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“Amy Gallo Ryan’s You May Feel a Bit of Pressure is a gift to women—those going through fertility struggles as well as anyone who wants to understand more of the roller coaster that is womanhood. At times heart-wrenching, Ryan’s story is also reassuring, and her soothing voice offers a lovely dose of hope in a world where female viewpoints and experience do not often get their deserved air time. Honesty prevails—as do the nitty gritty details we all wonder about—in this heroic call to empathy.”

—Sarah Hoover, bestselling author of The Motherload

“An unsparing, intimate and deeply honest account of infertility. For all the women out there who feel alone in their struggles—this book is your lifeline.”

—Jessica Zucker, PhD, author of Normalize It: Upending the Silence, Stigma, and Shame That Shape Women's Lives and I Had a Miscarriage: A Memoir, a Movement

“This raw, honest, beautifully written memoir centers around Ryan’s singular pursuit of giving birth to a child, and how infertility—and the loss of trust in her body—upends her very beliefs about herself. You May Feel a Bit of Pressure is as sharply observed as it is moving, buoyed by humor and grace. It will stay with me for a very long time.”

—Rae Meadows, author of Winterland

“You May Feel a Bit of Pressure is a raw, rare window into the deep pain and endless hope of infertility, a brave and honest examination of the excruciating journey to motherhood and the love that endures it all.”

—Taylor Hahn, author of A Home for the Holidays



For Tim

“But in the end, stories are about one person saying to another: This is the way it feels to me. Can you understand what I’m saying? Does it also feel this way to you?”

-Kazuo Ishiguro
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Foreword
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I’m the oldest of four kids. That’s a lot of kids. But it never really struck me as such until I found myself, at age 14, doing my algebra homework in the waiting room of an Atlanta reproductive endocrinologist’s office while my mom had one of many, many appointments that year. It was 1991, and my parents hoped to grow our family – then already three kids – with one more, this time by IVF.

I was a late bloomer, barely in a training bra, and still awaiting my first period, when I learned about the possible fragility of my ability to make good on its red promise. I was also learning, quickly, in furtive glances around that waiting room, about the private emotional experience of trying to grow a family. My presence there was, surely, an insensitive assault to many. Maybe a slim sunbeam of hope to a few? I organized my Trapper Keeper, and registered everything I could about what my mom was going through: The boxes of tissues anchoring every side table, the deep lines of compassion spanning the nurse’s forehead as she called each patient back, and, most of all, the very aloneness of most of the women and couples in that crowded little room, each their own small island.

Years later, ready to start my own family, my fertility expectations were very much managed. I assumed it would be a struggle to get pregnant. I am, perhaps, an unlikely introducer of this breathtaking, beautiful, important book, because: It was not. 

But in my postpartum days I found myself on an island anyway. Outraged by my incompetence. Having non-stop intrusive and terrifying thoughts. So in love with the baby but absolutely betrayed by the person I saw in the mirror. She’d always wanted to be a mother.

Reading this book, I related – as if Amy and I had some kind of umbilical cord between our hearts – to the loneliness and obsessiveness that she describes so rawly (and at times with great humor, thank goodness) as she goes from lucky, bikinied newlywed to someone almost unknown to herself. She leaves her job (though not, importantly, her career). She barely weathers her friends’ life milestones, or her own losses – of blood, of embryos, of innocence, of her ability to plan anything, at times, of hope.

It’s become trite to call a lived experience a “journey,” and I’ve always hated referring to any kind of medical undertaking as a “battle” (because, of course, what happens when you fight and lose?). But my boys are now teenagers, deep in middle school homework of their own, and the hero’s journey of The Odyssey very much comes to mind with Amy’s tale: Ordinary world, versus special world, the quest, the separation, the return, and transformation. Only, here’s the thing, for Amy – though she had so much love from her husband, and access to excellent medical care – there was no patient school teacher guiding her through the arcane language. No classroom of peers passing silly notes or rolling their eyes alongside her. This book is her answer to that. To the loneliness of the unknown and of expectations potentially unmet.

