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“Easily one of the best things I’ve read this year.”

    —Chicago Tribune

    Smile

    “This incredibly inspiring story offers hope where it’s least expected.”

    —Publishers Weekly (starred review)

    “Ruhl’s writing on parenting and theater is engaging and insightful.” —NPR.org

A Memoir

    “A beautiful book that expresses the big feelings of life.” —Time Magazine Must-Read Books of 2021

“A beautiful meditation on identity and how we see ourselves.” —Real Simple

    Sarah Ruhl

    “Ruhl writes gorgeously about life with a changed countenance.”

    —Boston Globe Top Books of 2021




			Praise for 

			SMILE

			“In this stunning work, two-time Pulitzer Prize–winning playwright Ruhl reflects on her long and arduous battle with Bell’s palsy after giving birth to twins…. As she recounts learning to find joy in small things… Ruhl proves that even life at its most mundane can be fascinating. This incredibly inspiring story offers hope where it’s least expected.”

			—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

			“Broadway playwright Sarah Ruhl writes with intelligence and humor about the profound, often surprising difficulties her inability to smile presented, and what she learned.”

			—People Magazine Top 10 Books of 2021

			“Wise, intimate, and moving… A captivating, insightful memoir.”

			—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

			“Playwright Sarah Ruhl leveled up on life when she gave birth to twins after a high-risk pregnancy just as her first play was making its Broadway debut. But while she was recovering in the hospital, one side of her face suddenly became paralyzed. It was Bell’s palsy—the rare kind that does not resolve itself swiftly. Smile, Ruhl’s riveting memoir about her ten-year journey to find a cure, is a beautiful meditation on identity and how we see ourselves.”

			—Real Simple

			“After giving birth to twins, playwright Ruhl was presented a new challenge: Bell’s palsy, a paralysis of half her face. In this humane, graceful, and often humorous memoir, Ruhl writes gorgeously about life with a changed countenance.”

			—Boston Globe Best Books of 2021

			“I bet everyone reading this has had difficulty expressing an internal reality. Now imagine an affliction that separates the two physically. With poignancy and power, Smile helps us all to find ways of expressing our internal truth. It helped me to both learn and grow.”

			—Gloria Steinem, author of My Life on the Road 

			“Smile is staggeringly great. The idea of the tragic versus the disappointing would have frightened most writers into silence. But the truth is that the disappointing is often the high point of human agony. All of us have disappointments that we try to keep secret because we’re ashamed and want to be above them. We are not above them. And Smile speaks to this predicament with extreme insight.”

			—Beth Henley, Pulitzer Prize–winning author of Crimes of the Heart

			“I’m now accustomed to Sarah’s whipping out profound and necessary books that I can’t put down even when I smell dinner burning, but I guess I wasn’t prepared for her book about Bell’s palsy to provide some of the most deeply romantic passages about married love I have ever read. I smiled, for sure, but I also swooned and ached and was left with gooseflesh more than once. I adore this book.”

			—Mary-Louise Parker, New York Times bestselling author of Dear Mr. You

			“Sarah Ruhl’s ravishing memoir, Smile, is that rare and gorgeous melding of gemlike literary insights, raw honesty, heartbreak, and radiant wisdom. It took my breath away. For real.”

			—V (formerly Eve Ensler), New York Times bestselling author of I Am an Emotional Creature, The Vagina Monologues, and The Apology

			“With a poet’s sharp eye for detail and a playwright’s grasp of both the tragic and the absurd, Sarah Ruhl has written a remarkable book. Smile is at once a gripping story and a profound exploration of the mysteries of illness. I know of nothing like it.”

			—James Shapiro, author of Shakespeare in a Divided America 

			“The memoir charts the course of her affliction, circling themes of postpartum life, vanity, ambition, anger, and acceptance and investigating what we ascribe to a face when it comes to our sense of self and how we define ourselves beyond it.”

			—Vogue

			“A rumination about faces and specifically smiles, including what they mean across cultures, and for her particularly.”

