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Introduction
Imagine learning that your body is incapable of ever conceiving a child. There will be no fruit of your loins. One instant you are like everyone else. The next, you’re not. Your DNA now ends with you.
You are infertile.
Your branch of the family tree will forever be just a truncated twig. You’ve been denied a rite of passage, a biological imperative. You had no say in the matter. It wasn’t a conscious choice. The comfortable sense of continuity and legacy others take for granted disappears in an instant.
Take a moment to really think about it. What are you supposed to do? How do you feel? Is there a particular way you’re supposed to feel? I mean, really, how do you prepare for that?
Okay, now get on with your life. You know, have a nice day.
Infertility is a touchy subject. It’s supremely personal, involves sex organs, and is one of the last arenas where it is fair game to heap scorn. That’s because conventional wisdom today leads many to believe that infertility is self-inflicted, or a byproduct of feminism gone bad – ergo it’s okay to withhold any sort of compassion or show of interest.
In social psychologist Melvin Lerner’s book, The Belief in a Just World: A Fundamental Delusion, he argues that people want to believe in inherent justice, and that people who appear to be suffering are in fact responsible for their own situations. According to the “just world” hypothesis, society has a strong desire or need to believe that the world is an orderly, predictable, and just place, where people get what they deserve.
Funny thing though. I have yet to meet or come across anyone who deserved infertility, and I’ve come to know quite a few women (and men) of all ages, ethnicities, religions and political views who have had to confront the condition. Those in my silent sorority are far from a homogeneous group.
What I can tell you about my sisters and me is that we freely donate our time and dollars to causes that help children in particular and society in general. We pay our taxes. We vote. We recycle and we worry about global warming. We cry when tragedies strikes. We laugh at the absurdities life serves up far too often. We love life. We are in awe when we experience nature at its finest.
The primal urge to create is a powerful one. In my case, there were several times when we were in our 30s that my husband and I resolved to accept that our bodies were simply incapable of conceiving a child. We did our best to be rational, to not let emotions or primal longings dictate our life. We were, after all, supposed to be “evolved,” right?
We looked at the statistics. We debated the trade-offs. We decided that the world didn't really need a little Pammie or an Alex Junior. We dedicated our naps to friends who were fighting sleep deprivation from long nights with colicky babies. We tried to reassure each other, with a smattering of superiority, that we were more than our fertility. That worked for several months at a stretch. Then the urge to reproduce would come back larger than before, propelling us forward with the next medical treatment, the next in a line of what almost felt like hokey-pokey-esque routines aimed at getting our cells to commingle.
I’m still waiting to overhear a couple on the verge of starting a family who enthusiastically say, Let’s NOT try the old fashioned way. Whaddya say we go the high tech route? It’ll be great! Let’s give a few of the local hospitals and fertility clinics a whirl. You know, I’ve always wanted to have my private bits examined at length by people in white coats. And those hormones injected with the long needles? What’s more romantic than that!? Won’t it be great to spend thousands of dollars on treatments not covered by our medical insurance, with no guarantees? What ARE we waiting for?
Ours was a decade-long struggle to have children. Even I was amazed at how far I was willing to go. The risks to my health I was willing to take. The desire to conceive, rational or not, was that strong. Even if you haven’t personally suffered with infertility there’s a very strong likelihood that your sister, your daughter, your granddaughter, your friend, your neighbor, your colleague or the woman standing next to you in the grocery store has.
Taming biology is not quite as simple as many think. I challenge some of the nearly billion parents on the planet who have reproduced to turn back the clock and shut off that part of their brain stem – turn off that sex drive, too. (They are apparently related.) As evolved as we claim to be, Mother Nature still exercises some serious power over us. Convoluting the matter, baby-making gets wrapped up in political or religious arguments. Somehow our society has lost sight of the fact that outside of the arm waving and pontificating about the negative impacts of feminism and who controls reproductive rights, a slice of the population (12 to 14 percent) face a very personal sadness.
At its core, infertility involves two individuals who love each other and yet cannot joyfully, spontaneously conceive. But there’s more. In the wake of conception failure, I’ve discovered that as hard as the loss of pregnancy and “normalcy” was, making a life in the long shadow of infertility has its own unique challenges. With the stigma and judgment surrounding this difficult human experience, it’s not surprising that many choose not to speak about it. The silence, though, can be deafening and defeating.
~~~~
SECTION I: Happily Ever After Takes a Few Left Turns
Chapter 1
Epiphany In The Ladies Room
As far as ladies rooms go, the one I was hiding in some two years ago wasn’t half bad. Actually, it was quite cheerful. Bold colors, purple and orange, brightly surrounded me as I fretted and contemplated my next move. Just outside the door a Napa Valley bistro hummed with happy patrons sampling their amuse-bouches and homey French cuisine. Normally I’d want to be on that side of the door savoring the wine, soaking up the cozy atmosphere and inhaling the delectable aromas wafting out of the bustling kitchen. Not that night though. That night I wanted to transport myself anywhere but back to the table where my colleagues were effusively riffing on their children.
There are only so many things you can do in a ladies room to kill time, but at that moment anything was preferable to waiting for my entrée with a fake smile frozen carefully in place, all but invisible to those at my table. As I studied my unmasked face in the mirror, a frown took shape. I looked more tired at that moment than I should. Maybe I needed to change facial moisturizers? And what about those skin tightening claims I had bought hopefully from Macy’s aisles of beauty? From the looks of my softening jaw line, they clearly weren’t living up to their promise.
My once-bright eyes were awash in sadness, but not because of the few wrinkles and sags. No, I had a bigger problem weighing on me. There was no amount of makeup that could camouflage the emotion and anxiety that raged in my heart and my head. What a contrast that was to the carefree (bordering on self-important) “aren’t we just the best parents ever?” chit-chat that precipitated my escape. It was hardly the first time I’d run for cover to avoid the pain that such bonding inflicted. In fact, ducking out of that kind of “normal” adult chatter had become far too familiar a routine. Do you have any idea how often baby- or child-rearing talk is the central topic of conversation? Let me put it this way: I was running out of places to hide. What worried me more than a little was that I wasn’t sure if my escape/avoidance thing was just a phase or a permanent, troubling way of life.
Fast approaching my mid-40s, I had once imagined, by that point in my life, I would be right in there trading stories with colleagues, friends and family about the joys and frustrations of parenting. I’d have 2.5 pre-teen kids and a really messy laundry room. I should have been worrying about whether we’d have enough money set aside to pay for college tuition. Oh, yeah, and I was supposed to be having a love-hate relationship with a minivan (love, love, love its functionality but hate what it does to my image!). Our over-sized house should be somewhere in the suburbs, close enough to good schools, decent jobs and a mega-mall or two, but far enough away from anything really interesting like quirky shops, ethnic restaurants or museums. According to the script I should be following, I’d be torn between how much time I spend at my job and how well I’m parenting my kids.
Except that wasn’t my life. And it had taken me a while to accept that it never would be. Did I really want to spend my Saturday mornings at soccer games complaining with other parents about the need for the latest school fundraiser? Was there some magic to fighting with kids about why they needed to put the Wii down and get started once and for all with their homework assignments?
On paper that life didn’t sound all that exciting. So what gives? Why did I somehow feel big chunks of my life were missing? How was it that I found myself in the ladies room trying to reconcile, again, that I’d never live the life of a frazzled but seriously proud suburban soccer mom, complete with my very own mommy blog?
More importantly, why did I go silent or hide at social events? How did I lose my voice in the first place? What happened to my identity? Who the hell am I?
~~~~
I am no saint.
But that didn’t stop my father from referring to me that way one spring in the late 1970s. As in, “Ah, Saint Pam is home. How was this afternoon’s visit with the old folks?”
It was nearing the end of my sophomore year in high school, the spring I spent as a candy striper at a local nursing home. I never could figure out how refilling water pitchers, plumping pillows, or talking to frail, blue-haired women who wanted to touch my soft, unlined face qualified me for sainthood, but I did know that those Thursday afternoons after school walking the halls of that drab two-story building smelling of urine exhausted me more than the cross-country runs required other afternoons at track practice.
What drove me to volunteer? Well, at the awkward age of nearly sixteen I was intent on building a resume that would make me look appealing to a prospective university. There were no ifs ands or buts about it – I was going to college. It was simply a question of which one, and I had my eye on the University of Michigan. In addition to top grades the college admissions staff wanted a well-rounded incoming freshman class. Community involvement was one way to highlight that I was a self-starter, an industrious member of society. I had the time. After-school jobs in 1978 were hard to come by with the economy in Detroit bumping along the bottom. One of the biggest employers in the area, Chrysler Corporation, was facing bankruptcy for the first time.
The collapse of an automaker was only background noise to me since my father didn’t work in the auto industry. You could tell by the condition of the rusty, eight-year-old car in the driveway that my dad was a writer. He had dreams of one day publishing a novel but instead was covering the newly formed Department of Energy for The Air Conditioning, Heating and Refrigeration News. When he wasn’t writing editorials about chlorofluorocarbons – long before it was hip to discuss global warming – he would patiently edit my English papers. The topics ranged from current events like the status of the Equal Rights Amendment to a sci-fi-sounding new “test tube baby” born that year in England. He never cut me any slack with his copy editing and my writing improved greatly as a result. When he wasn’t explaining the evils of dangling participles, my father encouraged me to read Evelyn Waugh’s Brideshead Revisited and F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby among other modern-day classics.
Now lest you think I was heartless, volunteering at a nursing home simply to build my resume to compete in what Walter Cronkite each night warned was fast becoming a global economy, I did get a warm rush seeing the wrinkled faces light up when I arrived on the scene for a chat, especially from those who had no children. And there was a deeper motive behind my efforts to get ahead.
“You don’t want to end up like me,” my Grandmother Stella would regularly whisper to me, starting when I was no older than ten. “Don’t ever rely on a man to provide for you. You need to provide for yourself. Remember this: Make sure you can be independent.”
Standing on skinny legs in slacks that never seemed to be long enough, I’d nod solemnly. It wasn’t hard to understand why she felt that way. Our whispering in her small kitchen surrounded by pots of fragrant boiling cabbage and sauerkraut would inevitably elicit a barking inquiry from the next room. My wheezing grandfather nursing emphysema and poor circulation from the comfort of a large La-Z-Boy chair was a suspicious man. Ever the conspiracy theorist, it was only a matter of time before he would bellow, “What are you talking about out there? I can’t hear you!”
Our hushed conversations would end as quickly as they began. Meanwhile Grandma Stella would roll her eyes and bring him a cold beer or some other pacifier to avoid a Mount Vesuvius-like temper tantrum – curious and more than a little scary to watch coming from a man approaching 65.
Apparently the bellowing had begun not long after he married Grandma Stella. When they met she was a slender, alluring, starry-eyed blonde – totally defenseless when it came to men in tuxedos. She was one of fourteen children born to Polish Catholic immigrants. Let me repeat that because it’s highly relevant to my story – she was one of fourteen (!!) children. No fertility issues there. Raised in the shadows of the Allegheny Mountains in the coal mining town of Scranton, Pennsylvania, Stella’s life was not her own. She was either working behind the counter of her parent’s small grocery store or taking care of one of her younger siblings. She had dreams of a better life, though, and they came in the form of something tall, dark and handsome.
During the day, Grandpa lived underground in the coal mines. He’d surface grimy and black at the end of his shift. He must have used excessive amounts of soap because from the looks of photos framed on the wall he cleaned up quite nicely. He had to. He spent his evenings, often in a white tuxedo, seated on a stage in a smoky club. He was part of a swinging jazz band and was equally comfortable wailing on a saxophone or a clarinet.
Here we had a young Polish Catholic man who loved to make music and a sheltered Polish Catholic dame who loved to dance. A marriage made in heaven? Sadly, no. She tried unsuccessfully to leave him just weeks after they married. That her face was black and blue didn’t persuade her old-country parents to take her back. She was married now and more importantly, Catholics didn’t divorce. Her desperation for freedom led her to escape briefly two more times during their nearly 50-year marriage. I say briefly, because with no marketable skills, two daughters and no driver’s license, she was in no position to throw her hat in the air and turn the world on with her smile. At a tender age I learned there had to be a better way to live a life than under the thumb of a domineering man. Until the day she passed on Grandma Stella never let me forget that.
So, okay – growing up with super-sized feet, buck teeth encased in braces, a flat chest and toothpick legs I didn’t have any problem fighting off the boys. That I wasn’t on their radar screen didn’t bother me much. I was going to be independent after all. I devoted my time to more erudite matters, graduating from the Laura Ingalls Wilder collection to Anne of Green Gables to Jane Austen’s finest. There was a common denominator there: spunky, fearless girls or women.
Meanwhile, my parents were raising four kids in a comfortable but unpretentious Detroit suburb where the trees were relatively new and the houses were well-built but not overly large. Our first house was just four miles north of the legendary Eight Mile Road. When I was ten years old my family moved to a slightly larger house on the edge of a more affluent suburb where the residents measured other people’s worth by designer clothing, square footage and country club memberships. We didn’t have any of the above on my dad’s modest salary but we did have, among other things, a boisterous family of six that gathered every evening at 5:30 p.m. for dinner, our annual summer vacation “up north,” and regular trips to the library.
Unlike my grandparents, my parents had just about the happiest marriage on the planet – equal say in all matters, a true partnership. From day one these two went together like fish and chips, which we ate regularly on Friday nights during Lent. They met at the Varsity News, he the editorial director and she the society editor across the newsroom on the campus of the University of Detroit. My mother had designs on the Big Apple, including aspirations in publishing. That was before my father swept her off her feet. Just shy of ten months after they married, my older brother arrived. I was born eighteen months later, followed by my sister fifteen months after that. Just under two years later, my baby sister came along.
Growing up, it was hard to miss the steady and passionate voice of Helen Reddy on the radio belting out, “I am woman, hear me roar / in numbers too big to ignore.” It was an exciting time to be a girl, with all kinds of talk about breaking glass ceilings and going where no women had ever gone before. The classified ads in newspapers went from Help Wanted Men and Help Wanted Women to just Help Wanted. I was “Free to Be” whatever or whoever I wanted to be. Marlo Thomas and Mary Tyler Moore were having the time of their lives.
Meanwhile, each Sunday my family filled a pew. On the second Sunday in May the Catholic pageantry took on even greater significance. As the light streamed through the stained glass windows in the small chapel it radiated a rainbow of colors onto the stone floor. The illumination seemed to skip along the worn wood as music rose from the organ in the balcony. The priest would begin his slow walk up the aisle to the altar while the moving melody of “Ave Maria” filled the space. This was the day in May that honored Mary and all mothers. It would begin like every Mother’s Day mass I could recall. The priest would first welcome the parishioners and single out his mother, who was always seated in the first pew. He would then motion to one of the altar boys to gather up a bouquet of red roses, and proceed to extol the virtues of motherhood and the sacrifices that these selfless women had made on behalf of their children. Then, with a dramatic flourish, he would grab a single red rose and ask for the newest mother to make herself known.
“Who has delivered a child in the past month?” he would ask. If he saw more than one hand go up he would shorten the time horizon. “The last three weeks? The last two?” Inevitably there would be what looked like a newly released patient from a maternity ward who would make a point of attending the Mother’s Day mass solely to earn the honor of being the one who had most recently come out of the delivery room.
Next, the priest would offer rose tributes to the oldest mother, the youngest mother, the mother with the most children, the grandmother who had the most grandchildren, and just to mix it up a bit, the mother who had traveled the farthest to join her children that day. Each rose recipient held her head high and seemed to nearly burst with pride at her maternal accomplishments. I dreamed of the day when I might take possession of a rose. Yes, I wanted my chance to be in the winner’s circle at this makeshift Roman Catholic “Breeder’s Cup.”