Like Amy, I “grew up” working as an editor at big women’s magazines in their extreme Girl Boss era. It was a time of, “dress for the job you want, not the one you have,” and, “fake it til you make it, girl!” For all of the misguided girl power of the time, ironically, one of the earliest and most important lessons publishing taught us was about the power of one person’s story, honestly told. You can introduce an audience to something otherwise completely foreign to them through the shared experience of vulnerability. Then you can zoom out, rally community, make sense of that hard time – and build support for progress – at scale. 

With her own exquisitely sensitive telling of her story, Amy has – I just know it – written the book that will build community for anyone facing infertility and the people who love them and want to be on that island with them. Readers will find hope in these pages – but not just for the obvious thing you might imagine, a baby in arms by the end. It’s something deeper: Hope that they will, one day, look in the mirror and see someone looking back at them who says: You are whole.


Lauren Smith Brody

Author and founder of The Fifth Trimester

Co-founder, Chamber of Mothers






	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


A note of clarification
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Throughout this book I use the term IVF to refer to each of my attempts to get pregnant through in vitro fertilization, because that is the most accurate reflection of how it felt to me as a patient. Clinically, though, the procedures involving frozen embryos are called frozen embryo transfers, or FET. 
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Anticipation
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***
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It could have been a cry that roused me, from asleep to awake in a single instant, the sort of soundless stirring only a mother can hear. It wasn’t, though. Not yet. So I lay still as the Islamic call to prayer tremored, letting the words, the intonation, this unfamiliar lullaby return me to the world and the precise place I was in it. I wove my fingers together, palms kissing my belly, and closed my eyes, dreaming once again of the new life that would soon be twinkling on the other side of my skin. 

When the call echoed in the daylight, lying on a dock in my sunny yellow bikini, I’d pause whenever the recording crackled, listen for a few moments, then return to my copy of Gone Girl. My husband, Tim, and I had been in Turkey for several days—first in Istanbul, now in Bodrum, the Turkish Riviera—but hearing the call broadcast every few hours still jolted me, reminding me that this seaside haven, arguably more beautiful than any other, held its own extra thrill of adventure for being nestled in a country that shared borders with Iraq, Iran, and Syria. Most of the time, it merely felt like paradise. 

Just beyond our toes, the Aegean Sea shimmered, stunningly clear and quiet above its rock-studded floor. All around me were thick beds with plush cushions the color of oatmeal, arranged in groups along sun-bleached planks, each boasting a perfectly tanned, toned guest speaking French or Arabic, Turkish or Spanish, impossibly attractive humans who took turns executing cinematic half-moon dives into the sea, showcasing strong shoulders and impressive freestyle strokes before emerging to captivate Tim and me with a ritual they all practiced instinctively: The Suit Change. Each one exiting the water and tucking behind a curtained area to peel off soaking nylon and shimmy into dry swimwear, then laying the wet suit on the dock to bake in the sun before arranging themselves atop the day bed, saltwater droplets still glistening on skin. We exchanged an incredulous glance over the tops of our sunglasses: had we ever, in our standard summer getaways to the Jersey Shore, witnessed anything so chic? No, no we had not. 

It was the sort of place where even the tiniest guests exuded sophistication: the beautiful, bobbling toddlers in various states of undress, the lanky grade school children huddled on their towels around a deck of cards. I splayed my book across my bare tummy and watched them, smiling; that was my future. Two months before boarding our flight to Turkey, where we’d traveled to celebrate our first wedding anniversary, I’d left my birth control to languish in the filled Rx bin at a CVS back in Manhattan. That makes it seem more offhanded than it was, as though my getting pregnant would be an unintended consequence of neglect, the contraceptive I couldn’t be bothered to pick up. In fact, it was a choice. A thoughtful one. We had planned for this. We were ready. We were officially, excitedly trying for a baby. Which made this trip the most meaningful sort of occasion—a beginning and an ending all rolled into one. 

