Kiev

Midnight  - Kiev Time

The hotel wasn’t particularly nice. On the way up, the elevator walls had invited her both to the hotel restaurant as well as the local strip bar, showing that the usual guests had other motives for staying here. Late at night, the hotel reception seemed full of “usual guests” and Rachel missed Hotel Rus, where she had stayed previously, which was now under renovation, and in any case on the other side of Kiev.

She took the elevator to the 10th floor, found the room, stuck in her key card 5 times before it decided to open. She tiptoed into the room without turning on the lights, knowing that Kath was already there, and probably fast asleep. She after all had taken 14 hours to get here, on three flights, covering nine time zones. Of course, Rachel’s nearly new suitcase spoiled the effect. What two flights ago had been a charming travel case, gracefully sliding on its oiled wheels, was now only rolling on one side, peskily squeaking on the other and trying to fall sideways all the time as she was inching her way into the room. Overzealous baggage handlers in Tel Aviv or Kiev, probably both. 

Rachel groped around in the dark, tried to find the zipper on the bag, cursing under her breath. Should have put a T-shirt and tooth brush in my hand luggage, she thought. Well, she hadn’t. Opening the zipper sounded like a dentist’s drill, but amazingly, there was no sound from Kath’s bed, so she crept into the bathroom, again without turning on the lights, brushed her teeth, peed without flushing, put on a T-shirt and slid into the bed next to Kath’s. Her heart was pounding with the effort to be quiet.

She laid on her back, trying to relax, while trying to take in the room through the muffled street lights penetrating the curtains and listening to the late night Kiev traffic. It had only taken her three hours to get here from Israel and the time zone was the same. Still, Rachel knew she was in a different country; a different world. A world she would have never known if it hadn’t been for the fact she couldn’t get – no, couldn’t stay – pregnant.

“Rachel?” she heard.

It must have been the sound of her heart, not the wheel, nor the zipper.

“Well, yes”, she whispered, relieved Kath was awake after all. “I didn’t want to wake you”.

“I’ve been awake off and on.” Kath replied. “I’m really tired, but a bit jet lagged”.

Silence.

It was funny; they had now met three times – but this was the first time they had met in the dark. They decided not to turn on the light and kept whispering. After about five minutes, they reached out and held each other’s hands over the one-foot divide between the two beds.

“Are you excited?” Kath said.

“Excited and terrified” Rachel replied. “I’ve gotten so used to disappointments, I’m almost afraid to succeed. Did they tell you we already have to be ready at 9AM tomorrow morning?”

“Yes”, she replied.

Then they both fell asleep, hand in hand, with the hum of Kiev nighttime traffic through the open July Window.

Tel Aviv, two years earlier.

“Hi Rachel”

“Hi Anneke”

“Well?”

“Well, nothing, there was nothing”

Brief silence as Anneke takes in this latest news and then counters quickly:

“Why don’t you just adopt?”

“Here we go again” sighs Rachel to herself as she hears the racket of rowdy children in the background and Anneke’s muffled roar to her brood. “Noah, get away from Miriam, this is the last warning or you go to your room” and then back into the receiver: “No, really, I can’t believe you are still doing this. Why do you keep doing this to yourself? How many times did you try by now? 10 Times?”

“15 times”

“So, really, how many miscarriages, three?”

“Four, actually”, Rachel sighs, cursing herself for calling Anneke of all people, mother of four with number fve on the way. “This was the fourth one”.

“Wow… Just a second Rachel; Noah, stop hitting her or you go to your room.” an exasperated Anneke yells behind her and then back into the receiver “You know, she’s so ill-behaved; a carbon-copy of myself at that age”.

“Maybe you should send her to her room?” Rachel suggests sheepishly.

“No, no, she’s just precocious – high spirited; she doesn’t mean any harm, really” Anneke counters. “Really, Rachel, how many years have you been trying, four years?”

“Five” Rachel responds like a robot. Maybe the best thing would have been to call her eternally single friend Sivan, who simply envies her for not being alone.

“Do you have time to talk? I can see you’re busy”

“No, no really, it’s always like this. I’ve turned into a policeman, hahaha” a sarcastic Anneke responds and briefly turns around again to admonish Noah for a third time. “You can hear I have to go now, Rachel. Good luck. How’s Alon? Oh nooo – stop it! Gottago now; sorry about everything, bye.”

Quietly Rachel puts her cellphone back on the table and stares at the sea from the beach café in Tel Aviv, watching a young dog entertain itself by chasing an empty water bottle into the surf. What did she really expect. Maybe she should call her own parents while Alon parks the car. No, they’re too far away in Holland,the reception would be both bad and expensive, and in any case,  they think she should have stopped long ago, just like Anneke. Alon’s parents? Well, they had already called his mother from the waiting room after they knew it hadn’t worked again and she was probably quitely mourning that this time too, there wouldn’t’t be any grandchildren.

Sivan then. OK, Sivan.

