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For my mother


clock ticker, noun.

A female in her mid- to late thirties who must find a way to take advantage of her remaining fertility before she loses the chance to become a mother.


She is scared,

Scared to run out of time

Bonnie Raitt, “Nick of Time”



Prologue


In the recovery room of a fertility clinic in midtown Manhattan, I popped open my eyes and wondered when my surgery would start. When I contracted my lower abdomen and felt my freshly tender ovaries, I realized it was already over.

“Am I done?” I called out to the nurses’ station.

“Yes, you’re done,” a nurse responded. She handed me a Post-It note with the number 9 underlined twice.

“Is that the number of eggs?” I asked nervously. She nodded. As she left in search of Saltines and apple juice, I took a deep breath and felt a wave of relief wash over me. “They got them,” I said to myself. They got them out of me while I was still thirty-six. No matter what happened from now on—infertility, romantic disappointments, ambivalence—I had some good eggs stashed away.

The nurse handed me post-op instructions: No driving for the day. No aerobics or sex for two weeks. Call if I have a fever, nausea, abdominal pain, or heavy bleeding. Ten minutes later, I floated down the hallway to the locker room, where I flung off my hospital gown, booties, and cap and pulled my polo shirt and shorts over my bloated belly. I hoped my boyfriend would be waiting with coffee; I was dying for my first morning sip. He smiled when I emerged into the waiting room.

I introduced Paul to the woman at the front desk so I could be released. I took the coffee in one hand and his arm in the other as we passed the couples in the waiting room. They were here because they needed medical help to make a baby. I was here because I was still fertile.

I let Paul navigate the lights as we walked across Park Avenue. Along the way, I saw mothers strolling with babies strapped to their chests, fathers walking sons to the park, nannies steering toddlers on bikes. For the first time in a long time, I felt nothing for them—not the usual pang that twisted my stomach, not the dread that pounded my head, not the ache that seized my shoulders.

I just felt hungry. I stepped up my pace and asked Paul what we should have for lunch.



Introduction


There was one time in my life when I was grateful for the biological clock. I was thirty-two years old and summoning the courage to leave a relationship. After nearly eight years of living with a man I deeply loved, I wasn’t miserable. I just wasn’t happy.

We had been doing the stuff the advice books say you’re never supposed to do. We punished each other with silence, criticized each other’s driving, made separate holiday plans, argued in public, and butted heads so fiercely about meals, budgets, sex, housework, exercise schedules, movie choices, and vacation destinations that it became easier to spend most of our free time apart.

We tried the standard fixes: we went to couples counseling, swapped lists of behaviors we were willing to change, and spoke in “I feel” statements. There were brief improvements, but the tension always returned, and I became increasingly certain that I did not want children with him. How could we agree on how to take care of another human being if we couldn’t decide when to do laundry? I made sure never to miss my birth control pills.

I knew we had no future, but I also felt no urgency to overturn my life with a crushing, consuming breakup. There never seemed to be a good time, either. Who wanted to be alone during the holidays, the Fourth of July, the first day of fall? I would give it six more months, I told myself. Maybe we could read more books. Maybe we could try a new therapist. Maybe we could go on a long vacation. It wasn’t all bad, I reminded myself.

Then that terrifying book came out. In the spring of 2002, Sylvia Ann Hewlett was detonating bombshells on nearly every talk show with Creating a Life: Professional Women and the Quest for Children. The message was clear: your fertility fades much sooner than you think; your eggs deteriorate dramatically after thirty-five and are pretty much fossils by your early forties. So listen up, all you clueless careerists! You’ve got to make having a family a priority. You’d better think twice about all your indulgent plans for advanced degrees, foreign postings, and after-work cocktails. Otherwise you’re going to break your heart and the bank pursuing futile in vitro fertilization (IVF) treatments in an attempt to “snatch a child from the jaws of menopause.” That’s not to mention the increased risk of having a baby with Down syndrome if you manage to get pregnant.

I joined my generation in a collective gasp. “Now?” I whined to myself. I had just finished graduate school and was trying to launch my career as a freelance journalist. Plus, I still had to break up, grieve, find a new apartment, move out, lose ten pounds, acquire new relationship skills, and try to meet someone else. Then I had to get engaged, marry, and make a baby. That left very little contingency for rebounds, bad judgment, and trouble becoming pregnant.

If everything went as planned, I could have my first baby at thirty-seven and maybe fit in a second by thirty-nine. “My God!” I exclaimed to my girlfriend over the phone. “I’ve already lost my third child!”

Before Hewlett’s book, I had assumed that I would be a mother, just as I knew I would marry, buy a home, and at some point fit into those Oshkosh B’Gosh short overalls I bought two sizes too small in college. I sleepily went about my life and took comfort in the pleasant stupor that was someday. I had little sense there was an actual deadline and that it was looming. Life was challenging enough without God suddenly setting a timer.

Without knowing it, I had become a Clock Ticker, and my pleasant stupor was replaced by the loud hum of the clichéd biological clock, which began to torment me like a clunky old air conditioner. My friends started having babies, and I was suddenly behind. I overheard my parents making excuses for me to their friends: She’s busy with her job. She’s a late bloomer. She’s picky. In the most discouraging sign, relatives stopped asking when I planned to get married and start a family, as if I had been relegated to being the Crazy Aunt at family gatherings.