Tim and I both knew that children would signal the end of our far-flung adventures. We loved traveling, and it had become our thing as a couple, together exploring the soaring granite of Yosemite, the richness of Spain, the submerged wonder surrounding Belize, the stirring soulfulness of the Serengeti. But babies were about to change all that. Of course they were, we understood how these things worked. There was an unconscious manual Tim and I shared, an internalized set of rules and dreams handed down to all of us kids raised in the comfort and security of ‘80s suburbia. Go to college. Get a job. Fall in love. Start a family. Work hard, things work out. Truth was, we’d made it 31 years with little evidence suggesting otherwise. We’d attended college and met afterward as young graduates starting out in New York City. He’d since gotten a degree from Harvard Business School and was working his way up in the world of finance. I’d been an editor at Condé Nast, the most prestigious magazine company in the world, and was now working in digital media. Privilege does more than teach you that things work out; it often makes it so.  

Now, we’d reached the next stage of programming, The Parenthood Years, which we’d watched so many friends and siblings embark on already. We’d observed, again and again, the messy wonder of creating a tiny nuclear family of one’s own, growing surer at every turn that we wanted this for ourselves. To be upending our lives in the most permanent of ways was nerve-wracking and exhilarating. We couldn’t wait.

There in Turkey, Tim’s all-American charms seemed particularly poignant; flop of brown hair, compact build, a chest comprised of dueling plateaus in a shade of freckly pink that was as close to tan as he could get. His arms climaxed in a water balloon-sized bulge at the crook of each elbow; “You can’t crush steel!” he liked to say back then, popping a fist brightly against a bicep, his green eyes reading almost amber with humor and sunlight. I rolled my eyes but laughed anyway. It was a dad joke in the making. 

My body occupied nearly the same length of the chaise as Tim’s, but often I’d sit up, cross-legged, shoulders hunched toward my book, fingers mindlessly searching through the underside of my top knot, feeling for my scalp. There was a linear quality to me, calves and forearms and neck, golden like a fig beneath the Turkish sun, all of it vertical except for the roundness around my bottom, which, in earnest, could only be described one way. I can’t recall when I first heard of childbearing hips, whether it was an adult’s misplaced remark about my teenage figure, or a descriptor I’d come across in a novel, tucking away the words that so clearly articulated the particular bowing of my body. Either way, that’s what they were; wider than I’d like but built for something beautiful.  

Reclining on the dock, lolling weightless in the sea, or perched at the bar, Tim and I talked as if we had just met, reminiscing about our wedding. “At this moment last year, we were...” I would say throughout the day, completing the sentence differently with each utterance, a private, nostalgia-themed Mad Lib. 

We also imagined the future; nervous, giddy, disbelieving that we were on the brink of starting our family. Anticipating this new life in which we’d replace jet lag with the kind of exhaustion you can never quite sleep off. When would it happen, we wondered. How many kids would we have? (He made his case for three; I thought two or four). What would we name them? (Elijah for a boy, Tim suggested; I loved the simplicity of Sam). Would we raise them in New York City or move to the suburbs? Who would be the tougher parent? How would they change us? The answers beckoned, begging us to chase them down and solve the great mysteries of our lives. 

Against the outrageous beauty of our current backdrop, these conversations felt more intimate than usual—our plans more tender. We were co-conspirators, imagining the less sexy family vacations of our future, far from the Aegean Sea. There was so much we wanted our kids to experience; ice cream bars from a boxy white truck that would melt faster than they could lick. The burn of saltwater shot up their little noses as a wave hurtled them toward shore. Falling asleep on a still summer night to the sound of crickets throbbing in unison. Standing around an open flame tending to marshmallows that wrinkled and shrank before collapsing between graham crackers. Hooded sweatshirts at sunset, damp, sandy suits worn all day long. A million tiny nothings that made up both of our ideas of childhood. 

