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Chapter 1
Catherine Bates is considering only dead men to father her yet-to-be-conceived child. So far she has narrowed the candidates down to a short list, all of whom have been dead for at least twelve years. This is progress—down from the thousands of choices she started with just a few weeks earlier when she first began her search for what she calls the “perfect daddy”—perfect for her child, and perfect for her.
Dead sounds perfect to her.
It all began with her father’s illness—his first hint of mortality and her first glimpse of his eventual death. She needed an answer to a nagging question that began to haunt her just a few days after she learned that her father was ill, and she realized that the time for long-sought answers was slipping away.
At the same time she realized how much she wanted—needed—a child of her own.
“Daddy, why was I born?” The tone was decidedly edgy and adult even if the words sounded more like a pre-schooler’s curiosity.
It was the summer of 1995. Catherine, approaching her thirtieth birthday, could have had—maybe should have had—a pre-schooler of her own to ask the question of his or her grandfather. But as she and her father sat on the sun drenched patio of his suburban estate house, William Bates, no one dared call him Bill, are sizing up, for no apparent reason, their lives together since her mother had died two years earlier.
“Why was I born?”
“Why is anyone born?” he replied.
So like daddy, she thought. Was that a question, or was that the answer?
“I want to know why you and mommy had me.”
“Why does anyone want children? Isn’t it obvious?”
That was an answer, not a question. That one she could figure out. That’s the way daddy answers questions he doesn’t have all the words for.
“Then why didn’t you have more? A brother or sister for me?”
William Bates had long wondered if and when these questions would ever be asked by his daughter. He had considered many ways to answer them, but at this moment none seemed appropriate. He dreaded the consequences of revealing his thirty year old secrets now—what her reaction would be. How the long-buried truth—truths, actually—might hurt her. Would she remain as devoted to him as she had been, especially now when he needs her most. She had a right to know the truths, he knew that. And he had made sure to it that she learned them. Just not now—not while he was alive.
Catherine’s questions were not being asked in anger, or debate, or in any context other than a casual conversation with his grown child as they watched the bees flit to and fro around the prized rose bushes that were the source of the fragrant ambient air that seemed to be setting the afternoon tone.
“Look at that,” her father commanded as if to demand her attention. “I remember when you planted those bushes, when you were studying photosynthesis in your junior high school biology class. You said you wanted to watch it close up, like you could really see it happen. Before long, we were overrun with photosynthesizing shrubs and you moved on to geology.”
“Mom really hated those bushes, didn’t she?” There’s a twinkle of the mischievous in her eye as she recalls how she persuaded her mother to preserve the bushes long after her interest in them had waned. It was one of her adolescent power plays.
“Yes, but she kept them there. You were always the one thing your mother and I could agree on totally.”
“That’s what I mean, Daddy. Why was I born if you and mommy hated each other so much? How did you. . .? Her words trailed off. She knew she could never ask the question so personal and so difficult for her to imagine even in the most private recesses of her thoughts. The very thought, vision, imagery of her parents “making” her, one on top of the other—copulating was the most polite form she felt obliged to go with the thought of her parents making love—probably growling and hissing at one another even as they conceived her. An act of love. But there was never any love between them. At least not as long as she had known them. It wasn’t even correct to call it a love-hate marriage. It was pure hate-hate as she witnessed almost every day of the 28 years she watched them together.
“Hated?” she heard the questioning voice of her father piercing her private flashback through life. “That’s too strong. We drifted apart, but always stayed together because we loved you and because, despite it all, we were comfortable with one another.”
Catherine could see the pensive pause as her father flashed back with the speed of light to that day he first laid eyes on the stunning Elizabeth Covington.
“In the beginning, it was love at first sight.”
Her father knew that was sort of another half-truth, yet he decided that this one was not enough of a lie to try to explain to her at the time.
“Love at first sight.” It stuck in her head. Could it be that easy now? Would she look deep into the photographed eyes of a wannabe sperm donor and know instinctively, immediately and without a doubt that this is the man, this is the person with whose genes she would like to make a child to spend the rest of her days with? Catherine still has several hundred yet left to go. The candidates for fatherhood seem endless. And so far, no love at first sight.
At first she considered mating with someone who was still living, but the living come with too much baggage, too much risk, and at too high a cost. She considered the likes of Bill Bradley, the former Senator from New Jersey. He certainly has the credentials she’s looking for: Rhodes Scholar, boundless ambition, and a perfect physical specimen. An Olympic gold medalist, he is certainly talented enough and smart enough. He played professional basketball for the New York Knicks and yet was still able to achieve intellectual renown. She can imagine how wonderful it would be for her son or daughter—she honestly doesn’t care which, she just wants a child—how wonderful it would be for that child to go to the Knicks games at Madison Square Garden and see its father’s number 24 jersey still hanging proudly from the rafters, retired forever as a permanent tribute to one of the greatest players from the team’s glory-days long since past.
Glory days past. Always “past.” She wonders if her beloved Knicks will ever enjoy glory days present or future. Is this part of the legacy she wants to saddle her child with? But her mind digresses. Back to Bill Bradley as potential father-elect. If it wasn’t that he is so boring in his middle-age, Bradley might well have been both President of the United States and the father of her future child. He was a finalist from the living, but didn’t make the cut. Besides, he probably isn’t available.
Ah, then there is Arnold Schwarzenegger. What a hunk. He’s right up there with the best. Right now he’s the most popular actor and bankable action hero in the world. A physical trophy. Smart, personable, and rich. Very rich. He came from nothing and made a mint on his looks, determination, a little talent and a lot of savvy. And throughout it all, he’s managed to keep himself in perfect physical condition, something which greatly appeals to Catherine. There are a few problems with Arnold, however, not the least of which was that minor and correctable heart defect. And then there’s the money. He would cost far more than she could ever afford to pay. She knows she can generally afford the best of just about anything she wants. Daddy made sure of that without even counting the small but comfortable fortune she earned for herself. But Arnold can’t be bought for just a million or two. That’s loose change to this guy. Even if she could get past the little matter of his wife Maria Shriver’s likely objections to his sperm contributions. Arnold doesn’t make the final cut either.
Besides, she’s been quite successful in her own right—achieving a degree of celebrity as a nationally known television network newsmagazine correspondent and occasional anchor. Of course, her long, slender model-like legs don’t hurt. They show up quite nicely on the wide shots, which her directors seem to prefer as the shot of choice. But she’s smart and clever, as well.
When she auditioned for her first anchor job at the network local affiliate station in Boston, didn’t she cleverly, deliberately flub an important line in the script about the day’s weather? she recalls with more than a modicum of satisfaction. Weather was the one part of the audition she calculated with absolute certainty would be included in any audition. She was seated in a large studio that was unbearably frigid despite the dozens of heat producing Klieg lights that illuminated the set to a sun-bright level. The air conditioning was cranked up to overload to compensate for the intense heat from the lamps, all of which preserved the zillions of dollars worth of electronic equipment in the studio, but froze the so-called talent and crews working inside. The set was strangely familiar to her. She was sitting in the same studio set that she saw every night on the 6 p.m. local news. The fake Boston cityscape stretching majestically beyond the fake picture windows that have no glass, behind which is a floor to ceiling grey cloth cyc—insider’s shorthand for cyclorama, the large curtain that hangs in studios and stages to provide neutral backdrops and deaden sound reverberations. Nothing was real here except for the mostly bored crewmembers who had to forego a longer than entitled to coffee break to help make a videotaped record of this aspiring wannabe’s audition, and the crowd in the control room which included a director, who normally directed the six o’clock news, and the news director who was really the audience of one she had to impress. He was the first hurdle she must jump to get the real decision makers who would pass on her talents as a reporter and/or news reader for the station. If he said no, her audition stopped here. If he said yes, this audition tape would be passed around to the senior management of the station and a decision whether or not to hire her would be made by that committee based on what they saw. They had already passed on her credentials. That was the step that led to the audition. They were all duly impressed with her 3.75 grade point average at Boston University and her degree in journalism. That got her in the door. Now the question is can she perform?