I was convinced I could have it all and then some, but there were some reminders that it might also be harder than it looked. In our living room one evening, I crouched on the steps out of sight and eavesdropped on an unusual gathering of women. They had arrived for what I thought was called a “Wrap Session.” Of course, I had mistakenly assumed they’d be wrapping gifts of some kind. Instead they were there to “rap” – not sing, but consciousness-raise. What it devolved to, though, was comparing notes about the mostly boring lives they were leading and how having kids too early cramped their style or held them back from realizing their dreams. This life thing was starting to look a bit complicated.
Even in my most insecure moments my dad had made me believe I was the most beautiful, courageous, smart daughter a father could ever want. And that took some imagination on his part. I had been born with what one doctor described as “undeveloped eye muscles” that left me looking cross-eyed for a time. Fortunately for me my blue eyes did settle into place, right about the time my parents discovered I was pigeon-toed. The leg braces my parents took turns strapping me into at night during my toddler years did their job straightening me out. I could run like the wind when I was five.
It was bike riding that had me more than a little unnerved. My father had sweet-talked me into giving it my best shot after watching me sit on my new bike in the driveway while my siblings rode up and down the street. His advice about moving the pedals backwards to brake and stop didn’t quite sink in. With what must have been comical frequency I panicked with each run going full speed into a cement parking block and flying over the handlebars or careening across the pebble-peppered asphalt sideways. After each fall my father would gently pick me up, dry my tears, calm my fears and coax me back onto my banana seat, running behind me until I finally mastered my balance and the brakes and could ride without assistance.
On hot, humid summer nights he would sit on the patio, the smoke from his cigar keeping the mosquitoes at bay. Once “The Brady Bunch” and “The Partridge Family” TV shows had ended and it had grown dark, I could see where my father was, based on his cigar’s glowing orange ember.
“Pambo,” he would call out. “Come outside and talk to me.”
Sometimes the invitation for me to prattle on was aimed at taking his mind off weighty matters like Watergate; other times it was to hear and test my opinions. A product of a Jesuit education, an English major, my father relished ideas, reasoning, and the beauty of language. He told me life was a smorgasbord, and I should sample all it had to offer. Together with my mother, my father taught me to love learning and expression. They both encouraged me to reach as high as my dreams could take me, celebrating every victory, no matter how small.
Like many late-blooming girls, I found the social aspects of high school lacking. Those years offered up the usual self-esteem hard knocks. A lowlight was my embarrassingly uncoordinated and, not surprisingly, unsuccessful tryout for the pom-pom squad. Why subject myself to such nonsense? My mother had been a cheerleader, so I felt it was my duty to carry on the tradition. Needless to say, my failure to make the squad led me to distance myself from comparable uber-girl activities including, later in college, the sorority rush set. I found other ways to emulate my mother, like excelling in school. (My mother had skipped a few grades and graduated at the top of her class at sixteen.) My defeat at something as inane as pom-pom tryouts taught me that if I couldn’t play the cute card and run with beauty queen crowd I could always succeed on my wits.
By the end of my senior year in high school my world began to turn Technicolor. I smiled more than I had in years since my orthodontist had removed the railroad-track braces imprisoning my teeth. So long, headgear. Like Dorothy opening the door into the Land of Oz, I saw a magical world awaiting me. No matter that no boy saw fit to invite me to the Senior Prom – I was going to the University of Michigan. My colt-like figure still acquiring grace, my father knew my ego could bruise like a peach. He conferred with my mother and together they came up with a plan. He told me boys my age were incapable of fully appreciating my charms and invited me to join him on a business trip to Washington, D.C. on what would have been prom weekend. Distracted by visits to the Smithsonian, the White House and other must-see national monuments, it was easy to forget what was taking place without me around the school grounds and in the gymnasium.
On the night of what would have been the big dance, I felt infinitely cooler than the chicks back in the Detroit area parading around in taffeta and lace and getting endlessly pricked by corsage pins. I pulled a stylish hot pink jersey dress onto a slim but increasingly curvy body that seemed to change by the day. I felt the weight of the dress hug and hang in all the right places. I stepped into strappy sandals and brushed on some blush and mascara, all the makeup I wore in those taut skin days. If the male heads turning in my direction and the eyes following me approvingly in the restaurant were any indication, I had transformed from an ugly duckling to something approaching a swan.
My father had made reservations at a trendy Georgetown restaurant. I sipped on my first glass of wine. We talked history and politics while a jazz band played in the background. I felt infinitely more important than any silly old prom queen. To this day I don’t regret missing out on that teenage milestone because that D.C. trip made me realize that a dance is just a dance, but having a devoted father who helps make happy memories is something you keep close to your heart your whole life through.
That wasn’t the only thing I’d learned about life so far. Like my mother, I developed a penchant for making lists. I was becoming something of a control freak, and lists were one way of keeping things, well, under control. On my teenage to-do list:
* Steer clear of marriage where there’s no power-sharing agreement.
* The world is my oyster. I can grow up to be anything I want to be (and, according to the TV shows of that day, wear groovy boots and mod outfits).
* Don’t confuse “fitting in” with being successful.
* Be aware that kids are a big responsibility so make sure you’re ready for them.
Also in my teenage years I honed my mothering skills by babysitting other people’s children for the princely sum of fifty cents an hour. A veritable pro at wiping noses, overseeing disputes and getting kids bathed and to bed, by college I had a different sort of nurturing test. It came during a semester when I volunteered in the preemie unit at the University of Michigan hospital. A friend and I worked the late shift once a week as part of a developmental child psychology class. Our responsibilities were minimal – but given the environment – daunting nonetheless. In one dimly lit and ever so hushed corner of the hospital, cartoon animals cavorted on the walls and mobiles hung from the ceiling. During each visit we tried to bring tender care to the most diminutive of patients. They lay in tightly wrapped bundles, their delicate scrunched-up faces under the smallest caps imaginable. We held and softly rocked those preemies big enough to come out of their islets. For the tiniest ones intricately hooked to an array of softly humming monitors we could do very little other than simply share soft, encouraging whispers or alert the nurses if anything looked amiss. With each passing week we cheered for the little souls who fought to stay warm, thrive and grow to their 40-week term.
By the time I wrapped up college there was something new to consider. The “biological clock” thing had become all the rage. It was ominous and ever-present. Seems I couldn’t pick up a newspaper or magazine without reading about it. More stuff for the growing list.
* Don’t forget that women’s eggs have a time limit. Check.
* Graduate from the University of Michigan. Check.
* Get my budding career in corporate communications on track. Check.
~~~~
Where to from there? Well, it would be disingenuous to leave out a chapter of my life but since it now feels like a million years ago, I’ll be brief. I surrendered without much of a fight to the “everyone’s doing it so I need to do it” wedding frenzy. You had to be there to understand just how powerful the bride mystique was. And it was compounded by religious canon dictating, in so many words, that I would go to Hell if I lived with a man who was not my husband. The result: I inadvertently repeated the same error my grandmother did settling down with the first guy who fit the minimum criteria to wear a tux and join me at the altar.
I’d been off campus four years, but my college boyfriend was still in my life. We’d broken up more than once, which should have been a clear sign that we weren’t right for each other, but I couldn’t see beyond the stars in my eyes and the desire to be part of the “bride tribe.” It makes me cringe now to acknowledge how easily I fell for the happily-ever-after myth. My wedding day was fairy-tale-like. There was a grand ceremony worthy of a girl from fine Catholic stock. On an unseasonably warm Indian summer day I wore a wedding gown complete with a train that could best be described as a Lady Diana-wannabe. She had captured the world’s interest with her wedding at Westminster Abbey just a few years earlier. Like many other bedazzled girls, I set my alarm clock for 5 a.m. to watch the ceremony live.
Now it was my turn. I even had my own picturesque stone chapel renowned for its ecclesiastical architecture as the backdrop. In an ironic twist I made my entrance from the church crypt. While the guests arrived above and listened to a string quartet I was below in an ominous, medieval-esque environment that included a statue of St. Joan of Arc. I jumped from the Middle Ages and landed at the evening wedding reception in what felt more like the 1920s, complete with a serenade from my newly-betrothed’s fraternity brothers. I returned to the modern era after our honeymoon. I figured my new mate and I would work hard at our jobs, make babies and reward ourselves with a week or two of summer vacation with our brood somewhere in northern Michigan. We would frolic on the sandy beaches of the mighty Lake Michigan and pile up our beach toys and umbrella in a humble cottage on or near Grand Traverse Bay or outside of Petoskey. That’s just the way it was done.
It wasn’t too long before my new husband and I began trying, first with joyful expectation and then curiously without success, to start a family. We lived just eleven miles from my parents and the church where I had made my first confession. I had been happily making headway in my budding career, but well into my twenty-ninth year I was also eager to add a new dimension to my life and follow the familiar script, you know – the one calling for me to join the “mother tribe”– but the working mother set. The M.R.S. Degree, marry-young-and-then-retire types, not only gave me the heebie-jeebies, they confounded me. Why a woman nearly twenty years after the women’s movement began would willingly lose herself so completely in a one-dimensional, economically dependent role struck me as both weak and unwise. Grandma Stella’s indentured servant experience had been seared into my consciousness. I could all but hear her warning: don’t make the same mistake I did.
I was wholly convinced that my inability to conceive in my prime child-bearing years was driven by my husband’s fertility-dampening case of adolescent mumps, though we never learned for certain what the impediment was. That’s because in the process of building an expensive new house we started bickering about more than the light fixtures. We were suddenly at odds about the type of life we wanted to build. Was this a man I could spend the rest of my life with? I tried to submerge my doubts but they only returned in my subconsciousness. In one vivid and anxiety-riddled dream, a nightmare really, I was lying in a hospital bed in a delivery room, well into a painful labor. The doctor told me my husband was outside. I panicked. I suddenly did not want to continue with the delivery. I realized, awakening in a fright, that this man was not who I wanted as the father of my children. The obvious next question: Why was I married to him then? Our relationship had deteriorated beyond repair. Our views were no longer aligned – though I wondered if they ever had been. We were clearly moving down two different paths. We were destined to make each other miserable.
Unlike my grandmother, I not only recognized I had made a bad decision about my choice of mate, I was willing to correct it even if there was a high price to pay. While I would miss the pageantry of the Catholic Church (and lose my good standing with this influential institution), excommunication was not enough of a deterrent. If the tradeoff was a lifetime of unhappiness – its own form of Hell – or the threat of going to Hell, I’d take the latter. Not long after my disturbing dream I initiated divorce. To say it was difficult would be a supreme understatement. Among the hardest conversations in a series of tough acknowledgements was the one with my doting but very dutiful parents.
It was April, the week before Easter. I showed up unexpectedly on my parents’ porch and knocked on the front door, careful to avoid a wreath decorated with festively colored eggs. Surprised and delighted, my mother welcomed me in. Her expression changed to concern when I mumbled that I had something important to share, and a favor to ask. Out of the corner of my eye I could see fresh palms tucked behind a crucifix hanging in the hallway. I hung my head and sighed. I wanted to know, I said slowly, if I could move back home – just temporarily. My mother gasped. She wanted to know if it was serious or just a bad misunderstanding. She tried to reassure me, explaining that all marriages have problems.
Attempts at counseling had only affirmed that my relationship was irreparably broken. No. I wanted a divorce. I sat on the sofa shivering uncontrollably waiting for my tradition-bound father to come home while my mother made tea and tried to make sense of my upsetting news. Above the baby grand piano opposite where I sat was a picture of my family in more innocent times. There I was, happily surrounded by my older brother, younger sisters and parents. I wore a chocolate-brown velour top, a plaid skirt and an innocent grin locked in braces. We sat casually arrayed amid colorful leaves in a Birmingham park – the epitome of the all-American family.
I jumped when the door rattled. In walked my father who announced in a sing-song voice as he always did, “I’mmm hoooome.” A smile broke across his face when he saw me sitting in the living room.
“Pambo! What a lovely surprise.”
My mother reappeared with a worried, pinched look on her face. “Pam has something she needs to tell you.”
“What is it, baby?”
That’s when I lost it. After nearly six years of trying to stay married I had failed my parents and myself. All I could choke out as he reached over to embrace me in a hug was, “I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry.”
My divorce not only devastated my parents, it challenged my sense of judgment and left me something of a pariah amid my more happily married friends and colleagues. It also pushed back any plans to start a family while baby announcements started arriving in droves. The first thing I did after a judge declared my divorce final in December 1995 was march down the hall of the courthouse and arrange to take my name back. I realized how important my given name, my identity and my ability to direct my life were to me.
It was also time to revisit and update, where necessary, my earlier formed beliefs:
* Steer clear of marriage where there’s no power-sharing agreement and make sure your mate is compatible.
* The world is my oyster. I can grow up to be anything I want to be. Still true.
* Don’t confuse “fitting in” with being successful. Still true.
* Be aware that kids are a big responsibility so make sure you’re ready for them. Still true.
~~~~
Some six months after my divorce and at 32 years old I made plans to leave the Detroit area. I was ready for a new lease on life. I set my sights on a future in California – and not just any old part of California, but the epicenter of creation: Silicon Valley. I wouldn’t be alone. My older brother was now living in the area and from my honeymoon I had taken away an unusual souvenir, a California-based friend. On opposite sides of the country on the same day – she in the San Francisco Bay area and me in a northern suburb of Detroit – we had each walked down the aisle. She and I had hit it off immediately on the deck of the Star Princess Cruise ship basking in the sun and in our honeymooner status. Even with a brother and pal on hand to help, I was more than a little nervous about what awaited me in the Golden State. I had secured a position in marketing at a computer company in San Jose.
In the weeks leading up to my move over Memorial Day weekend 1996, my mother struggled to find words of advice. Since her dream of going to New York hadn’t materialized, my relocation to California seemed somehow more daunting. Over a lunch of grilled cheese and tuna sandwiches, with a hint of sadness in her voice, she said, “This is so unlike anything I ever imagined for you. Sure, you had opportunities I didn’t have with a career and all, but I guess I always thought your life would be more like mine -- marriage, kids…”
I looked at her sheepishly. “So did I.”
“You’re a smart, resourceful girl but you do have a tendency to trust a little too easily. Be careful. Don’t let anyone take advantage of you.”
On the eve of my departure with my bags all packed and ready to go Grandma Stella was there to wish me well. Despite a growing dementia that caused her to get confused, she was sharp as a tack and supportive when I needed her to be. She never chastised me for my divorce.
“Grandma, I’m going to California tomorrow.”
“What’s that dear?”
“I’m moving to California.”
“Well, that’s good, honey. You know variety is the spice of life.”
As usual, she was right. California offered everything I had been missing in Michigan. In addition to the much kinder climate, there was a healthy disregard for the status quo, an enthusiasm for pushing in new directions. Failure was accepted as nothing more than a step that moved one closer to success. You don’t like your job? There’s something better waiting around the corner. Just head over to a Hobee’s restaurant where every morning you’d find one or more wild-haired geeks pitching an idea to a risk-loving investor over coffee cake. On every corner it seemed a newfangled coffee café called Starbucks was opening and lining up to buy three-dollar cups of fancy coffee were people of every imaginable ethnicity. I eagerly embraced the zeitgeist. Casual Friday become casual Monday. Pinball machines and ping pong tables filled common areas. Volleyball games in the office complex courtyard became the new staff meeting. I moved from one company to another before I’d had a chance to fully unpack all the boxes I’d brought from Detroit.
Within my first year in the Bay area I bought a house with Alex, a man I had fallen for deeply, passionately. He was an executive speechwriter when we first met. His tall, powerfully-built physique wasn’t lost on me but his eyes were what sealed it for me. They twinkled with mischief and delight. He was quick to laugh and could find humor in most any situation – like the time I wasn’t feeling well after something in a rich meal didn’t agree with me. I told him I needed to get home – that I was feeling a bit, well, nauseous.
