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A FAMILY IN FULL Melanie Thernstrom (right) with her “twiblings™ Violet and Kieran
— and husband, Michael (left). The children werenldore days apart.

By MELANIE THERNSTROM

Published: December 29, 2010

Midway on our life’s journey, | found myself in d& woods, the right road lostive

actually never read “The Inferno,” but | found thiae in my mind every morning when |
woke to do my hormone injection and especiallytendarkest mornings — the ones when |
went into the clinic to have my unpregnant blooavdr to confirm another 1.V.F. cycle’s
failure. Of course, | had considered my life ruimedny times before — other medical and
romantic crises — but | was always wrong. This@ésghough — childlessness — really did
seem different. My two closest girlfriends choseé tachave children and didn’t regret it, and |
envied them, but | didn’t know how to feel as tltkg. No one gets everything they want in
life, but to be childless felt like being deprivetisomething essential: the primal human
experience. When | was 39 and single, | was inn@ont Uganda, and a woman there asked



about my children. | said | didn’t have any, and sblemnly told me that she would pray to
God to remove my curse. Instead of shrugging itldfianked her.

The Futuristic Insta-Family
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STILL INVOLVED After the children were born, Fie and Melissa douéd to provide breast milk.

| was 41 when, after a gazillion not-quite-rightateonships and a broken engagement, | met
Michael, the man | would marry. He was five yeawsiryger; socially, it didn’t seem like an
important age difference, but in terms of fertilityturned out to be. | was haunted by the
thought that if we didn’t have children — even tgbuhe loved me and even though that love
might blind him to the truth — in some sense magyine would have turned out to be a
mistake. Raising children was a crucial part ofuisson of what he wanted to do with his

life, and if he had married someone his age, sbleginly would have been fertile.

“I'm not comfortable with it,” our doctor said whdregged him to let us do a fifth round of
I.V.F. “When a doctor offers you a treatment, thisran expectation that that treatment could
work.”

“It could work,” I said. “I don’t mind doing the éatments. | just want to keep trying.”
“Realistically, you need to consider other wayfave a family,” he said.

But it seemed to me that there were no other gptidres. | had friends who spent all of their

money trying to adopt, only to have things fallahgh again and again — birth mothers who

changed their minds, foreign programs that wereotisnued. | researched adoption in China
but discovered that the criteria excluded us. WMahael's parents adopted his sister in the

1970s, there was an abundance of babies in thedJ8iates in need of homes, but the



widespread use of birth control and abortion, amathgr factors, has caused the supply of
infants available for adoption in the subsequergditiecades to plummet to a fraction of what
it was then. Knowing that, | was still taken abagkhow discouraging one adoption agency
was about our prospects for “competing” againséotouples. “Most birth mothers do prefer
younger women,” the woman informed me. “But yog#lt a letter from your doctor,

certifying you are in excellent health for the sbevorker anyway.”

“Right,” | said, thinking about the arthritic conigin that caused the chronic pain | had been
struggling with for many years.

| found another doctor and persuaded him to letya fifth round.All you have to do is not
die, I told the embryos once again, but once again #ifledid. After a failed sixth round, |

was told | had a new medical problem that wouldepisks to a fetus’s health, and | began to
consider whether the embryos might have been algbut the merits of my body as their
greenhouse. Should | scrap my problem-ridden botlyety and try third-party reproduction?
| felt a pang at the idea of excluding myself —hai/iing no role at all in gestating or creating
the child. But that pang was checked by disappa@ntin my body and a longing not to be
limited by its limitations.

| consulted with a perinatologist, a high-risk pragcy specialist. “Is your goal to have the
experience of being pregnant or is your goal tcelthe best chance of having a healthy
baby?” he asked. “If you really want a healthy haist a surrogate and an egg donor.” In that
instant, | made up my mind. Of course that was gl g— and compared with that goal, all
other desires seemed not only secondary, but isal teven narcissistic.

| began researching surrogacy and egg donation resmonding with gestational carriers on
surrogacy Web sites and talking to agencies. Thegss seemed so daunting and alienating
— inviting all these strangers into our bedrooneating relationships with unknown
conventions and risks, giving others extraordir@ower. In the story of what happens when a
man and a woman love each other very much, they deed strangers to lend them their
gametes. Having children was one of life’s greas a€ self-definition. How could we turn

the most intimate thing a couple could do — couphn into aménage a troidet alonea
guatreor cing?

There were so many ways the journey could go asiifag Internet was filled with stories of
predatory egg-donation and surrogacy agencieslefa status of surrogacy is varied. In a
number of states, the status is unclear or sursoiggarohibited. There were several cases of
surrogacy in recent years in which the surrogateeseded in keeping the baby despite an
absence of any genetic connection. Even if evargtiient perfectly, it was hugely
expensive. Of course, the cost of surrogacy is fihddry the cost of actually raising a child,
to say nothing, for example, of a college educatart considering what baby-making
usually costs — nothing — it took our breath awaie were able to afford it because of a
financial deus ex machina. Just when the 1.V.Fs biere mounting, the software company
that Michael co-founded was acquired by a largegaomg. But there was still something
disquieting about choosing to spend so much — awthg an option that many infertile
people did not have.