And perform she did!
In trying to explain the predicted morning fog and the warning to motorists, she appeared to get all mixed up. The crew in the control room immediately dismissed her as not ready for prime time. But their dismissals quickly turned to raves and approvals when ever-clever Catherine quickly recovered with grace and charm, reeling in the crew as well as the news director who was conducting the audition right back into her camp. “Let’s just say,” she recovered, “that the fog will be so thick that the birds will be walking. So be careful out there.”
To this day it has been her private little secret that she planned and rehearsed not only the flub but also the incredible “ad lib” recovery many times the night before the audition.
It was a trick she had learned from one of her broadcast news idols, anchorman Dan Rather. She had read that Texas-born Rather would write out an evening’s worth of ad libs and Texas-isms on index cards days before a major live broadcast, such as election night coverage or special events, and call up the cards as required to spice up the coverage. Rather had once ad libbed his explanation of the loss by a politician in a runaway race from his prepared index card at the ready for the long-predicted result. “If dumb was dirt,” Rather opined, “he’d cover about an acre.” Catherine loved that one.
Of course, it’s still a wonder that no one questioned why a Yankee born and bred in Boston would be spouting Texas-ism ad libs. But she got the job and the rest, as they say, is history.
But it must not go unnoticed that today Catherine Bates is also one of the most well-known and popular on air news personalities. Not only with viewers, but with the network’s camera crews—the biggest test of personal character. The cameramen, soundmen, lighting technicians and others are a seasoned, jaded lot. They’ve seen them all—all kinds of personalities—from the ego driven stars and the I’m-better-than-you-are elite, to the meek and talent-less please-help-me wannabes. If the camera crews like you, it’s generally true that you’re a pretty good person. They see your warts and all, more in focus than anyone else. The camera never lies.
No, she will stick with the dead. They are less trouble, are less expensive, and are less likely to cause problems down the road—to stalk her future or that of her child. The dead won’t come back to claim custody, or demand visitation rights, or try to have a say in the child’s upbringing. Nor will they be there to abuse and berate her when their relationship—as it inevitably will—begins to disintegrate, just as she watched in what seemed like slow-motion as it did with her mother and father over many years.
No, she’ll keep looking at the dead.
She spreads them out on the table in front of her, then, looking down on them, she studies them one-by-one. She says to herself, “The dead are perfect.”
Chapter 2
This could be a big week for Dr. Richard Lancaster. The eminent fertility doctor hopes to make medical history. His “twins” have just reached the half way point of their projected eight month gestation period—a critical time for them. If they can survive just a little longer, they’ll have a good chance of going the distance.
His wife Ellen is still in bed watching the first half hour of the Today Show on their oversized bedroom plasma TV. At thirty four, she is just three days younger than her already-famous husband. But when it comes to emotional commitment and family, she is light years older and more mature.
Ellen has always gotten along best on her beauty, something she seems to have been blessed with it in great abundance. She and Richard were late blooming flower children who met in high school, fell in love and have been together ever since. She supported him through medical school, and together, they spent a few years in Africa in the Peace Corps where Richard specialized in family planning and birth control.
To this day they are a popular duo wherever they travel. So stunning together, you cannot help taking notice of them when they enter a room. They are the ideal couple.
Richard is in the bathroom where he is also watching the Today Show news on his own somewhat smaller color TV supported on a post next to his custom made sink that elevates the screen to his eye level. Richard is handsome, dark, and six-four. When he built this house, he—“he,” not “they” as he is always quick to point out—he had “his” sink elevated to make shaving and washing easier. Everything was done to accommodate his height. Why not? He certainly has the money now. The bathroom is marble and gold. The bedroom is plush, elegantly appointed with fine furniture and custom-made built-ins. The bedclothes are made of satin. There are few remnants of the once struggling former Peace Corps volunteers with the liberal determination to save the planet.
As fertility became an increasingly common and lucrative medical problem in the U.S., and astounding leaps were made in treatments, Richard’s practice grew seemingly without limits. Greed and ego supplanted cause and compassion for Richard. He became less engaged with family and friends, and more obsessed with fame and fortune. He was consumed with his practice and himself. His patients now are some the world’s richest and most powerful people. When a King thanks him for the heir he would otherwise never have had without Richard’s intervention, and proclaims him a “God-of-the-Realm,” Richard believes him. He claims he has been doing the work of God for years, and is quick to tell anyone who asks. On the walls of both his den and his office hang identically framed copies of Fertility Today magazine with his picture on the cover and the caption proclaiming, “Where God says, No, He says, Yes.” Richard especially enjoys that the editors chose to capitalize the He, confirming what He has always thought of Himself. Richard has created children where nature has refused to. Now he has it all. Fame. Riches. And a wardrobe to die for. But it has come at a high cost—Ellen.
She is much less driven. There is still a lot of the flower-child left in her. Sure, she likes the material things that the money has provided. But she remains the simple wife and homemaker he married, still with less grandiose ambitions, and still favoring the more basic ethical and social values. In her own mind she is perhaps even a bit behind the times.
She has everything she needs—except for the one thing she wants most. She and Richard have been unable to have children. It frustrates her that Richard can produce a child for the whole world, but never his own. He has helped thousands of strangers to have children when all hope was lost. But he cannot make his own wife pregnant. It is a hole in Ellen’s life.
It is also a desperately agonizing assault on his ego. It’s not so much what others may think of him, it’s what he thinks of himself. Producing a son should have been the easiest thing for any other god to do. There’s ample precedent.
Ellen desperately wants a child. His child. Their child. She knows her biological clock is ticking away fast. But adhering consistently to her old fashioned, and in some matters conservative values, she will accept only her own biological child. The irony of the conflict between her feelings and her husband’s profession is not lost on her.
Richard has repeatedly tried to persuade her to let him do what he does best. She has tried all of the available methods of the day. She takes and records her body temperature diligently every morning. She uses gadgets and gauges and all the latest technology to measure her ovulation and her fertility peaks and valleys daily. She and Richard engage in “appointment sex” whenever the thermometer dictates that her monthly cycle is at the right phase. For the most part, her sex life remains stuck in that rut—she and Richard seem to find time for sexual intercourse only when the calendar indicates it. And not even always then.
Ellen has also endured the months of depressing and demoralizing hormone therapy as preparation for egg extraction. The hormones were debilitating and the procedure difficult. To cultivate and harvest her eggs, she had to inject herself with hormones to stimulate her ovaries. She was monitored with ultrasound to see when her eggs were ready to emerge from the ovaries, and then allow Richard to extract the eggs with a long, thin, frightening needle stuck deep into her abdomen. Richard was able to extract what were believed to be several viable eggs, but attempts to fertilize in vitro were unproductive. The embryos survived only a few hours. Once, two survived long enough to grow to twelve cells, large enough to be implanted into her womb. But for whatever reason, the embryos never attached and no pregnancy resulted.