“I have that affect on women,” he said apologetically.
I didn’t know whether to laugh or hurl.
When Alex had been born in Boston there were only 48 states, and the president was an old guy named Dwight Eisenhower. Alex and the president had one big thing in common. They both loved Jeeps. I don’t know about Dwight, but Alex had a penchant for naming his Jeeps: Little Shirl, Big Shirl, Grand Shirl. You might detect a theme here. Shirley was his mother’s name. The tie-in? The first Jeep he bought, a Wrangler, was fire-engine red. Its vibrant color reminded him of his mother’s mop of curly auburn hair.
In time I learned that Alex had shouldered a number of heavy personal burdens, all before he turned 30. He was the baby of the family, the youngest of three children. A week before he was born Shirley was making arrangements for his then five-year-old sister, Deb, to become a ward of the state of Massachusetts. The job of caring for a mentally retarded daughter, a newborn, and a rambunctious toddler was too much for Shirley to handle.
Alex’s older sister had experienced complications during her birth but their impact wasn’t immediately obvious. It was only when Shirley’s second child, a boy, started to crawl, that it became evident Deb had severe developmental problems. In 1958 there were few options for special needs kids. Sadly, institutionalizing children like Deb was the norm. Shirley made sure Alex and his brother knew their sister nonetheless and instilled in them a sense of responsibility to look after those less fortunate. Shirley was a no-nonsense nurse who worked night shifts so she could spend time after school with her boys. During the summer months she took nursing assignments at a sprawling camp. Her sons slept in spartan cabins or in sleeping bags under the stars. There, they could hike, swim and learn archery, among other wilderness adventures.
On the afternoon of Good Friday when Alex was just seven he saw his best friend killed in a tragic accident. His little pal ran into the street just as a pickup truck zoomed around a curve. Good Friday forever became Sad Friday. He still paid respects at his friend’s grave years later when he stopped by the cemetery to visit his mother’s grave site. His beloved mother – the woman who had once baked homemade gingerbread to construct into elaborate houses during the holidays – had passed away suddenly when Alex was in college. Heart failure.
Ten years later, Alex would visit his terminally ill father, grabbing a flight from San Francisco to Detroit at the end of each third week of grad school to be with him over the weekend. He offered to quit school to be there full-time. His father, a Greek immigrant who had gone on to get his Ph.D. in chemistry, would hear none of that. “Finish school,” was his reply. While Alex sat helplessly at his father’s bedside, Alex heard him say, “You’ve always been a good boy.” This was the ultimate approval from a man who didn’t talk much or demonstrate affection easily.
Alex lost his father to cancer on the eve of his thirtieth birthday and willingly signed on to become his sister’s guardian. He later joined the board of the non-profit organization that managed the group home where Deb lived. He took calls in the wee hours of the morning when the east coast-based staff forgot about the three-hour time zone difference. Though Deb couldn’t form words, the staff said her eyes lit up and she would smile broadly when hearing that her little brother was coming for a visit. Alex would sit beside her, hold her hand and tell her stories. Sometimes they went to restaurants or on shopping trips, despite the fact some people would point fingers and stare. “She has just as much right to enjoy a sandwich – albeit not as neatly – as they do,” he’d say.
It took a lot to rattle Alex’s cage. I adored him for his cool, calm presence. His low-key demeanor and dry sense of humor kept me from taking myself too seriously. When I’d reluctantly acknowledge a foible, he would say with mock seriousness, “Pammie, my work with you is almost complete.” If he was a stable atom, I was the free radical. I pushed him out of his comfort zone and he kept me from spinning out of orbit.
Gun-shy on the whole marriage thing, I was perfectly happy to just be a couple. Alex and I lived in sin, but we did so in the nicest possible way. We shared a love of history, literature and the University of Michigan Wolverines, all of which we discussed regularly during our commute to work together up the peninsula on Highway 101. Alex took great joy in playfully baiting me. He could eloquently debate both sides of an issue, which meant I was usually left stammering, not sure whether he was serious or looking to highlight a flaw in my rationale. In many ways Alex reminded me of my father. Both knew just the right way to challenge me, delighting in my spunky, sometimes naive bravado, with a mixture of curiosity and care.
Alex was also a man-child. Introduce a ball and he became ten years old all over again. He liked to hit them, kick them and throw them. He was also pretty good at fixing things, and that was convenient because I was really good at breaking things. His nickname for me was “Pamdemonium.” Alex indulged me and celebrated my idiosyncrasies. He never complained about my cooking, though some meals deserved it. He cut a mean lawn and a fine figure. He could load and unload a dishwasher with the precision of a surgeon. He surprised me with his laundry skills and taught me the finer points of fire-building and popcorn making – the old fashioned way with oil and kernels. He killed spiders for me and let me warm my cold feet on his side of the bed. I wanted to bear his children for reasons that went far beyond accepting a rose in the Roman Catholic Breeders Cup. I knew unequivocally that he was the man I wanted and trusted to be beside me in the delivery room and through the challenging days of parenting.
Not long after I arrived in California, my brother, a free spirit who had spent a few years traveling the world before settling down, became a first-time father. What he said about seeing his daughter Madeline for the first time was tender and unforgettable. “If I had known I could feel love as intensely as this, I wouldn’t have waited so long to be a father.”
The deep affection and caring my brother showed his daughter was aw-inspiring. “Aw, look how he cuddles her.” “Aw, look how worried he gets when she sneezes.” “Aw, he even changes diapers?”
His fierce devotion to Maddie went beyond anything I could have imagined. He had always been a good-hearted, sweet-natured and dutiful big brother but his transformation to father revealed a new dimension I found altogether endearing. Nothing was more important now than his daughter’s well-being, safety and happiness.
My niece stole my heart, too. I visited Maddie whenever I could. I simply adored her. Even with my solid babysitting foundation I still harbored fears that I’d break her somehow. When called upon to babysit, I peppered her mom and dad for pointers before they left me for an afternoon commitment. I still remember our first night together – just the two of us. Through the baby monitor I heard stirring most of the night in the room next door. It was an altogether new, anxiety-producing sound. I was convinced Maddie would wake up in a fright, aware that her parents were gone. But it was I who was fitful. I didn’t sleep but a few hours. With each awakening I strained to hear what was going on in the room next door. Her soft breathing on the monitor reassured and allowed me to fall back asleep.
When the stirring sounds continued at 6 a.m., I tiptoed down the hall and carefully opened the door to find Maddie in her crib twirling her blanket with the most innocent, curious gaze one could imagine. The door squeaked when I opened it further announcing my arrival. Maddie turned her head toward the doorway. I could see my brother’s quizzical expression on her face. After a moment, she smiled in recognition and eagerly reached her arms up to be held. After a diaper change I scooped her up and carried her down the hall to my bedroom. Maddie tucked herself onto my hip for the ride and snuggled her head onto my chest. Once on the bed with me she scampered in her footie pajamas over a pillow to reach for her favorite picture books – the ones we had studied so happily the night before. Maddie returned and enveloped herself in my presence.
“Lelephant,” she announced in a husky, sleepy but serious voice. “Yes, elephant,” I answered, pulling her closer into the crook of my arm. That sweet, simple experience was seared into my mind. The bond, the trust, the connection was intense. I relished my role as make-believe mother and reveled in the warmth of my niece’s little body in her soft cotton PJs. I felt her heartbeat and breathing quicken as she enthusiastically recognized and pointed out animals and various other shapes on the pages. In that moment, Maddie could not have been more content. And neither could I.
There was no doubt in my mind. I was 33 and wanted to be a mother in my own right. Equally important, Alex – whom I lived with but was not married to – welcomed the idea of fatherhood.
“Expand the tribe? I’m game,” he said. “Hey, do you want to get started now? I can’t wait to see how you handle being barefoot and pregnant.”
Persona non grata as far as the Catholic Church was concerned, I allowed myself to color outside the lines. Further, the official ceremony to certify the legitimacy of my first union hadn’t worked out so well. Bye-bye birth control. Like many women on the path to motherhood, I started nesting and collecting adorable baby outfits in anticipation. It seemed the smart thing to do. Collect the outfits and various gear over an extended period of time so that it wasn’t a big expense all at once. I even started clipping diapers coupons for future use. I shopped for baby shower gifts with a new sense of fascination and wondered what my baby registry would look like. Now at the top of my latest to-do list:
* Stock up on at-home pregnancy tests. Check.
* Wait for pregnancy...
* Wait for pregnancy…
* Wait for pregnancy…
Negative? Negative?! NEGATIVE??!!
Hey, hold on. Wasn’t getting pregnant supposed to be as easy as getting too familiar with the opposite sex? Alex and I knew each other really, really well – and often – in the biblical sense. So, why was it I kept flunking the pregnancy tests? What could it possibly be? My eggs were grade A. I was in great shape. I ate green leafy vegetables. I exercised. I drank lots of water. I paid my taxes on time. And this had to be good for bonus points: I had led an effort to raise money for the March of Dimes.
~~~~
Chapter 2
Disbelief: I Can’t Be Infertile, I’m Catholic, for Pete’s Sake
Disbelief bordering on alarm set in after a year of “trying” without success. There’s nothing quite so humbling or perplexing as finding out that your body has failed you. What to do when it refuses to play by the rules? Well, if you’re like most people you try to find out why. Some couples and their ailments are easier to fix than others.
When I first started down the path of doctor visits I was convinced all I needed was a pill. Isn’t that what we’ve all been socialized to believe? I didn’t fully appreciate while I was looking for a quick fix that an army of reproductive endocrinologists had been mobilizing since 1978 in the wake of Louise Joy Brown’s debut as the first in vitro fertilization – or test tube baby – success story. Since first throwing open the doors to their fertility clinics, doctors in towns and cities across the world had all but minted money. Fertility decoding had spawned a $3 billion industry. Who paid attention to such things? Clearly not me.
After a while, getting knocked up became all-consuming – practically the only thing I could think about. Every possible contributor to my mysteriously barren body became suspect. (Was it the Pop Tarts I ate as a kid? Maybe that OFF mosquito repellent? That stuff was evil smelling.) I put my research skills to work. There were no books too cumbersome, no magazine or journal article too obscure. Many of the library books I found on the topic of reproduction were already checked out – this was pre-Dr. Google, mind you, when people still relied on libraries as a primary form of information search. It seemed those having trouble making babies devoured everything they could get their hands on.
And so it began. One instant I was like everyone else. The next I wasn’t. My poor DNA. It felt so rejected. It wanted to know what it did wrong. And Alex’s DNA? It ruled and it, too, felt the blow. After all, Alex’s DNA had led to a University of Michigan German literature major who went on to become a naval officer who served in a peacekeeping mission in Beirut before earning an MBA. His mother could trace her heritage back to the Daughters of the American Revolution. And now? Now our branch of the family tree was in jeopardy
Amateur that I was, when I wanted some answers on the baby-making front I naively sought out a baby doctor, an ob/gyn. I was convinced that someone trained in obstetrics was the place to start since they had expertise delivering lots of babies and all. I looked in my company’s healthcare directory and found a doctor who had only recently set up practice. We’ll call her Dr. Newbie.
I cut to the chase during my appointment and told her we’d been doing our bit to try to increase the population of California – but without any luck. Before I could say anything further she yelled out “Clomid.” I thought for a minute she was yelling for her assistant to join us.
“Clomid. It’s a fertility drug.” She clarified as she reached for her med school text book. “Now what’s the proper dosage?”
Ah yes, I nodded. “CLOMID. Isn’t that the weirdly powerful drug best known for causing women to throw litters of children?”
While Dr. Newbie wrote out the prescription, my mind filled with magazine covers – not of your traditional reed-thin cover girls but of curiosities who became the subject of voyeuristic night-time news shows because they conceived and delivered multiple babies at once.
Dr. Newbie looked up from her textbook. “Don’t worry. It’s just a pill.”
Ah, yes, a pill. That’s what I was there for.
“It’s typically the first fertility drug offered,” Dr. Newbie went on. “Instead of one egg, multiple eggs get released in a cycle. Look at it as improving your odds. If more than one egg gets loose, well, you increase your likelihood of getting pregnant.”
This was gambling in a very strange new way. I wanted one, okay, maybe two babies in any given nine months’ time – Alex’s father had been a fraternal twin – but clearly with Clomid a basketball starting team could result. I felt queasy and I wasn’t even anywhere close to being pregnant yet. After returning from the pharmacy with my prescription, I pulled out the drug materials the pharmacist had included. It instructed me to start taking a tablet on the fifth day of my cycle and continue taking the tablets for five days. What I really wanted to know about were the side effects:
“Clomid may cause hot flashes due to changes in hormone levels. Occasionally, abnormal ovarian enlargement with symptoms of abdominal discomfort and/or pain can occur. Other adverse reactions include breast tenderness, headache, nervousness, dizziness, nausea and vomiting, fatigue and temporary visual disturbances.”
Ah, yikes. This new-found relationship with Clomid suddenly seemed too risky to trust to a newbie physician. Clearly this wasn’t, forgive the pun, child’s play. Before I undertook risking my otherwise healthy body for the privilege of cranking out a few more eggs, I decided I needed a second opinion.
I reached for the other brochures I’d found in the doctor’s office. One was ever so cheerfully titled “Infertility: Causes and Treatments.” It left me cold. Could there be any more damning descriptor? Synonyms tumbled through my mind: barren, harsh, inhospitable and incapable of bearing fruit. It suddenly dawned on me that my womb might actually be broken, damaged, or simply useless. Taking a deep breath I opened the brochure and read the first few paragraphs.
“Couples are considered infertile if they have not been able to conceive after 12 months of having sex without birth control. More than one factor may cause infertility. Some are easily diagnosed and treated, others are not. In some cases, no cause can be found. About 14% of couples in the United States are infertile.”
Fourteen percent!? That number was much higher than I would have guessed. That was hardly encouraging, but what surprised me further was the description of the odds for perfectly functioning women at the peak of fertility. Apparently even for those in their early to mid-twenties, the odds were only twenty percent that they could conceive during any one cycle.
Short of a chastity belt, I, and most girls I knew, had been terrorized into believing that the conventional sex act would automatically lead to a baby on board. With odds at just twenty percent, either there was a lot of hanky-panky going on or some people were incredibly lucky – or not, depending on their point of view.
Those were the days when each fact I came across was new and mind-blowing. Now I’m practically a licensed fertility clinician. You want to talk personal knowledge about how things operate? I can all but give you a blow-by-blow of where my egg is at any given point – from the fallopian tube to the tip of the uterus. My plumbing familiarity, unfortunately, made not one iota of difference. Meanwhile, everyone around me glowed. Had the whole flipping world suddenly gotten pregnant? Let’s see. There was the next-door neighbor, the office receptionist, the ladies in front of and behind me in the grocery store, the sister-in-law, the stray cat and the goldfish. Me? I had nothing going on with the ute but a monthly reminder of failure. No amount of lighting candles and prayer seemed to change the outcome. My stork was seriously lost. I was starting to lose my mind. I had one-sided conversations with my body as I studied it carefully in the mirror.
What gives, bod? I’ve taken great care of you – all six feet of you. I am a big believer in preventative medicine. I try not to eat too many evil carbs. Aren’t those vitamins doing something other than making the water in the toilet bowl turn a fluorescent yellow-green?