We were also unsettled to discover how many pedigpprove of surrogacy and egg
donation. There are objections to it on the rightyeligious grounds, as violating the natural
order and the trinity of father-mother-baby, oba#g part of a slippery slope that would lead



to abominations like human cloning. There are digas on the left by those who say that
surrogacy is exploitative and degrading for the wamrrespective of what the women who
become surrogates say about it. (Some people badely paid surrogacy is exploitative but
unpaid surrogacy is fine.) | read articles and tdacisions and took notes on the arguments,
but in the end they mainly seemed to boil dowrhtofact that it is new. Because of the
central social importance of the family, changex Hifect it are often initially condemned as
strange, unnatural, evil or dangerous. Using aessthn childbirth was controversial after
anesthesia’s invention. Had not God condemned &benig forth children in pain? Birth
control was once condemned, but it is now widelgeated. Once outlawed, abortion is now
legal and supported by a majority of Americans imittertain limits.

Reproductive technology fills an important — andwing — need. Gay couples are
increasingly choosing to have families. Eight patad women between 40 and 44 identify
themselves as involuntarily childless or hopingpég@ome pregnant, according to a Pew
report. Most women in that age bracket will be @bleecome pregnant only by using donor
eggs. Although we could handle negative reactibmgas upsetting to think that our children
would have to deal with them. Still, we didn’t wdaar of other people’s opinions to
influence such an important and personal decisiod,we hoped we would raise children
who could stand up for themselves.

THROUGHOUT OUR FERTILITY treatment, our hope was that | would become pregnan
with twins. We wanted to complete our family and faxe future treatment, and we loved the
idea that our children would be same-age compar@mrsach other as they grew up. But in
my consultation with the perinatologist, he dis@ged the idea of twins.

“The fertility industry has convinced themselveatttwins are safe and only triplets are high-
risk, but they’re not,” he said. “They don’t see thabies after they're born. Take a look at a
NICU sometime.”

When conceived naturally, 11 pregnancies in 1,000yce twins. Over all in the United
States today, principally as a result of fertititgatments, 32 in 1,000 pregnancies result in
twins. The majority of twins are fine, but becaéfepercent are premature, twins are more
than twice as likely to have disabilities that reguwngoing medical treatment or special
education. Twins have a fourfold-to-sixfold incredsisk of cerebral palsy compared with
singletons, a fivefold increased risk of fetal ¢e@ihd a sevenfold increased risk of neonatal
death. And most of the high medical costs arepafse, passed on to society, which gives
fuel to critics of reproductive technology.

We scrapped the idea of trying to have twins araidgel we would have a baby with an egg
donor and a gestational carrier and then try tefanother the following year, with as small
an interval as possible between the two births.

“If we really want our children to be the same age,can try to find two carriers now and do
the pregnancies in parallel,” Michael said.

“But that would be crazy,” | said. It sounded craagyway. Although it was logical, and it
would give us a better chance of having at leastwaable pregnancy, it sounded weird and
somehow hubristic, as if having children were aitygoroject or a movie we were producing
or a manufacturing job to be outsourced. Whatyihtyy for one child was reasonable but
trying to go from an empty nest to a full house weeedy and would turn our tale into



Icarus’s and irritate Fate, Mother Nature or anyhef powers Michael definitely doesn’t
believe in and | basically don't, either, but lidtiet about?

For many couples, the most crushing aspect ofifgtiieatment is not all the early morning
blood-draws but the haunting feeling that the ursgas telling them that their union is not —
in a spiritual, as well as a biological, sensdrditful. But | knew Michael and | were a great
couple — | had pined so long for the elusive feglf rightness, and now that | finally had it,
| was damned if | was going to let biology unblassAnd | knew if we let biology become
Mother Nature, we actually would be damned.

We forged ahead. | wanted to find carriers who adaé like female relatives — women with
whom it was fun to shop for baby things and who M@ive us advice on actually caring for
the babies and make it all seem doable. Whiledbsire seemed natural to me, | was
surprised by how differently other people saw it.

“You won’t have anything in common with the carggra director of a Los Angeles agency
(which we decided not to work with) insisted dissivgly. The gestational carriers at their
agency were mainly white, working-class women, oftgangelical Christians — “the kind of
girls you went to high school with,” he said, maimggto give “high school” an ominous
intonation. He waved his hand. “You may think yoanito stay in touch now, btrust me
once you have your baby, you're barely going toeerner her name. | call it surrogacy
amnesia.”

Many intended parents do feel uneasy at the idéaoafnuch intimacy with their carriers and
are willing to pay the hefty agency fees to “mariage surrogacy and maintain distance
between them. But for us, the idea of not beingelo the carriers seemed much more
alarming, like something from “The Handmaid’s TaMoreover, the only true safety in
surrogacy lies in trust. What real remedy coulddhze if, for example, your baby was born
with fetal alcohol syndrome?

