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      Praise for Three Wishes:

      
      ‘Three Wishes is a page-turner – full of twists and turns, great and small – that proves life is still a mystery and that nothing, if we
         want it badly enough, is impossible’
      

      
      Laura Zigman, author of Animal Husbandry and Piece of Work

      
      ‘Reading Three Wishes is like being let into the juiciest of confidences. I dare you not to root for these tough and gentle women’
      

      
      Jil Eisenstadt, author of From Rockaway and Kiss Out

      
      ‘This braided story – of longing, persistence, plans gone awry, the gifts of good luck – is at its center about love in its
         many forms. With its magic numbers and precious vials, it might be a fairy tale, were it not, in its details so bracingly,
         bravely contemporary and real’
      

      
      Elizabeth Graver, author of The Honey Thief and Awake

      
      ‘Riveting, seriously riveting! … It’s so triumphant, too, in the best possible way’

      
      Julia Sweeney, author of God Said, ‘Ha!’

      
      ‘Three Wishes is a true-life sisterhood tale of friendship, love, amazing luck, and sperm. I was drawn into each woman’s life, and her
         quest for love and motherhood, although not necessarily in that order. A must-read for the twenty-first-century woman on the
         same journey’
      

      
      – Alice D. Domar, PhD, author of Be Happy Without Being Perfect

   
Copyright

Published by Hachette Digital

ISBN: 978-0-748-12516-6
 
Copyright © 2010 by Carey Goldberg, Beth Jones and Pamela Ferdinand

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

Hachette Digital

Little, Brown Book Group

100 Victoria Embankment

London, EC4Y 0DY

www.hachette.co.uk


      
      For our families

   

      

      The Decision


      

      Carey: “Granted, six feet five is a little extreme.”

      


      

      Beth: “A blond southerner who likes terriers and Fontina cheese isn’t what I was looking for either. But I trusted you.”

      


      

      Pam: “I trusted you, too. And that made my decision easier.”

      


      

      Carey


      

      HELLO?”

      


      

      The phone rang just as I happily settled into bed with a thick novel and a box of cereal. Once I freed myself from a day’s

         deadline pressure, nothing restored me better than eating while I read, or reading while I ate. But the airy bedroom of my

         Cambridge town house was no real refuge. The New York Times copy desk could still call with urgent questions about an article I had written for the next day’s paper, and I had to be

         available, always.

      


      

      “Hello?” I said again. No answer. “Hello?”


      

      Still no reply. Pressing the receiver harder against my ear, I made out the muffled voice of my boyfriend, a cosmopolitan

         scientist I’d been seeing for nearly a year.

      


      

      It had been on and off, with a start so strong that I swore we were in love by the third date, then a crash followed by a

         long limping. I was usually rational to a fault, but with him I couldn’t seem to let go.

      


      

      It slowly dawned on me that I was listening to a conversation between my boyfriend and a female friend of his, a doctor I’d

         met and liked. I deduced that he must have accidentally pressed the Send button on his cell phone, and that it repeated the

         last number he called: mine.

      


      

      “So what’s up with you romantically?” I heard the doctor say.


      

      “Oh,” he said, “I’m back with Carey, and it’s certainly not issue-free.”


      

      “Why don’t you see other women, then?” she asked.


      

      “I don’t want to hurt Carey … I really don’t want to hurt her.”


      

      “Well, what do you think you’re looking for?”


      

      “First of all,” he said, “it would have to be somebody who really attracted me.”


      

      I felt my body start to shake, as it registered the depth of the rejection before my mind could absorb it. I would like to

         note here, in my own defense, that I am in fact generally considered attractive, and have occasionally even been called beautiful,

         but I am by no means to everyone’s taste. I am tall and cello-shaped, with high cheekbones, a broad, even smile, and thick

         dark curls or frizz, depending on the weather. (He ended up marrying a buxom redhead so petite she could wear girls’-department

         clothes.)

      


      

      I paged him — his cell phone was busy, obviously — and broke up with him, my limbs shivering so hard that it was difficult

         to talk.

      


      

      * * *


      

      There are more where that came from. Rejections of me. Rejections by me. All leading to the moment when, the night before

         I turned thirty-nine, on assignment in a remote town in northern Maine, I lay alone in an anonymous motel room bed, staring

         at the ceiling, and faced the biggest decision of my life.

      


      

      It was biological midnight, at least as I had defined it for myself. I was a professional success, Boston bureau chief of

         the New York Times, and a romantic failure, dating doggedly into middle age and still incurably single. Now, my self-imposed deadline had struck.

         If I really wanted to have a baby before it was too late, I would have to do it on my own. It was time to give up on romantic

         love, and try to become a single mother.

      


      

      It was a bad, but not all-bad, moment. What had seemed like such a depressing thought, such a failure, for so many years,

         suddenly started to seem like something that was hearteningly doable, unlike the endless frustrations of trying to make love

         work. It was a decoupling of the desire for a man and the desire for children, and it carried sudden, surprising relief.

      


      

      It was also sad, sad, sad to plan to become a single mother. It was standing against the wall at the biggest dance of all.