It was easy to dream of such things when our world seemed vast and vibrant, everything ahead of us. We were fortunate; tasting the exotic but choosing the ordinary. Which was just it; we still believed we got to choose the life, the future, the family we wanted. 

The me I was back then, a young woman in a yellow bikini—relaxed, carefree, curious to discover the world—was still whole and filled with hope and optimism. She had it all figured out. That woman knew nothing of the me down the road, the jobless, baby-less me in stretched out yoga pants, who woke up most days with nowhere to go, her world shrunk to the four walls of an empty apartment where she sat hunched, laptop on thighs, Googling pregnancy symptoms for hours. No implantation spotting, can I still be pregnant? Twinges in lower back 8 days post-ovulation mean anything? How early can you feel pregnancy symptoms? Slight cramping that goes away am I pregnant? Negative test 7 days post-transfer too early to tell?  That girl’s eyes were hollow, scanning and searching until she was satisfied there was still a chance. Her nails were picked to nothing more than nubs, her arms track-marked like a junkie’s from endless IVF blood draws. 

Yellow Bikini Me was always up for an adventure. 

She got one.
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Optimism
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***
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The bathroom of Cozy Riverside Cabin #5, tucked along Highway 89 in Livingston, Montana, was drab but clean, for the most part. The views from the adjacent bedroom, however, made this spot far superior to anywhere else I’d peed on a stick. The Absaroka Range stood silent and imposing all around us, and the Yellowstone River glittered down below. 

Earlier in the trip, Tim and I had stopped for a drink at a cowboy bar that had been featured on the show No Reservations. Back when we’d taken in the scene from our couch, watching as Anthony Bourdain and the writer Jim Harrison sipped brown liquor there, the episode brought Montana to life for us; there were sweeping shots of spectacular ridges and verdant valleys, of horses clopping across rivers and gravelly, from-the-gut accounts of living life from locals who had undeniably done so. Still, all that cinematic glory did nothing to prepare me for how Montana actually felt, the wholeness of nature there, the astonishment of seeing it all exist so casually. Creamy lilac mountains taken in from the parking lot of the Missoula Safeway, simply a pleasant backdrop for buying milk. 

There was a surreal sheen to everything in Montana. Nothing could quite be believed. And so it was, that in Montana, 50 miles from America’s first national park, I got the one and only flashing positive ovulation test of my life. I held that plastic strip up high between my thighs until it was soaked through with urine, then rested it on the counter as usual. Only this time, when I went back to check, a convulsing smiley face had emerged, blinking up at me in crazed exultation. Ho-ly shit. 

I’d been taking these tests for close to a year now, but virtually all I’d ever produced was a sad empty circle—not a smile, not even a face. A zero. And those zeroes were adding up. Ovulation tests are meant to be taken on consecutive days to identify a fertile window. For me, that meant virtually every morning, month after month, literally hundreds of days, I had kicked things off with a zero.  

The only other smiley face I’d gotten was static instead of blinking, a glazed-over Stepford wife. But this smiley face, the flashing one, the one I’d only ever read about on the side of the box? She was here to tell me that my fertility was high (me! high fertility!) and better yet, that I had not yet peaked. With ovulation in sight but not imminent we had more days of trying, more opportunities for success, more favorable odds of getting pregnant. I never thought I’d see the day. But here we were, staying in a part of Montana called, of all things, Paradise Valley, and suddenly I had high fertility. It happened when we were actually, technically, in Paradise. 

“Tim?” Excitement leaked from my voice as I emerged from the bathroom, holding up the stick like it was some sort of magic trick. “I can’t believe it!”

“Yeah, baby!” Tim playfully swatted my butt. “Time to get down to business!”