			—The New York Times

			“Smile is at once an illness narrative, a meditation on smiling as cultural practice and symbol, and a compelling, behind-the-scenes look at the life of a playwright and mother.”

			—Shelf Awareness Pro

			“In all, this is a beautiful book that expresses the big feelings of life and the daily practices that allow for incremental progress.”

			—BookPage 
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To all the many doctors and healers of every stripe who have helped me these past ten years.

But mostly to the main doctor in my life, my husband, Tony Charuvastra, who sees me through, and sees me, every day.






Considering how common illness is, how tremendous the spiritual change that it brings, how astonishing, when the lights of health go down, the undiscovered countries that are then disclosed… it becomes strange indeed that illness has not taken its place with love, battle, jealousy among the prime themes of literature.

—VIRGINIA WOOLF, “ON BEING ILL” (1926)

Sometimes your joy is the source of your smile, but sometimes your smile can be the source of your joy.

—THICH NHAT HANH








[image: ] CHAPTER 1 [image: ] Twins


Ten years ago, my smile walked off my face, and wandered out in the world. This is the story of my asking it to come back. This is a story of how I learned to make my way when my body stopped obeying my heart.



But this story begins with hope—the very particular hope of a birth to come. I was lying down in a dressing gown, cold gel on my belly, waiting as the lab technician looked for a heartbeat. I already had a three-year-old girl, and was expecting my second child. I was also expecting to have a play I’d written to be performed on Broadway in five months, and was slightly nervous about the potential collision of two kinds of abundance.

Suddenly the lab technician pointed to the screen and said, “Do you know what that is?”

“No,” I said.

I flashed on the ultrasound I’d had before miscarrying my second pregnancy, when the obstetrician had said the fetus looked not quite right and probably wouldn’t last. “Don’t, like, go out and get drunk, though,” she had said in a tone not quite teasing, “just in case it’s viable.”

“Uh, not to worry,” I had said, wondering what gave her the impression that I would go out and get wasted that weekend.

So this time, I feared the worst as I lay there, nervous, while the lab technician squinted at a screen I could not see. “Look!” she said, pointing. There was movement, a heart beating, it seemed to me. A heartbeat, that’s good, I thought, but what was wrong? Why was her brow furrowed? Was she alarmed, or, wait, was she pleased? “Did you use fertility treatments?” she asked.

“No,” I said.

“Well,” she said, “you have twins!”

“Oh!” I said.

“Do twins run in your family?”

“No,” I said. My mind raced to keep up with my body.

“You can go to the waiting room,” she said. “I’ll give you a list of new providers. We can no longer be your ob-gyn because your pregnancy is now considered high-risk.”

This was a great deal to absorb—that I had two babies inside me and was also now considered high-risk, so much so that they wanted to get me out of their SoHo office as soon as possible before I got preeclampsia and sued them.

I got dressed. I happened to be alone for this appointment; I had planned to meet my husband afterwards for lunch, where we would celebrate if there was a heartbeat, or commiserate if there was not. Now I was sorry I’d come alone. I wanted to tell my husband, Tony, the news immediately, but it also seemed strange to reveal such big tidings over the phone.

So I texted him: “Meet me at Gramercy Tavern instead of at Rice.”

“Twins?” he texted back.



Gramercy Tavern was closed for lunch. Tony and I went to Rice, as planned. We were both in shock; Tony, on top of the shock, evinced buoyancy, elation. Coming from a family of three siblings, he’d always wanted three. Being from a family of two, I’d settled on two. I’d even, at one point, settled on one, when I read in an Alice Walker essay that women writers should only have one child if they hoped to remain writers. “With one child you can move,” wrote Walker. “With more than one you’re a sitting duck.”

At lunch, Tony and I talked about how my miscarried child had wandered back, not to be excluded from this birth. We talked about how we would manage with three. I told Tony my fears: that my body could not contain this much abundance and that I’d never write again. He said he had faith in my body and mind.

At the end of the meal, I got a fortune cookie. I cracked it open. It read: “Deliver what is inside you, and it will save your life.”