The doctor raised the question of my uterus. What do you mean my uterus might have something wrong with it? Nobody ever said anything about any young uterus problems. Old uterus problems, sure, who doesn’t know all about that tick-tock thing? So, just what is going on here? Do I need to remind you that my great-grandmother cranked out fourteen babies? My mother was no slouch either. For Pete’s sake, I’m Catholic (okay, not in good standing, but still). I can’t possibly be – what’s that horrible, ugly word? Infertile? Ick! No, don’t say it again. I don’t want to hear it. That’s not me. Really. Check it out. All the parts are there. I donate regularly to Goodwill and to food drives. I volunteer on our neighborhood association board and help organize community events. I plant trees near vacant lots. I grow flowers and the occasional pumpkin patch. There. You see? A green thumb. Isn’t that worth something? Can we work with that? No?
I’d always been one to read and follow health guidelines. I was an insurance company’s dream – especially since none of the treatments for problems in the fertility department were covered. Yeah, that was an added kick in the head.
So what were some of the more intriguing things I learned in my early attempts at treating infertility? There was the usual stuff, like: remember to have sex and lots of it. (Got that covered). Stay out of hot tubs (a bit of a challenge – we live in California after all – but not insurmountable). Choose boxers over briefs and cut out the caffeine and booze. Nothing too drastic there compared to the days of yore when people appeased the gods of fertility by killing goats and chickens to make sacrifices. I’d seen more than my fair share of blood – every twenty-eight days to be exact – best to leave that technique to the ancients.
But in defense of the ancients they weren’t as out there with their bizarre, stoke the baby-making process as we might think. We modern types aren’t that much better. For instance, ice cream. Yes. Ice cream. Apparently a diet rich in ice cream and other high-fat dairy foods could lower the risk of one type of infertility, according to a Nurse’s Health Study at the Harvard School of Public Health. And if diet tips were what you were after, there was so much more! Avoid donuts– too many trans fats. Increase the green leafy vegetables (no problem, I’m a great salad eater). The same Nurse’s Health Study researchers published fertility diet guidelines widely touted by mainstream newsmagazines and infotainment shows.
Why did I get the feeling that with each new “how-to” out there we infertile folk were going to get our share of unsolicited but well-meaning advice from friends, family and colleagues about how to get a bun in the oven. You can do it in just ten easy steps! Seriously, I read about it in Good Housekeeping or was that Cosmo? Anyway ten steps – you gotta try it!
What I didn’t want in those early days of discovery, what repulsed me to the core, was the idea of becoming a full-blown human science experiment – where conception occurred outside our bedroom. A pill like Clomid, while it had its obvious downsides, wouldn’t interfere with our sex life. We could still rely on candlelight and a little help from the likes of soulful singer Al Green to set the mood. Any talk of petri dishes made me squirm. Creatures throughout the food chain had mastered the primal dance. Surely we would get to the finish line ourselves without going to ultra-extreme measures.
In the meantime, my adopted home, Silicon Valley, had reached a frenzied state. It was 1998 and Internet mania had led to the birth (see, I can’t get those conception metaphors out of my head) of hundreds of startups. During the heady dot-com days, tech companies were poaching each other’s employees and adding new levels of employee benefits to keep those on board from jumping ship. Since I was stressed out wondering how long it might take us to get pregnant I fell, not surprisingly, for the edict in many women’s magazines that confidently recommended “relaxing” as a critical pregnancy contributor. I was all for it. I indulged in the latest new company perk, a twenty-minute massage made available onsite in a conference room for $20. While this diversion offered a temporary relaxation opp, it did nothing for my uterus.
I did my best to pretend that everything was just fine. We’ll get this figured out. No need to get alarmed. Come on, we’re in Silicon Valley – the place where all things are possible. I immersed myself in projects at work. There was plenty to distract me, what with visitors from around the world dropping by to see how the cradle of innovation operated. One particular guest had me completely star struck. Princess Diana’s father-in-law, HRH Prince Philip, Duke of Edinburgh and the Queen’s consort, was in town to raise awareness for one of his charities. I was among those who organized a tour and lunch in his honor. After hearing one of our technical types describe how security software operated, HRH charmingly observed, “I have no idea what you just said, but it all sounds very important. Thank you very much.”
It was the lighter moments at work that kept me from going completely nuts. But after more negatives results on the repro front, it was clear I had to overcome my aversion to petri dishes – time to forego the candlelight and romance scenario I had long envisioned would lead to pregnancy. It all seemed so old-fashioned – quaint really – get familiar with your mate and, tra la, nine months later a baby would arrive.
Alex and I had a series of mind-numbingly boring and unsatisfying discussions with specialists about FSH levels, scrotum temperatures, sperm morphology and ovarian reserve. We underwent scary and painful exploratory tests and surgeries to get a better understanding about why we weren’t conceiving naturally. I’ll spare you the gory details about the time I passed out after my first laparoscopy or the painkillers needed to dull the excruciating, sharp jabs that erupted somewhere deep in my lower abdomen region every time I moved or took a deep breath. I will give you only the highlights.
It had been a couple of years since we decided to let nature take its course. It was in the fall after I turned thirty-five when the full battery of diagnostic test results came in. Little did we know when we started that Mother Nature had seemingly lost her bearing. Alex and I found out that our genes looked great on paper (our DNA really liked hearing that), but our cells needed some extra help to commingle and go the distance. Early on, when things were taking longer than expected, we jokingly wondered if we should take up smoking or recreational drugs, quit our jobs and apply for welfare. From the looks of it, that seemed a sure-fire way to get knocked up. While not scientific, judging from what I’d seen in my life, taking a less responsible approach to parenting had seemed to work really well for quite a few other people.
Unfortunately we learned it wouldn’t be quite that straightforward. We had some bona fide medical conditions. I had endometriosis, a condition marked by uncontrolled tissue growth in the uterus. I had the lesions surgically removed, and the doctors sent me home with every expectation that I would have no further trouble conceiving. Alex had a condition called varicocele, an enlargement of the veins in the scrotum that lowers sperm count and quality. Not a deal breaker by any stretch, but odds of conception apparently would be much higher if we relied on experts to wash and select the best looking sperm.
While it was a long shot that even the most carefully timed sex would lead us to pregnancy, we weren’t prepared to hold a beauty contest for Alex’s sperm just yet. Instead, I headed to the personal products aisle of our local drugstore for an ovulation predictor kit. I marveled at the number of products available to detect hormone changes. Not surprisingly, ovulation kits were positioned right next to the pregnancy kits. The logic being: if this, then that. Hardly. As I stood comparing one brand with another I heard the fussing of a youngster coming from another aisle in the store. A double stroller pushed by a haggard-looking young woman who could not have been any older than twenty-two suddenly wheeled around the corner.
“Momma,” yelled one of two restless toddlers trying to escape the stroller. The woman sighed heavily, quickly reached up for a pregnancy test and stuffed it in her purse. With fear in her eyes, she glanced up at me, silently pleading not to report her. She hurriedly turned the stroller around, wheeled it up the aisle and out of the store. I was momentarily stunned and stood for a minute holding the ovulation kit, astonished at the opposing circumstances that brought us to the drug store at the same moment in time – both anxious in our own way.
When I needed a mommy fix, I called my brother and sister-in-law, who were now expecting their second, to get time with my niece. I watched with longing as they went about their mommy-and-daddy routine nestled in the heart of suburbia. While I entertained my niece with a game of “Candy Land,” Alex comfortably stood sipping a beer on the other side of the screen door. He was wing man to my barbecuing brother, clad in a Hawaiian shirt, flipping hamburgers on the grill. It was a scene straight out of the ‘50s.
A Weber grill aficionado, Alex offered, “Did you know you can get Webers equipped with white wall tires?”
“Alex,” my brother said with mock seriousness as he reached for his beer. “I have so much to learn from you.”
My niece jumped up and slid the screen door open with a bang. “Uncle Alex, I won, I won.”
“You’re a true Mahoney girl,” he said as he scooped her up effortlessly. “Always happiest when you come out on top. How ‘bout a game of Simon Says?”
Alex’s inner boy came out. With a twinkle in his eye and mock seriousness to spare he directed my niece into all sorts of silly poses. My giggling stopped when I heard my sister-in-law take a call from a friend who was getting ready for her first Lamaze class. A discussion I had overheard weeks earlier came back to me. I was uncomfortably and enviously surveying a room full of pregnant women as I awaited my annual gynecological exam. (Given the amount of time I was spending in doctor’s offices I envisioned a new career as a waiting room critic. You call these outdated magazines reading material? These seat cushions are hard as rocks. Would it kill you to have them restuffed?) A sleep-deprived mother cradling a newborn while trying to keep a toddler under control was lecturing a newly pregnant woman sitting nearby, “You’ll find when your baby arrives that it’s no longer just about you anymore. Your children will provide the new mile markers in your life.”
The conversation haunted me. Would I just be running in place without those mile markers to shape and define my life? While Alex and I considered the more advanced baby-making courses, we continued working hard on the basics. Alex noted ruefully that “this reproduction thing took all the fun out of sex.” And he was right. Sex on demand dampened the flames of passion. The last thing we wanted to do was hop in the sack and get it on when it was mandatory. Sex goes from fun to work in no time when you feel like nothing more than a mating machine.
After almost another year of negative pregnancy test results and more head scratching from ob-gyns trying to piece the clues together, Alex and I reluctantly agreed we were ready to graduate to the next round of medical intervention. IUI, or intra-uterine insemination, is the junior varsity of “I” related treatments. An IUI is about as fun as it sounds. A doctor would insert the best looking of Alex’s sperm – following a meticulous review of a sample provided earlier – into my uterus at the best possible time for fertilization. You have no idea how badly I wanted success so we wouldn’t have to keep up this weird biological courtship or, worse, graduate to the grand-daddy of treatments: IVF. Initial research on the IVF process terrified me. There were so many drugs, screenings and tests, so many ways to screw up.
The IUI result: Negative.
On the eve of my thirty-sixth birthday in June I saw an advertisement in our morning newspaper containing a radiant woman holding an infant with the headline, “Having Trouble Conceiving?” YES! As a matter of fact I am. I placed a call and made an appointment to learn more. I tried to distract myself with new work projects. I was in the copy room preparing materials for an early afternoon meeting when I heard someone behind me. It was Kim, an assistant in her early thirties, sporting a small but growing belly. In her hand she held the first ultrasound images of her three-month pregnancy.
“Hi, I hope I’m not bothering you,” she said without waiting for an answer. She followed me back to my office. “I’m just back from the doctor with my new son’s first pictures!”
“Ah.” I said trying valiantly to muster some form of enthusiasm. “So you found out you’re carrying a boy?”
“Yes. My two-year-old will have a little brother to play with – and to bully no doubt. My oldest is already the biggest boy in his daycare.”
Kim prattled on but all I could focus on was the image of the little baby-like form in the ultrasound photo she had laid on my desk.
My mind reached back to the ultrasound image of my promising egg follicle just ahead of my IUI procedure two weeks earlier.
I suddenly stood up, interrupting Kim’s monologue about what it would be like to have two boys. “It’s a beautiful first photo,” I said. “You and your husband are very fortunate.”
Looking at my watch I added, “I’m sorry I have to be at a meeting.” She didn’t need to know it was still more than an hour from starting.
Kim moved into the hallway still talking, moving to the topic of the need to invest in some new maternity clothes as I reached into my drawer to grab my car keys and purse. As I rushed down the stairs to the lobby I began to hyperventilate. I pushed open the glass doors looking out over the parking lot trying to remember where I parked my car. Gulping air, I realized I had to calm down before I could even think about driving. Once behind the wheel, I turned on the air conditioning in the hopes that the cool air would counteract the burning tears forming in my eyes.
I needed a place to escape where mommies and babies were not likely to be. Seemed the harder I tried to get pregnant, the more pregnant women popped up around me reminding me that my stomach was way too flat. You know you’ve really got the pregnancy Jones bad when a flat stomach leaves you feeling less than feminine. It was the first time I actually craved a pooch, a bump. If I had been a little more like Oliver Stone, I might have hatched a conspiracy theory to explain all of the mommies-to-be – something way more exciting than that old “something in the water” explanation. Since no safe prego-free zone existed, I drove around a bit trying to calm down. I suddenly wondered what would become of my journals and photo albums if there were no children or grandchildren. They might never find curious offspring trying to piece together a set of lives that came before them. They wouldn’t find their way into the family shrine common in most homes. In my parents’ house the high school diploma of my paternal grandfather, Edward, was featured in the family room. Photos of Alex’s parents and his father’s patent awards hung in our makeshift home office. Each of the framed faces or accomplishments signified that although they were no longer alive, they had made an important contribution. Their legacy was those of us who were making our ways today.
It was our future son or daughter I had in mind as I held Alex’s hand tightly in the widely advertised “fertility” clinic – no negatives – “infertility” would be bad marketing. We were there for an initial conversation with one of the lead physicians, one Dr. NoNonsense. Just before our audience with him I watched Alex flip the pages of a dog-eared magazine. I knew, based on the speed with which he was turning pages that he couldn’t possibly be reading any of it. He had been the model of steadiness while I’d been caught up in our pregnancy quest. He could always find the bright side, like telling me he knew for a fact he was getting way more sex than any of his friends who’d recently became daddies. He put up with my moodiness and random outbursts of frustration with exceptional patience even after I practically ripped his head off for innocently suggesting we visit friends who had recently delivered their first child.
“What part of ‘I can’t be around new mommies’ don’t you understand?” I snapped at him. “Sure, you’ll go watch sports and I’ll be stuck getting chapter and verse about sleep deprivation and sore nipples. I don’t think so!”
He got the last word in as he left for his weekly basketball game. “Pam, we can’t go around the rest of our lives avoiding people with kids.”
Now I could tell from his heavy sighs that he was the more uncomfortable of the two of us in the waiting room for a mid-day doctor appointment. He hated hospitals and doctors’ offices. They brought back terrible memories of the sad and awful time he had spent in them with his father. He also knew that with each new round of physicians he had to once again submit to the humiliating act of providing sperm samples. The brown paper bag used to transport his precious cargo was no longer associated with lunch.
Once inside the doctor’s office we faced a wall of diplomas from the Harvard Medical School and citations from the American Fertility Association. Alex and I both sat straight up in our chairs, prepared for yet another series of probing, awkward questions about our sex lives and respective medical histories. Look, seriously, we know where to put it and when!
The interrogation complete, the doctor pushed back his chair. “Let me be frank here. There’s still a great deal we don’t know about what interferes with conception and pregnancy. I’d want to pursue an aggressive therapy. We hold monthly IVF orientation sessions at the hospital auditorium next door. It’s more efficient than trying to answer couple’s questions one-on-one. The session also includes our finance manager who can discuss various payment plans. Most of our patients’ insurance plans don’t cover IVF procedures or the required drugs.”
Alex’s face flushed, signaling anger. He was clearly put off by the doctor’s cavalier attitude. “I can appreciate that it’s more efficient for you to defer questions to a group session, but it’s hard for me to believe you know enough about either of us to determine that IVF is our next stop.”
“I understand your frustration,” Dr. NoNonsense countered. “I’ve treated hundreds of couples in similar predicaments. You have to trust that we’re experienced enough to quickly assess the symptoms associated with infertility. If I could help you get pregnant tomorrow using IUI or other low-tech techniques that won’t break the bank, I’d be happy to do so. I simply don’t want to waste your time and raise false hopes of a successful outcome with a course of treatment that, frankly, I don’t think will work for you.”
I was taken aback by the doctor’s candor and pessimism. It was the first time I’d encountered a physician convinced that our bodies were duds.
“If you’re interested in signing up for the next IVF information session, it’s next Tuesday evening,” he said as he stood up. “It will provide you with the data you need to decide if you’d like to proceed.”
With that we realized our audience with the good doctor was over. Based on my research into how fertility clinics operated, they were most interested in boosting the number of live births – if a few cycles didn’t result in a baby it hurt their success standing. Successful stats were fertility clinics’ primary marketing tool. Since they were not regulated, the clinics had discretion about which techniques they’d recommend. They also set their own age limits for couples they were willing take as patients. Since the vast majority of treatments weren’t covered by insurance, couples relied on clinic data to determine which they wanted to use. Naturally they gravitated to clinics with the best stats. It was an odd catch-22.