There were statistics to prove you were not alone, and that you were a member of a swelling demographic of women who had delayed marriage and motherhood. Supposedly one in five women was waiting to start her family until after age thirty-five, a percentage that had increased nearly eight-fold since 1970. And for the first time in history, more children were born to women over thirty-five than to teenagers.

You saw enough older new mothers in your neighborhood to know the statistic was true, but secretly you still wondered if there was something wrong with you because life hadn’t worked out for you the way it had for Everyone Else. You told yourself that there was nothing wrong with being the Last One Left. You were simply on a different path and would make good decisions for your future. But you still felt a little twinge of sadness every time you saw your single-line listing on a family reunion attendance list. Or shopped for boxed Christmas cards of New York City snow scenes because it seemed ridiculous to write a holiday letter about yourself. Or realized that you were one of a few friends from high school holiday get-togethers available to go out after 8 p.m.

I wish I could say that I trusted everything would work out and that I carried myself with a Secret-like confidence that made me wildly attractive. I didn’t. I spent the majority of my thirties alternately freaking out and talking myself down. I paid thousands of dollars for therapy, drank too much wine, and harassed my busy friends and family with distraught phone calls. I often repeated their encouraging words in my head before I went to sleep: I still have time. There are lots of good guys out there. I am in a better place now to choose a mate than I was in my twenties. I have learned a lot of relationship lessons. I still have time. But only one thing gave me real comfort. If I actually did run out of time, I had a list of motherhood options taped to my desk lamp: donor eggs, foreign and domestic adoption, other couples’ leftover IVF embryos, stepchildren. I knew the alternatives came with their own complications, but I thought they were ones I could live with. And if I had to live with them in the same house as my fabulous new husband, all the better.

So why did I still feel so awful? When the panic subsided, I was gripped with sorrow that I was losing my chance to have a biological child. Not an abstract baby but the baby I had dreamed about my entire life. Her name had changed over the years from Ashley to Chloe to Claire, and she wore various outfits and hairstyles. But in my imagination, she was always three years old, clomping around in my high heels, freezing apple juice in ice cube trays, and saying things that made me go gooey inside, such as “This is the best day ever, Mommy.”

I wondered why it was so important that she shared my DNA. Was I curious to see if she had my high forehead or loved mustard and rainy mornings like I did? Was I intrigued by the idea of creating an extension of myself and the man I loved? Or did I crave seeing several generations of my family in one photo? All I knew was that the idea of never meeting Claire (or her younger brother, Henry) seemed utterly tragic.

I can’t remember when I first heard about egg freezing, a procedure that promised to make the biological clock obsolete. The concept was extraordinary. Hormone shots made your body pump out eggs, which were surgically extracted and frozen. When you were ready to become a mother, the eggs could be thawed and fertilized in a lab with your future partner’s sperm to make embryos. Just as in standard IVF, those embryos would be placed inside your uterus to grow into babies. The only difference is that you would be using your younger, hardier eggs in case your current eggs were no longer viable. And since it’s possible for women to carry a baby well into middle age, you technically could become a mother whenever you wanted. Not that you would necessarily want to have a baby at, say, fifty or sixty, but the point was that you could.

When egg freezing first appeared in the cultural cosmos early in the past decade, my friends and I talked about it in a hyperbolic way, as when a seventh-grader frustrated with boys shouts, “Fine! I’ll just become a nun!” We loved this handy metaphor to communicate our fears about becoming lonely spinsters. “Well, at this rate, I’ll have to freeze my eggs,” we might say in the same tone as “move to Alaska” (a state with a heavily skewed male-female ratio). We threw it around as cheap drama intended to be oddly reassuring because, after all, who would really have to resort to something so expensive and extreme?

It was only after I turned thirty-five—the point of no return—that I began to seriously consider what egg freezing could do for me. I fantasized about what it would be like to be free from the suffocating press of time that constantly reminded me that my entire future happiness depended on the decisions I made over the next few years. It meant I could escape the penalties for lacking the spine to leave a relationship I knew was not working. It meant redemption.

Egg freezing seemed too good to be true, in the same baffling way a diet pill promises to magically wipe out the caloric damage of waffle fries or Botox can make you look forever twenty-five. It felt unnatural and sort of unfair, as if I could buy the privilege to take the final exam later than the rest of the class or skip filing taxes. I wondered if I would approach dating differently if I was no longer in such a rush. Maybe I’d treasure these next few “free” years unencumbered by baby anxiety and write a bunch of books, train for a marathon, and solidify a marriage. That way, I’d be in an even better position to be a mom.

Would egg freezing clarify my life? Complicate it? Or leave me right where I started?

My girlfriends and I loved to linger over dinner and imagine what life would be like off the clock. We speculated that some of our married friends may have been more selective and would now enjoy better marriages if they hadn’t feared being “put out to pasture.” We lamented peers who had panicked prematurely and gotten stuck with reluctant fathers or left home alone as single moms. We wondered whether gun-shy friends would make more of an effort to date if they thought their ovarian age no longer mattered. We mused about what it would be like to have the same reproductive freedom as men, even to date and think like men. Or (gasp!) actually date younger men—a biologically attractive pairing, considering women live on average six years longer than men. Men would also have more choice of partners, since those who wanted children wouldn’t have to seek out for their egg quality women who would never understand why they spent nights and weekends playing Dungeons & Dragons in high school.