Everyone seemed jubilant about the news, but I was overwhelmed. I found myself feeling vaguely sick when thumbing through books about multiples in the pregnancy section of the bookstore. There were pictures of breastfeeding triplets, and I didn’t want to know about all that. It struck me as grotesque, as though I had once been a woman but was now hurtling towards becoming full mammal, all breasts and logistics. I worried that I wouldn’t be able to give enough attention to my three-year-old, Anna. I feared that my body wouldn’t tolerate two babies; I feared that my writing wouldn’t survive three children.

I called my mother with the news. I gave off a scent of “How can this have happened?”

My mother paused, then said, “Well, your great-aunt Laura had twins.”

“Why didn’t I know?”

“They were stillborn,” she said.

Twins run on the mother’s side, skipping a generation. Poor great-aunt Laura, whose heartbreak I never knew. Somewhere in Iowa in the 1950s she buried two babies on the prairie and never spoke of it. I imagined their graves on some grassy plain. I wondered whether Laura gave them names; Laura was dead so I couldn’t ask her. The ghosts of my great-aunt Laura’s babies would haunt me for the rest of the pregnancy.

When I told friends I was having twins, I was as apt to cry as to laugh. My dear friend Kathleen, a playwright, from a large Irish Catholic family, comforted me, saying, “I love big families. Small families are so boring in comparison.” Kathleen had already raised two daughters, and had shown me all the ropes, talking me through potty training and tantrums. Her most comforting phrase was, “I’m sure it’s just a stage.” At this seismic news she said quite simply, “I’ll help you.” And I knew she would.



Three months pregnant and terrified, I visited my former playwriting teacher Paula Vogel and her wife, Anne Fausto Sterling, an eminent feminist biologist, on Cape Cod. They said, come, we’ll grill fish, we’ll take care of you. Paula is the reason I write plays. She has the ferocity of a general in battle, the joy and humor of a street performer, and the tenderness of a mother. That week, she entertained Anna with tissues she made into a puppet. Anna laughed with joy. I was quiet. Paula observed me. “What’s wrong?” she asked. She gave me her conjuring, summoning look.

“Will I ever write again?” I asked her.

“Yes, you will,” she promised. I looked out at the ocean. This was the same view Paula had shown me years ago, when she’d invited her graduate students out to her Cape Cod home, entreated us to look out the window, and say to ourselves a mantra—This is what playwriting can buy.

My first Broadway play was supposed to go into rehearsal that fall; I was not only pregnant, I was extra pregnant. What luck, what abundance. All this bounty, why am I not happy? I thought.

And my mind went back to the fortune cookie: “Deliver what is inside you, and it will save your life.”

Did it mean that my life was imperiled, and if I didn’t deliver the babies speedily, the pregnancy itself would kill me?

Or did it mean something more metaphysical?

All through the pregnancy I thought, How could my children possibly save my life?

It would take me a decade to find out.
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Me, pregnant.



That fall, I sat at rehearsals for my play In the Next Room, or the vibrator play at Lincoln Center with my widening belly under the table, watching the actors, and frequently snacking on crackers. I fantasized about the Actors’ Equity breaks that come in two-hour intervals, so that I could pee or buy more food. I was the amount of showing where you just look sort of ambiguously fat, not unambiguously pregnant. I wondered if I would even be sitting at a rehearsal table once I had three children under the age of four.

Wearing a strange, green, roomy sweater, I put my arm around a luminous, slender actress for a photograph; she was so small it was as though my arm looped around her waist twice. And I smiled for the cameras.



Nerves are tricky for a playwright the week before any opening, but for Broadway openings, they are nearly impossible. Add being pregnant with twins and feeling like your belly is about to fall through your vagina onto the floor, because your second trimester actually feels like your third trimester, and your third trimester feels like some imagined fourth trimester that can’t possibly exist, and what you have is a kind of temporary psychosis.