After six months, | had talked to or met dozenpatential carriers without sensing the
possibility of the kind of connection | longed fdtt one point, we thought we found
someone, but after four months of conversationbsio&ed out and kept the money we
advanced her against the surrogacy expenses. Tlbgalplocal elementary teacher came
forward, but her in-laws (from Berkeley!) denounaealrogacy and told her that she would be
shaming the family and threatened to cancel th@iday visit, and she crumpled. Then
Melissa, a 30-year-old nurse who lived with herldarsl and two children not far from us in a
suburb of Portland, Ore., responded to my posting surrogacy Web site.

We met at a cafe and chatted for a while, and tisan stupefied, blinking back tears of relief
at the wash of feelingdere is the person who will carry my balfyom a small town in
Oregon, she had a blithe, happy-go-lucky way abeutShe was 6-foot-2 and had gone to
Montana State University on a basketball scholarahfith her pink cheeks and straight,
shiny brown hair, it was easy to imagine her asgged pioneer woman who could till a field
and give birth squatting without the assistancanasthesia (as, in fact, she had done —
twice). Things that would be hard for other peapitin’t seem hard for her; she put herself
through nursing school as a single mother, andreemarrying, took her children to live on
an island off the coast of Mexico for a summer withknowing Spanish. She had been an
egg donor before, but she thought it would be ewere fulfilling to be a gestational carrier.



Unlike Melissa, we found our other carrier, Figptlgh an agency, but we disliked dealing
with the agency so much that we ended up payirg ad free us from its services and work
with Fie directly. She was 34 and lived with hesband and their three young children on the
Oregon coast, a few hours from us, where she waakeadsenior accountant for a
community-development organization. She originayne to the United States as an au pair
from her native Denmark and fell in love with hersband and stayed. Like Melissa, she said
she loved being pregnant but was clear that heilyfamas complete. She had an air of earnest
intentness; she presented us with a long list @ffabquestions, like the arrangements at the
birth and whether we would want her to provide bteailk afterward. Where Melissa merely
scanned the contract, Fie reviewed it line by lared we had long conversations about each
provision addressing frightening scenarios, like ieed for us to name guardians in case we
died before the birth and the need to buy life tasae for the carriers in case they did.

When we met their husbands, we felt relieved by gedf-confidence and self-possession.
The role of a gestational carrier's husband isame ways, more difficult than that of the
carrier herself. The husband is, as Fie puts ibystander to a miracle,” who partakes in the
inconvenience of his wife’s pregnhancy but has fegmaotional rewards (as well as the
occasional negative reaction from a stranger whkosgratulations for a new chip off the old
block can turn to disapproval).

The thing | liked most about our gestational casri®as that they both seemed like great
moms. | liked the way they carefully consulted witkir children about the surrogacy.

“Why can’t they get a puppy?” Fie’s 7-year-old dhteg, Olivia, responded when Fie asked
her if she wanted to help us have a baby. Fie egiahat we had cats but wanted a baby.

“If it's a boy, we can give it to them, but if ita girl we can keep it,” Olivia decided. Fie
explained that the baby would belong to Michael arg] even if she was a girl.

Olivia didn’t respond, but a bit later she tuggedree’s sleeve and said, “Mom, we should
help the lady with the broken belly.”

CHOOSING THE RIGHT gestational carrier is, in a practical sense, nmaportant than
choosing an egg donor because a negligent caameruin your life and your baby’s. But an
egg donor has a striking claim on the imaginatibis. the opportunity to choose a genetic
replacement for yourself. While at first this skune as a project of great fascination — the
kind of thing | would enjoy obsessing over — it asdmecame clear it was a fool’s errand. We
looked online at donors’ profiles and felt at aslod/hat exactly should we look for? Many
women search for a donor who looks like them, itlh’'t care about that. The qualities | did
care about — elusive ones like temperament, sditilmtelligence, goodness — were
difficult to discern online, and it was unclearyamy, whether genetics played any
significant role in them.

| don’t recall the precise words our fertility doctJohn Hesla, used when he told me he had
thought of a donor who he believed would be a goatth. We had the highest confidence in
his judgment; something about his presence gaeefesling of being deeply known. He had
met the donor when she came to Portland to donatbther couple he worked with at
Oregon Reproductive Medicine, and he said thahbaght she had a lot in common with us.
“There is something very delightful about her pediy,” he said, thoughtfully. We had



labored to come up with complicated, unsatisfactorsnulations of what we hoped for in a
child. But that, | realized, was what we really weath a child with a delightful personality.

we decided we wanted to meet the person who migltguch an important role in our lives
and were glad the donor agreed. We flew to Califotm meet her for brunch. But in the hotel
the night before, | lay awake, clinging to Michadbiack, my heart thudding in the darkness.
In the morning, | decided | had brought the wrolajhes and sat down on the bed in tears. “I
don’t understand,” Michael said. | didn’t even knaivat | was afraid of (that she would
reject me? that | would reject her?), but suddédigin’t want to go. | wondered if we should
have arranged the meeting in the way nonanonymanigtions are typically done: in the
office of the agency, brokered by the agency direct a counselor.