In any case, surely men would appreciate a little less pressure from us. They also might be more willing to give relationships a serious try if they didn’t fear they were wasting our last chance at motherhood.

However, the idea of stopping the clock also made us a little uneasy. You could never actually count on egg freezing, and any relief was overshadowed by the awareness that your remaining fertile years were still ticking away. So far, the success rates of egg freezing ranged wildly and were always accompanied by asterisks explaining that the technology was rapidly improving and that you could game the odds by freezing several rounds of eggs. Still, it was a bewildering equation. How were you supposed to be cautious and hopeful at the same time?

Even if egg freezing did work, the question remained: Would tinkering with such a finely tuned reproducing machine lead to harmful social and personal consequences? You would be an older mother and might endure a more difficult pregnancy. You might not see your children marry or know your grandchildren. Your own parents might not even meet their grandchildren. As my wise friend Janelle said, “Maybe you’d just drag out the whole thing. At forty-five, you’d still worry if you were ready to be a mom. Without the clock, there’s no trigger to force you into action.” She had a point. Deadlines serve a purpose in life.

But my friends and I could only speculate because, like most people who talked about egg freezing in 2005, we had not frozen our eggs or met anyone who had. As I considered the procedure, I wanted to meet other women who could tell me how egg freezing had affected their lives. Did it take off the pressure and help them relax more? Did they date differently? Marry later? Most important, did their frozen eggs help them have babies years later, when their natural fertility was gone? The journalist in me wanted to explore this medical breakthrough and changing social ideas about coupling, mating, and parenting. The Clock Ticker in me wanted to find a group of big sisters who could share how they navigated this difficult and confusing time.

However, in 2005 only a couple dozen women had frozen their eggs, let alone tried to thaw them. So I approached the handful of doctors who were offering the procedure at that time and asked to be put in touch with their earliest patients. Kevin Winslow, a fertility doctor in Jacksonville, Florida, and Megan Aitken, a patient educator at the national egg-freezing network Extend Fertility, introduced me to women who were willing to include their stories in a book. They are uncommonly generous women who spent countless hours with me sharing their innermost fears, anguish, and joys. I wanted them to feel comfortable speaking openly about their lives and past relationships, so I have changed their names and disguised their identities, as well as those of their acquaintances and loved ones.

I weave in the history of the science and controversy about whether egg freezing should be offered to healthy women by including two important figures on opposite ends of the debate: Dr. Michael Tucker, an embryologist who pioneered the procedure in the mid-1990s, and Christy Jones, an entrepreneur who promoted it to the masses. I also tell my own story.

And in the end, I attempt to answer the looming questions: What happens to women after they freeze? Did the act of freezing put them on a different life path? If so, was it a better one? Was egg freezing the reprieve we imagined?

I also hope to challenge the cultural stereotype of how Clock Tickers are viewed. There are many reasons why a woman might freeze her eggs. A 2010 meta-analysis of twelve studies identified the following ones: divorce, family history of premature menopause, career or educational opportunity, lack of supportive partner, or just not feeling financially secure or emotionally stable enough to bring children into their lives.

But the media clings to two caricatures: the materialistic career girl who is too ambitious to pay attention to her own biology (translation: she’s too selfish and independent to be married) and the plucky single gal “still looking for Mr. Right” (translation: she’s undatable or too picky).

Older women are often described as becoming mothers after battles with infertility. Stories frequently report the number of miscarriages they have suffered and that their “miracle” baby is a “long-awaited” reward for faith and persistence. But egg freezers are a different lot. They weren’t caught off-guard by infertility; in many cases, they’re planning on becoming older moms. They’re even seen as delusional for putting their faith in such young and unproven technology. Or they are called entitled and immature (just like the woman in the “Oops! I forgot to have a baby” postcard). They frittered away their fertility drinking mango-tinis and climbing the corporate ladder while the rest of the world hunkered down and raised children, whether or not they were ready.

Even as society grows more comfortable with the new reproductive power of forever fertile fortysomethings, we’re still not completely comfortable with the concept of egg freezing—or sympathetic to the women who freeze. If their half-baked baby plans don’t work out, we quietly think they deserve their fate. Or if they do work out, we wonder if their kids will pay the ultimate price because their mothers messed with nature.

Why doesn’t a woman who freezes her eggs ever get credit for proactively seeking a solution to her so-called problem of waiting to have a baby? Why isn’t she celebrated for enduring hormone shots and emptying her bank account in order to have a better chance of finding a partner and father for her children, avoiding birth defects, and becoming financially secure so she can hold up her end of a marriage or support a family?

This “take charge” attitude is one of our most fundamental American values. Seen this way, egg freezing isn’t an act of desperation or indulgence. Rather, it’s an act of love for her future family.