         I had not been chosen. I was not desired. Not loved.

      


      

      For nearly seven years, I lived out my long-standing dream of working as a Moscow correspondent, reporting mainly for the

         Los Angeles Times right through the climactic years when the Soviet Union was collapsing. I could have stayed longer, but when I was thirty-four

         I came home to work for the New York Times with the very explicit idea of Getting a Life.

      


      

      I was aware of having an agenda, painfully aware. I knew that some of my failed relationships, if given more time and less

         pressure, might have turned into love. But there was no time. No time. I had always been a goal-getter. But now, having the

         goal got in the way of achieving it. I analyzed the problem to death. “What I want most in life now is to fall in love, marry,

         and have a family, but that is not the sort of thing you can make happen,” I lamented to my best friend, Liz. “You can’t go

         to school for it. You can’t get on a waiting list for it. You can’t directly apply. You can try to prepare for it, but what

         else?”

      


      

      Time ran out before I could find an answer.


      

      My own parents were separated before I was born. Their split was so rancorous that, family lore has it, my mother didn’t want

         to allow my biological father into the hospital to meet me when I was born. He was a successful physician, professor, and

         author. He also had a violent temper, a two-pack-a-day habit, and the kind of superiority complex that led him to conclude,

         from personal experience, “Remember, Carey, a man never hits a woman unless she makes him feel totally powerless.”

      


      

      My mother, a supremely warm and hilarious woman, moved back into her parents’ house and raised my brother and me on her own

         until I was two. Then, to our great good fortune, she married Charlie Ritz, the loving, wise, patient man who would become

         my stepfather — but who was really my dad, my father in every sense of the word except genetics. He always said that he could

         not possibly have loved us more if we had been his own biological children. When a car accident left my mother in a permanent

         coma in her midfifties, my dad spent hours with her shell of a body virtually every day for nearly two years, gently watching

         over her as the hope that she could recover slowly faded. He held her hand as she breathed her last breath. To this day, he

         wears his wedding ring.

      


      

      Perhaps I would have my mother’s luck in late-found love. At least I could think about having a child on my own as skipping

         the ugly divorce.

      


      

      Two days after my birthday, I told my dad that I had decided to become a single mother.


      

      “No matter what you do, I’ll support you,” he said firmly, sad-eyed. “I’m sure you’ll make a great mother.”


      

      I could see the crumbling of a vision he’d had for me. On the other hand, I thought, my mother met him when she had a one-year-old

         and a two-year-old, so he couldn’t think this was truly the end of all hope for love, could he?

      


      

      I went to see the gynecologist at a women’s clinic, the kind of inclusive, groovy place that would be accustomed to helping

         lesbian couples and single women get pregnant. We sat face to face in a tiny exam room. I wondered if he was single.

      


      

      “Fertility varies tremendously from woman to woman,” he said, “so the consequences of waiting longer in hopes of meeting the

         right man are hard to predict.” But he had evolved a rule of thumb for cases like mine, he said: “If you think you could well

         end up heartbroken because you let your chance to have a child go by, you should do it now.”

      


      

      I went to see a wise older therapist who specialized in fertility issues, a fragile-looking woman revered by her clients.

         Another office the size of a walk-in closet.

      


      

      “It’s the morality of it that’s troubling me,” I said. “How can I knowingly bring a child into a situation that is less than

         optimal from the very get-go?”

      


      

      “Well,” she said, “what do you think a child needs?”


      

      I had never tried to come up with a list.


      

      “Love,” I said. “A safe and stimulating environment. A circle of people who care, who can help her reach her potential, that

         kind of thing.”

      


      

      She was silent, smiling slightly, letting what I had just said sink in. Then she asked me, “Can you provide that?”

      


      

      My mother, who would have been an ideal grandmother, all twinkle and fun and unconditional acceptance, was dead. But I had

         my dad, living just a few blocks away in Cambridge. He was in his midseventies, but still healthy, and would make a world-class

         grandfather. My brother and sister and best friend, Liz, lived in distant cities, but I had some close friends in Boston,

         a few dating back to my teen years. I had the money to hire excellent childcare, thanks to my late mother, my savings from

         Moscow, and the stock market. My job was demanding, but I was reaching the end of my stint as Boston bureau chief and was

         ready to ratchet down my career for the sake of a child. I had been blessed with a certain serenity all my life, and I thought

         it would morph easily into maternal stability.

      


      

      “Yes,” I finally said. “I can offer all of that.”


      

      I went to grill Sally, a single-mother friend with southern verve and inner strength, as she supervised her two-year-old son

         on a snowy playground.

      


      

      “Carey, it’s the best thing I ever did,” she said.


      

      As we pulled her blond son on a sled over the fast-melting snow, his cherub-cheeked face, rosy in the cold, shone with ecstasy.


      

      I started to think about donors. I made lists of male friends and considered their pros and cons. I started dropping into

         conversations my plan to become a single mother, just to see if anybody nibbled.

      


      

      A married couple with one beloved child offered the husband’s sperm.


      

      “As far as I can tell,” he said, “having children is the highest thing we do.”