The final step is the one Richard advocates and has been trying to get her to accept. An egg is extracted from a donor woman and fertilized in vitro with Richard’s sperm. The fertilized egg is than implanted into Ellen and she becomes pregnant with the donor’s egg and carries the baby to term as she would any other pregnancy.
Richard insists, she thinks somewhat selfishly, that if she really wants to have “his” baby, this would really be his.
But she cannot help herself. She will not accept a donor egg from another woman because it is not theirs—hers. She says she will always fear that the biological mother will someday come to claim her child. This has put a considerable strain on their marriage. The spark of love still glows, but both of them know that it is flickering badly and that in the long run they may never overcome this basic difference.
She wants a family and a husband at home. He wants power and success, and to be in his lab. A child would certainly help, though.
“Are you listening to this?” Ellen calls from bed.
On the television, the news reader is explaining the situation in Liberia. “...hundreds are apparently dead and the fighting is still out of control. The President met with reporters in the Oval Office a few minutes ago and said a coordinated multi-national rescue is under way and that all Americans and other foreign nationals are being evacuated...”
“Jesus, Dick, do you remember our days in the Peace Corps over there?” Ellen can remember clearly the two happiest years of their lives together as volunteers in the jungles of Liberia. She felt so useful then and longs for that feeling again.
Richard comes from the bathroom with a razor in his hand, his face covered with shaving cream. “Those were the days...”
Ellen points to the television where split screen scenes of the bloody carnage and death are shown in graphic detail.
“Those poor devils don’t think so.”
Richard returns to his shaving chore. There’s nothing he can do to help them. “I gotta get going. I’m due at the clinic by 8:30.”
“Will I see you tonight?”
“Hopefully, yes.”
“Hopefully? Richard, the calendar says tonight’s the night.” Her hurt is showing. She’s got the temperature chart on the night stand next to her. She still begins every day by taking her temperature. When she spikes, she’s ovulating. That’s their window to make love. To make a baby. It doesn’t require his passion. Just his presence.
“Okay, I’ll try. But honey, why won’t you let me do what I do best. Then you can throw that stupid chart away.”
“Here we go again. Same old debate.” Ellen is not in the mood for this today. “God, Richard. You give a whole new meaning to the term fucking fertility doctor.”
Richard chooses to ignore that barb. His mind is already at work. He’s been practicing again and again in his mind for weeks now, prepping himself for the procedure ahead—the delivery of the twins—and Ellen is not on his radar scope this day.
When he does not respond, Ellen also knows that he is gone. The sounds of the razor swishing through the water in the basin are clues that the doctor is in, but she knows he is already gone. She turns her attention back to the TV. She’ll have to phone him later in the afternoon to remind him to come home tonight to make love to her. She thinks, Maybe she’ll have his nurse put it in his appointment book. “10:00 PM. Go home and fuck wife.”
Chapter 3
From above, the dead can be seen everywhere. From where he is standing, however, Mission Commander Major Westbrook “Westy” Hammer can only smell the death.
The jungle ahead is thick and foreboding. Plumes of dark, choking smoke are visible from several miles out to sea, especially at the low levels Hammer’s armada of support helicopters is flying. The waters of the Atlantic Ocean are choppy, full of white caps, perhaps a portent of what lies ahead.
Hammer waits anxiously but patiently on the ground. He is a seasoned veteran of many such campaigns, and he knows the value of patience. His battle-ready troops are concealed by the lush foliage, poised to spring into action the moment their commander gives the order. Which he will do as soon as the choppers are in position overhead to provide air cover. Hammer closely monitors the radio communications between the choppers, following their progress.
A young pilot screams into his mouthpiece, “Zero-Zero-Five Zulu turning left on my mark in five...four...three...two...one...go!” On his command the lead chopper arcs and turns left, crosses the shoreline and begins its short flight inland. By now, a thick, heavy blanket of smoke obscures almost everything. Large sections of the parched jungle are on fire.
Once over land, the thumping of the helicopter blades as they slam against the thick air pulsates to the ground. The effect is so overpowering it nearly drowns out the crackling of small arms fire and the occasional hand grenade or rocket exploding on the periphery of the small village. Troops loyal to the government are engaging the determined but generally rag-tag soldiers of the People’s Revolutionary Front. Caught in the middle is the native population, most of whom can barely even identify in which direction the Capital is from their homes, let alone articulate the political extremes that have led to the senseless bloodshed that is now inching towards them and threatening to overwhelm their tiny, remote and generally apolitical village. Here, the heavy demands of day-to-day survival leave little time or inclination for politics. Here the issues are food, enough for themselves and their children, clean water for drinking and washing, disease, drugs to treat the diseases they’ve caught, and information on how to avoid the ones they have not yet caught, such as Ebola and AIDS, which have already decimated much of the African continent.
No matter who rules their nation, life for them will not be any better or worse. The largesse of the government, at least of their own government, has never before reached so far into the jungle as to benefit them in any way.
Onboard the helicopters, the heavily armed American special forces troops and the crews are oblivious to either the din of the rotors or sounds of the explosions on the ground. Their heavy protective headgear filters out all extraneous noises, allowing for clear and undisturbed communications between the commander and his troops. They are focused on their mission, as they have been trained to be, and on the need to get in, do their jobs quickly, and escape—hopefully, without loss of life.
The lead chopper darts through the dense smoke, completely obliterating the pilot’s view. He radios back to his team members, “Damn. The whole world is burning. Whoever or whatever’s down there will be cooked well-done pretty fast.”
Five other helicopters in perfect formation skim the treetops through the dense smoke. Below them a giant U.S. Air Force C-5A Galaxy Cargomaster airplane is already on the ground. The C-5 is one of the largest airplanes in the world, easily capable of carrying anything and everything an invading army requires—including tanks or smaller tracked vehicles and Humvees, which displaced the dependable Jeep as the workhorse of the military. It can even hold spare helicopters. All of this fits easily inside its cavernous cargo compartment which is as big as an eight lane bowling alley. The plane itself is as tall as a six story building and as long as a football field. The plane’s massive 222 foot wingspan, the largest of any in the U.S. fleet, nearly touches the jungle on either side. It sits incongruously like some prehistoric beast nestled between the thick foliage of the jungle on a mile-long clearing. The hastily built and just completed runway, cut in just a matter of hours by an advance party of combat engineers, was carefully constructed. Not one inch too wide. Not one inch too long. The takeoff load had been precisely calculated to eliminate error. The ambient air temperature had been computed into the weight of the aircraft fully loaded, to determine what exact length of runway was needed for a safe liftoff, but also leaving no room for extra “guests” or cargo on takeoff. Other than what has been planned, authorized and accounted for, their orders are to leave everything and everyone else behind.
U-2 high fly spy planes flew over the region days earlier to identify the most advantageous natural clearing closest to the village that would allow the combat engineers to clear a path with a minimum of work. That clearing, however, is still two miles from the village, so that means transportation is needed—armored personnel carriers, Humvees and tracked plows to clear a two-mile path. The work had to be done quickly. The presence of American military engineers was reported immediately by rebel spies. Rebel commanders then immediately dispatched well-armed troops to intercept the Americans. Could the Americans cut the airstrip in the jungle, complete their mission and escape before the lead forces of the insurgents reached them and engaged them in a bloody battle? It’s a race against time for both sides.
From the air, the offloading of men and machines looks like an army of marching ants, disciplined and precise, steady lines on foot and on wheels snaking through the jungle towards a common objective.