“Sivan”

“Hi Rachel. Please tell me it worked.”

“I wish. There was no embryo. The Ultrasound showed nothing. I have a uterus lining which could support an elephant, but that’s it. Whatever was there is gone. I ended up having a big fight with the doctor because I was second-guessing him”.

“I’m so sorry. How’s Alon with it?”

“Well, you know, he’s really upset, but he hides it well and seems more concerned about my disappointment. His parents would prefer if we split up, I’m sure, so he’s also having to deal with that. Sometimes I think if I really loved him, I should leave him so he can find someone else.”

“Believe me Rachel, you don’t want to go out there again”, Sivan groans. “I’m younger and thinner and it’s impossible to meet someone.”

Ouch, that hurt. “I guess so. Alon’s mom thinks we should use a surrogate. I’m starting to think she’s right. Every time it fails, I see Alon looking like a beaten dog and I feel so guilty…”  

“The guy wants kids.” Sivan summarizes.

“So do I. I also want my life back, my body back, my mind back. I’m already dreading the day after tomorrow when hormone withdrawal will turn me into a bitch.” Rachel says, suddenly imagining with great clarity the awful person she is going to become – again.

“Did I tell you about Ofer?” Sivan switches without flinching – I guess 15 disappointments is guaranteed to bring support fatigue.

“Yes, how did it go last night?
”Well, he’s good looking but he doesn’t have a stable career and I think he needs therapy.

“Really?” Rachel pretends to be interested, while she throws off her sandals and starts drawing patterns in the sand with her toes. If this wasn’t such an awful day, she would relish in being on the beach beneath the April sun on a weekday, clean, pristine, watching frolicking dogs and the cute baby putting sand in its mouth. A little, cute baby girl…

“Yes; he’s really nice, but he is afraid of commitment and his parents died when he was young.”

Oh shit, no way to answer this with platitudes, even if Sivan does think everyone – including Rachel  – needs therapy. Probably true by now… 

“Does he seem unstable?”

“No, but he is afraid to start with someone”.

Oh God, Rachel called to get support; now she’s suddenly expected to give it.

“Sivan, I don’t know what to say. The beginning should be easy, fun. If you are seeing problems already, how can it last if times get rough? Alon and I just went through our fourth miscarriage and I can’t believe we’re still together, but I’m sure it’s because we were mad about each other in the beginning. I’m sure there’s a great guy for you out there, who doesn’t need therapy in order to become wonderful.” OK, advice given, Rachel suddenly just wants to get off the phone as Alon will arrive any second and she doesn’t want to get caught chitchatting. “Anyway, let’s talk in a day or two? By then I’ll be stark-raving mad again and will need you to stop me from doing something stupid”

“Of course sweetie. I’ll call you over the weekend”.

“Thank you, that’ll be great. Good luck with Ofer.”

“Bye”.

Rachel goes back to her mindless pushing around of beach sand. What a mess. What’s keeping Alon anyway. Probably stalling and wondering what to say and what to do. Certainly all the easy options were now off the table. Easy – that was also a relative matter. From having protected sex – once – to stop preventing a pregnancy, to actively trying, to buying ovulation kits; that was already ancient history. 

It had now been four years since their first IVF, two years since first using donor eggs. She was amazed at how she had kept going, dealing with disappointment after disappointment, especially since she had never been the kind of woman who defined herself through motherhood. Hey, if she had been, she would have married young to the first guy she’d met. Or, at 35, she would have gone to a sperm bank and gone it alone. Rachel had a few friends who had gone this route or were at least proclaiming that they would if the string of nasty boyfriends or long spells of love drought would continue. She had never considered this an option. Simply picturing herself as a single mom, working a full-time job to support a child and a nanny, and then at the end of the day, after spending the required time with The Little One, having to get a babysitter and continuing to tackle the dating circuit as a “single + 1”, had been an exhausting thought, quickly dismissed.

So, as the years ticked on, including abusive boyfriends, celibate months, and the occasional fling with much younger men, Rachel had figured that this ship had passed her by, and that she would probably end up with a divorced man with kids. This too had not seemed like a great option, always having to deal with the ex and the likely mind games, but thoughts of the nasty ex at least kept her going on lonely Saturday mornings, as she pictured herself in “his” house, with “his” kids, “his” ghastly furniture and “his” bitter ex-wife on the phone every five minutes. Better to enjoy her little apartment near the Tel Aviv beach than to long for such a life. Better to enjoy being single, because either you would marry, or you would not. In case of the former, single life was a fleeting life style, which should be exploited to the full; in case of the latter, better to relish being alone, rather than putting your entire life on hold.

She took pride in this attitude, especially since so many Israeli women started panicking at 30, seemingly unable to define themselves without a partner. Not taking vacations by themselves, centering their whole life around finding a man. What a waste, when the world was so interesting.