The week before opening, I was busy doing press interviews. Reporters kept asking me about the nakedness onstage. The play—ostensibly about the history of vibrators—is really about marriage and intimacy. In the play, a woman who has just had a baby is married to a nineteenth-century doctor who treats women with hysteria using the newly minted vibrator, at the dawn of electricity. She begs her husband to treat her, though she herself is not hysterical. At the end of the play, the doctor is naked, in the snow. After the whole play, in which he has barely seen his own wife, he finally sees her, and is seen by her.

I was surprised that the reporters kept asking about the slight bit of male nudity onstage, when the rest of the play treated erotic matters like the orgasm (though under bloomers and sheets). Why the fixation on nudity? I wondered. The journalists told me the nudity felt “in your face” and “endless.” I was bewildered. I found the nudity subtle and of short duration. And this is New York City, I thought. Why are journalists shocked by male nudity? Would they have been as shocked by female nudity? Would they even have noticed it? Female nudity onstage often seems like a directorial grace note, whereas male nudity is shocking. We are not used to looking at the male body onstage, and we are definitely not used to looking at male nudity through the eyes of a woman.



In the last week of previews, for the sake of variety, I sat in the audience on house right for the first time rather than in my usual spot on house left. From this new vantage point, I finally processed the fact that the actor playing Dr. Givings was full-frontally exposed for an impressive five minutes during the leading lady’s last soliloquy. Having sat on house left all this time, I’d seen barely the shadow of a male member. But here he was house right in all his glory, distracting the audience during the last moments of the play.

When the leading lady called me to complain that no one was listening to her last monologue because they were mesmerized by the leading man’s penis, I thought I had better fix the situation.

The director was recovering from a migraine, so I took it upon myself to raise the issue of the leading man’s penis and the sight lines.

I called my beloved leading man, Michael Cerveris, and told him that the leading lady felt upstaged by his penis, and he said, “Unfortunately, my penis is on the same side of my body as my face.”

I raced into rehearsal the next day, still intent on helping to adjust penis sight lines, and the stage manager gave me a stern talking-to. He told me to go home and rest. I was incredulous. The ending of my play was at stake, and I should “rest up” until opening night? Yes, he said, rest up.

That week, I waited, napped, and worried.

On opening night, I put on a tentlike navy blue maternity dress with sparkles on the collar. My mother, my mother-in-law, Tony, and I arrived at the Lyceum Theatre, Broadway lights aglow. I squeezed into my seat. The penis sight lines were unchanged, but the leading man was beautiful and honest and unafraid. I got through opening night without drinking a single glass of champagne. Here are Tony and me that night:

[image: Image]

At the after-party, we learned that the reviews were good, more than good, really; and the actors were ebullient. We all rejoiced.

The day after opening night, I realized that I was bleeding. From the place you aren’t supposed to bleed when you are pregnant. I remembered the couplet I’d written when I’d had a miscarriage earlier in the year, and the melody started to go through my head, a worried mantra:


Every month, women practice for this, casual loss as a regular thing—

women bleed in private like animals; men bleed in public like kings.



I called my doctor and told him I was bleeding. “Stay home,” the doctor said.

“Stay home?” I asked, incredulous. Yes, stay home, he told me. In bed. For the next four months.






[image: ] CHAPTER 3 [image: ] Bed Rest


This is a chapter about boredom and entropy. And being forced to stay inside. A chapter in which I plan to finally learn Greek and read all of Marcel Proust in bed but instead I start reading the Twilight series on my iPhone. This is the chapter in which time passes.

I asked my friends to visit and bring books. They cheerfully submitted, bringing bales, boxes, bags of books. All of the books appeared to feature dead twins. Little Dorrit: dead twin. I threw it out. A book by Ian McEwan: mention of a dead twin. I threw it out. I wondered about the literary obsession with dead twins and dead mothers.

Sometimes I thought gloomy thoughts about the miscarriage I’d had the year before. I had been at a playdate with Anna, and thought I smelled strange. We had left the playdate and passed several foreheads covered with ash. Ash Wednesday. I remembered how I got home, unloaded groceries, felt a strange pulling sensation, yelled, “Oh!” and went to the bathroom where I saw blood and understood what was happening. Then there was more blood.

