Sure, single motherhood is
exhausting. What's
surprising is why.
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BY ANDREA MCDOWELL

1 do the dishes by hand in the kitchen sink. My five-
veas-old daughter. Frances, sleeps upstairs, her arms wrapped around a sleep-time
friend. while downstairs T put into practice those lessons 1 leamed from Home Ee
so long ago—glass, then silverware. then dishes. then pots. [ suspect 1 am the only
one from that class to be doing dishes by hand. because 1am likely to be the only
one who does not have a dishwasher.

The dishes done. the Hloor swept. the worst of the mud mopped from the front
entnway, the toys returned to their rightful places, the school pupervork read over
and dealt with appropriately. the kitchen table wiped. the counters serublbxed, and
the leftovers refrigerated, 1 finally have five free minutes. Immediately a thought
intrudes: My insulin pump told me three hours ago to change my infusion site—the
location on iy abdomen or hips where the insulin is delivered throngh a plastic
catheter left in place for up to five davs. Oops. I'd better do it now betore [ forget
again.

1 never forwot, before, when Twas murried. 1 never forgot to test my blood sugar
or give myself an insulin dose or change my infusion site. My sugars never “went
high” for davs on end, because Talways had time 1o check them after meals.

1 change the infusion site. Nowe 1 have five free minutes. Real ones. Frances eries.
I go upstairs to soothe her. So much for that.

‘\ { any things about single motherhood turmed out to be surprising, mostly in

/ { good ways. For instance: Ity often not wnawhere near as hard as | had feared.
Frances is a preternaturally easygoing child who demands a lot of affection and
attention but never throws temper tantruns. Fhad thought the sepaation gt
canse her o regress—that she would need diapers again. maybe, or become angn
or sad or sullen. But no. There is a lot of work to do, and it frequently takes every-
thing I have in me to get it all done every day, but nmy little girl thank the gods.
seems to be handling the separation well.

Or: Losing the house was also not trammatic. Frances and [ lave consideral by
less than half the space we used to, and. commensurately. consideral oly less than
half the stuff. 16s fine. 1 don't miss it. T never liked lawn maintenance. and T'm just
as happy not to have to shovel a driveway or clean snow from the car in the win-
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ter. Empty space is just an imvitation to
spend money to fill it. as far as I'm con-
cerned, Here, in our new little nest, T
sit on the couch with the computer and
watel Frances play with her tovs beside
me on the (loor: Its cozy, | think. T dont
watch cable. since Tean't afford it, which
gives us more time to spet wl Iogct]ler.
Also: Its lovely to live one sub-
way stop from my office, to know that
Frances is that close when she is at
school, to spend so little time commut-
ing, to be uble to walk or ride my bike
when the weather is nice and get in
some extra exerdise. It lovely to live on
the subway line and be able to torget for
weeks ata time that T even own a car,
And: It especially lovely, at]tlmugh
potentially expensive, to have a nice big
bookstore right across the street. These
are reasons that 1 chose tomove ns here,

of eonrse, but T hacln't expected to like

them quite so much,

But theo there are surprises that can
be deseribed as Tovely, such as realizing
that mirried moms can screw Lp inwayys
that single moms ean®t We are al ready
assimed to be duniaging our children
just because we do not have a hushand;
we are under more senutiny and more
suspicion, orat least it feels like that,

Things I would never have done
when Twas married, 1 do now, even
thuugh T lave so much less time and
energy, becanse 1 an single and need
to prove to the world that T can do this,
that 1 am not llm'ling the most iml)ur—
tant person in wy world. that she will be
fine and 1 will be line and 1 can handle
all of this.

I never mupped when 1 was mar-
ried. I changed the sheets om a sensonal

»—— S

Stijosr Mo

schedule when Twas part ol a couple;
now I do it regular as clockwork, every
twowecks. Sometimes, when b was naus
ried, Frances would wateh more than
the: two honrs of television that was our
theoretical linit for w day, or her dinner
would be pasta from acan, Now? Every
dinmer she has eaten in our new home
has been made by me. from scratch,
except for carrot soup,

Lwonder if this is why single mother
hoad is so much more exhausting than
the partnered kind: We have no per-
mission Lo slick off, ever, Not from the
world, and not fronn ourselves,

( thristias was more cumplicnted

/this vear, onr first as a separated
familyv. Previously T hac a kind of self-
rigllte{ms gl(m‘ abont onr anti-consum-
crist gift stance. Frances would get afew
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nice things that she asked for, but there
was 110 mountain of presents under the
tree. from Santa or anyone else. She had
so many tovs already, Lsaids T lhated the
materialism of it all and wanted her to
value other things about the season.