1. Longings




Sarah


When I called my mother in San Diego with the news that I was ready to leave the man I had lived with and loved for the previous eight years, she flew to New York and collected me and my belongings. We rented a car and for the next four days drove back and forth from Manhattan to big box stores in New Jersey to buy furniture, dishes, and rugs for my new studio apartment. We painted the walls a cheery polenta color intended to soothe me during the dark nights ahead and show potential suitors that I could make a home and was Wife Material. It didn’t hurt to think ahead, my mom insisted.

“Just tell me you’re not going back!” she pleaded as she sank into an Ikea showroom couch. “Tell me this is all worth it.”

She was right to be worried, considering I had spent the past couple of years trying to leave but never staying away for long. The failed breakups included months apart at job internships and in summer sublets. But this was different. I had my own apartment. I had a year-long lease. I also felt I didn’t have a choice. I was nearly thirty-three and knew I had to become serious about finding a partner if I wanted marriage and kids. I couldn’t waste any more time hoping my floundering relationship would improve.

But my anxiety about surviving a breakup was nothing compared to the terror I felt about entering the dating market, especially in notoriously competitive Manhattan. Except for a make-out session with my apartment broker, I hadn’t dated in nearly a decade. The very thought of having to shop for date-night sweaters and toil through awkward conversations made me want to run back to the safety of the Barnes & Noble Personal Growth section, where I had spent many a transformational evening on the floor nestled between Hardcover Mystery and Weddings with a stack of books.

I had never been very good at the dating game. Prior to meeting my ex, my relationship résumé included some college hookups interspersed with a couple of months-long flings with guys who liked girls like me, with preppy bobs, boxy black shoes, and smart mouths.

I had since grown out my hair and developed better taste in shoes. Still, I spent the next few months getting ready for battle. I lost weight and shopped for silk tops and butt-enhancing jeans. I bought highlights, self-tanners, and teeth whiteners. I experimented with lip gloss and eye shadow. I started going to a straight-talking therapist. I read a lot of dating advice books, which promised that by making myself busy and interesting I would naturally become a magnet for men fascinated by my “full life.” So I joined college alumni clubs, professional organizations, hiking and running clubs, a softball team, and the New York Junior League. I attended wine tastings, university club mixers, lectures, and film festivals. I took spinning and yoga classes. I went on sailing, skiing, and diving trips.

My friends and family piled on encouragement. My mom suggested that my relationship had served as a long-term “cocoon” and that I would have an advantage over any jaded peers who had spent those years bouncing between boyfriends and in and out of bars. One friend said I could enjoy the pool of men coming off their first marriage who had made their mistakes and were ready to really settle down. A male friend told me over drinks that he loved dating women in their thirties. Every twenty-eight-year-old is all about getting married, he explained. “But chicks in their thirties, they’ve stopped caring as much. They’re much more fun.”

I stared at him, horrified. “Sounds great!” I replied. “I can’t wait to get out there.”

I really couldn’t wait. Six months after my breakup, I was thirty-three years and three months old. I needed to make a plan. I did not want to let my entire reproductive future depend on chance encounters at Duane Reade or setups that my friends never got around to setting up. All of my guy friends, the ones who had gotten away, were now gone for good: They were married. I had to take the accelerated course; I had to go online. “It’s fantastic,” my girlfriend, a self-proclaimed “dinner whore” who had met her fiancé on Match.com, promised. “I got taken out so much I cut my grocery bill nearly in half.”

I felt slightly nauseous when I submitted my first online dating profile to Match.com for approval on a Friday evening in the fall of 2003. But I was quickly heartened when I scanned the pages of prospective beaus. The site was full of cute, successful men who enjoyed fine dining, hiking the Inca Trail, making waffles on weekends, and posing for photos with their nieces and nephews.

I had made my best marketing effort. I followed the books’ advice to write in my profile that I was easy to please and independent (important) but still needed a man in my life (more important). On a trip back home to San Diego, my mother filled a digital memory chip of photos of me wearing a red sweater in front of her pink bougainvillea. (Men like color, the books said.) She even looked up flattering posing positions on the Internet and instructed me to cock my head to the right so that I would seem approachable and fun. We tried another ensemble, a cream sweater and pearls, but ditched it when my cousin’s boyfriend said I looked too much like a mom—ironically not the look I was going for. Next I tried on a black top and jean skirt and reclined on the lawn holding an empty Diet Coke so it appeared as if I was at a barbecue. (Men also like full-body pictures.) We then spent the afternoon printing and ranking the photos and asking friends and family members to weigh in, as if we were asking their opinions of tile samples for the kitchen.

“What are you, the Family Marriage Project?” my brother teased me. “I would never let Mom know I was on Match.”

“She’s just helping me with the pictures,” I replied, feeling slightly embarrassed. But part of me didn’t mind being the Family Marriage Project. It was better than the Still Unmarried Sister.

By Saturday morning my profile had been approved and was visible to other members. I held my breath as I logged into my account. When I discovered twenty new emails, I burst into tears of relief. Some I immediately deleted: the Parisian pharmaceutical rep who wanted a date to “show him the town” during his next business trip, an engineer looking for a “drug-free, disease-free, and drama-free” woman, and another who included a picture of himself wearing nothing but a towel wrapped around his waist. But the windfall also included a lot of earnest guys who made thoughtful comments about my profile and knew where to find the best hot chocolate in the city.