We had just finished breakfast by the river and were back in our cabin packing and preparing to check out. Our plan had been to head to Bozeman, where we’d stroll around, then finish the drive to our last stop in Montana—a one-time cattle ranch turned lodge set amidst thousands of rugged acres. “I am seriously shocked,” my brain was overloaded, each of my thoughts finding its way out of my mouth. “Do you think we should have sex right now? Or just wait? Maybe wait, I guess, the ranch looks amazing let’s wait until we get there.” As we giddily stuffed fleeces and hiking boots into our carry-ons, I checked the stick again and again to make sure I hadn’t imagined it.

After all the months of zeroes, bringing the tests on this trip had, in itself, been a show of deluded optimism, but I had tucked them into my bag nonetheless, hauling them first to Santa Ynez, California, for my friend Kelly’s wedding, then on to Montana. All for the virtually nonexistent chance that I would get to see that ecstatic cartoon grin. And, improbably enough, here she now was. As it turned out, my reproductive system was merely dormant, not dead. My body was quietly functional, more understated, less showy about releasing eggs, and you know what, I respected that. Perhaps Montana had resuscitated her with a few puffs of big sky air. Perhaps amidst the purity of grass and sky, mountains, prairies, and valleys, my anatomy had been compelled to perform its most fundamental functions, decided to answer its highest calling. I thought, and not for the first time on this trip, about my hair, a lightish brown with caramel streaks, which had looked its lifetime-best since we’d set foot out west. In air so clear and dry, my tight curls reflexively unclenched, settling into a more relaxed version of themselves. My ovaries, it seemed, were doing the same. Montana, I thought. God bless you. 

We drove fast alongside the big rigs on the Interstate, singing along to country songs on the radio with our own impassioned renditions, a blur of green and brown and gold and blue out our windows. The final stretch was a long, lonely road, which led us to the ranch. In the hot stillness of a mid-September afternoon, we pulled up to a stunning beamed structure set amidst golden rolling hills and a sky that never stopped. Not a bad place to make a baby, I smiled to myself, grateful my body had gotten her shit together just in time. We would be the only guests on the entire property that first night, which the man at check-in let us know as he led us to our room, Tim and I exchanging a glance. We were officially all alone, in the middle of nowhere. The moment he left, Tim locked the door behind him, whipped the curtains across the wall of windows, and threw me atop the bed. 

Afterward, I lay on the mussed sheets to give those wriggly sperm a chance to do their thing, unable to be anything but impossibly pleased with myself. Pleased and relieved; it was happening. I could exhale, be nowhere but here. When Tim sprang up, he headed to the closet, my guess was for a robe, though he found something else instead. “Pickles!” His term of endearment for me, though no part of my brain can recall its origin. “Hope you packed some heat, there’s a gun safe in here!”

We dressed, pink-cheeked and ready to explore, and outside, as we strolled trails to nowhere, kicking up dust with our toes, I felt both small and enormously alive, my husband alongside me, each of us inside our own thoughts. The quiet was so quiet it echoed. Down a dirt path we found a pond, encircled by tall reeds that swayed in the breeze like a hula skirt. We inhaled the mountain air and sat in contented silence, trout plopping, my Montana hair dancing atop my shoulder blades in the sunlight. 

Later that evening, a late summer storm rolled in, bringing swirling air, chunky rain, as Tim and I lingered over dinner. We watched for a while through the picture window before returning to our room to give it one more shot.

***
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Back in New York, I went into the long-awaited appointment to assess my fertility feeling almost sheepish, unsure if even being there was an overreaction: So, yes, it’s been a full year of trying, but as it turns out, my ovaries do work, they’re just low-key about it, they have nothing to prove. But if you must know [looks down casually to inspect nails], I actually just ovulated on vacation. It’s SO not a big deal. But I’m probably pregnant right now. I stopped short of offering up the baby names already on a loop in my brain: Huck, in honor of the huckleberries that grew wild and plentiful out there, or Grey, borrowing from the name of that magical ranch in the middle of nowhere. 