Full of grief, I proceeded to watch 30 Rock as much as possible in order to laugh, and to eat as many Tibetan beef dumplings as possible in order to get my iron levels back up. Eventually, I tried to get pregnant again. I told very few people about the miscarriage. When I did, I found that a large number of women friends had also lost babies. Why didn’t we tell each other? I thought. Why did we protect one another from our own grief? Was it superstition? Privacy? Shame?

Now, on bed rest, I knit a crappy little blanket that would never cover even the tiniest baby, let alone two. My daughter’s never-failingly normal and cheerful preschool needed a volunteer to cut out hearts for a Valentine’s Day project. I was grateful for the task. They sent Anna home with a little packet with scissors and construction paper for me. I cut hearts in bed all day. Pink, purple, magenta—I took out a small scissors and followed the heart-shaped pencil lines the preschool teacher gave me. I was proud of my work.

I felt guilty for not valuing more deeply the free time spent in bed (Don’t most busy people fantasize about some time spent in bed?) but the whole concept of time was losing all meaning and value the more I did nothing. Value or time, I thought. If you live in New York City, you might find yourself at the subway ticket machines, in a hurry or in a stupor or both, staring at the words “Add Value” or “Add Time.” Before being on bed rest, I had often swiped my MetroCard that read “insufficient funds” and then stood stock-still, staring at those alternatives: Add Value or Add Time.

I have always been confused by these two options, which never fail to glimmer with existential meaning: Do I prefer Value or Time? But isn’t time value? Could I not have them both? A subway car often came by while I contemplated this question: value or time, value or time, time or value…

And then, invariably, I’d choose value over time because I often lose things and I’m afraid if I buy a month pass (time) I will lose my card. In the end, I am afraid of losing time, so I choose value.



Oh, what naps I had in those days. The best pregnant nap (which can also be applied to nonpregnant naps) is metaphorically toasting yourself on both sides: I napped on one side for an hour, then flipped, toasting myself on the other side until I was fully slept.

By napping, I cleaved the undifferentiated day into two. Like a ripe avocado cut into two sections, the nap divided the day into what was done and what was still to be done; and with nothing much to be done, it divided the day into the time that passed and the time that would pass. The pit—entropy—was discarded.

The contours of my sleep bled into the contours of the day—far from all the people outside who had business to attend to. Some Americans call a short nap a “power nap” because they think the nap itself must achieve something powerful. These are the same Americans who call a walk a “power walk.” What silly terms. Naps and walks may be powerful but their true power is in submission to the moment.

I would have loved to have Rip Van Winkled my way through the entire period of bed rest. I could sleep, grow a beard, wake up, and find myself surrounded by babies. But there were still about ninety days to get through. Time seemed not to move; it seemed to lose all value; but it did, in fact, pass.



That December, I hadn’t bled for a while but continued to worry about whether the babies would make it to full term. And whether I would make it with my body and mind intact. If it felt in my second trimester like my belly was about to fall through my vagina, in my third trimester, it felt as though my vagina was about to fall off. That makes no sense, you say. How can emptiness fall out of emptiness? Exactly.

Anna crawled into bed with me and played jumping games. I read the letters of Elizabeth Bishop and Robert Lowell. No dead twins. I loved Bishop’s restraint up against Lowell’s expansiveness. I adored the borders of their solitude, and how they reached across to find each other. I thought it might make a good play. I read Twilight. I tried to bat away loneliness. There was a gulf between what was and what will be that I had all the time in the world to contemplate. A not knowing what I will be. What we will be when we are three…

The first snow came. Anna went out with Tony and made snow angels. I watched from the window. They collected snow in a purple bucket and dumped it in a hot bath. They watched it melt.



The idea for bed rest was influenced by the publication of John Hilton’s Rest and Pain in 1863. He advocated rest for all kinds of maladies: heart attacks, hysteria, ulcers—and pregnancy. Before the nineteenth century, pregnancy wasn’t considered a malady. After Hilton’s influence, well-to-do pregnant Victorian ladies were regularly put to bed—starting their “confinement” when they began to show.