As soon as we sat down at the restaurant and liedalk to the donor, though, everything
changed. Adoptive parents often talk about tharfigedf meeting their child and knowing he
is the one: who knew he would be tucked away irbari&n orphanage? But there he is, in a
halo of rightness. In the case of egg donatiorsdtgame feelings can take shape around the
donor, who appears before you like an apparitioyoof future child. As | drank my tea, |

had a growing sense of conviction that the dona tha Fairy Goddonor: the one who would
give us the right eggs — the magical eggs, the &ggs which our babies would grow. When
she flashed a smile, | wondered if | had caughfirsyhint of my child’s grin.

Relationships have been said to begin with a metaphthe desire to invent a narrative that
weaves your lives together in a way that you can s destiny. | fastened on a few
coincidental biographical similarities. She grewinhos Angeles, where | lived as a child,
and she recently graduated from a college thaghtrhave gone to if our family had stayed
there. She was literary, but she worked in an afaaience, which overlapped with an
interest | had recently developed. | also foundetfyiaterpreting the differences between us
in the most favorable way. She was the same haightveight as | and also had long straight
hair, but hers was blond. On the Web sites, Ididinated by the surplus of blond donors, but
| suddenly recalled that | was blond as a child.

| decided the Fairy Goddonor was the person | wbakk been had our family stayed in Los
Angeles; had my hair stayed blond; had | grownsip aunny outdoorsy California person
instead of a brooding indoorsy East Coast persod.ifthere are brooding genes | prefer
they die with me. She was athletic and played g&and surfed, as | imagined | would have
done, and would still do if only I didn’t sufferdm the chronic pain condition that | wouldn’t
have if | were her — and wouldn’t then pass on toamildren. There was an air of appealing
gaiety about her. She seemed reasonably, but nessixely, introspective. She did not seem
like someone who stayed up late every night writmber diary for hours, as | did at her age.
She got the idea of donation from a college rooremadto did it, and she joined the same
agency, although she could have gotten triple theay at a high-end agency. She wanted to
meet because she felt an anonymous donation wotilldenas satisfying.

“I hope our children turn out just like her,” | datio Michael after she left.
“Like her or like you?”

| thought for a moment. “Like her.”



“You're going to be like an awful parent in a camoshaking her head at her misbehaving
child and saying, ‘Theonorwas perfect,” ” he chided me.

“If you want to idealize her,” a friend counselégou should be careful not to get to know
her too well.”

But the more | got to know her, the more | liked.&r months afterward, | was haunted by
the idea that she would change her mind and flattery — and | woke from anxiety dreams
in the grip of her disappearance. But she didn't.

She came to Portland with her boyfriend to haveelggs retrieved. She had more eggs in the
single cycle than | had produced in all six cygeastogether, | noted, both pleased and
slightly rueful. After the retrieval, we went battkthe hotel where we were all staying. |
waited anxiously as she napped, obscurely fearailgomehow she wouldn’t awaken. It was
all so surreal. But she came down to the lobbyeinusual spirits, wearing a silvery dress, and
we all went out to dinner to celebrate. The eggeevertilized with Michael’'s sperm and
metamorphosed into embryos; the morning after \tadets Day, they were transferred to
Melissa and Fie, and by spring, in each of thelirdse a heart was beating. We were careful
to refer to the fetuses as the “drafts” rather thanchosen names to remind ourselves that
they were notes toward the children we wantedjflibey died, they were just beginnings

like all the embryos had been, and we would s@atra

“TELL EVERYONE or tell no one,” the director of an egg-donatigercy advised me. “If
you tell even one person that you used a donor wdt spread. But if it were me, I'd tell no
one,” she added. “Look, | run an agency, so it'myinterest to promote these kinds of
families, but to be honest, if | couldn’t have dnén naturally —God forbid— | wouldn’t
want anyone to know!”

In that instant | made up my mind to be completeypsparent about it (and to warn people to
avoid her agency). But in being open about oulysicsometimes felt | was inviting a Greek
chorus of doleful commentary. There was a curiossstence that the situation must be
darker and more difficult than it actually was dhdt | must simply be in denial or trying to
put a brave face on it all. People were constatfygesting horrifying hypotheticals about the
carriers: drinking, using drugs, disappearing Denmark, getting H.L.V. or hepatitis C from
their husbands or seducing mine (a complicatedamdustrategy indeed) and, of course,
stealing the baby.

Surrogacy turns out to be a perfect canvas uponhwpeople can project their own
ambivalence about pregnancy. | hated the way waonmand volunteer that | wasn’t missing
anything by not being pregnant and then regale rttetheir pregnancy war stories, their
eyes gleaming with pride.