“Zero-Zero-Five Zulu, this is flight leader. L-Z ahead at 11 o’clock. Looks like the mother ship has landed. I’ll signal worker ants to swarm under our umbrella. Stay alert now everyone.”
Far off in the distance, to the north, the taller buildings of the capital city of Monrovia, Liberia can be seen on most days. The dense smoke today shrouds the chaos still raging in the streets there. The outskirts of the capital city are also ablaze. Heavily armed soldiers, many of them actually still children, are rioting and looting. Women, clutching the very young, climb across the countless bodies that lie rotting on the roads. The end of this revolution is near, and in its wake will come the recriminations. The United States had supported the current government of this nation, born in the nineteenth century by freed slaves returning from America, for too long to escape the worst of those recriminations.
Rebel groups dominant in more than half the country have been trying to oust President Sawyer, an American-educated former rebel leader. Sawyer had won the presidency five years ago in a fair election overseen by international monitors. But since then he has been a despotic ruler, keeping his hold on the office by force. Recently Sawyer was indicted for war crimes by an international court. Just last week, the warring factions had signed a cease-fire agreement, but the pact was short-lived before fighting resumed. Though the violence had ebbed, the city remained tense as rebels regrouped on the city's outskirts and government officials cleared the streets of corpses. Then came two days of heavy fighting in and around the Capital, which is under siege by anti-Sawyer rebels seeking to topple his regime.
The surge in bloodshed since the cease-fire agreement elicited international calls for United States intervention in Liberia, which has been wracked by 14 years of violence that has killed 200,000 since 1990 already. Just in the past three years of conflict, 300,000 Liberian refugees have fled to Guinea, Ivory Coast and Sierra Leone. The war has displaced nearly half of Liberia’s 2.7 million citizens.
Then suddenly, the President of the United States publicly called for the Liberian President to resign in hopes of ending the bloodshed. But it was too little, too late. President Sawyer said that he would not quit before the end of his term next year. Rebel groups responded by vowing to fight until they have seized the capital—and thus the country.
This latest escalation in the fighting has been a long and very bloody struggle. The rebels blame the United States. They will likely take their revenge on any Americans living there before they settle down and demand their fair-share of U.S. foreign aid.
The airborne invasion forces approaching the village—just sixty-five flying miles from Monrovia, but a two or three day forced march through the thick jungle—are in sharp contrast to the rag-tag revolutionaries destroying their spoils of victory. The American invaders in the jungle are uniformly dressed from neck to ankles in special combat overalls made of light-weight Kevlar bullet and fire resistant material. Each displays a small American flag patch on the left shoulder. Each wears a black Darth Vader-like lightweight, specially-designed jungle helmet complete with full radio communications and easy access biowar protective masks. They are well-armed; each man and woman carries an ultra-sophisticated high-impact, light-weight handgun and a laser directed rapid-fire rifle. And they are disciplined. Each knows his or her mission and each carries it out with precise, focused intensity. Their objectives are a group of American Peace Corps volunteers who have been living and working in the village as teachers, farmers, medical attendants and counselors.
Major Westy Hammer leads at the point as the American Special Forces soldiers storm into the village. Their orders are not to shoot unless all other alternatives have been exhausted. Village civilians are not the enemy. They must not be harmed, if possible. But they cannot—must not—be removed either.
The Americans take control, pushing the locals back as they storm forward, blocking any exits that could lead to the secured landing zone where the giant C5 Galaxy aircraft waits. The villagers panic and passively resist, even though they are no match for the sophisticated weapons. The soldiers respond using long-poled cattle prods, each charged with a menacing and painful high voltage electrical charge. A long blue spark crackles from the tips at any man, woman or child who comes in proximate contact with the pole. They wince in pain and quickly retreat.
“Grab her! Push her back!” their tough looking first sergeant screams. “No one can get in. Women and children too! No one gets in! You know your orders.”
The soldiers segregate the village. Villagers to one side. American Peace Corps volunteers to the other. To their surprise, the soldiers are facing a two front assault: the corralled villagers in front of them, while to their backs, the American volunteers are trying desperately to break their lines and join with the locals. They want to stay.
Standing among the pandemonium, Hammer calmly thumbs through the mug shot register, a loose-leaf notebook containing photographs and vital statistics of the dozen or so American volunteers they are looking for. The Americans, by now, are huddled near a small building that has a large American flag painted on its roof and the words “Peace Corps Office” on the outside wall. A sergeant calls out, “There’re the targets.” One-by-one Major Hammer compares the photos with the mostly terrified volunteers, then orders, “Get him outta here. Fast. To the plane.” He holds up a photograph next to a frightened teacher, “Molly Ivens?” Hammer demands. His tone is neither soothing nor conciliatory. It is somewhat accusatory. Precise.
The girl quivers a faint inaudible “y-y-yes.”
Molly is a scant five foot two, 110 pounds. Standing beside the inflated oversized Hammer in his combat fatigues, protective vest, armament and helmet, she looks like a toy doll dressed in her deliberately modest sundress that covers her slight frame from her neck to just below her knees.
Hammer is distracted for a moment. “Make sure only the good guys get on board,” he barks at one soldier who is literally dragging one of the volunteers off into the jungle. Returning to Molly, he demands again, “Are you Molly Ivens?” he challenges, once again confusing her name with that of the Texas humorist and columnist.
Trembling, she responds, “Ivers. I’m Molly Ivers.” She’s confused. Scared. Deep down she knows exactly what is happening and why these soldiers have come. They’re here to rescue her. Take her home. But in the face of fear and violence, she is unable to reach deep down for rational thought. She is frightened and angry. She really wants to stay, but knows she must go. In a less tumultuous situation she would have probably gone passively as ordered. But in the face of guns and force she instinctively, almost unwillingly, resists being pushed.
“Right, Ivers. Take her,” he orders the sergeant, who roughly leads Molly, screaming, into the jungle.
The young men and women volunteers are not difficult to spot. By appearance, dress and attitude they are clearly the Americans, regardless of their gender or race. To the would-be rescued however, their rescuers seem to be arresting them rather than saving them. The commandos have formed a barrier between the locals who continue to reach out to their American friends, and the Peace Corps volunteers who are given no say in their evacuation. Some simply want only to just say good-bye, but this is a life-or-death mission on a schedule that does not include niceties. In their need to move quickly, they push the Americans hard, rounding them up as though they are being kidnapped—which they are. But the troops have been told the longer they remain on the ground the greater the chances that they will be attacked by the anti-government revolutionary forces which will soon reach the village to engage them in combat.
“Move it. Move it. Get them into the transports and back to the mother ship. Keep ‘em movin,” Westy Hammer barks to his troops.
The Americans are pushed into the Humvee ground transports kicking and screaming.
Eve Gardiner is the senior Peace Corps volunteer. She’s just 28, but already has been in the village longer than any of the others. This has been her home. These are her family and friends. She does not want to be evacuated. “You bastard - b-b-bastard. Leave me alone. I want to stay.” Eve’s very slight stutter worsens under pressure and right now she can hardly get her words out. “These p-p-people n-n-need me.” She reaches out to one tall, handsome African and calls his name, “Hemberto. Please. . .” But her reach is a hundred feet too short to make contact.
A tall, handsome black man reaches back for her, calling her name over and over, “Eve…Eve…Eve.” Each time he tries to inch himself closer to her. Despite his buff physique, the heavily armed soldier with the cattle prod has no difficulty in keeping Hemberto in check.
Eve screams back to him, “Hemberto, please be careful. Keep yourself safe. I’ll come back. I promise.”