That night Alex arrived home later than usual; we no longer commuted together. He headed investor relations at a tech company. Its business model boiled down to raising enormous amounts of capital to build under-utilized wireless data networks. Ironically, the CEO had previously run Enron and the CFO was destined to later work his magic at Pets.com. In retrospect, the Chapter 11 looming on the horizon couldn’t have been more preordained. While Alex and a new CEO made the rounds delivering the bad news of a pending bankruptcy to stakeholders, his phrase “If you’re going to get restructured just lay back and enjoy it” became the dominant thread of black humor. I could tell by way he dropped his briefcase and threw the mail on the counter that he wasn’t in the mood to relive our latest our sex life recital. It had been upsetting for me, too. I was still not ready to confront the subject of in vitro fertilization – at least not yet.
I stood in the kitchen chopping vegetables to make a stir fry. Caught up in the frustration of having to make such surreal decisions, I was growing increasingly agitated. My knife sliced into a broccoli with increasing violence. Alex took notice. “Whoa. Be careful with that knife. We don’t need any John Bobbitt moments here, accidental or otherwise.”
Alex had been on the receiving end of too many of my rants so I attributed my anger to a problem with an engineering team at work. He knew there was more at stake than disagreements with engineers, but he was clearly relieved when I left the explanation there. Neither of us had the energy to take the conversation back to the doctor’s office. Instead we had an unspoken truce. Following dinner we tuned into a NOVA television segment on global warming which allowed us to escape from what would have otherwise been a difficult and prolonged discussion.
The closest we came to acknowledging what was really on our minds was when Alex observed, “Unlike some scientific matters at least there’s consensus on what causes global warming.”
Neither of us was feeling the least bit amorous when we turned in for the evening. I lay in bed unable to fall asleep. The irony of the situation was not lost on me. The increasing talk about malfunctioning sex organs contributed to a cooling off of our otherwise active, enjoyable sex life. Fortunately I was not ovulating so there was no added pressure to perform. Lying in the dark, the doctor’s voice rang in my head, allowing night-time demons ample opportunity to torture me further.
“Who are you kidding? You’ll never conceive. You heard the pessimism in his voice. You’ve got a flawed womb. No amount of scientific intervention is going to fix your uterus.”
Alex tossed and turned in the dark next to me. He clearly was having his own bout of insomnia. The last thing I wanted to do was to compound his misery by having him listen to me cry myself to sleep. As quietly as I could, I slipped out of bed and grabbed my latest non-scientific reading, a historical novel. I tiptoed slowly, struggling to make it out the doorway without the benefit of light. Just as I reached the threshold Alex called out in a soft voice, “What’s wrong?”
“Oh, just preoccupied that’s all,” I said. “My mind is racing so I think it’s best if I just try to settle my thoughts by reading a bit. I don’t want to disturb you with the light. I’ll sleep in the guest room.”
When he didn’t try to talk me out of it I continued into the room next door and attempted to pick up where I’d left off in my novel. Mercifully, it wasn’t more than an hour before I fell asleep with the light on, the book’s pages splayed open where I’d dropped off.
Infertility had become the elephant in the room. I’d read about infertility but never heard anyone actually acknowledge dealing with it. Apparently infertility didn’t discriminate. It affected men and women of all races, colors and creeds equally. For eons it had struck families here there and everywhere – sisters and brothers, aunts and uncles, friends, colleagues and people crowding malls or strolling through parks.
What made me feel so alone was that, short of one woman who sadly cautioned some of the young pups in the office a few years earlier “not to wait” because time hadn’t helped her, I didn’t know anyone who had actually been diagnosed with any conditions remotely linked to infertility. The conditions were well-disguised. I certainly didn’t (and still don’t) look infertile. Therein lay a big, big challenge.
Those of us trying to overcome or accept infertility were everywhere and yet nowhere. I started studying more closely people sitting next to me in restaurants, on planes, the sports stadium, the city council meeting room, the workplace or gym trying to pick out which ones didn’t seem to have kids. It was next to impossible to know for certain who was fertile and who was not. We lacked readily identifiable symbols, matching uniforms or trademark moves. I’d begun imagining what the reaction might be if I were brave enough to wear a t-shirt carrying the words “World’s Best Infertile” much like parents who donned garb or bumper stickers reading “World’s Best Dad.” Couples without children in public places didn’t offer definitive clues. They could either have left their little ones in the care of babysitters or made the decision not to have them. But if they were like me, they carried around a secret. They were humiliated at worst or distressed at best because they couldn’t conceive. It’s not surprising then that infertility has been called the silent disorder. Very few, if any, people talk about it because it’s too painful and let’s face it, there is a shame associated with it. Who introduces themselves at neighborhood get-togethers, “Hey, the name’s Bill and I’m sterile.”
“Oh, you don’t say! I’m Fredricka and I’m barren as the moon’s surface. Great to meet you.”
No, it’s usually, “Hi, I’m Larry, father of those two strapping boys over there. You got any kids?”
“Well, Larry, I’m Katie and, yes, I’ve got three little ones. There they are – can you see the resemblance? They about drive me out of my mind most days. Fortunately this neighborhood has enough other kids to keep them busy.”
Silent disorder indeed. The more I learned, the more it seemed infertility was the silent plague. I was part of the 7.3 million couples in the U.S. who had trouble conceiving. Let me put that number in perspective. Problems conceiving touch the number of people equivalent to all the citizens of Virginia or Israel or the residents of the nine-county San Francisco Bay area. And worldwide? The number is 50 to 80 million. To put that in some context, consider that Italy has just over 59 million citizens and Germany has 82 million.
While it may seem hard to imagine, Alex and I still managed to have something resembling a life outside of trying to conceive. I took a new position – this time a marketing role at a venture capital firm. While each of our job changes offered greater salary, benefits and perks, there was no coverage for fertility treatments.
One other significant life change took place around this time. Alex and I got married. He popped the question on the eve of the millennium. While I put the finishing touches on hors d’oeuvres for friends who would join us for a New Year’s Eve celebration, Alex, dressed handsomely in a tux, poured us each a glass of Alexander Valley Cabernet Sauvignon. He popped a CD in the player and drew me into an impromptu dance.
While Eric Clapton sang to us, Alex pulled me close and looked earnestly into my eyes. “Pammie, what do you think of becoming my wife?”
Not sure if he was pulling my leg, I studied his face closely for a clue. He grew concerned at my lack of immediate response.
“Well, if you’re asking me to marry you…” I responded tentatively.
“Yes,” he said as if trying to convince himself as much as me.“Yes I am.”
“Then,” I said, pausing ever so slightly, “my answer is YES, of course, it’s yes.”
His face lit up and he held me in a tight embrace. Then he started to laugh and shake his head in disbelief. He had no ring to present. He hadn’t actually planned on proposing. It was purely spontaneous. And, the spontaneity – so long absent from our lives, felt positively great.
More importantly, our getting married felt absolutely right. I never doubted that we would spend the rest of our lives together, but becoming husband and wife was icing on the cake. The rest of the night I walked on air, swept up in the magic of the moment. There was no other man who lit up my world the way he did. He brought out the best in me. With him by my side I knew everything would always be okay.
We eloped to Hawaii. Alex told friends afterwards that it was time for me to make an honest man out of him. Our all-too-brief honeymoon started the minute we arrived on the island of Maui. No outrageous wedding tab or rehearsal dinners to fund. No guest lists to fret over, no worries about flowers, bands or tussles among the relatives. It was such a contrast to my first ceremony, with me hanging out in a crypt.
I found a wedding planner online in Hawaii who arranged for us to get access to a private beach fragrant with tropical flowers. She was one of our witnesses. A photographer was the other. We stood at the edge of a peninsula overlooking the Pacific while a statuesque, dignified yet barefoot native Hawaiian non-denominational minister in a church robe married us. As he completed the ceremony with a melodic Hawaiian blessing, a gentle tropical breeze caressed us and waves softly crashed far below. Among the many happy thoughts rushing through my mind: what a wonderful story this will be to share with our children.
Later that afternoon I watched Alex’s muscular body emerge from the surf. The sun seemed to turn his Mediterranean skin instantly bronze. He stared down at me in my bikini approvingly. “I can’t believe I’ve let a parade of doctors look at you naked. They should be paying me for the privilege.”
The only other curiosity during our stay on the island was being “stalked” by Pierce Brosnan. We could not shake that guy to save our lives. Our first afternoon by the pool at a resort hotel he sat a few chairs away. As I casually reached for my Mai Tai, I turned to Alex and whispered, “I don’t want to alarm you but it appears 007 is casing the joint.” The next day when we went down to the spa for massages, there he was, robed in the waiting area, clearly anticipating our arrival. That night while Alex and I looked to catch some romantic time on the beach at sunset, 007 showed up with his squeeze. Then they followed us to dinner, and sat not far away in the dining room. Clearly 007 had to work on his unobtrusive shadowing skills. Alex came this close to telling him, “Look, we appreciate why you want to trace our every move but, really, we’re on our honeymoon...”
Our honeymoon sex was amazing and frequent, but at the end of the month: NEGATIVE. Again.
~~~~
Chapter 3
Bargaining: How Much to Be Like Everyone Else?
The strange thing about reaching the end of a cycle was the impossibly wonderful ability to forget about what just didn’t happen, replaced instead by the hope that the next month would, of course, be different. Yes, hope was a very powerful emotion, and there were clearly many in the fertility industry who wanted to sell hope when your own was lagging. I fell for their pitches every time. I was willing to bargain my way into pregnancy.
What have you got? Herbs? They don’t look too scary. They’re not outrageously priced. Sure, why not? My new hope came from an herbal formula sold in a bottle. According to a website that included a Stanford affiliation, these fertility-boosting herbs, conveniently in pill form, were to be taken three times a day by both the mother- and father-to-be. Alex looked at me with great skepticism when I told him the pills would make his sperm more robust and better formed. Bless him; he took them dutifully even though he thought I was becoming borderline psychotic. The herbs were a nice chaser to the “Yoga for Fertility” tape I’d found. There was a certain simpatico to herbs and yoga. Maybe I needed to start chanting, too?
Also on the list of new things to try: I learned that my health insurance covered visits to a chiropractor. I was a little scared about the possibility of getting my neck broken or my spine permanently injured, but I was compelled to make the phone call when I read that adjustments to the spine can un-pinch mitigated nerve impulses, redirect their electrical energy to the uterus, and improve the odds of implantation, or something like that. Sign me up!
My first visit to the chiropractor’s office left me more than a little doubtful. A young man no older than twenty-four, “the doctor,” interviewed me to find out why I was seeking his help. I explained somewhat awkwardly that I’d not been able to conceive, that I was hoping he could direct his attention to making my womb more baby-friendly through spinal adjustments. The next thing I knew he closed his eyes and began praying over my womb!
I didn’t know where to look as he summoned Jesus’ help. Befuddled as he continued with his serious conversation with the Lord, I relented and decided that prayer of any kind certainly couldn’t hurt. His impromptu soliloquy complete, he opened his eyes and instructed me to hop on the table. He positioned my neck and shoulders for my first spinal adjustment. The popping noise – and the spiritual encounter that had preceded it – was a tad disturbing, but not enough to keep me from scheduling a series of regular appointments.
I discovered and sampled various homeopathic remedies. After searching my local health food store I found a raspberry tea aimed at “soothing the uterus.” The description on the box was promising enough:
“Raspberry Leaf tea supports female systems. Its long history of safe human consumption is evident over thousands of years of use by women in Europe and North America to support healthy menstruation, strengthen and tone the uterus, and to prepare the womb for childbirth. Infusions of raspberry leaf have been traditionally used as an important gynecological aid by women of the Cherokee, Iroquois and Mohawk nations of North America. The British Herbal Pharmacopoeia indicates its use as a preparative for childbirth.”
Bring it!
Okay. So, apparently compulsory relaxing, homeopathic tonics and the JV medical treatments weren’t the answer. My womb needed some serious improvement. I got that message loud and clear. I had to let go of a long-held dream that went something like this:
One morning I would wake up feeling out of sorts. I would be a bit grumpier and more tired than normal. I’d have the appetite of a lumberjack. Suspicious, I would reach for a calendar and count back dates to figure out when “Aunt Flo” had last paid a visit. I would gulp down two big glasses of water and reach into the medicine cabinet for an at-home pregnancy test, a pee stick. I would clumsily follow the instructions on the box and wait impatiently for three minutes. Before my very eyes two unmistakable bright pink lines would emerge. Elated, I would eagerly plan how I would share the happy, unexpected news with Alex.
I might greet him with a stork-shaped helium-filled Mylar balloon. If he was like most guys, he would miss the symbolism; perhaps mistake the stork for a flamingo and assume I was lobbying for a trip to the tropics. I would slug him playfully in the arm and speak the words that have rocked the sensibility of men throughout civilization.
“You’re going to be a daddy.”
His expression would change from confusion to sheer joy. He would scoop me up in his arms and we would eagerly start to plan for our baby. Two years later we would have another child, and then not long after that a third before deciding, what with so many play dates and competing soccer schedules, not to mention skyrocketing college tuition fees, our family was complete…
Daydreams aside, in real life our next big trip took us in December to Ireland. In a damp, dimly lit church the baptismal font was slightly obscured behind stone columns but I could see Alex clearly. His neatly trimmed beard and balding head gave him the look of Sean Connery. He stood in the church alcove as straight and tall as if he were awaiting inspection in the Navy, with his hand on the shoulder of our four-year-old nephew, also named Alex after his uncle. His parents had delayed the baptism a few years and combined this ceremony with our Christmas visit to Dublin where they lived. We were not in a Catholic church but the Church of Ireland, in part because Ungle Alex (as our nephew called him) and his brother had been confirmed in an Episcopalian church. Our nephew was in line to attend a school associated with this particular church and it helped to be part of the congregation. Before the ceremony began I took the opportunity to pray for you-know-what. I may have been severely jetlagged but it occurred to me that the Church of Ireland God might not be as busy as the Catholic God. Um, Excuse me. Yes, over here in bench two, third column over. I’m new here but look, I’ve been through the more rigorous, guilt-inducing religious training at the church down the street. Any chance you’re willing to hear a request for a pregnancy?
I’m not going to lie. It stung more than a little to watch Alex stand up in the role of godfather while I was relegated to simply the wife of the godfather. This was the second time I’d been passed over and sat through a baptism for a nephew or niece without being directly involved. Seems I couldn’t score as a mother or a godmother. Not that I was a paragon of spiritual life but I was hardly a complete derelict either. Sigh. My self-esteem took another hit. The message was clear: Not qualified. Apply again when you’ve proven you’ve got the right stuff. Once more I felt like a failure.
While I was distracted by R&D efforts in fertility land, Silicon Valley started to implode. Almost overnight it came to resemble a battleground, dead and dying companies strewn everywhere. Block after block of empty office buildings. Unemployment skyrocketed. People loaded up U-Haul trucks and headed out of town. The reverse migration left the once bustling and optimistic area with an eerie calm and sense of doom. It was hardly the time to be focused on family creation but that didn’t stop Mother Nature from fighting back and refilling the ranks her own way. Three new pregnancy announcements were made rapid-fire-like in my office: bam, bam, BAM!
Trapped in a conference room there was no escape. I swallowed hard, trying to control the ugly green monster, and steeled myself for the baby talk and swelling bellies that were going to be with me for the next six months. Meanwhile on the home front, I couldn’t seem to find an escape either. Not long after Alex returned from a business trip, friends made a jubilant declaration that they were pregnant with their second. The four of us had been out to dinner at a popular restaurant on an unseasonably warm night. When the waiter brought over the wine list our daddy friend made a show of hiding it from his wife and told her that, despite the heart-friendly characteristics of red wine and her love of Cabernet, he had to look out for the health and well-being of their baby-to-be. “No wine for the mommy.”