A childless friend of mine compared surrogacy tosgitution, saying that she personally
would prefer to be a prostitute. “They cawantto do it — they must be desperate for
money,” she insisted. Faced with the fact that loathiers were well-paid professionals, she
concluded they must be masochistic. | tried to &xpihat the gestational carriers we
interviewed were the kind of women who said thagatwhen they gave birth to their last
baby, knowing they would never be pregnant again.



“Ten percent of women love being pregnant, 10 pgroewomen loathe it; most women are
in between,” my gynecologist commented. “Surrogsehgcts from the extreme end.”

Many people talked as if the mere fact of being pensated negated the generosity of the
gestational carriers and the egg donor and askedyfwere doing it “for the money,” as if
they couldn’t want to helpandwant to be paid. Would you be less grateful telaved
teacher, nanny or fertility doctor because theyengid? We wanted to pay, because it made
the relationship feel more reciprocal. There was woman who responded to my surrogacy
listing who said she didn’t want any financial campation. Although it sounded as if she
really didn’t need money — she was an affluent dige in Sonoma County — | felt that we
would need to pay her. “That’s our contributiongdid, flummoxed — “one of the things we
can give back.” Turning the lengthy labor of suaoginto volunteer work felt as if it put
tremendous pressure on the experience to be ifulfilt every moment. | worried she would
back out or resent or regret it. What if stesmasochistic? Surrogacy is prohibited or
restricted in much of Europe, and as a result Haae very few surrogates, and infertile
couples come here. | was pleased when the Fairg@umut wrote and said she bought her
first major purchase — a classic midnight blue @tible — because | imagined she had
paid for it partly with the donation money.

Throughout the pregnancies, | worried about smaltiical things. Were Melissa and Fie
remembering to take their fish oil? It was greait thlelissa felt so energetic, but must she
take her kids camping while her husband was awaylamgy weekend when she was six
months pregnant? And why did she order pizza fraamePHut? This is Portland — how
about | drop off some organic kale? | was irkedalbyhe people — especially health care
professionals — who were unable to master the tgastational carrier” and referred to
Melissa and Fie as “birth mothers” or “biologicabthers” even after | explained that the
term was inappropriate outside the context of adapt assumed it would change as soon the
babies arrived and was infuriated when the pediatriin the little hospital on the coast
where our daughter, Violet, was born said she dikimw these “newfangled” words and
continued to call Fie “the mom.”

Nevertheless, | was relieved to discover that radnetruly pained me. Everything about
third-party reproduction can suggest you are net'teal mother,” | realized, and torment
you. Or nothing can, if you don’t allow yourselfdee it that way.

“I'm the only mother,” I'd correct people brightlggain and again. “Actually, there is no
biological mother,” I'd sometimes add, in a tonatthhoped suggestdsin’t this interesting
rather thar¥ou are an insensitive fadlYou see, both the donor and the carrier contedu
biologically to each child, so the term cannot enpass this situation.” Third-party
reproduction creates all kinds of relationshipsvitaich there are not yet terms. For example,
there is no word to describe the relationship betwaur children and the carriers’ children,
but it feels to me that they are, somehow, relaiéey are gestational siblings; they don’t
share a mother, father or genes, but they wereedarr the same body and they learned its
fathomless chemical language.

There is also no word to describe our childrenfatrenship with each other. Our children
were born five days apart — a fact that cannotdsyeexplained. When people press me
about their status (“But are they really twins?Hg answer gets long. The word “twins”
usually refers to siblings who shared a womb. Bugall them just “siblings” instead of
“twins” also raises questions because full gersbitngs are ordinarily at least nine months



apart. And our children could be considered theesage because they were conceived at the
same time (in the lab) and the embryos were tramesfat the same time. If the person
continues to quibble about whether they really pak twins (as, surprisingly, people often
do), instead of asking why it matters, | announaéydhat they are “twiblings.”

AFTER OUR SON, Kieran, was born, the hospital set up somethinigda supplemental
nursing system by taping a tube to my breast sathlesbaby could suck to get the first milk
— the caramel-thick colostrum — that Melissa expeels

When the nurse put Kieran on my breast to feedid iw a daze of ecstasy and so focused on
the astonishing strength of his newborn fingersecliaround mine, | hardly noticed. But by
the time he was hungry again, | was coming oubhefttance and wondered about whether
this feeding system made sense.