      

      The wife said that the child could be part of their extended family. But friends with children warned me that things could get terribly complicated that way.

      


      

      Sperm banks started looking better and better.


      

      “Would you like to be my labor coach?” I asked my sister, Morgan, on the phone one day.


      

      She got a little choked up. “If we were normal, you would be asking me to be in your bridal party,” she said. “But since we’re

         abnormal, this is a great honor.”

      


      

      For something that was supposed to be somewhat secret, my baby plan was leaking out all over the place, and I was the main

         culprit. I told two older mothers at the Times, and they encouraged me but warned about the extent of the changes in store for me. One advised me to realize that children

         would be the front thing in my head for the next few years. Another said, approvingly, “Give yourself some joy!” and advised

         me to get on the stick about blood tests to check my hormone levels. I did not tell any of my editors. Bosses want your labor,

         and not the kind that ends in delivery.

      


      

      I decided to slow down. Sally helped convince me that this was not a process to rush. I had to feel my way through each step,

         let each decision settle and make sure it still seemed right.

      


      

      I also kept my profile active on Matchmaker.com, out of habit or momentum or the last vestiges of hope. I wrote a little note

         in my journal: “If you are a future child of mine reading this, I just want you to know that I really, really tried, in the

         weeks and months and years leading up to making you fatherless, to find you a dad.”

      


      

      I was doing a lot of online searching — sperm donors and potential dates and fertility information. I gave thanks to the inventors

         of all the technology that brought some of the deepest human needs right to my desktop.

      


      

      “So what about this guy?” I asked Liz during one of a great many phone calls so tedious that only a true best friend would ever tolerate them. “He’s got an MD from Harvard, blond hair,

         blue eyes, he’s five ten and one hundred sixty-five pounds, and he’s interested in classical music and social events.”

      


      

      “Wait,” she said. “Is this a potential donor or a potential date?”


      

      “He’s a donor, but there’s even less information about him than you’d get on a dating website. How can stats this dry help

         you make the juiciest of human decisions? At least with online dating, you can quickly meet the guy for coffee and then go

         with your gut. With these sperm banks, all those mechanisms for mate selection that we evolved over millions of years have

         been disabled!”

      


      

      She paused for thought. “You need to prioritize, given the little information you’ve got. What are you looking for most?”


      

      “Good health, but I guess they all have that or they would have been screened out. And after that, let’s face it, of things

         that a person can inherit — which seems to leave out character and virtue and the like — what I value most is intelligence.”

      


      

      “So do they give you IQs?”


      

      “A few do, but most don’t, not even the longer profiles I’ve ordered for extra money. They usually won’t even tell you what

         college the guys are at. A few have SAT scores, or occupation, and years of education. But you’re totally in the dark about

         what the person is really like. It makes a one-night stand with some guy you meet in a bar seem like lifelong intimacy by

         comparison …”

      


      

      Liz was still single, too, despite her stunning Nordic beauty. She and I differed over one central value: if we couldn’t have

         everything, I chose children over a man; she chose a man over children.

      


      

      “What I don’t want,” she told me, “is for you to give up your dream of having the supportive partner you want to make the family you want complete. You are a beautiful, loving, brilliant,

         warm, creative woman. And you are very open to people. I think it’s just a question of timing. Your decision to seek a sperm

         donor doesn’t doom your dream. I can understand your feeling of sadness, but I hope and believe that you won’t let it keep

         you from seeking the partner you want.”

      


      

      After weeks of dithering, I settled on Donor 8282 of California Cryobank, the nation’s largest sperm bank. His SAT scores

         were better than mine. He had six siblings and wanted to be a scientist who also wrote popular books. I was planning to become

         a science writer. If we ever met, I thought, what a nice conversation we might have.

      


      

      California Cryobank provided the next best thing, an audio interview. In a deep voice that sounded intelligent and somehow

         clean-cut in a southern way, he said: “Hello. My donor number is 8282. I am six feet, five inches tall, and two hundred forty-five

         pounds. I have a medium build, my hair color is blond, and my eyes are blue. My skin color is fair, and I tan lightly. My

         mother’s country of origin is Switzerland, and my father’s country of origin is Belgium. My racial color code as established

         by California Cryobank is white.”

      


      

      The young woman interviewing him asked why he chose to study evolution, and he said, sounding confident and a touch professorial

         even as he hesitated, “Well, for me, evolution is … um … is a very basic sort of force that has shaped all of us, and I think

         understanding that is basic to understanding ourselves.”

      


      

      I ordered eight of his vials at $175 each, then bit my nails, hoping no one else would snatch them first.


      

      The vials arrived from California Cryobank in late March, and went into the freezer at the touchy-feely clinic. The means

         to motherhood were in my hands — or under my name in a freezer, anyway. It was mine to make happen. But still I hesitated.

      


      

      “So, Liz,” I said, on perhaps our fiftieth phone call on the topic. “Listen to this e-mail from a Matchmaker.com guy.


      

      “ ‘Hi, Carey, I liked your essay answers, so I’m writing you. I would even venture to guess that we might have some overlap

         in our outlooks and sensibilities. For instance, I’ve loved reading Russian authors since I was a teenager. I don’t know Platonov,

         but I find Mandelstam’s poetry deeply moving. Doesn’t it make you sad, though, to dwell on the desolation of that era in Russian

         history? Well, what do I know? I’ve never even been to Russia, much less worked there as a reporter. I do have a degree in

         anthropology, and I’ve published some travel writing, but Southeast Asia is more my area,’ et cetera, et cetera, et cetera…. ‘How about you, which reporters/writers do you admire? Take care — Sprax.’ ”

      


      

      There was a long phone silence as she digested. She tended to temper my spurts of enthusiasm, bringing me back to my usual

         caution. “Sprax? What kind of name is that?”

      


      

      “No idea. But he sounds an awful lot better than the usual ‘Do you like to snowboard?’ guys. And one thing’s for sure. I’ll

         never know how one of these donors feels about Mandelstam.”

      


      

      “Well, clearly it’s a date and not a donor, right?”


      

      “Yep, I’m meeting him tonight,” I said, checking my makeup in the mirror for sufficient subtlety. “And the donor thing is

         over for now. The 8282 vials arrived today.”

      


      

      On our first date, Sprax and I sat next to each other in a downtown Boston auditorium, listening to a mountain climber describe his feats in Greenland, and I looked down and noticed how huge his knee was compared to mine.

      


      

      He was wearing bulky army pants, but it was still clear that the knee was such a robust ball of strapping muscle and bone

         and ligament that I would want him and he would not want me. That is, he was too handsome and athletic, with mile-wide shoulders,

         tawny hair, and an open face of clean, straight, Scandinavian lines. He was intellectual as well, and worldly. So we could

         have some good times together, but the high school Renaissance man never dates the bookish girl for long, does he?

      


      

      Somehow, the new power of having vials in the freezer lessened the sting of impending rejection. I did not need him. As we

         walked out, I said what I really thought: “The whole thing would have been so much more compelling if there had been some

         children on the top of the five-thousand-foot granite wall who needed saving, don’t you think?”

      


      

      On our second date, we sat in an intimate Persian restaurant eating velvety roasted eggplant and told each other intimate

         things. Sprax had been raised Mormon, but had long since rebelled and been excommunicated. His spirit seemed free, prone to

         wandering. He told stories from a wide variety of subcultures, from the geeks of MIT and his software jobs to the artists

         of Indonesia. I tried to match him with tales from Russia and the Times. We wandered around to my life plans.

      


      

      “I’m hoping to have a baby soon,” I blurted — and then added, “but you don’t need to worry, because I’m going to do it on

         my own. I’ve already got the vials of sperm and all.”

      


      

      He took his head in his big hands, as if to say, Yes, this is a big, complex thing, then changed the subject without changing

         it.

      


      

      “I tried to be a sperm donor once,” he said, and moved into an amusing story about the rigors of the testing that he hadn’t quite passed.

      


      

      Sprax was a write-off in my mind, a rejection waiting to happen. But for weeks we kept seeing each other, just because … just

         because it felt good.

      


      

      “I really like being with you,” he said, as we stood in a long but chaste hug in my kitchen, the air sweet with the wine and

         molasses of a simmering vegetable stew.

      


      

      “It’s nice, isn’t it?” I replied. I had to lean back to meet his gentle blue eyes. He was a head taller than me — a rarity

         among men — and his height held a silly but undeniable appeal. Next to him, I was the right size.

      


      

      “It’s kind of scaring me,” he said. “I don’t want to just fall into another relationship.”


      

      “Go slow,” I said, stepping away. “There’s something here. Whatever it is, it’s fine.”


      

      I told him that getting to know him reminded me of the pictures we made as kids by coloring all different rainbow colors on

         a piece of paper, then coloring over all of them with black, then scraping away a picture with a pin, and seeing all the colors

         emerge.

      


      

      “It’s there,” he said.


      

      “I know,” I said, moving to the stove to ladle out the stew.


      

      In May, we went north on a wilderness trip — a travel-section story for the Times — and hiked through the hyperbolically titled “Grand Canyon of Maine.” At one point, we got to a little rock seat overlooking

         the rushing water of Gulf Hagas, and he put his arm around me, and said, “Thank you for bringing me here,” and he kissed me

         lightly.

      


      

      The next day, we kayaked out into Moosehead Lake to the towering peninsula of Mount Kineo, and as we faced the great granite splendor of the massive rock face head-on, he leaned

         over and again kissed me, from his kayak.

      


      

      It was a “when I die I won’t be able to complain that I have not lived” moment.


      

      There were little fights and pouts now and then, mainly when he was coaching me up rock faces, but mostly it got better and

         better. My new plan was to take the summer to play, and then start the baby making in September — either with him or without

         him. It made no sense to hope he would agree to help, of course, after we had known each other a mere few weeks and barely

         kissed. But he was a live, strapping, irresistible man right next to me, a man who had doffed his shirt and swung a sledgehammer

         on an old wall I needed to demolish. No abstract sperm donor could possibly compete.

      


      

      Perhaps foolishly, I told Sprax my new schedule. We were planning a two-week climbing trip out west in late September, and

         I said I thought it might be too strenuous if I were pregnant. And also, I added with trepidation, I was sort of waiting to

         see what happened with him.

      


      

      “It seems like we’ve known each other an awfully short period of time to face such a lifelong decision,” he said.


      

      “Well, I just want to tell you that I’ve come to understand that the baby is something I have to do on my own, and you should

         feel no pressure about it. It just would make no sense to have a child together when we’re both feeling so tentative.”

      


      

      “Have you ever thought about how, no matter who you’re with, it will always feel like something is missing?” he asked. “At

         some point, it just takes a leap of faith.”

      


      

      “I’ve always had trouble with that,” I said. “I don’t know how anyone does it …”


      

      The romance fell apart. We had a painful kitchen-table talk about how we had seemed to really fall for each other at first, but lately had been feeling less. He felt pressure for

         commitment, he said, even if I wasn’t putting it on him directly. I told him that he was beautiful inside and out, but if

         this wasn’t right, we needed to face it. We decided to break up, but remain friends.

      


      

      “You’re still my favorite person to be with,” he said.


      

      Whoop-de-do.


      

      Just as I was adjusting to our new status and starting to orient myself toward an 8282 try, Sprax flip-flopped. We spent a

         memorable day on a monster hike in New Hampshire, and drove home at two a.m. in excruciating foot pain. On the way, he confessed,

         “I’m feeling all distracted again. Like I want to be more than friends.”

      


      

      “I don’t trust how you’re feeling,” I said.


      

      We went kayaking a ways out into Boston Harbor, and on Peddock’s Island I gathered green sea glass and found an old shoe in

         the sand. We talked about the lyrics to “Stairway to Heaven.” I gave him a piggyback ride, all 210 muscular pounds of him.

      


      

      He took my hand as we were crossing a stream on the beach, and said: “However you want things to work out with the baby, I

         hope they do.”

      


      

      We got sort of back together, then instantly hit trouble again. He asked to cancel a rock-climbing day we’d planned in order

         to go on a bigger, harder climb with friends, including a gorgeous Dutchwoman. I agreed, then found myself sobbing in the

         car on my way home from work. My only coherent thought: I hope someday I’ll find a man who really cares about me. When I saw

         Sprax that night, I told him I thought we should give up. He argued me out of it, his absolute unwillingness offering the

         very balm I needed.

      


      

      Very sad, closer, much closer than before, we went to bed. Passion must be the feeling that somehow, over barriers of flesh

         and through blocks of intellect and boulders of emotion, you’re trying desperately to join. It felt like that. I’d always

         kind of imagined that you had a night of passion and wham, you were joined. But no — morning comes again, with all the daylight

         problems.

      


      

      The big trip came: Utah, Seattle, Mount Rainier, and then the climax, a week of climbing in the Bugaboo Mountains, high in

         the Canadian Rockies near Banff. It was a climbers’ paradise, not far from touristy Lake Louise.

      


      

      The Bugaboos were like nothing I had ever seen, mythical, jutting spires of granite. At the Conrad Kain hut, we stood eye

         to eye with glaciers, nestled in a tumble of boulders as big as houses and cars. Every now and then came the rumble of another

         little cascade of white snow off rock above us, briefly drowning out the constant rush of the glacial stream running through

         alpine flowers and mosses nearby. Thin, yellowing pines provided reminders of what a ninety-degree angle was; otherwise, there

         was nothing but slope.

      


      

      It took from six in the morning until two the next morning to get up and down Bugaboo Spire. The slowness was mostly my fault.

         At one point, near the top, a wicked storm caught up with us, and we had to huddle in our guide’s bivy sack. When we reached

         the summit at five p.m., another storm had started, and the rock buzzed with static electricity, making strands of my curly

         brown hair float upward in a Gorgon do. I was too ignorant to be scared, but Sprax yelled at me to get down quickly, and I

         did, annoyed at him for pulling me forward so roughly.

      


      

      The descent was hellish. We short-roped downward, constantly pulling at each other, to the point that Sprax said days later that he still had phantom feelings that he was tied to me — and not in a good way.

      


      

      I told Sprax later that even though we had reached the summit, the mountain had still won. Yet without knowing it, and with

         our relationship still in deep limbo, we laid down the first thin layer of what could become trust.

      


      

      On September 27, two weeks after we got back, I went in for my first insemination.


      

      The night before, Sprax stayed over for support, and admitted that the thought of having an “accident” that might leave me

         pregnant by him rather than an anonymous donor had crossed his mind. But that was as far as he went, and the next morning

         I called the clinic to say that I was coming in for my insemination.

      


      

      “Wonderful!” the receptionist said.


      

      It is? I thought. No one had ever reacted to my plan that way before.


      

      I was so nervous as I drove that I missed the clinic entrance and had to make an illegal U-turn to get back to it. Inside,

         everyone was pleasantly matter-of-fact, and the procedure was surreally quick and simple.

      


      

      I lay down in pelvic-exam position, my feet high in stirrups. The midwife, Ann, felt for my cervix with a gloved hand, inserted

         the speculum with a light, to see where the good cervical mucus was, and then shot the sperm up into it from a clear plastic

         “straw.”