As the news settled in I felt the blood drain from my face. Alex got up and walked over to hug our beaming pregnant friend and slug his pal’s arm playfully. My better half was a born diplomat and, unlike me, was able to separate out his own stuff from someone else’s, enabling him share in the joy of others. I wished I’d been granted the same capacity. I drank more than my share of Cabernet to try to forget that I wasn’t in the family way. My period had arrived that morning.
The next morning as I fought a hangover Alex gently reminded me that a baby conceived or born to someone else doesn’t mean there are fewer babies available to us. Despite the soundness of his logic it didn’t make me feel any better. With each passing month I felt worse, under siege. Once benign, everyday occurrences like baby showers became barbaric in a special sort of way and, not surprisingly, there were lots of them. I was now at an age where baby showers were as regular as summer thunderstorms in Michigan. If I were putting the infertility experience on the stage through an avant-garde lens I would have cast my mood as the black clouds, my uterus as the petulant protagonist, and women who planned baby showers as Lucifer’s chorus girls. Ah, there was so much more to do there with the stagecraft but I had to get my game face on for the real life baby-palooza awaiting me.
One shower in particular challenged me like no other. A cute invitation had arrived a few weeks earlier. What made that one worse than the rest was that the guest of honor was one of the women I had always assumed would be my pregnancy pal, the woman who had once cavorted with me on the deck of the Star Princess. She had divorced and remarried, too. Our babies were supposed to roll around together on a blanket, toddle together and grow up to be great friends like us. She was off to the races and I was still stuck in the barn. The slings and arrows came at me as I walked into the living room. Around a centerpiece of a stork carrying its bundle for delivery stood a group of women. They were comparing notes and one-upping each other about their last pregnancies.
“I was sick from day one! And I’m not just talking morning sickness. My doctor kept telling me that it would be over at the end of the first trimester. Well it wasn’t! I’d call it 24/7 sickness.”
“The skin on my abdomen has never fully recovered. A two-piece bathing suit? That ain’t ever gonna happen again!”
“My breasts got so large I had to get a custom-designed bra. I had no choice. The straps on those off-the-shelf maternity bras cut a permanent groove into my shoulders. Rich called them my ‘Pamela Anderson breasts,’ but I wouldn’t let him get anywhere close. They might be fun for him, but sex was the last thing on my mind.”
I smiled wanly and moved to the kitchen. There on the floor was an empty dog cage. It belonged to an adorable puppy out for a walk with the man of the house. My friend and her husband didn’t want their child-to-be to grow up without a pet. Until he could pass obedience school, the furry little mutt had to spend most of his time behind bars. In my own way I could relate to his prisoner status. At that very moment I was feeling like I had no escape myself.
Once all the guests arrived and settled in, the games began. Each woman received a white onesie. An enthusiastic craft lover instructed us to move about the house to sample different paint colors and gather inspiration for a custom-decorated result. There would be a vote later for the most creative. I was not feeling particularly inspired and simply wanted to get through the exercise. I reached for the blue and yellow paint and set to work on mastering a University of Michigan “M” and underneath write “Future Wolverine.”
The afternoon moved agonizingly slowly and was made all the more excruciating when each woman was instructed to write down on a slip of paper either a favorite motherhood memory or motherhood advice. All of the memories and advice were deposited through a slot in a colorfully decorated Pampers box. My friend’s job was to pull out one of the notes and read it aloud, trying all the while to guess its author. What followed was a mesh of treasured and personal recollections and experiences that all but broke my heart. There were pregnancy and birth-related memories, some with little hints associated with them:
“I knew I was a mother the first time I felt my baby kick – and he clearly inherited the size of his feet from my side of the family.”
Each memory read aloud prompted a laugh or a knowing nod of agreement.
Looking around the room, I realized that I was the only one who had not crossed into the realm of motherhood. The advice I penned was motivated not by experience but by what I had heard every other parent echo as their children grew up too fast.
“Cherish every adoring gaze and all the spontaneous hugs and kisses you get while your kids are still young enough not to be embarrassed or curbed by independence.”
After two wrong guesses at the author a light bulb went on in my friend’s head. “Pam. It’s Pam who wrote this.”
I nodded while the woman seated next to me said, “But I didn’t think you had any kids.”
I cringed while the rest of the room broke out in a chorus of related unwanted suggestions.
“Now, don’t you worry. If you’d just relax more you’d get pregnant in a heartbeat.”
“Have you tried those ovulation thingie kits? They worked for my sister-in-law.”
“No. You don’t need those! Just take a vacation. That’s when it always happens.”
“My friend got pregnant right after she adopted. I’ve heard that’s pretty common.”
“Take it from me, when you least it expect it, it will happen. Stop trying so hard.”
“It will be your turn before you know it!”
That evening I was spent. My face muscles ached from being held in a perpetual false smile. My strength and energy had been eroded. The joyous laughter surrounding me all afternoon built to a crescendo, sapping my spirit a little more each time I had to feign interest in the best diaper strategy, the best feeding and burping regimen or the best sleeping strategy. I lay on the couch under a worn fleece blanket and stared into space unable to get up or move. The remote for the TV sat next to me but reaching for it and pushing the button took more effort than I could expend. My soul was bleeding.
That night memories of my Grandma Stella came back to me. What fascinated me most was her sunny outlook in the face of a stormy life. Among other things she suffered from arthritis. While I didn’t know exactly what that felt like, I remembered how debilitating arthritis pain could be for her. At the same time, Grandma Stella loved to dance. There was always a radio in her kitchen tuned to a Polish station that played polkas. With smells of boiled cabbage filling the room, my siblings and I would watch and sometimes snicker when she hummed, a bit off tune, along with the melodies. She would dance at the sink and stove at times like a woman possessed. She seemed transported to another place and time. Now I looked back on her joyful outbursts with a new appreciation.
I realized that arthritis was a great metaphor for infertility. Sometimes it was a dull sensation, barely recognizable in the course of a day, but it was always there. Other times, like Grandma Stella, I ached too much to dance. It was becoming clear to me that each day brought a different degree of discomfort. Of course, I much preferred the days when I could dance and sing and feel good, but the pain always managed to find me again, delivering sharp pangs. On those days I was reminded how much effort it took for Grandma Stella to dance.
And it was indeed time to sign up for a new dance class. Among the routines would be a worrisome, difficult set of instructions involving powerful hormones, among other things. A few weeks earlier, inching along in rush hour traffic after a day fraught with office politics, I tried to imagine my life ten years forward: forty-seven and childless. I all but had a panic attack. Would I hate myself for not having at least tried IVF? While the idea of the procedure unnerved me, I was suddenly more afraid of the alternative. The theme from Mission: Impossible played in my head as I walked into the kitchen to start dinner.
The growl from the garage door opener signaled that Alex was home. I was defrosting leftovers in the microwave when he found me and gave me a kiss.
“How was your day?”
“Well … I’ve been thinking.”
“Uh, oh, Pammie thinking. I’m not sure I like the sound of that.”
I pulled down two plates from the cupboard. “Yeah, well, I’m thinking it might be time to push further ahead on the reproductive front.”
The microwave bell rang, piercing the silence. Alex carried the plates to the table without saying anything.
I took my seat. “So, what are your thoughts?”
“You know I want kids – a pack of them is what I always had in mind…” he began.
I tensed up as I waited for what would come next.
“It’s just,” he added slowly, “we’re talking about a major medical procedure that even in the best of circumstances has a low success rate.”
I sighed loudly.
“I did a little research,” he added tentatively. “I found stats not biased by those profiting from infertility. There’s this website from a U.K. agency that regulates IVF. It said only twenty-two percent of treatment cycles for women under thirty-eight actually result in a live birth. That’s one in five.”
I was not going to be dissuaded by statistics. “But what about those one in five who now have a baby?”
“It’s about more than just the stats, Pam. I worry about the side effects of the drugs and, well, the potential for greater disappointment if it doesn’t work.”
I paced the room while my dinner grew cold.
“I’ve heard directly from guys who have been through it.”
Apparently more than basketball took place in the gym. They had actual conversations.
“What they describe isn’t pretty,” he continued. “The drug regimen is brutal – not for them, for their wives. Two or more hormone injections a day into the abdomen or thighs – with swelling and bruising. And the mood swings they described make Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde seem normal. Why any husband would willingly inject his wife with more hormones is beyond me…
“The worst part, though,” he said quietly, “was hearing from one of the guys who followed all the steps exactly as instructed. The result was the same: no pregnancy – and that’s after four and five rounds with IVF. His company took IVF coverage off of their medical insurance plan because of him. It just doesn’t seem to make any sense…”
I could wait no longer, and interrupted. “None of it makes any sense! Does it make sense that we’re a healthy, well-educated, hard-working couple who can’t make a baby? Does it make sense that men and women who wouldn’t know a healthy meal if it was sitting in front of them, do drugs, can’t or won’t take care of themselves, let alone find a stable relationship, still manage to crank out kids?
“Does it make sense that there are lousy parents out there who weren’t really sure they wanted kids in the first place but had them anyway? Does it make sense that healthcare insurance will pay for diabetes treatment for people who practically eat themselves to death but won’t cover any attempts to fix a broken uterus or slow-swimming sperm?”
That’s when Alex jumped back in. “I don’t want money to be the sole factor in deciding whether we move ahead, but we also need to be rational here. From what the guys tell me, the average cost of an IVF cycle is anywhere from $13,000 to $17,000 – all of it out of pocket.
“You see the bills. You know with our mortgage, hell, with any mortgage in Silicon Valley, we haven’t exactly been socking away money,” he added. “What would happen if we had an emergency?”
I realized Alex was right, but the desire to get pregnant with his baby was so strong that any rational argument was beyond my comprehension at that moment. Seeing tears well up in my eyes he immediately got up to embrace me. I slumped in his arms and the tears began to fall.
“But I want so much to have our child,” I said quietly. “I want it so badly it hurts. It’s all I can think about.”
“I know. I know how much it means to you,” he said stroking my hair, adding softly. “A little Pammie, that’s something I want very much, too.”
The sound of rain slapping against the windows suddenly filled the room. Alex held me until my breathing quieted and the tears stopped. Neither one of us had an appetite anymore.
“Okay, then,” Alex said with some reservation. “If you’re ready to go for the shots, and all the unpleasant stuff that comes with IVF, I’ll look over all of our expenses and work up a budget for IVF.”
I was grateful beyond words. I needed to feel as though we were still in control, that we weren’t simply going to stand by idly when there were options at our disposal.
While no longer a practicing Catholic, I knew the Church frowned upon tampering with the reproductive organs either in the prevention or making of new life. With the decision made to proceed, try as hard as I could not to let guilt play too large a role in my life, it dogged me. I was raised Catholic, after all. My not-so-great standing with the church only added to my stress level and worrying. They had an opinion on everything and it usually ran counter to mine. So why, after divorce and living in sin, did the rigid church doctrine matter? Beats the hell out me. It made no sense at all. Rationally I wanted to believe that we would be using the tools and learning that were made possible by God’s very creations, but still something about the Vatican’s disapproval made me feel bad. Not bad enough, though, not to try what was available. I felt seriously wicked nonetheless and didn’t tell my parents what we were planning.
My new home away from home that spring between business trips and project deadlines became a research hospital. Inside it was the Reproductive Endocrinology and Infertility clinic – the “REI” for those of us who know it best. It sits on a world-famous campus in Silicon Valley that starts with an “S”. To find the REI you have to go to the third floor of the hospital and take a right. If you walk too far you’ll end up in the Neurology Clinic. Trust me, after the endless series of tests and probing of my private bits, I thought more than once about going there to have my head examined.
The REI waiting room resembled a mini United Nations. From the looks of the place there was no prototypical “infertile couple.” While there were a few sheepish expressions (mine included), the vast majority seemed resigned to being in this dog-eared but bustling clinic. Clearly by the time you’re hanging out in a research hospital you’d moved beyond the acute shock and embarrassment that accompanies the first infertility diagnosis. I watched one young, hip woman wave at another as she entered the clinic. The two huddled together talking quietly. I could make out part of their dialogue. I was both fascinated and a bit repulsed.
“I’m really happy with the acupuncture you recommended,” said one in a barely concealed whisper. “My egg follicles are much more developed than last month at this time.”
“Cool,” the other responded. “Doesn’t the acupuncture totally relax your mind? Beats the hell out of the usual IVF mental torture. During my sessions I just let go and let the needles do their work.”
A team of nurses kept things moving. One by one they called out the names of female patients and ushered them to one of a series of small examining rooms. There the female patient waited to be prodded and assessed all the while wrapped in a paper gown that made loud crumpling noises when adjusted. The male patients either waited with their partners or were sent one by one – there was lots of coming and going – to a small institutional room with dull, white tile walls. I got the lowdown on the “guy” room from Alex. Behind a door sporting a picture of a baby’s face and these words written underneath –“the future is your hands” – was a former restroom with the usual toilet stall, urinal and sink. Mounted high in one corner, much like a sports bar, was a television set and VCR. The second addition to the room was a small cabinet with a countertop where the remote control for the TV and VCR sat. Across the face of the bottom drawer of the cabinet was a strip of white hospital tape on which the word “videos” was written with a black marker. The top drawer had a similar makeshift label with the word “magazines.” Each magazine, from soft to hard core porn, had “Property of Stanford Hospital – do NOT remove” scribbled in magic market across the cover. (There, I’ve given it away. Stanford did more than spawn startups; it also treated people trying to spawn.) Alex wondered how they justified the porn purchases to the university accounting department.
Masturbation on command with your choice of smut. And if that wasn’t bad enough, an army of white coats lay in wait just outside the door to screen the results of your orgasm. Was this really the best medical science had to offer?
On my first visit to the REI I went solo. No razzle-dazzle just yet. I was there to get my fluids checked, get my tires kicked, so to speak. This consultation came after what had felt like an endless losing season of do-it-yourself-attempts to get pregnant. We excelled at fielding and at-bats but we couldn’t manage a win. Each cycle started the same way and included a series of positive ovulation pee sticks (I ovulate like a champ, by the way), followed two weeks later by a BFN – infertility lingo for Big Fat (or F*&ing) Negative – on a never-ending sequence of evil single-line pregnancy tests that seemed intent on mocking me.
Waiting my turn in the hospital examining room, worries raged: How much longer will this take? And why is it so difficult? All around the globe for centuries on end couples naturally conceived and delivered children, raised them and then became grandparents. Lather, rinse and repeat. But what would it mean to never have such rites of passage? Would I ever fully become a woman if I never experienced the full life cycle? Those questions never came up in any rap sessions I’d overheard. My women’s studies class at UofM hadn’t offered up any clues.
At Stanford we learned there were more than a few risks involved with aggressive infertility treatments. One study revealed that women taking hormones and other super-charged fertility drugs to stimulate greater egg production were at risk from life-threatening side effects. This sentence from a scientific article would be a show stopper for many:
“They say that the powerful drugs given to the volunteers to help increase the number of eggs they produce can cause paralysis, limb amputation and even death.”
But how do you talk sense to a woman, a 21st century woman no less – remember I can still be an astronaut if I want! – driven by the primal urge to reproduce? Did real women rely on hormones and ovulations kits to conceive? Would using these aids disqualify me from being a natural woman? Would the International Olympic Committee give me the heave-ho?
When it came time to purchase our IVF medications – nearly a dozen different injectables, pills, and suppositories – Alex created a spreadsheet to track the various drug combinations and administration times over a 30-day period. He made a second schedule that mapped out the multiple trips to the hospital for ultrasounds and other routine monitoring during the IVF cycle.