“Eve. What’s happening?” Molly is confused and frightened. She has only been here for a few months. “Why are they doing this?”
“They th-think they’re rescuing us. They’re g-going to t-take us away from here,” Eve tries to explain through her frustration.
“They’re afraid they’re going to kill us, aren’t they? They’ve come to take us away because they think we’re in danger here.” Logic and reason had given way to denial days ago, and Molly’s own denial had proved as comforting to her for a time as their own denials had been to the others. The volunteers had all convinced themselves that they were somehow immune to the rebel threats. That no one would dare hurt them.
“N-No ones g-going to k-kill us, Molly. We’re not the enemy. We’re not the threat.” Eve points to the local population herded like cattle into pens within their own village by the foreign intruders. “T-They are! T-They’re the only ones who are going to d-die. They’ll all be slaughtered, unless we’re here to help them.”
A young soldier firmly, but making at least a gesture of politeness, shoves Eve forward. “Sorry, ma’am. Orders. Now move along. This place is death. You gotta go. They’re taking no prisoners.”
“It’s not all of them you idiot. Please, let me stay.”
The soldier this time gently nudges Eve forward, towards the Humvee. “C’mon miss, please. We gotta go.” He gestures back at Hemberto who is still struggling to reach her, as she him, and pretending to reassure her as far as his prospects go with the American troops restraining him, he conveys his disapproval with an implied tone of disdain, something of a bigoted rebuke, “Your boyfriend will be fine.”
Eve pleads with the soldier to bring Hemberto with them, but orders are orders—no locals are to be removed. In her heart Eve knows that if anyone in the village is at risk because of the American presence, it is Hemberto. He more than anyone—because of her. They had a special relationship that made success in her assignment possible. He welcomed the Americans and led his village to accept what the volunteers had to offer. Eve loves him as a man of vision and character. She believes men like him are the future of the country,
Major Hammer by now has had his fill of Eve. He’s loosing his patience, what little he had to begin with. The clock is ticking fast now. The rebels for sure are closing in. If they reach and damage the C-5A mother ship so that it cannot take off, they’ll all have to crowd into the helicopters. That’s the backup plan, but a very dangerous one. There’s barely enough room for them to all fit and that means the helicopters will no longer be available to provide cover.
“Miss, these rebels are killing everyone who looks American—even Europeans. So far, you guys have been lucky. Now move!” He gives Eve a firm shove, this time.
“But we h-haven’t b-b-been b-bothered.”
“You’ve been lucky. But when they get in control here, no one, especially Americans, will be safe. There’s no other way. Now please MOVE!”
Eve continues to protest, but to no avail. She is being evacuated. She looks sadly past the vanguard of troops pushing her further away from the people she has lived among for so long. She befriended them, and they her. She birthed their babies, and taught the children and adults alike. Now she was not even going to be able to say good-bye. Crying hysterically she screams at Major Hammer, “You’re wrong. This is wrong. You cannot leave all of these people to be s-slaughtered...”
Hammer orders the hut with the Peace Corps sign and the American flag to be burned. “Maybe the rebels don’t know you’ve been here. This might save some lives.”
The doors of the last Humvee slam shut, shutting out Eve’s final pleas. The short ride through the steamy jungle and across the narrow footpaths is rough. The military transports were not built for comfort. The lowest bidder who made these machines surely must have skimped on the springs and shocks. The danger of injury inside the transports momentarily seems far greater than the dangers posed by the advancing rebel forces. Between the metal frame and the passenger’s bones, the only cushion of relief is the flesh you bring with you. Such accouterments as padded or covered frames have been deliberately eliminated for both cost and weight considerations. The accommodations are at best Spartan. The landing zone is close, but the ride seems endless.
Behind the Humvees carrying the volunteers, the commandos execute a well-rehearsed orderly retreat. The battles have ignited the jungle on the far side of the village. The commandos lay down a scorched earth line of flames between the landing zone and the village, both to prevent a rush of natives from joining or impeding the evacuation or attempting to board the aircraft and to delay any break-through by the enemy forces intent on engaging the Americans. Flames now completely surround the small village. The confluence of enemy and rescuers have conspired to destroy those the Peace Corps had come to help. There is no escape for anyone inside the ring of fire. Life seems so cheap here.
Overhead, the small fleet of protective attack helicopters continues to keep watch on the evacuation as the American volunteers are driven directly onto the giant C-5A mother ship. The cavernous insides, big enough to play an airborne game of basketball in and still have room for some bleachers, has been configured to contain all of the vehicles, men, equipment and rescued from the jungle mission. Like the Humvee personnel carriers, the accommodations are also sparse, yet considerably more comfortable. To keep things moving, the rescued Peace Corps workers are handled firmly, with little time for etiquette and niceties. The commandos’ objective is still to get out of there quickly—and alive.
Outsides the ratt-tatt-tatt of helicopter cannon fire is heard on and off. The rebel forces have reached the outer perimeter of the village and are advancing rapidly on the American positions. The soldiers attempt to shield their new charges from the realities of this war, but most of them know what is happening. There is no distinction between friend and foe on the ground. Black Africans, rebels or innocent villagers, armed or unarmed, if they’re approaching the mother ship, they are being driven back by cannon fire.
Those who are spared the gunfire are less likely to escape the raging fires. From the helicopters, pilots and crew can see dozens of bodies covering the ground. Whoever or whatever is caught inside the fire line is being destroyed.
The C-5A was not built to carry civilian passengers. It is a cargo and troop carrier, and in the military’s view, neither needs to see where they are going nor get there in any degree of comfort. So there are no windows except those required for piloting and in the doors. At this moment, however, trapped in a windowless cylinder is a blessing. Outside their friends are dying by slaughter and inferno. Those aboard the airplane are mercifully spared that sight and knowledge.
Like a slow building roar of an oncoming freight train, the engines of the giant plane agonize to life. The low, slow whine, the struggle to turn those giant turbines. As the large cargo doors close and the engines gain momentum and power, the sounds of gunfire and screams outside fade. In a few seconds, it is difficult to hear anything but the sound of the jets.
The giant airplane begins to roll. The runway is a rough cut and the plane shimmies and shutters, taking every bump like a jalopy hitting potholes. There is little room for error. This is a one-take take-off. The pilot revs the engines to a maximum thrust while applying full brakes and holding the vibrating plane at a dead standstill. The noise on board is ear splitting. Suddenly the brake is released and the plane lurches forward, hurling its passengers deep into their seats with considerable G-force. Lift-off is quick and steep. The airplane barely clears the tree tops at the end of the makeshift runway. On the ground, the forward teams of rebels take pot shots at the lumbering silver target from their advance positions, but even such a behemoth gives an illusory concept of speed. She looks to be almost standing still from the ground, while through the air she’s flying over a hundred and fifty miles an hour. So the speed and the steep climb to a safe height lead the plane and its cargo beyond the range of enemy fire within seconds. They did it. All of the volunteers are safe and accounted for. None of the U.S. troops has been seriously hurt or wounded. All made it safely back to the mother ship.
Once airborne, the rescue plane is safely over the Atlantic waters in a matter of minutes and heading west. On board the flying fortress, the demeanor of the commandos changes just as quickly. Their gruff and firm handling softens. Now is the time to calm the frightened rescued and allow the charged up troops to ease their guard.
Eve and the others watch as the commandos remove their combat overalls. Underneath are the traditional green fatigues of regular Army Special Forces soldiers. Some of them are wearing the armbands of MP’s—Military Police. An Army Chaplain comes forward. There is also a doctor on board.