Except, by then, Montana’s spell was broken. 

The ultrasound technician let me know that I wasn’t pregnant. The baby would be birthed only in my imagination. I left that day with a prescription in my pocket and a reality check. 

Standing beneath some scaffolding outside, I called Tim to recap the results of the appointment. The good news, I offered, my voice breaking ever-so-slightly, was that I had a lot of eggs, constellations of them, clustered all over my ovaries. The bad news: I wasn’t ovulating. The good-slash-bad news: Someone had finally acknowledged there was a problem. 

In a way it was a relief to finally hear what I’d already known—that something was wrong. Despite the implication of all those zeroes I had been told to give it time—that since we were under the age of 35, we needed to have been trying to conceive for at least a year to meet the threshold of infertility, to even be assessed. These things can take a while, the doctors assured me. Try acupuncture. Be patient. Just relax. (Oh, so helpful—all of it). But now, finally, the burden of proof was off my shoulders. I could retire the cycle-charting workbook I’d been fruitlessly filling out for months, toss the remainder of the ovulation tests I’d been purchasing by the dozen. This new OB/GYN informed me that my ovaries were resisting ovulation. They weren’t strong enough to produce a dominant follicle, and when they did, the egg that released wasn’t of high enough quality to become a baby. But I could take a drug, Clomid, to stimulate ovulation and plump up one of my eggs so that one of Tim’s sperm could zip its little way inside. It was hopeful news, in a sense: we would finally have a real chance. 

I paused to let Tim, to let myself register the magnitude of the moment. We were closer to a baby than we had ever been. Yet in the span of that one appointment, we had gone from Normal People Trying to Infertile Couple (though neither the doctor nor I had gone so far as to use that word). “This is a good thing,” Tim insisted. “I know,” I said, wiping away tears with the back of my hand, “it’s just scary, you know? Once you acknowledge there’s a problem you really have no clue how deep it goes.” 

That whole year of trying, Tim had been relentlessly pragmatic. He was a man who approached things mathematically, referencing the statistical chances of getting pregnant in any given month, reminding me that at some point the odds would be in our favor and it would happen. He used reason, urging me not to get ahead of myself with my concern and worry, not to indulge my worst fears about something really being wrong, his left brain hard at work trying to persuade my right brain, and all its creative machinations, to stop imagining dire outcomes. Tim was a solution-oriented person and this doctor’s appointment satisfied his desire for a very rational next step. “It’s going to be ok,” he reassured me. “One hundred percent. It’s going to happen.”

For me, though, the long-held sense that we were biologically entitled to a baby was gone, and with it, the blind, naïve confidence that had allowed me to stride sure-footed through life. Once we moved into this shaky place, I began to absorb our newfound membership in a group for whom there are no guarantees. The question of having a baby had gone from when we would to how we would, with a terrifying word looming in the distance: If we would.

I can’t recall if I was aware of it at the time, but the day back in Paradise Valley, when our luck seemed to have changed, happened to be Friday the 13th. That poetic moment, I didn’t know at the time, would be our last go at a natural, unmedicated conception. Just a few days later, I began popping pills to help me ovulate and regulate my erratic cycles. If Montana was crisp mountain air sailing through my nostrils, these were straight-from-the-lab synthetics gulped down the throat. 

But the truth was, Montana already felt like a dream. It’s hard to hold on to the essence of something so pure in New York City, where there are conflicting, competing, chaotic demands for your attention at every turn. Aggressively honking yellow cabs. The stench of sidewalk trash. Bikers swiping you from every which way. Subway riders packed so densely you jerk this way and that, a single unit, as the train takes a curve, the flesh of strangers encroaching upon you from all sides. New York is a head-down kind of place; the sky exists, but you may only notice a slice of it between skyscrapers when a circling chopper commands that you look up. 