Proud of his work, he shared the results with me one Sunday morning during the halftime of a Detroit Pistons game. I was in the living room curled up on the sofa. It had been six years since I first went to the library to locate books about getting pregnant. Here I was, newly turned thirty-eight, earnestly reading the more advanced material: “The Couple's Guide to In Vitro Fertilization,” one of three books I checked out a few days earlier. The others in my reading stack: “The Wayward Stork” and “When Nature’s Not Enough.”
“I see you’ve got a little light reading lined up for today,” he observed before presenting his schedules with a flourish. “Whaddya think? I’ve drawn up a few plays here. You can call me Coach.”
“Well, look at you!”
“Since this is will be my kid, too, it seemed only right that I get, well, involved,” he added.
The pharmacy that supplied the medications was Disco Rex, which Alex observed would be a great name for a dinosaur disco. It was located just a few miles from the REI clinic and had a corner on the market for fertility drugs in the area. At a cramped counter space, a serious gray-haired man in a white coat carefully walked Alex through the nearly dozen prescriptions and explained how they were to be administered. To make sure he didn’t forget any instructions, Alex took careful notes. With the tutorial complete the cashier, who had been off to the side listening intently, stepped forward to ring up his purchase. Apparently she had only started at the pharmacy a few days earlier and was amazed at what lay before her: paraphernalia only an addict (or an IVF patient) could fully appreciate. Piled on the counter were some seventy syringes, alcohol wipes, ampules, an industrial-sized container for used needles, and a large volume of assorted hormone medications, with scary names like recombinant FSH and gonadotropins, in liquid and pill form. There was even baby aspirin (yes, those little pills were also part of my regimen).
The cashier rang up the total and gasped. “Four thousand four hundred eighty dollars!? Do you have an insurance card?” Before Alex had a chance to respond, the pharmacist looked up from his work behind her and said, “This medication is rarely covered by insurance. It’s typically an out-of-pocket expense for our customers.”
The young woman turned back to face Alex and laughed nervously. “I’m sorry. I’m just amazed that you can do this. Forty-five hundred dollars for a pile of drugs! You must really want this baby.”
Handing over his credit card and not quite sure how to respond, Alex signed his name on the receipt and mumbled, “Well, I do get frequent flier miles.”
One morning a couple of days later as I made my way into the kitchen for my first cup of raspberry tea, I discovered Alex with a syringe in one hand, while the other pinched his flesh. I stopped so as not to break his concentration and watched as he inserted a needle into his lower belly. I waited until the needle was safely withdrawn before speaking.
“I hope you didn’t use any of my hormones. Forget about what they might actually do to you. Those things are expensive!”
With a look of satisfaction Alex held up the needle and released the pinched flesh. “Nope, it is sterile water. I just had to know what you’d experience later this week when we start the meds. Now I understand what the injections feel like.”
Curious, I asked, “And? What’s the verdict?”
“A slight sting as the needle goes in,” he told me, “but not seriously painful. The strangest part is how tough the outer skin layer is. I had to give it a pretty good jab. I guess I’m not as thin-skinned as I once thought!”
A few days later it was my turn. Alex had the syringe out and was preparing the hormone concoction when I arrived in the kitchen. The coffee maker gurgled and sighed as I pulled my sweater up to offer an area on my abdomen for the alcohol wipe. As I always did whenever I saw a needle, I looked the other way. Alex gamely inserted the shot just below and to the left of my belly button. I felt a burning sensation under my skin as he gently but quickly depressed the plunger to dispense the contents. He reached over to give me a kiss.
“Was it good for you?” he asked with a sympathetic smile.
I took the needle from him and discarded it in the red syringe disposal container provided by the hospital. “Yes, pass the cigarettes, please.”
It had become a running gag. The shots were the closest thing to sex that we would have for several weeks outside of some couch-cuddling. Ironically, the doctors discouraged couples from engaging in conjugal visits – which only made us want sex more – while trying to make a baby through IVF. Go figure.
Some two weeks later I was on verge of my egg harvest. What strange imagery that term evoked, and not the warm and fuzzy kind. The mystery of what was really happening inside me would be revealed in a series of ultrasounds on a big screen in an examining room. This long-awaited reveal would not involve red carpets, paparazzi or popcorn. For each visit I had to fill my bladder to capacity and sit patiently, my legs tightly crossed, in the waiting room with the usual assortment of newbies and veteran patients filling well-worn chairs.
You’d be amazed at how matter-of-fact getting naked in front of strangers (assorted medical staff and technicians, not patients) had become – so much so that I resisted the urge to disrobe when I showed up for my six-month dental check up. I was getting positively German about my nakedness. I would have fit right in with the nude crowd at the Englischer Garden in Munich. My, my how things had changed since I had woken up from a nap during a college backpack trip amazed and aghast at being surrounding by Germans au naturel playing Frisbee and walking their dogs.
Once in the examining room the doctor squirted clear gel onto my abdomen. Then it was time for the “dildo cam,” as I’d playfully overhead it called by the vets in the waiting room. On a monitor I watched with amazement as my ovaries came into view – first the left, then the right. With each visit, Dr. Marvelous (so nicknamed for his model bedside manner) used a computer keyboard and mouse to mark the coordinates and measure the size of my growing egg follicles. I studied his face closely looking for any clues that might signal his level of satisfaction. He calmly called out to the attendant numbers that sounded like a quarterback calling a play on the field:
“Right, 16, 13.5, 10, 9.5. Left, 16, 14.5, 13, 11.5, 9.5, 9.5.”
I resisted the urge to shout out: “Hike!”
The numbers meant nothing to me until Dr. Marvelous explained that they were measurements, in millimeters, of the size of the egg follicles developing inside my left and right ovaries.
In my bathroom at home, with various pill containers fighting for counter space with moisturizers and makeup, I re-read the instructions provided by the hospital and prepared for bed. I lay down and realized that the swelling in my abdomen from my dozen or so growing egg follicles prevented me from comfortably sleeping on my stomach. I carefully turned onto my side, a smile creeping across my face.
This must be what it feels like to be pregnant, I thought triumphantly. A series of questions came next: How soon will there be morning sickness? What will the first baby kick feel like? I wonder if there’s a secret handshake for pregnant women. Whenever I saw them together they all looked happily content in their mommy-to-be club comparing notes and belly sizes. It seemed it would only be a matter of time before my “newcomer’s kit” arrived. It was the first bit of pure joy I allowed myself to feel since we started the demanding IVF protocol. We were with one of the best medical teams on the planet. For once the demon thoughts were drowned out by a more hopeful chorus. Finally, we’ve got this figured out. I reveled in the joyful expectation. It was the closest I had ever come to being pregnant.
On the morning of the egg retrieval my feet were ice cold even though I was wearing socks. I had been advised by the nurse to bring something to keep my feet warm. Apparently fasting caused the body to divert blood from the extremities to the more important organs. The nurse wasn’t kidding. In a faded hospital gown I shook involuntarily under a thin blanket. Despite fourteen hours of fasting and the extreme hormones Alex had been injecting into me a few times a day, I felt surprisingly good, although a bit dehydrated. A different kind of clock, more like a stopwatch, was now ticking loudly in my head. I had less than an hour available to undergo a delicately timed surgical procedure – so delicate that if it didn’t happen within a tightly prescribed window it would be a bust. The anesthesiologist was nowhere to be found. A serious problem to be sure. We couldn’t start without him.
Alex had already completed his part of the exercise. Although the key to the masturbation room itself was no larger than a normal house key, it was attached to a half-inch thick block of wood about one-foot in length, emblazoned with the letters R.E.I. “Have problems with theft?” Alex asked the receptionist as he unsuccessfully tried to palm the key.
A nurse’s assistant dropped a brown bag on the counter and ignored his halfhearted attempt at humor. The bag contained a sterile collection cup and two identification labels with instructions to affix one label to the side of the cup for identification and use the second to form a seal over its top. “You do know the location of the room and procedure?”
“Yes, I know the drill. Unfortunately, I’m a veteran of several campaigns,” Alex replied to her blank face and stare.
He turned from the counter to begin what he had come to think of as “the walk of shame.” To reach his destination he had to traipse through the fertility clinic’s waiting room, past its fidgeting patients, then down the long hallway that led to the clinic. The absurd keychain, much too large to discreetly place in his pocket, made a very public announcement of his mission. The women he encountered along the way saw his cargo and quickly looked the other way. The men, on the other hand, gave him a sympathetic look.
Once Alex reached the busy main corridor, he turned to his left and walked a few steps before reaching the door of the converted restroom. Adding insult to injury, he told me later, the key resisted. Grossly underestimating his nervousness, he found it difficult to hold the lunch bag and cup in his left hand while trying to work a key weighed down by a small anchor in his right.
“Oh, damn!” he yelled as he dropped the key and its dramatically oversized keychain. The wood block landed with a loud thud, then energetically bounced over the floor, while the key merrily clinked along before finally settling in the middle of the corridor.
A male orderly, who just happened to be passing by pushing an empty wheelchair reached down, picked up the block of wood, and nonchalantly handed it over. “Need any help with that?”
“No, I’m sure I’ll manage,” Alex mumbled.
Efforts to regain his composure were soon rewarded as he finally worked the key into the lock and turned its reluctant tumblers. He slipped inside the room, pulled the door shut behind him, secured the latch and loudly exhaled. Alex later said he wasn’t sure if he was more relieved to lock himself in or to lock the rest of the world out.
At 9 a.m. our anesthesiologist finally arrived. I was fully ready to proceed with the next step in pre-op when he informed us, apologetically, that he was being called into emergency surgery and would not be able to assist us. Another anesthesiologist would have to be called in from home.
It was the Fourth of July holiday weekend and the staff was thin. The unexpected wait intensified what had already been a nerve-racking pre-op. It had begun in earnest eleven hours earlier in our kitchen. That’s when Alex had administered a particularly painful shot into my now black and blue speckled abdomen. The syringe contained a special kind of hormone. This was the big kahuna that, in turn, was to trigger my dozen egg follicles to ovulate.
At 9:30 one of the nurses volunteered to start my IV so we could make good use of the time available. The nurse looked at both of my arms and, with little confidence, informed me that I had very small, hard-to-find veins. Already on edge, I grew hyper-agitated. The nurse proceeded with what became a frustrating series of attempts to find a willing vein. Adrenaline and synthetic hormones coursed through my body. Tremendous anxiety reigned. As hard as I tried I simply could not stop shaking.
Like an animal sensing danger all of my senses were heightened. The hospital’s antiseptic smell was overpowering, such a contrast to the flowering gloxinia that perfumed the air as we had left the house that morning. The sun had just come up over the foothills of the Santa Cruz Mountains as I climbed ever so gently into the passenger seat of Big Shirl. On the twenty-three-mile drive to Stanford Hospital, I snapped at Alex for driving over anything resembling a bump in the road. In my mind’s eye they were the equivalent of land mines. If the off-road suspension on our Jeep encountered rough pavement, I was certain the vibrations would rattle or explode my fragile egg follicles. My guy, meanwhile, was worried about getting my follicles there on time.
I had tried to distract myself thinking about the previous two weeks of rigorously prescribed medications – replaying the schedule. Rather than counting sheep I was counting pills. Some went down the hatch only in the morning, others only at night. Then there were the shots. We alternated between my thighs and abdomen morning and night to allow the unavoidable bruises to heal. The last injection was precisely timed so that Dr. Marvelous could delicately retrieve my fragile eggs and hand them off to another set of experts in the lab who would have Alex’s washed, screened and waiting sperm ready to inject into my eggs – all of us on my hardworking baby-making team hoping for fertilization. Fertilization, though, was only one in a series of stops on the bumpy road to pregnancy.
It was obvious that my agitation was interfering with the nurse’s ability to locate a willing vein. Her attempts at humor – “It looks like you left your veins at home today” – didn’t work to settle me down. In fact, they had the opposite effect. Finally, the nurse agreed to wait until the back-up anesthesiologist arrived. By this time, tears were streaming down my cheeks. Any of my attempts to stay cool, calm and collected had completely failed. I swallowed a sob.
I felt like a two-time loser. First, I needed to rely on a team of experts to get my eggs out for supervised fertilization, and now my bashful veins threatened to sabotage the needed retrieval. At the same time I was angry. We had done everything by the book throughout the weeks of pre-harvest treatment. I had been an obedient patient. During my checkups I accommodated, without complaint, other patients whose retrievals and transfers kept me waiting for up to one and a half hours past scheduled appointment times. We arrived early, as requested, for pre-op, and adding insult to injury we pre-paid $10,000 for all of the remaining lab and medical work required over the next two weeks. The holiday weekend appointment time left the hospital with reduced staff. I understood that. Emergency surgeries took precedence. I understood that, too. But I was about to ovulate and there was nothing I could do to stop it.
And then, finally, relief.
At 9:50 an anesthesiology resident and the doctor she was training under arrived. They clearly had been informed they would be encountering a patient who was pretty worked up because they got right down to business without any small talk. After fiddling with my IV and the needle they located a vein on the back of my left hand. After what seemed like an eternity, the time had come for me to go across the hall for the retrieval, escorted by a nurse wheeling my IV. Four people descended upon me in the operating room. I glimpsed Dr. Marvelous outside the door. Before I knew it, the anesthesia took effect. Just forty minutes later I awakened back in the room where I started. I quickly regained consciousness. Together with Alex we learned that the doctor had successfully retrieved ten eggs from ten follicles.
“One hundred percent is pretty unusual for someone with your ovarian reserve,” an REI nurse informed us. The best of Alex’s sperm sample were washed and ready. That news turned our worried expressions to relief. We smiled at each other and clucked contentedly like students who had just learned that we were well above average. Did we get a trophy of some kind?
After the euphoria in post-op wore off I lay weak and disoriented while around me the hospital buzzed with activity. I might have thought I was pretty special but no one was throwing me any parades or baby showers just yet. I almost passed out the first time I tried walking down the hall to the restroom. This was becoming a bad habit whenever I had surgery. Clearly anesthesia and I were not well suited to each other. A nurse rushed to get me into a wheel chair. Alex wheeled me into a vacant examining room with a sink. It was a good thing the sink was at the perfect height for a wheelchair-bound patient because I immediately lost the graham crackers and ginger ale they provided me a few minutes earlier to end my fast.
Alex rushed to get help. A nurse took my blood pressure. It was quite low. The lack of fluids and the pummeling my body had been through had caught up with me. I needed to lie down until I was strong enough to walk. That’s when the pain in my abdomen kicked in. The human body, I recalled from my earlier surgery, didn’t like it when internal organs were manipulated.
Alex noticed a small CD player in the room along with a few CDs that contained instrumental, classical or equally mellow selections.
“Hey, there’s some music here,” he said softly. “Would you like to hear something or would you prefer to just lie here quietly?”
“Music, honey,” I said weakly. “Anything to take my mind off of this pain.”
He grabbed the CD on top. Seconds later the soothing voice of Celine Dion singing “A New Day Has Come” filled the room. The song came out after Celine’s successful delivery of her son. Her IVF had led to success so I tried to maintain a positive outlook. As the lyrics continued, Alex squeezed my hand a few times. With my other hand I gently rubbed my swollen, sore abdomen. I closed my eyes and listened as the words washed over me.
...A new day, oh..oh..
I was waiting for so long
For a miracle to come
Everyone told me to be strong…
Strength slowly returned to my body. Alex nervously paced and found a copy of the daily newspaper lying behind a chair. He looked for anything he could read aloud to distract me. He turned to the horoscopes and scanned down to the Gemini entry.