This vear, with less money, and much
less space for new tovs, the pile of gifts
under our little tree was at least equiv-
alent to what she™d received last vear,
once vou considered it had been divided
by two Yet T felt only puilt. How could
1 deprive her?

At least the tovs I chose were whale-
some. From Munmy. there was: the
Charie Brown Christmas DV because
she loves Snoopy: a stack of foam paper:
apad of construction paper: a new large
set ul markers to replace the ones that
are drving out: a picture book. From
Santa, a small bin of Legos, the little yel-
low dickie she asked Santa lor, and a set
of tov tools— hammer, two scresvdrivers,
two bults and nuts. a prair ol'plicr:i.emtl a
little tool belt.

She loved them all. T don't think she
considered hersell deprived. wander
ing around the apartment. her new tool
bielt [Ju“c-rl SR ArC wundd her Christmas
pajaanas. “Babies can’t plav with tools.”
she wonld say. “Only Mummies and
Daddies and big girls like me.”

T have tools. Its good for little girls to
he comfortable with tools and learn how:
to use them. Especially when theresno
guarantee that anvone more chromo-
somally inclined toward tooliness will e
aronnd when von need that shelf hung
or leak fixed.

Ciabetes is oflen the last thing on
my mind.

This is how it goes: The pump
vibrates. Two hours since bolus {the
insulin dose given to metabolize a meal’;
time to check blood ghicose.

Right! 1 think.

“Mumy,” savs Frances, T thirsty.

Can 1 have apple juice?”
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I get her the apple juice. ‘There are
dishes that need to be put into the sink.
T might as well put that toy away now
while 'm looking at it; Frances won't
play with it again il tomorrow. Better
c¢heck my blood sugar-—oh, thats the
phone, That'll be her dad calling. Here
vou are, I'rances: let's talk to your daddy
and tell him wl about yvour tlat}', I'l check
it now, No. | won't: Frances won't plu_\'
with tovs, she wants 1V, we rehash our
daily argument about how much TV is

too much and why she can't watch any
when it 1s fifteen minutes before bed-
time. Soon it is bedtime. T check my
sugars aller Lget her pajamas on, brush
her teeth, read her aston: tuck her into
bed.

Now I'll get ¢l rnged into my work-
out clothes, because 1 need that exercise
physically and psvehologically—it keeps
me stable, I check when Tm done. no
point doing it now, the exercise will onlv
bring it down. But after that, theres te
dishes in the sink ready to be washed.
and i in my pajamas, and 'm {inally
sitting down and can check my blood

sugar. By then it is ten o’clock, four
hours since my bolus-—1oo late now to
bring my levels down before breakfast,

Withoutl another adult areound to
blunt the demands of child and house-
work, taking care of my discase slips
asicle. How can T make the blood test
a priority when the person 1 love more
than anyone else in the world is stand-
ing by my knecs, pleading with me for
apple juice and a stony? Thered no one
clse to get it for her. How can I say no
this time, and the time alter that. and
the time after that?

1 know I shoulel. That is what all the
experts would sav, all the doctors andd
jonrnalists and anthors and celebrity
spokespeople, and they are not wrong,

But I ean't. Her big blue eves. her
little hands, those round cheeks, and the
fact that I have ahready wonnded her by
taking her from her father. How can T
deny her apple juice?

1was not snrprised to read in the only
medical study 1 found on the subject
that single mothers with diabetes have
significantly worse blood sugar control
than married ones. | test when 1 ean,
I eat well T exercise almost every day.
and sometinies that’s already more than
I can handle. Just now 1 looked down
and realized that while U'd remembered
to put the new infusion site in, 1'd tor-
gotten to take the old one out, so Twas
sporting one on cach side of my stom-
acl A matched set,

[ can keep np with the big things, but
the details sometimes get away from
nie.
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fascinated with my diabetes, espe-
cially with mv glucose monitor. “Just a
second,” she would sav. sitting at the
kitchen table, “I have to check my blood
sugar” And she would stick i used test
strip backwards into the machine and
hold the pricker to hier arm without
phinging it. “Beep! It's good! 1 can cat.”



The first time she did that, T eried.
How sweet and lovely that she so badly

wanted to be like her mommniv: though if

the iiverse ever makes my little wirl
diabetic, Il rip its throat ont, 1 swear

Now I watch her play actual games
with actual tovs. which is a relief. A
popular one atter Christmas was Keep
the Little Yellow Duckie Away from
Frances's Tools. That nanghty baby
duck will touch the screwdiiver, which
is sharp. uncl she'llhort her wing, “Then
I have to kiss it better, like this,” Suvs
Frances, demonstrating. “Then she sits
down over here to let it dnv: Then she
feels better, Becanse babies cin't phu
with tools.”