The email volume soon leveled off, but I consistently received inquiries from men over forty-five. “They’re married and looking for affairs,” one friend concluded. “They want you to help them feel young again,” offered another. But more often than not, this was their story: they had spent many years focusing on their career and now wanted a family. They claimed they were still “youthful,” had a lot of energy, and could offer the right woman plenty of financial security. One fifty-two-year-old man who was visiting New York from my hometown of Encinitas, twenty-five miles north of San Diego, told me his thoughts outright over brunch. “You would be perfect,” he said in between forkfuls of frittata. “I hope I haven’t forgotten to mention that I would take very good care of you.”

These men didn’t care that I liked lazy Sunday mornings with the New York Times, beach bonfires, or spicy salmon rolls. They cared about my fertility. Even men my own age seemed anxious to start the process. “I need to know where this is going,” one said after a couple months of lukewarm dates. “I’m at that point in my life where I want something permanent. I also want kids.” I told him I needed time to see how the relationship evolved. He told me he needed to move on. What had happened to men’s commitment problems I had heard so much about?

Despite my exuberance over finding myself in a buyer’s market, I still felt uneasy that I was years away from catching up to my peers. My younger brother had just announced that his wife was pregnant. Even some of my single friends in their mid-thirties had become less than careful with birth control. One stopped reaching for the condoms midpassion with a man she had been dating for five months. She became pregnant, and they were married shortly after.

Another allowed her boyfriend to “pull out” regularly during sex. She didn’t use a backup form of birth control and figured pregnancy wasn’t the worst way to compel him to commit to her. She ended up a single mother paying hefty day care bills. “Men come and go, Sarah,” she reasoned. “But I’m bringing life into this world, and that’s what really matters.” Was I so late joining the game that I needed to go straight to babies and worry about finding a good marriage later? Or should I be looking for the “good enough” guy now?

Over the next couple of years, I went on a seemingly endless number of dates. I had lots of mini-relationships. In some, I became wildly infatuated and got dumped. In others, I plodded along with nice guys I could barely stand to kiss. Maybe one of those Match men would have turned out to be a wonderful husband, and I would now be settled in the suburbs enjoying the comfort of mom clogs and Saturday mornings with Claire at Costco. But I never fell in love with any of them. I knew without a doubt that I wanted to be a mother someday, but I didn’t want it badly enough to overlook my heart.

As part of my quest to become a more highly effective person in the dating scene—and life—I came across Stephen Covey’s mantra of “working with the end in mind” for setting goals. That way, he said, you didn’t just let life happen to you: you steered it. But I didn’t like the idea of making children the ultimate goal that inspired my search for love. Falling in love was one of life’s great mysteries. I couldn’t deal with the idea that it would be reduced to a bullet point on a reproductive plan.

In the fall of 2005, more than two years after I had become a serial online dater, I received an email through an online dating site called SquareDating.com from a forty-one-year-old man who called himself “NYCPaul.” I scrolled through his profile and stopped at the question “Kids?” He had checked “Maybe.”

I usually passed on anything other than “Definitely” or “Yes.” But I was struck by NYCPaul’s wide smile and kind eyes. “Maybe” wasn’t “No,” I thought. I wrote him back.



Monica


Monica Reyes was preparing a sales presentation for a client she was visiting in Minneapolis when she felt a sharp pain shoot through her chest. It spread to her neck and started to burn. Alarmed, the thirty-six-year-old product manager immediately called her father, who was an emergency room physician back home in New Jersey. “Dad, it feels like I’m having a heart attack,” she whispered. He asked if she was dizzy. She wasn’t. Short of breath? No, not that either. “You’re not having a heart attack,” he concluded and suggested she take some Motrin.

Monica didn’t like traveling alone in a different time zone with her chest on fire. What had begun as a minor ache behind her rib cage was now agonizing. “Should I go to the hospital?” she pressed her dad.

“You don’t need to,” he insisted. She was relieved when she felt better a few hours later. Still, she made an appointment with her family doctor when she returned home to New Jersey. He surveyed her medical history, reviewed her dietary habits, and ordered a chest x-ray, electrocardiogram, MRI, and CAT scan. His diagnosis: acid reflux. His treatment: antacids.

Monica felt reassured until the pains surfaced again over the next couple of months. Sometimes they were strong and sudden; at other times they were dull and persistent. Lacking any other explanation, she chalked it up to stress. After all, her job consumed her, and she spent nearly half of her workdays on the road. She might be gone a week at a time; some days she flew into a city for a lunch meeting and returned home the same day. She was thoroughly exhausted. When she looked in the mirror in the harsh light of airport bathrooms, she wondered if her glazed eyes and tight jaw communicated hardness. If they did, the persona was a lie; underneath she felt fragile and lonely.

Monica didn’t buy into all the self-help advice she had read about treasuring her single years. She hated being unattached and had been looking in vain for a boyfriend since breaking off her engagement a few years earlier. She had tried meeting men through the online dating site eHarmony as well as attending several speed-dating events, during which she was paired with nearly a dozen men in one evening, but she never felt a spark with any of them.