Half of all women on bed rest get depressed. That number is clear. And women who are placed on bed rest are more likely to have postpartum depression. Although many women have consequences like loss of bone density and muscle atrophy, a fifth of American women are nevertheless prescribed bed rest at some point. The number that is less clear is the one that indicates bed rest as a successful intervention. A 2018 article reported, “Bed rest does not appear to improve the rate of preterm birth, and should not be routinely recommended,” and a 2013 study on bed rest reported, “Unnecessary interventions such as bed rest may make the patient (and sometimes the health care provider) feel that all attempts are being made to ‘save’ the pregnancy.” So, though over half of women on bed rest report depression, and though the success rates of bed rest during pregnancy are highly debatable, they still put us to bed.

A Victorian cousin to bed rest was the “rest cure” for women with so-called hysteria. The writer Charlotte Perkins Gilman was prescribed the rest cure, and she drew upon her experience in “The Yellow Wallpaper,” published in 1892. In her short story, a woman is put to bed to save her mind from a nervous condition, but goes slowly more crazy from the cure, staring at patterns on the wall from her bed. After a while, it seems to her that the wallpaper appears to move. The woman in bed thinks: “I really have discovered something at last.… The front pattern does move—and no wonder! The woman behind shakes it!”

One can imagine all the women in the wallpaper standing in for all the women going slowly crazy from a treatment that was surely worse for most women than the diagnosis. The draconian “rest cure” makes the nineteenth-century vibrator cure for hysteria (producing paroxysms in patients) seem delightful. It was thought, at the dawn of electricity, that as many as two-thirds of women could benefit from treatment with a vibrator, which I find hilarious. No doubt two-thirds of women were not hysterical, but they might indeed have benefitted from having orgasms.

Gilman wrote “The Yellow Wallpaper” as an answer to Silas Weir Mitchell, the notable doctor who put Gilman on a rest cure. Mitchell, a neurologist, in his 1877 book Fat and Blood: And How to Make Them, theorized that industrial modern life caused people to “live too fast”—and their nerves were damaged as a result. Under his schema, men were told to go West, chop wood, and wrangle cattle; women were told to get in bed, stop reading, and drink milk. For six to eight weeks, these women were isolated from human contact, told not to read or write, and to be spoon-fed while they lay on their backs. They were reduced to the condition of infants.

One of Mitchell’s colleagues prescribed the rest cure for Virginia Woolf. Can anyone imagine a more surefire way to make any writer crazy than telling her not to write? And for a writer of Woolf’s particular genius, the not-writing and not-reading cure must have been a cruel torture. Woolf writes in Mrs. Dalloway of the rest cure, which was prescribed to her character Septimus Smith, who had been traumatized by war: “rest in solitude; silence and rest; rest without friends, without books, without messages; six months’ rest; until a man who went in weighing seven stone six comes out weighing twelve.”

The rest cure was eventually put to rest when physicians realized it didn’t help traumatized veterans of World War II regain their strength; instead, it wreaked havoc on them physically and mentally. Oddly, the same man who invented the rest cure was the father of modern neurology.



Both the rest cure and bed rest for pregnant women were Victorian in origin, and prescribed largely by men, for women. The irony was not lost on me that while my play about hysterical Victorian women was on Broadway, I was in a Victorian stupor at home in bed. I had always been a little Victorian in my fears about pregnancy anyway.

During my first pregnancy, I went to a birth class to “prepare” in Santa Monica, California. We went around in a circle, expectant mothers all, and the facilitator asked what we were most afraid of in the birth process. The women in the birth class looked toned, like they did yoga and had definitely investigated hypnotherapy.

Most of the women said things like: I’m afraid of tearing; I’m afraid of my birth plan going awry; I’m afraid of getting a C-section; I’m afraid of having to get an epidural; I’m afraid I won’t be able to bring a scented candle into the birthing center.… Then it was my turn. “I’m afraid of dying,” I said.

