrets, however shameful, are
corrosive. They eat away, bit by bit, year by year, at one’s very soul.

SO here it is. Since my daughter left home at eighteen, with a few brief exceptions, she has chosen to have no contact with
me. No phone calls, no e-mails, and certainly no letters. She has never given me a reason.
THE question you might be asking is the one, God knows, I’ve tormented myself with obsessively: was I a bad mother? Or,
how bad a mother was I? I relived, countless times, every harsh word, every impatient gesture. I was not very emotionally
stable in the years when I should have been devoted to making the world a safe place for her.
STILL, I got a lot of it right, and I’ve certainly known worse parents who’ve been rewarded with greater filial devotion.
I am dog-tired of my own remorse. Is there a statute of limitations for motherhood guilt?

I THINK of friends who have
actually lost children, one to
suicide, one in a boating accident.
I think of how they must feel when
the dreaded question comes up:
Oh, do you have any children?
THEIR loss is not mine.
I AM grateful I had a child, grateful
that she is alive, and, as far as I
know, healthy, and living her life.

I WAS so angry at her for so long, angry
at her and at myself.
CHRISTMAS, birthdays, Easter, Mother’s
Day: each marked a calendar of pain and
bitterness.
EVERY year brought anguish that, like
spring, renewed itself. Even close
friends stopped asking after her.

THEN one day a very simple thought occurred to me. Whatever her reason, she wouldn’t be doing this if she didn’t
have to, didn’t need to. The one gift I can still give her as a mother is to accept her choice.

SHORTLY after that, I realized that I had forgiven her.

A FEW months ago I dreamt I was bringing my daughter home on a sleigh; she was about a year and a
half old. The snow was very uneven, and I struggled to drag the sleigh over the bumps. I finally got
home, and a man helped me carry it up the stairs. But when I turned around, it was empty, the baby had
fallen out. I ran in terror up the street, praying that in her red snowsuit she would be visible in the snow.
WHEN I saw her, she was now about seven, standing chatting to a teenage friend.
Oh, there’s my mom, she said, I’ve got to go home. See you!
AS we walked home, I kept telling her how sorry I was for losing her.
She wasn’t wearing a coat or boots, and I promised to take her shopping the next day.
THEN I was home in bed, and she came and crawled in beside me, nestling in my arms.
I kissed the top of her head, and the sweetest, most pure feeling of love I have ever felt washed over me.

WHEN I woke up, I realized that I had finally forgiven myself.

Luke 15:11-24
11 And

he said, A certain woman had one daughter:
12 And the daughter said to her mother, Mother, give me the portion
of goods that falleth to me. And she divided unto her her living.
13 And not many days after the daughter gathered all together, and
took her journey into a far country, and there wasted her substance
with riotous living.
14 And when she had spent all, there arose a mighty famine in that
land; and she began to be in want.
15 And she went and joined herself to a citizen of that country; and
he sent her into his fields to feed swine.
16 And she would fain have filled her belly with the husks that the
swine did eat: and no man gave unto her.17 And when she came to
herself, she said, How many hired servants of my mother's have
bread enough and to spare, and I perish with hunger!18 I will arise
and go to my mother, and will say unto her, Mother, I have sinned
against heaven, and before thee,
19 And am no more worthy to be called thy daughter: make me as
one of thy hired servants.
20 And she arose, and came to her mother. But when she was yet a
great way off, her mother saw her, and had compassion, and ran,
and fell on her neck, and kissed her.
21 And the daughter said unto her, Mother, I have sinned against
heaven, and in thy sight, and am no more worthy to be called thy
daughter.
22 But the mother said to her servants, Bring forth the best robe,
and put it on her; and put a ring on her hand, and shoes on her feet:
23 And bring hither the fatted calf, and kill it; and let us eat, and be
merry:
24 For this my daughter was dead, and is alive again; she was lost,
and is found. And they began to be merry.
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