“Where are we going? Where are you taking us?” Eve demands to know from the MP.
“Our home base is Miami. You’ll be flown...”
The MP’s answer is interrupted by the Major in charge who is heard blaring above everyone on the plane’s public address system.
“May I have you attention, please. My name is Major Westy Hammer, United States Air Force Special Missions Wing. You are in the safe custody of the U.S. Air Force Third Tactical Squadron based at Homestead, Florida near Miami. That is our destination. You have already met on the ground most of our other guests along for the ride, the very brave members of the Army Special Operations Group from Fort Benning, Georgia. Our flying time is about seven hours. Our orders come from the highest authority and that is all I am authorized to tell you at this time. Now please try to get some rest.”
“Hardly a thorough report,” Eve grumbles to Molly, who has taken a seat next to her and is clinging to her for dear life. “Miami. Well, it’s closer to Washington than Africa.”
“Is Washington home?” Molly asks.
“No, Liberia was home. My family’s all g-gone.” Calmed now, Eve’s stutter is mostly in remission.
“My family’s in Atlanta,” Molly volunteers.
Molly finds a little peace just thinking about her family and the thought of seeing them again so soon.
“I only just left there five weeks ago. I just got my journalism degree and was taking a year off before starting law school. My folks sure will be surprised to see me!”
Eve is a bit more pensive now, and resigned to the evacuation. “My boyfriend sure will be surprised to see me again so soon, too. He’s in Washington.”
“What does he do there?”
“He’s a resident at the National Institutes of Health. Just finished m-medical school. He came over to see me about four months ago.”
“That must’ve been just before I arrived,” Molly interjects, trying to frame the timeline in her head.
“I-I’d been there 21 months. Tad’s NIH residency and my Peace Corps assignment were to end within days of each other.” Eve pauses while the sudden uncertainty of things works its way through her thoughts, then confesses, “Now I d-don’t know what I-I’ll do.”
Eve considers what lies ahead. She has no place of her own, and Tad’s living with three roommates. She’s homeless and almost penniless. The Peace Corps didn’t exactly pay her CEO wages.
“Mrs. Doctor Tad,” Molly asks.
Molly’s continuing questioning interrupts Eve’s momentary solitude.
“Huh?”
“Mrs. Doctor Tad? Is that what’s ahead for you?”
Eve subconsciously rubs her abdomen with gentle circular strokes, and wonders aloud, “I don’t know. I don’t know how he’ll react.”
The lights of the plane are dimmed for the long flight. The emotion of the last few hours has drained the strength from most everyone. Many have already drifted off to sleep.
Eve suggests that she and Molly do the same.
“Seven hours. That’ll put us in around eleven tonight. Let’s get some sleep. We have a long day ahead.”
Eve puts her head back, but it lies heavy against the seatback. As exhausted as she is, her eyes are stuck in the open-wide position. She rubs her abdomen again and cannot help but wonder how Tad will take the news.
Molly can sense Eve’s apprehension.
“When?” she asks.
“Four, maybe four and a half months.”
“Does he know?” Molly asks, blurting it out a bit more bluntly than she perhaps intended.
Eve takes a deep breath, looks at Molly with the pain of uncertainty and whispers, “No. Only Hemberto knows.”
Chapter 4
It is well past midnight before Eve and Molly, along with the rest of the rescued Peace Corps workers, are finally approaching Florida. It seems to them like days since they first began their escape.
Eve’s exhaustion is overwhelming. The mesmerizing drone of the engines, which had alternately aided and interrupted her sleep, is suddenly drowned out by the blare of Major Hammer.
“Ladies and gentlemen, we are on our final approach into Homestead Air Force Base. When we land, please remain in your seats until an escort officer tells you it is okay to de-plane. Thank you all and good luck.”
Their ordeal is over—almost! There is still the military way of doing things left to contend with. The exhausted passengers are required to stay on board and in their seats until they are told they can leave.
The aircraft taxies across the airport, guided by a landing officer standing on the back of a jeep carrying two flashlights, the tips of which glow bright red. They taxi for what seems to be an inordinately long time.
“Maybe they’re driving us back to base in Georgia on the plane,” a groggy commando quips, as she shakes herself awake.
The jeep and officer guide the plane across the field to a remote location where it parks within several feet of a set of mobile stairs. The plane is quickly surrounded by heavily armed Air Force security guards. The steps are wheeled to the plane.
Several official looking cars drive to the bottom of the steps and discharge civilian passengers who flank the path from the plane to the terminal.
Air Force Colonel Taylor Stevenson comes on board the plane.
“Ladies and Gentlemen, welcome home. My name is Colonel Taylor Stevenson, commander of the USAF Special Missions Squadron here at Homestead Air Force Base. Your nightmare is over.”
Eve cannot help being amused by his choice of words. For her, and she suspects several others, the nightmares are just beginning. She cannot rid her mind of the sights of so many of the people she went to Africa to help, many of whom she counted as friends, abandoned by the Americans they had put their trust and futures in, now lying dead in the jungle. Killed simply because they accepted American help. Eve blames herself for not staying. She does not rationalize in her mind that she had no choice; that she was forcibly removed under protest. She cringes at the idea that her beloved Hemberto will suffer an especially brutal death at the hands of the rebels—if they can find and capture him. She prays that they do not and promises herself that as soon as she can she will return to Liberia, to find him and protect him.
“Now before we de-plane,” Colonel Taylor is droning on, “how’s everyone doing?”
He pauses for a response, but none comes, save for a few low impatient groans of “good,” “fine” and “okay.”
“We have doctors standing by if any of you have any after-effects from the rescue, or anything else. Any takers?”
There is silence once again on board. This group wants off, and wants off now.
“No takers. OK. Great. Then let’s get going. If you’ll follow me, we’ll head for the terminal where we’ll get you processed out and on your way to Miami and on home.”
He turns to acknowledge Major Hammer and to indicate he should lead his charges from the airplane.
“Major, if you would please.”
At Major Hammer’s signal several commandos lead the dozen or so rescued Americans down the steps. As they do, they pass single file past the military and civilian men and women who are flanking their path. They are being closely scrutinized. Several young aides check mug shots they are holding in a notebook with the faces of the expected arrivals as each de-planes. Other than these officials, the airport appears to be deserted.
A young airman steps to Colonel Stevenson, and salutes sharply. “All accounted for, sir. We got ‘em all, sir.”.
“Thank you son.”
The Colonel returns the salute just as he has been doing since his first day at the Air Force Academy, with a slight twist and snap of the wrist as he returns his hand from the tip of his brim to his side. He saves his congratulations, however, for Major Hammer who led the rescue.
“Well done, Westy. You got ‘em all. No casualties. And no damn press. They coulda used you at Entebbe. Dismiss the troops and give each of them a long weekend pass.”
Major Hammer is a by-the-book soldier who considers a “well-done” the cheapest flattery the military has to give. It does not go to his head. But he does hope that some form of it will find its way into his military record. That’s where it will count when it comes time for promotions. Too bad the Entebbe remark doesn’t translate into military records.
He snaps a salute, and a business-like reply. “Will do. Thank you, sir. And goodnight.”
“Coulda used you at Entebee.” That’s high praise. Entebbe was the 1976 Israeli rescue mission to save the mostly Jewish passengers onboard an Air France plane that had been hijacked to Entebbe airfield in Uganda. It was a bold and daring rescue and is considered the epitome of a well-executed plan—studied again and again by Hammer’s elite squad. Few compliments would have resonated as well with him.