The nurse urged me to stick with it. “We don’t waot to feel like you can’t nurse,” she
said. | suddenly felt cross. Did she really thirdoluldn’t handle the reality that my body was
not producing milk after it didn’t give birth to myaby? | knew she was trying to be
supportive, but her concern made me feel diminishedf she thought the truth of my
infertility were unbearable (yet so easily disgdisath plastic tubing). | looked down at my
breasts, and they looked awfully small, whereasddals were enormous, dripping with
fecundity, like a relic of a fertility goddess. itched the tube.

| felt similarly when Violet was born five days éaitand another perfectly nice nurse
presented us with the hospital’s certificate to owmorate her birth, on which there was no
mention of Fie. It wasn't a legal birth certificatsur lawyer obtained a “prebirth judgment
order,” which meant that a legal birth certificateuld come in the mail, naming us as the
parents) but a sentimental keepsake with a blaa&esfor the baby’s name followed by the
words “born to” over a pair of baby footprints. Whidae nurse came back in, | insisted she
reprint it and include all three of our names. &ighat moment, Fie knocked on the door
from her adjoining room to complain about her boértificate, which had been doctored just
the opposite way, to exclude mention of us.

“l was just trying to make everyone feel good,” these said, backing toward the door,
flustered.

“We feel good about the truth,” | said firmly. Ahdvanted people to reinforce — not
undermine — that feeling.

After we got home, we arranged for a doula to coner to give us a lesson in managing two
infants and, twice in the afternoon, apropos ohimaj, she took it upon herself to tell me, in a
empathetic voice, “just because you’re not thestdgical mother doesn’t mean you'’re any
less a mother.”

“Yup,” | replied evenly. “For sure.” But | madergunever to have her to our house again.

MELISSA AND FIE agreed to provide breast milk for the twiblinggeathe births. Melissa
pumped milk for Kieran, but Fie offered to nursehe hospital, which was the best way to
stimulate and establish a milk supply. Michael Wwasitant. “You're comfortable with it?” he
asked. But his solicitousness made me uncomfortakts since | decided, in the
perinatalogist’s office long ago, to value the lesbhealth above all, | closed the door on



considering those kinds of feelings — and in soamese on experiencing them. All | could
think now was that breast-feeding would be bettantpumping to get every precious drop of
colostrum to line our newborn’s gut and protectfnem disease.

After we came home, Fie and Melissa continued tapu/Ne usually picked up the milk

from Melissa, but Fie liked to visit and broughtaufull ice chest every few weeks. After
Violet had been home from the hospital for a fevekg Fie drove to Portland from the coast
one afternoon with the milk. Violet was beginnimgfiiss, and it seemed odd to take a bottle
of Fie’s milk out of the refrigerator where it hiaden sitting around losing antibodies and
warm it, when the warm-milk source was right thanel had just mentioned that at the sound
of the Violet’s cries, she felt her shirt grow darhpsked if she wanted to nurse, and she said
sure. After that, if Violet was hungry when Fie viasre, Fie would simply unbutton. There
was something profoundly moving about the way Mialeuld pant with anticipation and
close her mouth on the breast as swollen, quivenfalive-looking as a sea animal. Fie
would thank me afterward, as if | were doing her fdwvor. Once when Fie was visiting,
Violet was sleeping, but Kieran was hungry. It washe tip of my tongue to ask Fie if she’d
like to feed him (since we ourselves mixed up thi& sources for the babies), but | quickly
realized that would be inappropriate, as if | thoiughe were a wet nurse.

Melissa had developed an umbilical hernia neaetiteof the pregnancy — a painful
condition that required bed rest, a trial for someas active as she. But within a few months
after the birth, she had it repaired, shed themargy weight and moved on with her life in
her easy way. But for Fie there seemed to be nfoa@ emotional process. She had silver
charm necklaces made for each of us. Mine had haones, with Kieran’s and Violet's
names, and hers had four charms, with the namlesrdhree children — and also Violet's. |
was moved by the gesture — not only by the giftddsid by the fact that she would want our
daughter’'s name resting on her chest. But | hopédl inot mean she was pining for Violet.

There are losses that are damaging — destructivemptying — and perhaps the sense of
loss that a birth mother feels when giving up ddctar adoption is inevitably that. But there
are losses that are poignant but sweet and thatfsten a willingness to give — to invest,
attach, love. As we watched Fie through the momiescame to believe that Fie’s was that
and that nursing was simply the final stage ofttfedogical relationship she and Violet had
shared.

Our nanny, however, was scandalized by Fie’s ngrsWhat if someone came over and
saw?” she said. “The person would think she wa's Baby!” She said she talked about it
with another nanny and they both agreed it was omgr.

“Another woman is nursing your baby,” she triegptess on me.

“You feed my baby,” | said.

“Another woman’s boob is in your daughter’'s mouth!”

“I don’t have a monogamous relationship with hesaid.

She gave me a horrified look. It was the same lauight give a woman talking lightly about

her supposedly happy open marriage: a suspicidrbéreeath that surface lay an ocean of
jealousy and confusion. | understood that in oumiyags mind-set, a mother for whom breast-



feeding was one of the strongest expressions ahlagéernity, to allow another woman to feed
her baby would be an unimaginable violation. Butiyn mind-set, in which | have my baby
only because another woman gave birth to her,atigtat that other woman was choosing to
do one more thing to help our Butterball, as wéedabur rosy little daughter, was also
wonderful and great.