She wanted a companion and missed the feeling of being in love, but lately her search had taken on a new urgency. Out of the blue a year earlier, her desire for a baby had surfaced. The pangs hit hard and hurt physically, and Monica was as surprised as anyone that she could feel such profound longing. She wasn’t one of those women who had always known she would be a mom. Although she had grown up in a traditional Filipino family, she had been a tomboy and hung out with her brother, who was ten months younger. She played field hockey and boys’ Little League. She preferred Snoopy over Barbie, and her toys consisted mostly of arts and crafts supplies. During the major romances of her twenties and early thirties, she occasionally thought about having children, but her fantasies seemed plucked from magazines: babies as stylish accessories or hobbies for couples to share.

She first flirted with the idea of becoming a mom at age twenty-five, after she fell in love with an American man while working in Japan. She thought Albert would make an excellent father, since he had worked as a camp counselor and lifeguard when he was younger and had such an easy rapport with kids. They both liked to hike, and she imagined walking behind him cooing at their baby nestled in a baby backpack. They talked about how they’d like one boy and one girl. But three months into their relationship, Albert moved back to Texas. They tried to maintain a long-distance romance, and a year later he asked her to move back to the United States with the promise of an engagement ring. But when Monica looked for a position in Texas, she realized the time apart had taken its toll. She didn’t feel connected to him. She received better job offers in New Jersey, and they broke up shortly afterward.

A few years later, in business school, she met a Danish classmate named Lars and followed him to Copenhagen after graduation. They also planned to marry and start a family. Monica fantasized about Lars caring for their infant during his generous Danish paternity leave. During the afternoons, they could stroll through the nearby park pushing a fancy English pram.

Their daily life was less romantic. Lars’s work required him to travel constantly, and Monica, then thirty-one, sensed they were drifting apart. She focused on studying Danish, looking for a job, and making friends with other expat women, but within weeks she felt isolated and depressed. She also resented having to do most of the cooking and cleaning because Lars was always so busy. “I have an MBA,” she fumed. “How did I get stuck doing all this?” She loved Lars dearly and wanted to make the relationship work, but she didn’t know how to ease the tension, let alone talk about weddings. “If this is something you don’t want,” she said at yet another awkward dinner one evening, “you have to tell me.”

Two weeks later, when Lars came home early from work one day with a doleful look in his eyes, she knew what was coming. “Monica, I can’t do this anymore,” he confessed. The next week, six months after arriving, she and her heavy heart boarded a plane back to Newark.

In the past, Monica’s baby yearnings had been as fleeting as her wish for a new overseas work assignment. But at thirty-five, the desires became visceral and unrelenting. When she saw an attractive man wearing a Baby Björn carrier with an infant in it, her legs turned to jelly. At church, the beautiful, well-dressed families huddled together in pews made her eyes well up with tears, and she felt an unsettling surge of jealousy. During the service, she prayed hard. “O God, give me the strength to be happy for others who have what I don’t have yet. Give me the strength to be patient and focus on what I need to be doing.” But nearly every week she was overcome with emotion, until she stopped going altogether.

Monica hated feeling envious. If she wanted something—an MBA, a townhouse, a job abroad—she simply figured out a way to get it. Now she was tortured by a desire she couldn’t satisfy. Her sister, who was eighteen months older, already had two kids in elementary school, and her younger brother was newly married and wanted to become a father soon. Her mother didn’t ask her about her dating prospects, but Monica could tell the subject was on her mind. Her father, on the other hand, constantly worried about her being alone. He asked her to email him her travel itineraries and reminded her to turn off the water to her washing machine so the pipes wouldn’t burst during freezing weather. Monica also was anxious about living by herself. What if she choked on a vitamin? Slipped in the tub and hit her head? Fell off a chair while reaching for a high shelf in her kitchen?

Even before the baby urge hit, Monica had been aware of her creeping age. When she became engaged at age thirty-three to Ben, a man six years older who wanted to start a family right away, she thought she had plenty of time to have several children. She had been happy that after all those romantic false starts, she was finally going to settle down. Unlike her other romances, though, she didn’t dream about having a baby with Ben.

She wasn’t having fantasies about planning her wedding, either. Usually when she made decisions, she became obsessive about following through with them. She told herself she was just overwhelmed with details. But when she accompanied Ben to sign the contract for the reception hall, she had to fake enthusiasm. She told herself she would feel like a real bride when she found her dress. But when she admired her reflection in a stunning silk gown, she couldn’t visualize walking down the aisle.

“What is wrong with you?” she chided herself. “You should be happy about getting married.” Maybe they had rushed into it, she thought. Ben had proposed five months after they had met at work. She didn’t feel as infatuated with him as she had with her other boyfriends, but she told herself they had a more mature, comfortable kind of love. Maybe she was too independent and was put off by the way he had taken over much of the wedding planning. Maybe they just had clashing personalities. She was troubled by how frequently their bickering turned nasty. Once, a disagreement over how to negotiate with her boss escalated so quickly that Ben threatened to smash her Murano wine glass collection; she retaliated by warning she would throw his encased Philadelphia Phillies’ Hall of Famer Mike Schmidt–autographed baseball across the room. She had never become so worked up before. Now she questioned how their marriage could last if their engagement was already so volatile.

“Maybe we need more time,” she urged him in a bid to postpone the wedding. Ben immediately put her on the defensive.