“Hey,” he said his voice brightening. “Listen to this: Gemini. Despite the odds, you win the game. Cycle high; you will be at the right place at a critical moment almost effortlessly. Events will transpire to bring you closer to the ultimate goal.”
I laughed somewhat painfully. Alex thought horoscopes were silly, but I appreciated his effort, nonetheless, to try to focus on the positive. The lightness in my head was gone when I sat up. Leaning on Alex for support, I hobbled out of the hospital and spent the balance of the day gritting my teeth trying to get comfortable in the face of what was now chronic pain in my abdomen.
That night in my bedroom I reached gently for a book on my nightstand, What To Expect When You’re Expecting. I had checked it out of the library earlier in the week. I could not bring myself to actually buy the book at the bookstore. It would have been too bold. I’d become very superstitious and decided such a purchase would jinx the outcome of our IVF. I knew, at this point, I was only on the precipice of pregnancy.
Not far into chapter two my eyes grew heavy. Given the surgery, I had to lie on my back in an uncomfortable, almost upright, position, which meant I slept fitfully. There wasn’t much I could do that didn’t aggravate my abdomen. Writing in my journal didn’t require much effort and it was one way to sort out the confused thoughts in my head as we waited for nature – aided by a team of scientists – to take its course during the next two agonizingly slow weeks. While I fretted about whether we would end up with a bun in the oven I wondered how other women had found the patience, the stamina, to face this weird journey. It was just one of the things I wrote about. The other was recording the regular hospital reports:
Day Three – Tuesday: At 8:15 am we received a call saying that only nine of the eggs were good enough to fertilize. Seven fertilized eggs had proven viable. Of those, two were at the eight-cell stage - Grade 1 (FANTASTIC!); one was at a nine-cell stage - Grade 2; and the remaining four were still at the early dividing stage. They explained that since we had three that looked really good the embryologist felt we were good to go for the transfer today.
We were in very good spirits when we arrived at the REI clinic – practically giddy with anticipation. The nurse administered a mild dose of Valium to relax my muscles and I felt myself go deliciously limp. Our embryologist stopped by our procedure room with a photograph of the embryos. She described them as “beautiful.” Alex was clearly excited and chatted up the embryologist, eager for more information. He asked whether they had played any Barry White music during the fertilization phase to get them in the mood. She laughed and said “No, no Barry White,” then appreciating the special nature of her work, she added with care, “but sometimes we do sing to them.”
Alex joked that if we had a boy, we’d have to name him baby Stanley in honor of Stanford. Minutes later, Dr Marvelous told us that if he had only the photos to go by he would have believed that they were the embryos of a 27-year-old woman. I was so proud! As soon as my bladder was full, we watched with fascination on the ultrasound as the doctor guided a catheter and placed the growing embryos (or “embies” as I called them) at the top of my uterus. I was now something altogether new and exciting: PUPO (Pregnant Until Proven Otherwise).
Day Five – Thursday: Relaxed at home per doctor’s orders in the afternoon and all day Wednesday -- sleeping intermittently and doing some light paperwork to distract me. We affixed the picture of the embryos to the refrigerator door. Perhaps it’s the first photo in the brag book or scrapbook? Midday the embryologist called to tell us that our remaining two embryos had developed to the blastocyst stage and that they were being frozen per our wishes. Terrific news! That means we have more chances if for some reason we’re not successful with an implantation this time. Even better, they could be siblings in a future cycle. Why not think positive?
Day Six – Friday: Went back to the office Thursday afternoon and Friday. Relieved for the distractions that work meetings and projects provide. Felt very confident Thursday and early Friday that something good was occurring inside me.
Day Seven – Saturday: Seven days and counting until blood is drawn to determine if we are officially pregnant. Woke up this morning feeling uncertain and not terribly optimistic that implantation occurred. My bloating and breast swelling is down. Trying not to feel let down. Reading as much as I can in the hopes that the more I know the better I can assess the situation. Have had tremendous support from our brothers and sisters-in-law -- very much appreciate their kindness and discretion.
~~~~
On Day Thirteen my world turned upside down. My hope for pregnancy began to slip away. My thoughts alternated between resignation and determination. I laced up my sneakers and headed out for a very slow walk around the neighborhood. I gulped the fresh air to try to stop the bombardment of negative thoughts. My agitation returned in force when I arrived home. Alex sat on the porch looking distracted. I greeted him with tears. “I know it’s useless to torture myself, but this waiting is killing me.”
Alex softly embraced me in a hug. “I know, honey. Neither of us should speculate. It’s out of our hands. We’ll know tomorrow.”
Throughout the rest of the day I felt cramping in my uterus – ominous sensations that something might have gone terribly wrong. By evening I was a wreck and cried myself to sleep. Mercifully I slept through the entire night. I awakened Friday morning and while Alex was still asleep I did exactly what the doctor told me not to do – I peed on an at-home pregnancy test.
The result was all too familiar – one pink line. I refused to give up all hope. I convinced myself that it might simply be too soon for an over-the-counter response. A blood test would be more definitive. On the drive to the hospital my mind wandered, grateful for the distraction of an NPR radio program. I pulled into the familiar hospital parking garage with my nerves on edge. Once I parked the car and climbed out I felt my legs go weak and buckle. I had no choice but to sit back in the driver’s seat and brace myself for what lay ahead.
With as much concentration as I could muster I walked slowly up the parking garage stairs and past the water dancing playfully in the fountain just outside the hospital entrance. All around me the normal bustling of the hospital staff belied the life or death blood test I faced. Had the embryos survived? Had they graduated from blastocysts to zygotes? I took the elevator up to the third floor and approached the REI clinic. I saw a woman standing in front of the two closed glass doors.
Oddly, the doors to the clinic were pulled shut and locked. A bad omen if there ever was one. Another woman and I stood on the outside looking in. We had no choice but to wait for someone inside to exit and allow us access. Finally, after a few minutes that felt more like hours, the door opened. The other woman and I navigated the circuitous path back to the lab each carrying our respective lab forms. I fell in line behind her. Two other women arrived immediately after me.
The technician greeted me when it was my turn with a cheerful, calm voice and looked over my form. “Ah, I see you’re here for a ‘beta’ – you’re my third today.”
The word “beta” hit me like a sucker punch. It dawned on me then just how tenuous the whole IVF process truly was. We’d made it through the “alpha” stage, but there was still a long road ahead of us. Silicon Valley is full of betas – projects under development but not yet in full production. It was one thing if it referred to a software product, it was quite another when it was your child under development – the place between conception and a full blown pregnancy.
Back in the privacy of my car I felt a lump rise in my throat. My eyes filled with familiar tears and I fought back a sob. Again, I had a strong sense that the official outcome would not be a happy one. The next six hours in my office I tried valiantly to distract myself with busy work – phone calls, meetings, and collaborating on projects with colleagues – grateful for any interruption to my heavy thoughts. Alex, working from home, was going through similar motions. At 3:30 I gathered some files and prepared to head home so I could field the nurse’s call with the blood test results from the comfort and privacy of our living room. I rang Alex on my cell phone. When I heard his voice I grew hopeful once again. I chattered on about the great outcome of one of my marketing projects and told him I’d be home shortly.
I charged into the house with a full bladder and headed purposefully toward the bedroom and into the adjoining bathroom offering Alex a quick kiss en route. Oddly, he followed me closely. I could sense him hovering outside the door of the bathroom as I located my progesterone suppository. He blocked the doorway preventing me from getting to the bed where I needed to lie down in order to comfortably insert the capsule prescribed after the embryo transfer. This intimately-placed hormone was needed for several weeks while the pregnancy moved from alpha to beta and beyond.
“Some privacy, please,” I said with great impatience. “And why do you have that strange look on your face?”
Before I could move another inch he quickly walked toward me and pulled me into a tight hug. He whispered in my ear. “You can forget about the progesterone capsule, Pammie. It isn’t needed any more.”
Apparently the nurse’s call had come in ten minutes earlier while I was driving home. She informed Alex that the blood test result had come back negative. There was, she was sorry to say, no evidence of a beta stage pregnancy.
Alex’s words took a moment to register. Hot tears formed in my eyes. I gasped for air trying to regain a sense of equilibrium. I pulled away from him, oddly defiant. He knew instinctively that I needed to be alone and moved quietly to the front of the house. He, too, needed some space. Our much sought-after children, the three embies, only existed now in the grainy black and white photo affixed to the refrigerator door. He carefully removed the image. He held it for a moment before finding an envelope in which to tuck it away. He knew it would only upset me further if I saw it.
I changed into some comfortable old sweats and stepped into the backyard. A bright yellow Adirondack rocking chair beckoned. I rocked forward and back holding my arms across my still-swollen abdomen and struggled to accept what I had just heard. I wanted so desperately to have a good cathartic cry but all I could muster were some choked sobs and a runny nose. I needed Alex now. I found him inside slumped in a chair, dejected. I offered to make us both a good stiff gin and tonic. We both wanted to be numb. Together we returned to the matching rocking chairs.
“You know,” I said, “I had convinced myself in the last mile or so of my drive home that you would greet me with some happy news.”
He replied with a heavy sigh. “You have no idea how sincerely I wish that had been the case.”
Neither of us could think of anything else to say so we sipped our drinks in silence, the alcohol quickly taking effect, and stared blankly up at the sky. Slowly my tears came and didn’t stop. Big tears, drawing from a vast reservoir, flowed silently down my cheeks.
It had been a week since we had learned about the negative test result and a deep depression had fallen over me, slowing my movements and sapping what little energy I had left. The sound of the alarm clock was a rude reminder that I had to try to get on with my life. I dragged my body into the bathroom and caught a look in the mirror. Staring back was a swollen, tear-stained face. My eyes were rimmed in red and the surrounding tissue was alarmingly puffy.
“Lovely,” I uttered aloud as I turned the shower on to warm up the water. In just over an hour I was due to meet with a colleague to discuss a new marketing initiative. The warm water running over my still recovering, hormone-bloated body provided a measure of comfort. Back in front of the mirror I futilely applied eye drops to reduce the redness and eye moisturizing gels in an attempt to minimize the puffiness.
In the office parking lot I checked my makeup in the rearview mirror. I knew there was little more I could do to disguise my sadness. Of the twenty-five people in my office I had only told the office manager that I was undergoing treatment for infertility. And I only told her because I needed a legitimate explanation for my constant coming and going down Sand Hill Road to Stanford Hospital. I’d sworn her to secrecy for a few reasons. First, I didn’t need the added pressure of colleagues inquiring or involving themselves in inappropriate speculation about my condition. Second, I needed a neutral zone where I could lose myself for hours at a time in projects that didn’t involve counting egg follicles and the like. Finally, I didn’t want infertility to define me entirely.
I walked into my colleague’s office, grateful for the drawn blinds. The sun could be blinding in her office at that time of day. She was hunched over a laptop on her desk and looked up with surprise at my obviously swollen eyes. She paused as though not quite sure if she should inquire about the cause when I mumbled something about bad allergies and immediately launched into a marketing campaign discussion. My colleague followed my lead and pulled out a spreadsheet.
Alex wanted to make it all better for me. He tried his best jokes. He offered back rubs. He arranged to take me out to dinner, a “date night” on a Saturday. We got early reservations at a lively restaurant. All was going pretty well. I was able loosen up some, to find enjoyment in my meal and the bottle of wine we shared. We stuck to conversation topics that didn’t require much effort – the latest movie showing at the local theater, the odds of the Michigan Wolverines getting a shot at the national championship that fall. My body started to visibly relax.
My composure began to crumble, though, when a noisy, large party of young women arrived and were seated adjacent to us. Snippets of conversation about morning sickness and labor pains foreshadowed what was to come. The din grew louder as the guest of honor arrived. A glowing young woman easily approaching her ninth month of pregnancy filled the doorway to the dining room. I blanched as the mommy celebration scene unfolded. There was no escaping the spectacle. A few of the other diners joined in the festivities, cooing over the swollen-bellied woman holding court to offer congratulations and reminisce fondly about their own pregnancies. Once the pregnant woman wedged her way into her seat I made a beeline for the ladies room and told Alex I’d meet him outside, foregoing dessert or coffee. The ladies room offered no respite, though.
“Doesn’t Piper look marvelous all pregnant?” yelled one woman from behind the bathroom door to her friend one stall over. “She could pose on the cover of a magazine like Demi Moore if she wanted! You know I heard she had some pictures taken in the nude last week.”
“I wish I’d taken pictures last year when I was about to deliver. Pregnancy makes you feel like, well, so womanly doesn’t it?”
“Totally! Piper looks like her water could break at any time. Hey, where were you when your water broke?”
This was one time I wished for one of those seriously noisy bathroom blow dryers to drown out the painful chatter. With my hands barely dry I bolted from the restroom.
We faced a big question: when to proceed with our two frozen embies, the “twins” resulting from the egg harvest. It didn’t make sense to keep them on ice any longer than they needed to be so I contacted the nursing staff at the clinic to learn what was involved in the latest fertility treatment alphabet, the FET – frozen embryo transfer. The nurse explained that I would follow a natural cycle. On or about Day 11 – the earliest I could expect to ovulate – the plan called for an ultrasound to check out my endometrial lining. In other words, determine how hospitable my womb was to receiving embryos. After one or two ultrasounds I would get a mega-dose of hormones, in the form of a shot, to induce ovulation. I would then start my lovely progesterone suppositories twice a day, and seven days after the big shot, I would come in for the embryo transfer. The embies would have been thawed that morning. My biggest assignment on transfer day was to fill my bladder to capacity.
“Got it,” I said as I took careful notes. “Well, looking at the calendar, I expect my period in about twelve days. Can we get something on the schedule?”
Much to my surprise the nurse informed me that I’d have to wait a few months. They had a backlog of women ahead of me awaiting full-blown IVF treatments, and they were planning to close the lab for a few weeks in August.
“You mean the world doesn’t revolve around me?” I asked facetiously.
“No, girlfriend.”
In preparation for the next treatment go-round I opted to give acupuncture a whirl. The office where “Dr. Needles” operated was not, thankfully, in the hospital. It was easily accessed right off Sand Hill Road. I was one of the lucky ones. My office was only three miles away from Stanford. I’d often overheard other women lament their long drives to these procedures.
On a late Tuesday afternoon I wrapped up a project in the office. As I made my way to my acupuncture appointment I switched mindsets from Professional Pamela to Patient Pammie. In the treatment room, which resembled those in a spa usually reserved for self-indulgent massages, a nurse handed me a hospital gown to change into. In the dimly lit room soothing music played on a CD. I took some deep breaths and tried to get comfortable on the table. What a welcome contrast to the clinical nature of hospital exam rooms. I remembered seeing Dr. Needles come and go from the REI clinic. He was a soft-spoken man who radiated peace, and here he was.
Whenever a person in a white coat appeared and asked, “What brings you here?” my infertility history tumbled out. As I shared the Reader’s Digest version, Dr. Needles took notes and nodded respectfully without a whiff of judgment (which I adored him for). Curiously he wanted to inspect my tongue. Apparently tongues do more than taste and help with talking. For more than two thousand years, traditional Chinese medicine, I learned, has relied on the tongue and its color and characteristics for disease diagnosis. Who knew the tongue held such valuable clues? It was amazing the quirky knowledge I gathered out and about on my baby quest. Satisfied and now armed with tongue-centric insights, Dr. Needles reached for his acupuncture needles.
On my back with my head propped up slightly by a soft pillow, I watched as he placed needles in my feet, along my calves, on my thighs, around my belly, in my arm. The last ones went into the crown of my head and around my ears. The needles, he explained, were at “meridian points” where energy traveled through my body. I was not altogether sure what to expect, and while the pricks of the needles were noticeable, they were neither uncomfortable nor painful. He encouraged me to relax for forty-five minutes, adding that sometimes patients actually fell asleep. He left as quietly as he arrived.
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