Still, it hadn’t been easy. Rachel had her answers ready when people asked her why she was single. The serious one was that while living in the US and the UK, men weren’t ready to get married until later; and then, after moving to Israel, all the men were already married. The facetious answer was that after 30, women had a better chance of getting killed by a terrorist than getting married. What better place to improve the odds than by moving to Israel. It was the kind of black humor that Israelis appreciated. However, at least one Dutch friend, after a near miss from a suicide bomber, had packed her bags, moved back to Holland, and eventually divorced her Israeli husband.

When Rachel first came to Israel, she had put this list together of what the perfect man would be like: Same age or slightly younger, officer, university educated, nice family, animal lover; either a new immigrant like herself or an Israeli who had lived abroad, so the cultural gap would be narrow. As the years went on, she had scratched off one requirement after another, until she decided she would settle for a nice man, around the same age. Even this man didn’t show up. Men, who would have died to date her when they were both 24, now preferred to go out with women ten years younger. The occasional date she went on with men ten years older were a disaster, as she felt like they were looking for a nurse. Much more fun to go out with guys 10 years younger. Singles parties landed her many girlfriends, but the men at these parties seemed to be desperate and boring. Shame she wasn’t gay.

Enter Alon. Just after she turned 40, got fired from a great job, not owning a house, or a car, or a dog, when she should feel at her lowest, she decided that she would survive this as well, took a diving course, got into shape jogging on  the Tel Aviv summer beach every early morning and living off her severance pay. She felt young and vibrant and strong. By June, being practical, she started looking for a job as her apartment had no air conditioning OK, not entirely because of that – but it was a fantastic ice breaker in interviews). And there he was, at the next job. The “one from the list”, the original list. Three years younger, a reserve officer, university educated at UCLA, really good looking, nice refined family. A month of longing for each other, finally passionate kisses, and a deliberately slow venture into sex. Best of all, although he was divorced, there were no kids, so there was no ex. Perfect!

Perfect. Except that Alon really wanted children, and suddenly 40 became old. After a few months of trying to get pregant, internet searches revealed that 40 was old, 42 was very old and 44 was “forgetaboutit”.

Panic didn’t set in right away. The first IVF resulted in a pregnancy. 12 eggs resulted in 11 fertilizations and 9 good embryos. But the pregnancy got stuck – “a missed abortion” – and Alon and Rachel were now well ensconced on the IVF track, over and over and over again. There was one more positive beta, but after 10 tries, it became clear that this was a dead end. They nearly broke up after this realization.

As Alon sits down in a beach chair, Rachel realizes that she has now nearly dug a gully in the sand next to her own seat.

“You took your time”, she admonishes.

“Had to call the office. Let them know I wasn’t coming in, and they wanted to deal with some urgent issues.” He replies. His brown eyes look so sad that Rachel instantly regrets her comment and feels so racked with guilt for being the one person standing between him and a family that she starts to cry. Really, if she loved him, she should let him go so he could find someone younger.

“I’m so sorry”, she quivers. “I feel worse for you than I feel for myself”.

“No, I feel worse for you”, Alon says – awkwardly moving his arm, not knowing whether to put it around her or nurse the coffee Rachel has ordered.

He had learned long ago that a woman on hormones is more unpredictable than a woman scorned. He had experienced Rachel like that 14 times before. One of those times she had chased him around the house, up and down the stairs, accusing him that his parents weren’t married, for an hour straight. How was she going to react this time? Would she attack or would she cry, or both.

Minutes of quiet pass while they both sip their coffees.

Rachel speaks first. “I can’t do this anymore” she says. “Someone else should do this. I’ve now had four miscarriages, two with donor eggs – there’s something wrong with me.”

Alon doesn’t say anything – remembering that a woman on hormones says things just to get a reaction – and then attack that reaction.

“No, I mean, really,” she says, “We should find someone else to carry our baby.”

Silence.

Rachel continues: “Your mother has been pushing for this anyway. Your parents think I should just give up and find a surrogate mother. Maybe they’re right.”

Major Silence. Alon isn’t quite ready to think of the next step. He also knows that Rachel saying his parents were right is probably a ploy. She and his parents don’t exactly get along. They resent the fact that he chose to go out with a woman who couldn’t give them grandchildren; Rachel resents them for resenting her. 

The waitress, sensing the tension, unenthusiasticly comes to their table after a wave of Alon’s hand.

“Yes?”

“Two glasses of wine and two salads” he answers, guessing that Rachel needs to drown her sorrow after being denied alcohol now for four weeks and in any case, they aren’t going to work now, are they.

“Let’s allow ourselves to mourn over this pregnancy, before we think of the next move” he says quietly, while watching the same little baby girl stuffing sand in her mouth, her mother trying to stop her, giggling all the same.

“You’re wonderful to me, you know”, Rachel says gratefully. “It’s just that now I’m still clearheaded and soon I’ll be a mess, and I want us to have hope.” Without hope, the dream of being a family is over, without hope, there will a childless home amd the slow disintegration of their love, without hope, there looms the single world, a world without Alon…  