So, I did what you do; I put my head down and got to it, popping my pills and focusing on work. I crammed into the F train each morning with my earphones in place to wall me off from the world, then joined my co-workers in our windowless strip of the office and, occasionally, in the (also windowless) conference room. It was urban life as usual, only now with fertility treatment as a footnote. 

And so, life continued, as our old reality disappeared behind us and a new path unfurled. New Year’s Eve. My second cycle on Clomid and the first-time I’d take a fertility shot of any kind. After an ultrasound the previous day, my OB/GYN had prescribed an injectable called Ovidrel to induce the release of my egg, thereby giving Tim and me a definitive 24-36-hour window to make a baby. We were intending to stay home that New Year’s Eve anyway, but the Ovidrel injection gave us a purpose for being there. Suddenly a night-in felt like a plan, an event. I made Ina Garten’s herbed pork tenderloin (fancy) and we drank champagne on the couch (extra fancy). As we toggled between countdown coverage, we decimated our joke of the night; “Different kind of shots this New Year’s!” “Never thought this was the shot I’d be taking tonight!” (Ba dum tss!) There was levity and silliness and joy. We were happy to be home together, hopeful that this slight escalation in treatment, the act of penetrating my skin with a needle, would lead, finally, to the result we wanted. “It’s kind of insane that they let people inject themselves with needles, don’t you think,” champagne fizzed in my brain as I lifted my shirt to expose the lower part of my belly. “I’ve got it,” Tim’s relentless confidence was powering us through. “Are you ready?” I grabbed a wad of flesh with two hands and steeled myself as he gave me a pre-injection three-count. “One...two...three.”

***
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It is only apparent to me in retrospect, but this was our personal point of no return. Up until then, events in my life could exist independently from the pursuit of pregnancy. Two months prior, my co-workers and I dressed as Kardashians for Halloween. Full stop. I don’t know where I was in my cycle that day, or what appointment I may have been anticipating. But that night, on New Year’s Eve, lines were crossed: the moment that separated one year from the next; the dermis protecting my blood and bones from a harsh world just beyond; the invisible boundary roping off fertility treatment from the rest of my life. In every instance, there was no going back. 

In February, we spent a long weekend in Boston celebrating my college roommate’s wedding, and though there were a million highlights—the wine-soaked rehearsal dinner, magical snowfall while getting ready with the bride, phenomenal after-party snacks—it is getting my period in the bathroom of Logan airport as we were set to depart, the thud of reality that our third round of Clomid had been unsuccessful, that colors my memory of the weekend. 

Two months later, Tim and I invited our families for Easter: our first time hosting a holiday. I bought a cake plate and cloth napkins and tiny pastel egg candies that no one would eat but that looked pretty on the table. I soaked our wedding china in a sink full of soapy water so we could at long last peel off the price stickers. We brought all three sets of our parents together (no small feat), plus my sister and grandmother (ten people!), and we ate and drank and acted like grownups who lived in a real home equipped to entertain other grownups. But as soon as we had hugged and kissed goodbye, I succumbed to my urge to take a pregnancy test. The agony of not being pregnant is what I remember most about that day. 

For me, real life had become intertwined with fertility life, the footnote becoming the headline. I didn’t know it then, but I was speeding toward a moment when real life would be overtaken entirely; when treatment would be all that remained. 

***
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Before long we had graduated to the next level of intervention, Intrauterine Insemination (IUI), in which my follicles were stimulated with Clomid and Tim’s sperm injected with the proverbial turkey baster to increase the odds for fertilization. When that didn’t work, the OB/GYN let me know it was about time we make our way to a fertility specialist. It was under his care that we tried a couple more cycles of IUI, and eventually graduated to in vitro fertilization (IVF). 