The leader of the group looked startled. And the other women looked away. This was not an answer they heard much, apparently. I thought, Have I read too many Victorian novels or too many newspaper articles about maternal death rates? Had they not read about how maternal death rates in the United States had risen in the past twenty-five years? Most of the women in the room were white. But had they not read that Black women were three to four times more likely to die in this country than white women in childbirth? Did this not horrify them? Shouldn’t we all discuss? Shouldn’t we be out in the street, protesting?

Didn’t these women have friends who had the weirdest shit happen to them after having babies? Like my friend Sherry, a single mother by choice, who suddenly couldn’t walk the day after giving birth because she had SPD (symphysis pubis dysfunction)—when your pelvic bone gets thrown out of whack during labor and then you can’t walk for a month? (And she happened to live in a sixth-floor walk-up.) Or my friend Claire, who got an embolism in the lung during her pregnancy and got to the ER minutes before dying? Or my friend Alexandra, a professional dancer, who, after giving birth had something called drop foot and one of her feet dragged around limply for months? Or my sister, Kate, who came home from the hospital and her C-section wound opened up and it was green and infected with MRSA, a life-threatening staph infection?

But you aren’t supposed to mention any ghastly things to pregnant women. By some tacit agreement, the elders don’t tell young women about all the crappy possible outcomes of pregnancy, and they certainly don’t mention them to pregnant women.

In any case, the yoga-toned woman running the birth class in Santa Monica changed the subject away from death and we all moved on, to speak of “birth plans,” which was, in my mind, an oxymoron.

Also, I feel compelled to reassure you, particularly if you are reading this and pregnant, All of the above stories have happy endings. Every single one of them.



From bed, on my second month of bed rest, I wrote letters to the babies.


Dear Babies,

I now know that you are a boy and a girl. The girl is bigger than the boy now, by 12 percent, and you’re both over 2 pounds, and the boy is presenting first, head down. I had a dream that the boy came early but the girl stayed inside; and the boy didn’t want to breastfeed but instead asked for sausage and cheese, and I was impressed with his verbal abilities. I have been resting up and reading, hoping you stay in there for at least another couple of months. Most people come into the world by themselves, but you will (knock on wood) come into this world together. I hope you both feel safe and sound and cozy there together.

Love,

Mama

Dear Babies,

I was told on Monday that my cervix had effaced to 1.5 cm, so they put me in the hospital to monitor me for contractions. I didn’t have too many, so they sent me home and told me to rest even more. You two are kicking away. I am reading, watching movies, and getting trounced in Scrabble by your father. It is New Year’s Day. I need to go at least 10 more days so that your little lungs develop, okay? Anna keeps saying, “What do you think they’ll look like?” And she talks to my belly: “What do you look like?” Then she says, “Well, maybe it’s just best to wait and see when they come.” I love you. Keep baking.

Love,

Your mama

Dear Babies,

I am trying to learn to knit. I am trying to keep busy. You are wriggling down very low. It’s January cold outside. Will you be Capricorns, Aquariuses, or Pisces? Your sister is excited to see you. On Monday I will be 32 weeks which will be a relief, but better to go to 36, don’t you think?

Love,

Your mom



I wrote letters to Anna too.


Dear Anna,

You make up absurdist knock-knock jokes. You kiss my belly for the boy and the girl and you say, “Do you think they are talking to each other in there? Babies, are you talking to each other in there?” You say “poop” and “preoccupied” and laugh hysterically. You go to the doctor for shots and do not cry. You put lotion on my legs. You pat my tummy and say you’re worried about the babies squirming in there and you have to protect me. You are excited about the babies coming and keep asking when they are coming. You say you will feed them and dress them and be a good big sister.

Love,

Your mama



When not writing letters, I perpetually searched for the right book to read, discarding most after reading ten pages. I feared bleeding, going into premature labor, and losing the babies. I also feared the self that would inevitably change when they came.

I couldn’t venture out of bed to see my play, but I could read performance reports, written vividly by the stage manager. In some ways it was frustrating not to be able to see my play; in another sense, just an extreme logical extension of the position of the playwright once a play opens. The play opens, and the playwright is rendered useless, without function. The bodies of the actors hold the spirit of the play for the audience. There is nothing more for the playwright to do.