Melissa pumped for three months, and Fie pumpetiieruntil her supply dried up. Our
doula connected us to another mom who had exttawtib decided to donate to us, refused
compensation and regularly lugged breast milk wbok for us in an ice cooler for eight
months. She didn’t even seem particularly inteestigursuing a friendship with me; she
just wanted to help. | had never felt so positivaiput the world before.

THE MOST POINTED questions concerned the Fairy Goddonor and wheteéeshould
have an ongoing relationship with her. If we dia were asking for trouble, everyone in the
world informed me. | would be triangulating and endining my maternal status.

“She has thousands of eggs — so she gave you,addriend said. “Why do you have to
turn it into more than it is? If someone donateabldlto you, would you think you were blood
sisters? There’s a reason these things are usuralyymous.”

| remembered how the Fairy Goddonor had once ta@dhat she thought of donation like the
program Locks of Love, in which people donate b@aicancer patients. To me, though, the
donation was more akin to liver or kidney donatidtihough it didn’t save our lives, in
saving us from the death of our dream of offsprihggsurrected our future.

“Let it go already!” my friend said. “Don’t sendrgails or photos or presents and —
whatever you do — do not introduce her to the mbidat would be a giant misstep.”

But | liked doing those things. We foisted pictuagshe twiblings on our friends, and they
duly declared them adorable, as we did their chiidbut | imagined that the Fairy Goddonor
and Melissa and Fie took real satisfaction in ticeupes. | liked secretly stockpiling the most
precious of our outgrown baby clothes for the F@nddonor, even though she didn’'t know
if she wanted to have children. | tried to persuagleto do an I.V.F. cycle for herself to
freeze her eggs (the costs of which we would cower)whether because infertility was
impossibly far away for someone in her 20s or sother reason, | couldn’t get her interested
in the idea. “Maybe in a few years,” she said, tinesiastically.

“The donor’s future is not your problem!” my friesdolded. “You never feel jealous or
threatened by her?” she asked, curiously.

“Jealous of?”

“The fact that. . . . " Her voice trailed off.

“What?” | said. But, like all the others who madi$ar insinuations, she was unable or
unwilling to pinpoint the threat. The main thredelt was the way in which everyone seemed

to think Ishouldbe threatened and the anxiety it produced in raedhe day | would see
what they were talking about.



| ONCE FELT a prick of an unpleasant emotion. It was the wlelairy Goddonor came
to Portland for the egg retrieval. Over tapas agatnl watched her and Michael laughing
and suddenly felt unhappy. | poured myself moreawbut instead of dispelling the feelings,
it made me feel more alone. “You were so quietrater,” Michael said as we got into the
car. He turned to look at me. “Are you not feelimgll?”

“Is it weird that you're having babies with hertead of me?”
“I'm not having babies with her. I'm having babmgh Melissa and Fie.”

The conversation dissolved into laughter. That thaghing about our conception: there were
too many players to be jealous of any one. And avieenade the decision to have children
this way, and put away regret, | felt happier erolm@ it than just tolerating it. There was
even something | liked about the idea of a famigated by many hands, like one of those
community quilt projectspietra dura,or a mosaic whose beauty arises from broken shirds
it takes a village to raise a child, why not begith conception? When | tried to think about
why | don’t want to have donor-and-surrogacy amaesisn’t that it seems unfair to them
(although it is), but that it erases our own exgrace of how our children came to be. At a
basic level, the fact that our children originatiecugh the good will of strangers feels like an
auspicious beginning.

Oddly, the very aspects of third-party reproductiost others found threatening, | found
reassuring. | wanted to avoid what | think of as ¢faustrophobia of the nuclear family. |
wanted my children to have as many other influesggossible — to have other people
teach them how to set up camp or shoot a baske#isalllelissa might; or how to say,
“Thanks for the food; can | be excused from théet2bin Danish, as Fie insists her children
do. I don’t know what the future will hold, and paps we will lose touch with them — we

all agreed anyone can close the door at any @uttl hope not. If you consider third-party
reproduction to be simply a production detail ia tneation of a conventional nuclear family
— a service performed and forgotten — then ackndgiteg the importance of outsiders
could make it all seem like a house of cards. Bybui conceive of the experience as creating
a kind of extended family, in which you have chosebe related to these people through
your children, it feels very rich. At the twibling&st birthday party, there were lots of people
who cared about them, but Melissa and Fie and theiilies were the guests of honor. And
although the Fairy Goddonor was not there, we thbafher and sent her an antique gold
charm of an angel hovering over a crib.

A friend of mine who looked into egg donation taceive a second child but ultimately felt
too uncomfortable with the process told me thatwgag particularly sickened by the way
agencies tried to romanticize the donors with #mguiage of altruism. One agency went as
far as to refer to their donors as “donor-angefsite Web site. “For Pete’s sake — they're
notangels” she said. “They’re ordinary young women lookifiog a way to make money.”