The whole way through, I mourned the loss of a simple thread of optimism I had taken for granted: that I would get pregnant naturally. Doing it any other way felt directly in opposition to the kind of mother I hoped to be. I had always imagined that some greater power—fate, God, the universe—would determine which of Tim’s millions of sperm cells would find its way inside one of my eggs and decide the folds of our child’s ear lobes, the curve of her smile, the exact arc of his tiny toes. I wanted to push out our baby and I wanted to do it naturally, meaning drug-free, squeezing shut my eyes and bearing down during the excruciating ascent of each contraction. I wanted to breastfeed, bonding with and nourishing our baby as mothers have done as long as human beings have walked this earth. As someone who finds comfort in the idea that things naturally play out as they’re meant to, who had been raised to cultivate physical and mental toughness, refusing to pop so much as a Tylenol for the artificiality it would introduce into my bloodstream, my stripped-down vision of pregnancy and motherhood made sense. But I also wanted to go natural because I wanted to be a natural. 

Easy, patient, gentle, loving, I aimed to embody the ideal, impossible version of a mother—one with a baby strapped to her chest, effortlessly in tune with my infant’s every tiny whimper and cry, my soothing jiggle or caress in response intuitive, knowing, warm. Yet there I was, incapable of taking the very first step. 

It was a meaningful loss, that I wasn’t some earth mother able to effortlessly conceive a baby. And yet when the moment for IVF neared, in a perverse way, I couldn’t wait. One of my most deeply-held delusions, my most dangerous dances with optimism, was that IVF was an ace in the hole. 

Think about it—we would be stimulating my ovaries with a strict protocol of daily shots, goading them into producing as many large follicles as possible. After about two weeks, once those eggs grew to a precise and ideal size, they would be suctioned out of my body so that a doctor could attempt to fertilize each individually with a solitary sperm, a process known as Intracytoplasmic Sperm Injection (ICSI). The ones that fertilized would then be monitored, and the resulting embryos that continued to grow would either be transferred back into my uterus or frozen to use later. 

When the packages of syringes and alcohol swabs, an injectable pen, bandages, medication vials, along with one of those red biohazard boxes you see at the doctor’s office arrived, commandeering our kitchen counter where Ina’s glorious pork tenderloin had so recently rested, I was strangely exhilarated. This is serious, the drugs seemed to say. This was specialty pharmacy shit; complex layers of follicle-stimulating and egg-releasing and hormone-regulating drugs designed to be injected through specific body parts—this one through the fat below my belly button, that one into the top corner of my butt cheek—at specific times of day. This was no summer storm on a ranch in Montana—nothing wistful or romantic or natural or poetic. This was a serious treatment plan and this, I was sure, would work. 

That was the thrilling part: my certainty. Maybe I was naïve, or ignorant, or caught up in the relentlessly positive prognosis I consistently heard from my doctors, or maybe most uninitiated couples believe what I did: that IVF works. 

Fueled by that certainty, I threw myself into the rigors of the cycle, allowing treatment to bleed even deeper into the main frame of my life. No, I can’t get after-work drinks tonight, or the night after, or the one after that; I have to go home for my shots. At work, a video shoot outside the city was scheduled toward the end of my cycle. No, I can’t travel there a day early; instead, I stayed, beholden to morning monitoring, then commuted two-and-a-half hours out the day of the shoot, and two-and-a-half hours back that evening so Tim could shoot me up with meds. 

The day of the embryo transfer, Tim and I sat in the transitional space that comes after the waiting room but before the procedure location, as he stretched his arm out in front of us to snap a selfie. In my starchy hospital gown, my hair looped beneath the synthetic fibers of a blue net, I gamely smiled into his phone. We already knew that the cycle had been, by all accounts, extremely successful, my body responding beautifully at every turn.  That first stimulation yielded 19 mature eggs, 12 of which fertilized and seven of which grew to the blastocyst stage; all robust, viable, exquisite clusters of cells. Embryos; microscopic babies-to-be. And today, we would transfer the most promising one back into my uterus. 
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