Hammer is also relieved. This was the most important mission of his military career. It came directly from the White House. Even a little glitch could have side-railed his stellar career. But this went off like clockwork. The Generals and Colonels at the Pentagon will take the credit, but in short order, if all goes as he hopes, it will all trickle down and the silver oak leaves of a light-colonel will soon adorn his epaulettes.
Inside the terminal, the rescued Peace Corps workers are huddled around two briefing officers. There are a lot of questions, but not at this hour. 2:30 a.m. is still very early, even in the military and especially for Washington bureaucrats, so most of these will have to wait until later in the morning when they can reach the Peace Corps offices by phone.
‘You are all free to go.” Colonel Stevenson is inside now, trying to help. “Ladies and gentlemen, there is a bus outside waiting to take you on to Miami airport. From there you’re on your own.”
An MP instructs them, “This way please.”
They follow the uniformed MP to the waiting bus.
Once again Molly falls into lockstep with Eve and depends on her for direction.
“So, what are you going to do? It’ll be four-thirty by the time they drop us off.”
“I’m ready for a clean bed and a good night’s sleep. And Miami’s starting to sound like a great place to wake up to in the afternoon.”
Molly is not yet ready to be alone. She’s never really been alone and on her own before. Even in the Peace Corp, in Africa, she always had a support structure that got her from where she was to where she had to be. Suddenly that structure is crumbling and she looks to Eve to fill the vacuum.
“Sounds great. How about we share? I’m a bit low on funds.”
Eve doesn’t mind the company. In fact, she actually likes having Molly along to talk to.
“Sure.”
Miami airport is still active, despite the hour. This is a place that never sleeps. The scene at the bus is tearful and final. The dozen Peace Corps volunteers say their good-byes, each promising the other to stay in touch, and each knowing that they will probably never see their friends again.
Eve is the practical one. Clearly in charge, she leads Molly away. “We’ll need a car.”
As they head for the car rental area, their attention is drawn to the CNN airport news on a hanging monitor. A slick, deep voiced anchor, straight out of central casting, is talking live with Jason West, a well-dressed presidential aide, who is standing in the pre-dawn darkness on the White House lawn with the residence fully lit behind him, looking particularly out of place given the hour.
West is trying to answer some less than probing questions from the CNN reporter.
“Liberia has always been volatile,” West is explaining.
“But Mr. West, you’re the President’s chief advisor on African affairs,” the vapid reporter informs him as though West didn’t know who he was. Then with the tenacity of a muckraker he bores in, “How could you have been caught so totally by surprise? What did you expect when the President called for President Sawyer’s resignation?”
West is seasoned and remains cool. Besides, at this hour, he figures, who’s watching?
“We know a lot. Our intelligence is terrific. But it’s not flawless.”
The perfectly coifed anchor/reporter is taking no prisoners this night. A good performance and a headline in the morning’s newspapers could find anchorboy with a dayside assignment in short order.
“But Mr. West, full blown civil war? And so anti-American?” Now he adds his practiced touch of incredulity, “How could you not have seen it coming?”
“We didn’t see it coming. This is a country wracked by so many problems—AIDS and the Ebola outbreak are among the more immediate and pressing social and medical issues. But the President acted quickly and decisively. All Americans have been successfully evacuated. U.S. Special Rescue Forces brought out the last of the trapped Peace Corps volunteers earlier today.” Through his exhaustion of 24 non-sleep hours, the presidential aide had lost track of the hour. It was now early morning of the next day and when his momentary time fog clears, he corrects himself. “I guess to be accurate, given the hour, that would be brought out yesterday.”
“Thank you, Jason West, the President’s foreign policy advisor. That’s the latest on the Liberian civil war. At the White House, President...”
As the reporter drones on, Eve and Molly continue on to the auto rental counter. As they do, Eve puts her arm around Molly and reassures her, “Well, we don’t know much more than we did ten hours ago, but maybe we really are safer than we were,” she admits, conceding that staying behind would have been folly.
Molly smiles with some relief. “At least nobody’s trying to kill us here.” She looks up again at the television monitor and the scenes now being shown of the fighting in Monrovia. She is moved by the scenes of chaos and death. “Maybe it really was worse than we thought.”
The rental agent offers Eve a map of Miami, but Molly is confident she knows her way around.
“Miami was our vacationland. Every year, whether we needed it or not. It’s about the best Dad could do given the time and money available on a teacher’s salary.”
Eve grabs the map. “Just in case.”
Molly drives. “There are plenty of nice but cheap motels on the outskirts of Miami. I’m sure we’ll find a vacancy in one of them.”
“I prefer inexpensive to cheap.”
Eve is getting more comfortable with Molly now. In the jungle they were barely friends, although always cordial to one another. Tonight they are more like sisters.
Molly remembers that she never could have gotten this close to Eve in Liberia. Molly taught school and lived in government housing with several other volunteers. Eve was a physician’s assistant. She often traveled, bringing medical care to the outlying regions. She was provided housing at the small clinic. There was also a rumor that Eve was having an affair—they called it a relationship—with one of the locals, Hemberto. For all Molly knew it was just another of those rumors that people start just to liven up the place. In fact, Molly thought of the many lonely nights she spent in her bunk, and envied Eve. Hemberto was a real hunk. And Eve and he worked closely together. Hemberto was a medical technician in the clinic. But no one, especially Eve, ever confirmed him or anyone else there as a boyfriend. And now that she knows about Eve’s Washington medical resident, Tad, she has her doubts. And given the events of the past twelve hours, it certainly no longer makes much difference. If Hemberto was in the picture, he’s certainly out now. Too bad, she thinks, they made a handsome couple whether real or imagined.
“Shouldn’t you have turned back there?’
Eve’s voice startles her back to reality. While Molly was daydreaming, Eve was studying the map and they both missed the turn.
“I’ll swing around.”
Looking to make a turn back, Molly hooks a right and finds herself driving down a dark and isolated alley. Eve has become quiet, as has Molly. This is not a comfortable place to be. Reflexively they check their doors to make sure they are locked. Molly makes nervous conversation.
“I’ll just make another right down here, and then the next right after that should put us back on the main street.”
“I t-thought you knew Miami?” Eve asks with obvious apprehension.
“Not this part!”
At the next right, there are no signs—no warnings. This is a neighborhood where the “DEAD END” signposts had long ago been conscripted into the gang wars as weapons. Within a few yards Molly and Eve both realize that they are at the wrong end of a dead end street. Molly begins to reverse for a turn around when out of what seems to be nowhere their car is surrounded. Half a dozen tough-looking homeboys have taken positions at every point of their car’s possible travel. They are unable to move without driving over one of them.
On the driver’s side, one homeboy flattens his nose against the driver’s window and stares menacingly at Molly. His breath steams the glass that is just inches from Molly’s face. She can feel her heart pounding in her chest. She imagines that she can hear it as well, but the pounding is actually that of the home boy in front of the car slamming the palm of his hand on the hood the car trying, and succeeding, to further frighten them.
The boy by Molly’s window makes an obscene gesture with his tongue and screams at Molly, “Out, Bitch. You hear me? Out!”
Eve commands her, “Let’s get outta here! F-F-Floor it.”
Molly doesn’t move. She could not if she wanted to. Her brain will not command her body to act, to slam the gas pedal to the floor running over anything between the car and their escape. Eve is about to demand Molly run over anyone she has to, to get the hell out of there. But before she can issue the order, the stakes go up dramatically. The young thug on the driver’s side of the car pulls a gun from his belt and begins to tap it menacingly against the driver’s side window—next to Molly’s head. The gun has changed the equation. A run for it is less likely now. To the front and rear, others are banging on the car roof, hood and trunk, chanting for the women to get out of the car.