      


      

      And that was that. She shook my hand when she was done.


   
      
      The Plan

      
      Beth: “I wanted to be married by the time I was thirty and have a baby by thirty-five. I married Russell when I was twenty-nine.
         Perfect timing. Or so I thought.”
      

      
      Carey: “Sometimes the harder you try to get things to fall into place, the more they go awry.”
      

      
      Pam: “Who are the people whose lives go according to plan?”
      

      
      Carey: “Not us.”
      

      
      Beth

      
      THE FIRST TIME WE MET, Russell took me canoeing on the Sudbury River. It was summer. We pushed off from the boat dock in Concord with a standard-issue
         first-date picnic: a bottle of Chardonnay, some Brie, a baguette, a couple of apples, and the hope that our blind date might
         actually turn out lucky.
      

      
      He was wearing a loose white oxford shirt, jeans, and round gold-framed Armani sunglasses. I was tan, and my hair, curly from
         the coastal humidity and tinged auburn from the sun, was longer than it had been in years. I’d moved from Manhattan a year
         earlier, and started to shed any sign of New York hipness, trading in my black cowboy boots for sneakers, my miniskirts (most of them) for khaki shorts.
      

      
      We paddled along, through weeds and past willow trees. We talked and laughed about nothing in particular. I paused up in the
         bow, and turned to him. “I like you,” I said. “You’re pretty funny.” He lowered his sunglasses, looked over at me, put down
         his paddle, and uncorked the wine. He smiled.
      

      
      “Here’s to what might be,” he said, pouring wine into plastic cups.

      
      “And to hoping it is.” I rested my paddle across the canoe as we floated along. It was very Victorian. He knew the river,
         where each branch would take us, and I thought he was eminently self-confident. Funny, smart, handsome in a kind of quirky,
         big-nosed way that had never appealed to me before. I liked him in the spicy way you take to someone immediately. He was an
         engineer, working on a project that involved submarine navigation and secrecy, complex and full of intrigue. I was a graduate
         student, working part-time teaching English as a second language, editing my master’s thesis, and spending free time at the
         beach.
      

      
      I saw a log covered with painted turtles. “Would you swing us over there?” I asked, pointing to the turtles. “Just watch out.
         It looks shallow.” I thought I’d appear clever and environmentally engaged if I investigated. As we slid into the muck, I
         said, “Hold on. I see three turtles, but there might be more.” I climbed out of the canoe and stood balanced on a rotted stump.
      

      
      “Look at these.” I picked one up, and it tried to run in place. “I think each painted turtle is born with an individual pattern,
         no two alike.”
      

      
      “Just like people,” he said. It was as clichéd a conversation as on any first date.

      
      I was placing the turtle back on a submerged tree limb when Russell started to paddle away, off into the middle of the river. He smiled over his shoulder, and when he was too far
         for me to reach him, he put down the paddle, picked up his cup, and took a sip. “Cheers,” he toasted, as I stood on the log.
      

      
      It was minimally funny. Even the lousiest blind date wouldn’t leave me in a swamp with no canoe, balanced on a wobbly stump.
         But as he started to turn back toward me, the canoe tilted, his smile disappeared, and he flipped sideways into the river.
         It was two feet deep but sufficient to soak his lower half, and splatter his white shirt in mud and silty river water.
      

      
      It was the first time in our relationship that his attempt at a quick getaway was largely ineffective, but not the last.

      
      “Am I allowed to laugh?” I asked him as he crawled back in and pulled the remains of our muddy picnic from the bottom of the
         river.
      

      
      “No,” he said. This time he wasn’t joking. “If you laugh, I’m leaving you there.”

      
      He tried to wring out the soggy baguette, but ended up tossing it to the turtles. It took a while, but eventually he smiled.
         By the time we reached dry land, he was laughing, too.
      

      
      Fast-forward to an icy Boston night, eight years later. The city was under a deep freeze when I arrived home from Jamaica.
         My plane was four hours late; the airport was nearly empty. I was just glad to be home, and the drive, usually twenty minutes,
         took an hour. The cab slid up to the front of our building on Beacon Street, and I looked up and saw Russell, a backlit shadow,
         watching down from the fourth-floor apartment. We’d been married for six and a half years, and those two weeks were the longest
         we’d ever been apart. I was away for his birthday, and I tried — over and over — to call him. Sometimes the call didn’t go through, but mostly the answering machine didn’t pick up. I figured it had broken, and he didn’t have time to fix
         it. He didn’t call until a day before I was leaving Montego Bay. “I’m really sorry,” he said through the static. “I lost the
         number, and I turned the machine off by accident.”
      

      
      Before I reached the door Russell was down the stairs. I ran toward him along the icy path, dragging my bag behind me. Usually
         he’d wait upstairs, working on his computer in the office at the back of the apartment, not knowing I was home until he heard
         my key in the lock. I dropped my bag and moved to hug him, but he stepped back. “You have to come upstairs.” His words came
         fast. No greeting. A push on the shoulder.
      

      
      “Why, what is it?” I took his arm, turning him to face me, assuming someone was dead.

      
      He pressed my back. “You just need to come upstairs. We need to go upstairs and talk.”

      
      In the apartment, the first thing I noticed was a bottle of Scotch on the living room floor next to the open futon couch.
         An old photo of his long-dead mother was propped next to his alarm clock. I’d never seen him drink Scotch. He’d been sleeping
         on the couch.
      

      
      “Please sit down,” he said.

      
      “No, I don’t want to sit down.” I took a step backward and knocked into the futon. He didn’t sit either. He looked at the
         picture of his mother and then turned to me. A long pause.
      

      
      “I want a divorce and I don’t want to talk about it.” A pronouncement. A whack to the head.

      
      I sat on the floor, missing the edge of the futon.

      
      I hadn’t taken my coat off.

      
      He offered me Scotch, and I declined.

      
      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I really am. This seemed the easiest way. Just to tell you. Like pulling off a Band-Aid, I guess.”
         He handed me a sheet of paper with two columns. “I made this,” he continued, sitting next to me on the floor. “I hope it helps
         you understand. It’s the positives and the negatives of our marriage. At least from my perspective.”
      

      
      An analytical brain if there ever was one.

      
      He’d drawn a line down the middle of the page. Probably using a ruler.

      
      Under the heading “Minuses of My Marriage,” he’d listed “different personal interests,” “sex not fully satisfying,” and “incompatible
         spare-time activities.” Under “Pluses of My Marriage” was “excellent senses of humor,” “both physically and emotionally capable,”
         and “we have interesting jobs.”
      

      
      Russell had made a reservation at the Holiday Inn up the street, but he offered to sleep on the couch that night if I didn’t
         want to be alone. Even in my state of shock, I knew that was a ludicrous offer.
      

      
      The best I could muster was, “If you’re leaving, please leave now.” Difficult words to say, but it would’ve been even more
         excruciating to lie in bed, trying to figure out what had just happened, with him sipping Scotch on the futon.
      

      
      “Wait,” he said. He took my arm and led me to the kitchen. He opened the refrigerator. Inside was an amazing array of food:
         bottles of tangerine juice, fine cheeses, ripe fruit, whole grain salads, jumbo shrimp cocktail. It was his idea of a trade-off.
         After nearly seven years of marriage he was leaving, but he stocked the fridge on the way out. “I got all the things you like,
         even the tangerine juice, and they don’t always have that,” he said. His hand moved across the shelves like a game show host
         displaying prizes.
      

      
      “What am I going to do with all this?” I asked. “This isn’t what I want.”

      
      “I thought it would help.” It was absolution via shrimp cocktail.
      

      
      After he left, I called my parents in Jamaica. They had two more weeks of vacation in a breezy rented house overlooking the
         Caribbean. “Mom,” I said, crying through the static, realizing how easy it was to get a connection, “I’m alone.”
      

      
      “Where’s Russell? He didn’t pick you up at the airport?” Her response was almost quaint.

      
      “No. He never picks me up at the airport. He left. He wants a divorce.”

      
      “He what? He wants a divorce? He wants a divorce from you?”
      

      
      I nodded, didn’t say anything.

      
      “Artie!” she called my father, putting her hand over the receiver. I heard her tell him. “Oh, honey, I’m so sorry.”

      
      I heard my father say, “That son of a bitch.”

      
      “I’m so sorry,” my mother repeated through the crackling line. “I wish there was something I could do.”

      
      “Like wring his neck!” my father shouted.

      
      My mother ignored him. “I really am sorry.”

      
      I had the childish wish of wanting my mother to be there. But she couldn’t fix it.

      
      It was a long night, and I never felt warm.

      
      When Russell was gone, I kept thinking, again and again, of the previous summer, and my positive pregnancy test.

      
      After examining the two test sticks from all angles, I climbed into bed where Russell was reading.

      
      “I’m pregnant,” I told him. It was a hot, sticky night.

      
      “You’re pregnant? Are you sure?”
      

      
      “Pretty sure.”

      
      “You need to make sure.” He put his book down. “You need to be certain. Because this will change things.”

      
      I stared at him, then said: “I’d considered happiness as a possible response from you.” My hurt turned to sarcasm. “But fortunately
         that passed quickly.”
      

      
      He exhaled. “This isn’t the most convenient time. And there’s no point in being happy, or anything else, until you’re sure
         one way or the other.” He picked up his book. I miscarried two weeks later.
      

      
      I went to the doctor alone. “I’m certain,” I told Russell. “I’m no longer pregnant.” I was hoping he’d touch me, say something
         thoughtful.
      

      
      He nodded. “Okay,” he said. “That’s fine. It’s better to plan for these things.”

      
      It would be a lie to say there was nothing memorable or fun in our time together. More than once, we took our bikes to Italy.
         With very little money, and nothing more than a guidebook and what we could carry in our panniers, we rode past fields of
         sunflowers in Tuscany and crisscrossed the Swiss border in the Lake District. Once, when I wanted to paint, he bought an artist’s
         box for me. It was filled with watercolors, pastels, tubes of oils, brushes, a palette, and small canvases. For years, we
         made each other laugh.
      