“Why are you getting cold feet?” he pressed. “Even your family knows you’re afraid to commit.”

Was she? Did they? In an effort to figure out her feelings, Monica made a list of what was good about Ben: He would be an excellent provider. Her family liked him. They were good companions and both enjoyed playing golf, attending the opera, and traveling to Europe and Florida. He had even accompanied her family on a trip to the Philippines. Then she made a list of the bad: She didn’t feel connected to him. She didn’t like his abrasive personality. She hated their power struggles.

Then she wrote down the reservation she had been scared to admit to herself: she didn’t love him.

On a chilly spring night a few weeks later, Monica could no longer ignore the growing collection of red flags. As she and Ben were licking the envelopes of the wedding invitations that were due to go out the next day, she felt an unmistakable sense of doom. Although it was near midnight, she grabbed her car keys and headed for the door. “I’ve just got to get out of here for a while,” she announced and ran to her car.

As she drove aimlessly down the dark side street near the office park where they worked, she started to tear up. Soon she was bawling. She pulled over to the side of the road and called her mother. “I can’t do it! I just can’t,” she cried.

“It’s okay, honey,” her mom consoled. “You don’t have to.”

Monica backed out of the wedding but stayed with Ben for two more months before ending the relationship for good. However, she didn’t cancel the appointment she had made earlier with her priest for premarital counseling. She wanted reassurance she had made the right decision.

“Where’s your fiancé?” the priest asked when she showed up alone. Fighting back tears, she explained that she had called off the wedding because it didn’t feel right. She was relieved when he praised her.

“I admire you because you’re very brave,” he said, explaining that many people ignore warning signs because they feel stuck on the wedding-planning train and don’t want to disappoint their families. “But you jumped off.”



Kelly


At age thirty-seven, Kelly Dunn was the most worrisome kind of Clock Ticker: the kind who didn’t know she was one, the kind who had no plans to marry her boyfriend of two years.

Kelly never talked about if she would have a family; she just knew she would have one someday. She kept a giant file with decorating ideas for nurseries and ads for cute maternity and children’s clothes that she tore out of magazines. On weekends she scoured antiques fairs for vintage baby dresses or little “John John” suits with Peter Pan collars. She even bought a christening gown from the mid-nineteenth century that she planned to pass down to her kids as a family tradition. At home, she stuffed three plastic comforter bags with relics from her own babyhood: quilts sewn by her mother, her silver hairbrush and spoon, and her favorite Golden books, Little Red Riding Hood and The Night before Christmas.

When the women in her office talked about their families, Kelly refused to be left out of the conversation. “I can’t wait to have a big family,” she’d say, often making outrageous claims about her future children. “My children will take piano lessons, love antiques, get good grades, volunteer in the community, and eat all their fruits and vegetables.” If she heard about one of her coworker’s kids misbehaving, she teased, “My kid would never throw a tantrum like that!” Her coworkers usually responded by rolling their eyes or chuckling. Kelly used the strategy to deflect their sympathy over the obvious fact that she didn’t have a family.

When her friends’ kids visited the hotel near Charlotte, North Carolina, where Kelly worked as the director of sales, they all made a beeline to her office—and the special drawer at the bottom of her filing cabinet, filled with promotional items she collected at trade shows: flashlights, clickers, puzzles, stress balls. They were each allowed to pick one prize to take home. Sometimes they sat in her lap and watched a funny video she showed them on the computer. Their parents would often watch from her office door. “You’d be such a good mom,” they would say.

Still, she was surprised when her coworker, Kathy, cornered her one afternoon in the fall of 2002. “I’m not trying to manage your personal business,” Kathy began, “but I know you want a baby. I wanted to tell you what I just heard about this thing called egg freezing.”

Kathy explained what she had learned during her latest trip to a fertility clinic in her hometown of Jacksonville, Florida, where she was undergoing IVF treatment while visiting her parents. “I first thought about it for my younger sister, but on the flight back, I thought it would be perfect for you too,” she said. “It could give you more time.”

Kelly politely thanked Kathy for the information but wondered why she talked about it so urgently. Kelly was just thirty-seven; she had plenty of years left to have kids. She knew getting pregnant could be harder as she grew older. Kathy, for instance, was undergoing IVF at age thirty-eight. But she had read lots of stories about women in their forties becoming moms: Julianne Moore at forty-one, Madonna at forty-three; Geena Davis at forty-six. “If they can, I can,” she thought. Besides, she was healthier and more energetic than most people her age. She ran six miles a day and lifted weights several times a week. She didn’t smoke and rarely drank. She ate lots of fruits and vegetables. She was blessed with her mother’s beautiful unlined skin and flat stomach. Surely her ovaries were in good shape too.

Her family didn’t seem too worried about her age, either. Then again, Kelly was the youngest of four children and had twelve nieces and nephews, so there never seemed to be a lack of kids around. Or maybe they were just being kind because they knew how much she wanted to be a mother and how heartbroken she had been when her marriage had ended a few years earlier.

Kelly had met the man who would become her husband a few years after college, and it seemed as though they were always moving around. He worked long hours and traveled frequently, trying to expand his family’s manufacturing business, and Kelly was busy with her MBA program. Within a few years, they were leading separate lives.