The boy with the gun begins to get more and more agitated, stoked by the chanting and delay.
“Get out you bitch or I’ll blow your fuckin’ head off. We’re takin’ the car. You can walk or be carried.”
Eve tries to calm him. “Please, n-no. No! We’ve got nothing.”
He’s really excited now. Pumped. Wired. As he orders them out, he’s tapping the gun harder and harder against the window. Suddenly—accidentally—the pistol fires.
He didn’t mean for this to happen. He is just a kid with a toy. All they wanted was the car for a joyride. The bullet shatters a tiny hole in the window at the level of Molly’s head. Bits of glass strike her face. She feels the bullet whiz towards her head and then as a blur captured more in the mind than by the eye, it streaks past her—and strikes Eve in the side of her head.
A geyser of blood erupts from Eve’s head and drenches the seat between Molly and Eve. Tiny specks of glass splatter from the hole made by the bullet and land on the homeboy’s wrist. It is his first realization of what has happened. His accidental bullet has penetrated Eve’s head. He sees blood spurting out everywhere. The front of the car is covered. The shot startles the gang as much as it does Molly and Eve. The homeboys scatter as stealthily as they had appeared.
In a panic, Molly reverses the car and turns around. She floors the gas and speeds the car through the darkened street oblivious to intersections and other traffic. With her left hand she manipulates the steering wheel. With her right, she holds Eve’s bloody head, trying to stem the flow of blood which is gushing. As she drives, Molly is pleading, “Help. Help me. Please help me. HELP!!! HELP!!!!” But Eve is unconscious, and no one else is around to hear her pleas.
Molly speeds through one intersection after another for what, to her, seems like miles, but is actually just a few blocks. Her escape ends when she crashes broadside into a cruising police patrol car. Fortunately, she sees the other auto a split second before impact, in time to slam on her brakes. The impact is hard, but considerably less severe than a full speed impact would have been.
Chapter 5
Tucked away alone in the small, sterile, cage, Catherine Bates once again sits in the center of the space at a large sturdy square table that is piled high with catalogue books of prospective sperm donor candidates. The cocoon is ringed with drab medicinal green walls, floors and even ceiling. The room is windowless, but it’s late at night so there’s no sunshine to block or to brighten anyway. The lighting, however, is overly bright. High intensity bulbs are buried in the ceiling as well as in the modern swing and tilt lamps secured to the table. All of this is to make reading the dossiers and studying the pictures easier.
Catherine tries with every page and picture to imagine the background, the history of each man. She is as curious about them as she is of her own father. There is no such thing as too much information when if comes to matters of family, genetics, and children.
“Why did you and mummy stay together?” Catherine pleaded with her father after her mother’s funeral. These two people whom she loved so dearly had lived together out-of-love long enough to progress beyond hate and all the way to loathing.
Their life together had always seemed to be a merger more than a marriage. Daddy was young, smart, ambitious, and broke. Mummy was young, beautiful, ambitious and rich. Together they would achieve power, influence and wealth. And the love? That was the mystery.
They were truly partners. Never lovers. Just partners. Catherine was the first subsidiary of the merger.
Daddy went to work amassing and expanding his someday-to-be-inherited fortune while Mummy designed a house, furnished a home, and celebrated their position with endless social events and gatherings.
One time at a reception being thrown at their home, her mother and father were working the rooms with gusto. They were good. Very good. Circling the guests, stopping at every one of them making gratuitous small talk. They could make the most insignificant guest feel singularly important. They had the gift. Daddy could look a stranger in the eye with a we’re-alone-in-this-world-together-just-you-and-me intensity and make anyone feel like a long lost brother or sister. Mother could feign tears of sorrow or ripples of joy sharing the most unknown stranger’s tales of tragedy or joy. They always knew the right words at the right time for everyone. Except for each other.
As they circled and circulated on this one evening, their internal compasses seemed to go haywire and they found themselves face-to-face with each other. Conversation stopped. They had nothing to say to one another. After a long silent pause, her father leaned over and whispered to her mother, “Keep moving. Time together is our collective time doubly wasted.”
Mother did not even blink. She knew exactly what he meant and without taking a beat she spotted her next prey. Arms outstretched, she re-plastered her hostess’s warm smile on her perfect face and disappeared into the crowd, as daddy headed off in the opposite direction.
The dinner parties in her home were frequent and always lavish. The more often the parties, the less often they were forced to spend an evening alone with just each other.
Mummy set and arranged a perfect table. She was a wizard at seating, carefully placing the right guests with the best partners, to the left and the right. If dinners had been a department of the company, mummy would have been the executive vice president. Large crowd or small intimate gathering, every guest at some point during the meal got mummy and/or daddy’s undivided attention, if for only a few moments.
If only they could have been as cordial to one another as they were to the rest of the world.
Stacks of catalogues are piled around her on the floor and chairs. She places the pages with pictures of those she’s selected as finalists around the table like the guests at one of her mother’s dinner parties. She studies each face carefully, close-up, trying hard to penetrate the tell-all eyes; looking closely to see if the camera lens penetrated behind those eyes to give up any of the secrets she is searching for.
They are flattering color pictures, each smiling easily (seductively???) back at her. She can see for herself hair color (mostly dark), texture (straight or curly), eye color (blue preferred, brown acceptable, green too eerie), complexion (tanned to olive an attribute; fair a disadvantage), nose and teeth. Nothing is overlooked. She takes into account not just their physical attributes, which are of some importance to her, but more important their intellectual attributes. It’s all right there before her in the six page profiles of each man. Race, ethnic ancestry (maternal and paternal), height, weight, physical build, right or left handed, vision and hearing, distinguishing characteristics (dimples on cheeks or small cleft chin). Even religion with the added note: Practicing? Yes or No. Catherine scans the general descriptions. She knows what she’s looking for. Blood Type? Smoker? Sexual Orientation?
She is looking for a compatible gene pool that can be merged with hers to produce the perfect and unique child she dreams of conceiving. Someone who will enjoy and do the things she enjoys and does: music, art, theater, and reading for the mind; skiing, golf, tennis and basketball for the body. She envisions someone who will grow to be her best friend as well as her child.
She devours the profiles. Questions and studies every detail. Education/Intelligence? Grade Point Average? College major? SAT scores? Learning disabilities? IQ test scores?
There certainly is no shortage of willing volunteers. Of course, being dead they can’t say no. That certainly limits the rejection risk that she faces with the living.
It’s not that Catherine fears, or for that matter even experiences rejection very often. She is herself quite a specimen. As if fame and money were not enough, her simple beauty certainly has drawn more than her share of suitors. At five-nine and perfectly proportioned, Catherine could have been a movie star. She has the looks for it, even though her own attributes have rarely been something she herself takes much notice of. One casting director described her as a “common beauty,” which she took as a compliment. She, in fact, thought about it once—becoming an actor, that is—but she felt she needed more substance to her life, more meaning. Acting is mindless, passive work to her. You speak other people’s words, in ways other people tell you to, standing where other people tell you to stand, and gesturing how other people tell you to gesture. You are an empty vessel made of soft clay, molded into a different shape, but never of the shape you may choose for yourself. Perhaps, had she allowed herself the freedom of expression to enjoy acting, she might have a less jaundiced opinion of it. But it’s too late now for such experimentation. