ILLUSTRATION BY CHARLOTTE GILLAM

F | HADN'T HAD THE MAMAS, | MIGHT
have lost the plot as a new parent.
For the first few years of my son’s
life, I lived in San Francisco, an ocean
away from family and long-time
friends in Australia. I worked right up until the
birth (literally) and then — bam - [ landed in
babyland with a thud, Home, alone, without
a clue. Accustomed to feeling competent, in
control and independent, | suddenly found
myself feeling insecure, unsure, even scared.
There were no early childhood health centres
where I could meet other mothers. | was
desperate for a community of new mums to
call my own. If [ wanted a mothers’ group,
it was clear I was going to have to create
one myself.

So I took a risk: 1 threw together a bunch
of new mothers I barely knew. A few I'd met
through a labour assistant who helped us
during our births. A trio were friends of
friends, sight unseen. One I'd met at an

First came the birth. Then came-;he-_isoiation,
fear and boredom. So journalist Sarah Henry
convened her own mothers’ group and
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antenatal class, another at prenatal yoga.

The last I'd literally picked up in the street.

Ten seemed like a solid number — and all 1
could cram into my small Victorian flat. Six
weeks after my son was born, I invited them all
over. [ whipped up a couple of quiches while
he slept snugly. But before they arrived [ started
to get anxious. Would we have anything in
common besides our babies? Would we like each
other? Would anyone else want to meet again?

I wasn’t even exactly sure why I'd orchestrated
the gathering. I simply had a growing unease
about this baby-building business. Endless
hours with just my newborn for company
seemed daunting. After several physically
uncomfortable post-birth weeks, where simply
walking was painful, I'd had my fill of
toughing it out alone.

I needn’t have worried about how we'd get
along. The group took on a life of its own.
The “mamas”, as we called ourselves, became
like an extended family, Almost five years later,

I count several of these women among my
closest friends. Some of the kids, born within
a month or so of each other, are best mates,
too. And once the post-labour hormone high
wore off, I never made quiche for any of them
again. It was obvious at the first ger-together
that I'd set the bar too high by playing hostess.
We quickly figured our that the best spreads
were thrown together when everyone brought
something to share.

Still, I wasn't quite prepared for how the
group evolved. On Wednesday afternoons
we’d gather at a home or park for a
rendezvous that was equal parts therapy
session, tea party and playgroup. There we'd
be, dressed to ward off fog in fleece vests -
babes in arms in the early days, toddlers
running amok later on — as we sipped tea
and devoured Katherine’s zucchini chocolate
cake. In classic Californian style, Ellen
suggested that we have a “check-in™ each
week, meaning we'd go around the group so
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