Tony and I decided on names for the twins. For the middle names, a nod to the ancestors: Patrick for my father, who died when I was twenty; Elizabeth for Tony’s mother. And for the first names: the intersection where Tony and I met in Providence, Rhode Island—Williams Street and Hope Street. We would name the twins William and Hope.






[image: ] CHAPTER 4 [image: ] The Itch


Around week twenty-five, I started to itch. The itch started one afternoon in my hands and feet, and spread over my whole body by nightfall. I applied lotion. I put on a humidifier. I scratched. I took Benadryl. I scratched. I rubbed ice on my body. This was not a casual itch. This was the itch of Jean-Paul Marat in his bathtub. (Marat, a French revolutionary, had a mysterious skin disease that caused nonstop itching and open sores, so he spent all of his time in his bathtub, hoping the water would cool the itch. He was murdered in that tub.) I, like Marat, spent a good amount of time in a cold bath, hoping for respite. I took cold baths, even in the middle of the night. As soon as I got out of the bath, I itched. I wrapped myself in cold wet towels. I took off the wet towels. I itched.

When I called my doctor for an explanation, he told me that sometimes pregnant women get itchy. It’s normal, he said. “Itch” seemed like a banal description of my experience, so I trolled the Internet, eventually finding a website then called itchymoms.com, where I learned about a condition called cholestasis of the liver, in which bile leaks into your bloodstream, slowly poisoning your blood and causing a terrible itch. More important, it can immediately kill your babies. I was convinced I had the dreaded malady.

I went to see one of the doctors at my practice. He assured me I did not have cholestasis of the liver. “It’s very rare,” he said.

“But I have all the symptoms,” I said.

“How do you know?” he asked.

“Itchymoms.com,” I said.

Doctors are not terribly interested, generally, in the online research of anxious patients, or in websites like itchymoms.com, but he said he would do a blood test to reassure me. I waited for the results to come back. Meanwhile, I itched. My husband asked a therapist friend, a brilliant hypnotist, to come do a house call. The hypnotist did a house call and put me in a trance. For a wonderful hour, he convinced me that I did not itch. The hour was up. I itched.

I thought about Great-Aunt Laura and her stillborn babies in Iowa. Cholestasis of the liver can be genetic. It’s also more common for twin pregnancies. It only affects one out of a thousand women. The treatment is delivery. I learned that artichokes are helpful for cholestasis. So I ate a great deal of artichokes. I lurched out of bed, boiled artichokes, and dipped the leaves in butter. They were tasty. But I still itched.

A week later, my test came back positive for cholestasis of the liver. Now, rather than seeing the tolerant, kindly faces of doctors indulging their anxious patient, I saw the stern and compassionate faces of brilliant doctors trying to make life-and-death decisions.

“Every three days,” they said, “we will do an ultrasound to make sure there is still fetal movement. We cannot promise that in the intervening days the fetuses will not expire.” (I couldn’t tell if I was imagining that it was at this point they changed their language from “baby” to “fetus.”) They made sure I knew that they could make me no promises about the safety of the babies while trying vaguely to reassure me that everything would be all right.

So, from the time I was twenty-six weeks pregnant, every three days my belly and I would struggle into a taxi to the doctor’s office to see if the babies had died inside me.

Every three days, the ultrasound technician would rub my belly with gel, move her wand over my belly, her face impassive. My heart would pound until I saw the babies moving on the screen. If they were sleeping, the doctors would tap on my belly to wake them up. Baby B moved more than Baby A. I could feel Baby A’s fingers move gently across my belly. Baby B made more global movements. The doctors reminded me that if I stopped feeling the babies moving, I should go straight to labor and delivery.

In bed, I waited for movement in my belly. Movement meant life. Bed rest without news of possible medical calamity is one kind of entropy; bed rest with the anxiety of cholestasis is like being told to do absolutely nothing while your house might be on fire. Thank God there was still one book left in the Twilight series. Plus, the only babies in Twilight are vampires; they’re already dead, that is to say—immortal.
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