“No, they can't.” I saw.

“Only Mummies and Daddies. and
big girls like me!”

1 nod, and she plavs with her nnts and
bolts and pliers. “What are you going to
build?” 1 ask her.

“The old honse.” she replies.

I'd half hoped she might have for
gotten our old house by now, or at least
found it as casy to east off as 1 did, a
repository of unwelcome memories and
too mnch space to pav for and maintain,
Not so, I find: she wants it back. and
thinks she has now the tools to make it
Qurapartment is not the old house; she
isu't fooled.

There are dozens ol these little
ambushes, small reminders that no mat
ter how much of an improvement the
separation is for e, this is the end of a
world for her, sometimes; 1 know what
she wants, all three of us living together
in the old house again, and T wish 1
could give it to her 1t kills me that |
can't. So I give her evervthing clse [ can
instead, even when it costs me physi-
cally and emotionally.

Lan abways tived. There is so much to
do, so little time to got it done. My hob
bies fell off singly or in groups so almost
none of them remains. It goes withoni
saving that, without cable, 1 no longer

watch television. Fyven if T winted to
get out I ecouldn’t, much, since Frances
needs 1o be in bed by seven-thirty (and
il T had ense, sometimes 1 would fol-

low heri. Is there a mother, single or

otherwise, who does not share some of

these complaints? No. Perhaps it's more
extreme for me., bt none of this can be
Laic solely at the feet ol my discase,

Still, T have tears that other mothers
don't. What if I fall into o ciabetic coma
while I sleep, and one moming Frances
wakes to find me in my bed. unable to
witke? What wonld she do? She is too
voung to feed herself, or get a drink,
or open the door and go for help. She
can't use the toilet on her owin, How can
[ prepare her? There isn't a friend or
fumily mewnher Twould choose to bur-
den with the task of being my diabetes
monilor, ul;lkillg sure I am conscions
and coma-free. Whatever we do has 1o
be something we can do, just the two
of us,

1 program her fathers cell phone
number into the speed dial of our
phone, and I teach her how to use i,
and we practice a fow times a week,
Worst-case scenaria she can eall her
dad. He is not my hushand anymore
lor a lot of goud reasons, but he s still
IFrances’s father,

|y dabetes s invsible. until complica-

L/ tions set in. All of the dwinage is
under the surface, \\(.ll!.{ll:_‘, until Later to
surprise vour, You can't see diabetes. The
broken panereas and the high and low
blood sugars are hidden. intermal, until
one & ay vour vision starls to go, vour
Kicheys Inyn to Gl the menves deaden,
the [}Lu{nv lavs down its first Lwers in
the arteries around the heart, and the
expensive, painful, and potentially fatal
umlpli{::diuus set in.

worny that its the swme with Frances
and her parents divorce. You can't sec it
on the surtace, but underneath is she
laving down an expectation for aban-
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donment, a fatalisim about romance, a
scathing loncliness?

On the outside, evervthing looks
perfect—happy daughter. competent
mother, acceptable house: underncath,
it’s all powered by o neglected inedical
conelition.

My arms are full. That's the prob-
lenn. Too many things that [ carry {the
job. the danghter, the house! cannot be
dropped, even for a moment, beciuse
Lam running as hard as | can to stay
in place. The job, the danghter. the
house: Even lor healthy women, single
motherhood can be overwhelming, so
why should it be any different for ine?
Sometimes something drops. and it’s
almost always the diabetes——a test,
asite, an insulin dose. They add up, L
know. and it's not my intention. but if |
stop Ul only tall further behmd, | keep
runming. and tell myvself Tl go back for
them later,
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LL lives with her daugh-
ter in Tormln Ontarie. She has an essay in
the forthcoming anthology My Baby Rides the

Kot Bus and has published on Literary Mama,
Rabbie.ca ang Spacing magazine. Her web site
is andreamcdowe ll.com.

U still singgle andd stitl—obvicasly—a diabetie,
Taat siviee versting this exseetg in 20007, tiee ncrvedilale
things have happened: The Ontaric gorermnent
has heeome one of the first iy the world to coree
Hie costs of insdin gnompss avdd related supplies for
g ¥ diaheties. which eliminetes two hanedved
dollars of wig monthdyy wecdival costs, Al 1 honght
a wseel conntertop distieasher, frecing myself
fronne the divadgeny of daily dishecashivig. Neither
elangre las teen r 'rninfiramny. but they've beew
'i!:-_{:q‘ﬁ(“ﬂu! enonzl that ity Tdoed sugar contvof has
neasuralidy improved,

Other Hihi,r_:.x hewwen't changed  Some dans,
Frauces still wands to miore back into the old
Boser Aniel [ still elene 't hwre calolle.
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