She tried to blame his lack of involvement on his busy schedule, but she soon noticed she felt alone even when he was home. Her marriage didn’t resemble the contented companionship she had witnessed between her parents. It certainly wasn’t anything like what she had dreamed of when she was young. She had imagined she and her husband playing tennis, taking photography classes, organizing community festivals, and touring antiques auctions to find treasures for their home. But they had even stopped going to the college football and baseball games they used to enjoy while they were dating. Her husband grew so distant that eventually he refused to accompany her to weddings, work banquets, and family gatherings. She was embarrassed to show up alone and was constantly making excuses for him.

She had been waiting for their lives to settle down before starting a family, but it had become clear they didn’t have a strong enough foundation to survive the stress of having a child. Plus, Kelly had a greater fear: members of three generations of her husband’s family had shown signs of mental illness. Her husband frequently wrestled with depression and then went on manic spending sprees that made her constantly nervous about their ability to pay off their credit card balances. Kelly didn’t know whether his behavior resulted from a gene that could be passed on to her child, and she didn’t want to take any chances. Still, every few years her husband would ask, “Why don’t we think about starting a family?”

Kelly would try to buy time, saying, “Let’s wait until we move” or “Let’s wait until we finish the new building for the business.” Over the years, he stopped bringing up the subject altogether. She occasionally felt longings to have a baby, but she didn’t have any desire to have a baby with him. After eleven years of sticking out the marriage, she asked for a divorce.

Kelly never imagined she’d be single and childless at thirty-seven. But freeze her eggs? That sounded drastic. Her ob-gyn had never mentioned it. She didn’t know anyone who had done it. She hadn’t even heard about it until Kathy had brought it up.

When Kelly divorced at age thirty-five, she figured she’d remarry in time to have a baby. A couple months after her divorce, she was already in another serious relationship. She had met Steve, a tall, well-dressed management consultant, when they were both dropping off charity Christmas gifts at their church. She usually attended the later service and had never seen him before.

Kelly admired how different Steve was from her ex-husband and fell for him quickly. Not only was Steve affectionate and respectful of her feelings, but he wanted to be with her constantly. Several nights a week, they made dinner together; he worked as her sous-chef, chopping all the vegetables they had bought at the farmers’ market. While they cooked, he would pour her a glass of Chardonnay and play his favorite CDs of Miles Davis or Thelonius Monk. Kelly loved how he wanted to know her opinions about everything: religion, work, philosophy. She had become so used to her ex-husband’s silence that she had forgotten how good it felt to share simple conversation.

At age forty-four, Steve was nine years older than she, divorced, and the father of a teenage girl. Kelly let him know within the first couple of dates that she wanted children of her own. However, she waited four months into the relationship before asking his feelings on the topic. “Do you think you’d want more kids?” she asked him over sushi one weekend.

“I don’t know,” he confessed. “I didn’t really enjoy it in the beginning.” His marriage had ended when his daughter was three, and he had a hard time being a single dad. He admitted that he had even undergone a vasectomy several years earlier to avoid an accidental pregnancy. However, he stressed, he wasn’t completely against the idea if she really wanted one. “I’d do it for you,” he said. To prove he was serious, he emailed her some links on vasectomy reversal a few days later.

At first, Kelly was wildly flattered, but it soon became clear he was considering taking on such a huge responsibility only for her sake. She didn’t want a “duty dad” for her baby; she wanted to be able to share the excitement with someone. She also wasn’t sure Steve had natural nurturing instincts. He was a good father to his daughter, but she was bothered by his short fuse, especially the way he became easily frustrated while teaching her how to drive. Plus, he never made an effort to engage the children of her friends. Once when they walked by a playground filled with preschoolers, he commented, “I found it hard raising a kid that age.” Kelly cringed and didn’t bring up the subject again.

By their first anniversary, Kelly knew she didn’t want to marry Steve, but she also didn’t want to end the relationship. She loved being with him and was scared she’d never meet anyone else she liked better; there weren’t a lot of available men in her town. She felt her only choices were to break up with him or accept that she’d never be a mother. She couldn’t bear either option. So she let the relationship plod on, enjoying the present but never feeling hopeful about the future.

When Kelly turned thirty-seven, it seemed as if her whole office had suddenly become worried about her biological clock. She casually mentioned what Kathy had said about egg freezing to her coworker Courtney, who was thirty-two and pregnant with her first son. Courtney had the reputation of being a free spirit who said whatever was on her mind and would get to the heart of sensitive subjects that others would dance around, such as Kelly’s love life. “Kelly, when are you going to dump that guy and find a husband?” she’d ask. Or she’d pop into Kelly’s office and ask, “Did you call about egg freezing?”

“No,” Kelly responded.

“Well, are you going to?” Courtney persisted.

“No,” Kelly repeated exaggeratedly, as if she were a fourteen-year-old being harangued by her mother.

“Shouldn’t you at least hear about it?” Courtney asked.

Kelly’s answer was always “No.” But when she heard a few weeks later that Dr. Kevin Winslow, a fertility specialist from the Jacksonville clinic Kathy had mentioned, was going to speak at a local hospital as part of its continuing medical education program, she promised Courtney she would go.
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