      
      One night, just before Thanksgiving, Russell came home while I was cooking sweet potatoes, and said that, once again, he’d
         be working all weekend. The kitchen was small and I held a paring knife in one hand and a carrot peeler in the other. I had no intention of stabbing or shredding him, but when I turned toward
         him, he stepped back and banged into the door. If the only way to get your husband’s attention is to have him think you’re
         about to kill him, the marriage is probably in deep trouble.
      

      
      On Christmas Eve, Russell told me he wanted to wait to have children, that his work — a start-up Internet business — required
         all his energy and time. He couldn’t control everything that was happening professionally, and he wanted to make sure that
         something in his life was controllable. Children would be the equivalent of a management nightmare.
      

      
      “When?” I asked. “When do you think you’ll be ready?”

      
      “Six months. At least.”

      
      We were walking to his business partner’s house for dinner. Arguing was pointless; I couldn’t force him to have kids. I had
         a splitting headache. I wanted to turn around, go home, get in bed, have sex, get pregnant, and start the life we’d agreed
         to have. I was so chronically angry with him at that point, so lonely and sad in my marriage, that I simultaneously wanted
         to strangle him on the street and have him hold me. “So much for holiday cheer,” I muttered, bundled against the cold, marching
         down the sidewalk behind him. “I guess I shouldn’t expect anything from Santa, either.”
      

      
      He let out a snort.

      
      He kept walking fast in front of me and didn’t look back. “You’re Jewish,” he said. “What difference does it make what day
         it is?”
      

      
      “Why is this so hard for you?” I asked him.

      
      He didn’t answer until the therapy session he’d arranged for twelve hours after I came home from Jamaica.

      
      * * *
      

      
      While I was dealing with an infected jellyfish sting in Montego Bay, Russell was putting his ducks in a row. He set up a counseling
         session for the two of us — at eight a.m. on the morning after I’d arrived — with a petite, pashmina-draped therapist named
         Deedee, who kept two drooling sheepdogs in her office. The dogs were larger than she was. “When we had that pregnancy scare,”
         he revealed at the meeting, “I realized I didn’t want to have children with you. I want to have them someday. But not with
         you.”
      

      
      Deedee already knew this; of course she did. He’d seen her while I was gone. Yet I naively believed we were seeing her to
         help salvage our marriage. I eventually called the sessions “dissolution therapy.”
      

      
      By week three of my separation from Russell, one of my brothers, a New York attorney, found Benjamin Grossman, my stocky,
         bearded gorilla of a divorce lawyer. Big Benny, as we called him, told us he occasionally wore bulletproof vests to depositions,
         that he’d represented Boston’s highest-profile divorcées, and that he would get me whatever I deserved. According to Big Benny,
         he was my avenging angel in a flak jacket.
      

      
      He told me to write a narrative about my marriage, depicting “the good, the bad, and the ugly.” My thirteen pages include
         revealing facts: Russell not returning my calls from Jamaica for a week; Russell having sessions three times a week at six
         a.m. with his twenty-year-old female personal trainer; Russell and I not eating dinner together for more than a month before
         he left; and Russell’s denial when I asked if he was having an affair with the trainer.
      

      
      “I know this is very difficult,” Big Benny acknowledged. “But you have to realize, no man goes to see his female personal
         trainer three times a week, at six a.m., unless he’s having an affair with her. It just doesn’t happen. I’m sorry, but I’ve
         seen this a hundred times. And the sooner you understand that, the quicker we can help you.”
      

      
      Russell’s excuse for having no time (and the need to de-stress at the gym) was his company, Conine (“cash only, no inventory,
         no employees”). Russell and his partner created Gametown, the first real-time multiuser game on the Web. After three years
         of development and beta testing in an old olive oil warehouse in Boston, they put bingo online for the masses. It was addictive,
         mind-numbing, and popular.
      

      
      Venture capitalists made their way to Boston. Like a pack of fairy godmothers dripping with cash, they provided an infusion
         of funding to Conine and arranged a sale of Gametown to Lycos for $52 million. This coincided, conveniently, with my divorce.
         As my father said once the numbers were on the table, “Russell must be kicking himself for not leaving you a year earlier.”
      

      
      Around the same time the offer was made by Lycos, Big Benny and I met with Russell and his lawyer. Russell offered a very lowball settlement. Big Benny laughed, and asked, “You’re kidding, right?”
      

      
      Russell looked at me, smiled in a manner that seemed half-desperate and half-solicitous, and said, “It’s enough to buy one
         of those brownstones in Brookline you like and still have something left over.”
      

      
      Big Benny turned to opposing counsel and said, “He’s kidding, right?” Russell’s attorney shook his head. Big Benny sighed,
         closed his legal binder, and said, “Thank you both for your time. We have no further business here today.” He pulled my chair
         out and said, “We’re leaving now. We’ll wait for your next offer.”
      

      
      The kicker was a restraining order we put on Russell’s finances. He couldn’t do anything with his proceeds from the sale until
         we’d settled or gone to court.
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