Typically, | thought, they might be ordinary youmwgmen (although naturally | believed ours
was not) but their role in the lives of childlessnilies is extraordinary. | remembered a
conversation | had with a former donor. She wasrwaa wretched Christmas — her
boyfriend had dumped her, and she was too protny to make last-minute plans — so she
sat alone in her apartment. The sole thing thagmeteher was staring at the holiday cards
with family photographs on her refrigerator frone tinree couples who used her eggs, and
thinking about how — were it not for her — they vaall be having miserable holidays, too.



“If I don’t do one other good thing in my entirédj I'll still go to heaven,” she told me and
laughed, as if abashed at having revealed a garidet

As a girl, | was fascinated with the idea of angatsd that fascination lingered when |
became an adult, and my interest in the superriatar@ty turned into an interest in the idea
of angel as a role that anyone might, unknowinglgmentarily assume. The angel is the
benevolent stranger who shows some ordinary kirgdttesiraculous effect. It is the woman
who is friendly to the grungy kid on the bridget kRoowing he had been planning to jump
off, but whose chitchat breaks the spell of despaithat, instead of plummeting to his death,
he goes home and makes an omelet. The woman wonidshge on her way, unaware, but for
that moment, in that tableau, she was an angealplainting of the moment, the light would
fall on her.

Needless to say, my own musings on that tableawahea/s involved the desire bethe
angel. Being an object of gratitude is gratifyin§course, but it also turns out that feeling
profound gratitude toward another is also a pleddaremotion — humbling and inspiring.
Friends and family have helped me with many thingsy life, but I've helped them, too,
and after all, that's what friends and family ave fAs the phrase implies, an obligation for
mutual assistance is part of the nature of theioglship. | had never before felt so
unadulterated a gratitude as | felt toward thedlsteangers who led us across the chasm of
childlessness to our Butterballs.

INFERTILITY IS OFTEN described as an irreversible loss, a grief you edtry to your
grave. And there are ways in which third-party ogluction is not like the natural experience.
There were times that Melissa and Fie would rest thands on their bellies, and the same
dreamy look of contentment would steal over thagef, like a woman in a Vermeer painting
— a feeling | would never know. The baby’s head dot beat under my heart, its immune
system was not tuned by my immune system and Inats— physically and emotionally —
expectingn the same way. The morning we got the call fidelissa, | felt it wasn’t a good
day to have a baby after all — | had work | warttedéinish. | felt as shocked as if | had
imagined my virtual pregnancy would lead to a \attbaby, like a pet rock, and | wished we
could reschedule the delivery for a couple of memdter — say, first thing in 2010, or, better
yet, 2013. But then | snipped Kieran’s umbilicat¢and took him in my arms, and he stared
up at me, not even surprised, and held my fingér thie fierce grip that kept his simian
ancestors from plummeting to the forest floor, &mdhispered that I'd never let him go —
and | never will.

When our own fertility treatment finally failed, Bhael said, “There will always be a part of
us that wishes that we had met when we were youargecould have had children naturally
together.” At the time, | thought | would alwayfehat way, but when | look in my heart
now, those feelings just aren’t there — and Michreed trouble recalling that he ever felt that
way. “Then we wouldn’t have the twiblings!” he saidfertility feels like a death, but
because it's not the death of a person but théhddat hope — a fantasy about the children
that our dead embryos might have become — that vaimshes when you first hear the
beating of real hearts.

Plan A — making babies with the tools you have atbtihe house, as they say, the fun, free
tools — faded into the background, and Plan B bectreground. | can count the ways Plan
B is a less-desirable way to have children — th#eseems to take you off the edge of the
world and into the land of scrolly dragons. But whygu actually go there, the map shifts.



The brain’s ability to rewrite — tdestinize as it were — the birth story and turn a barn ato
manger is so powerful that Plan B, all its unsesseotwithstanding, became the best plan,
because Plan B created the children that we had@am@nconvinced we had to have. There
had to be a soft spot in the top of Kieran’s héwd $seems to have been put there to make a
perfect hollow for your lips to rest in a kiss. Alglet had to twirl her hair and press her
tongue against her lips when she was thinking,pose that we call Philosophical Violet —
you'd have to see it to see how it looks philosoghibut it does.

Third-party reproduction hardly seems a romantgito@ng, but it became romantic to us
when it became our story: “Baby’s Own Story,” as intage baby books | am filling out for
each of them declare. It's one | am always commgpamd that, one day, | will tell to our
children, and it will take shape and grow in eattheir minds, as they write the stories of
their lives that become their lives.

Once, there was a couple who wanted to have bablesy tried and tried, but no babies
arrived, and they were very sad. But then a Faiod@onor brought them some magical
eggs. She came from a place where it never ram$ she drove a midnight blue convertible
and had long golden hair (well, currently short aswbergine). They took the eggs, and the
eggs changed into the beginnings of babies, andghee them to angel women to help them
grow. So the angel women stowed the beginningatf leaby in their bodies, where they
grew and grew like pumpkins.

Do you know who those babies are?
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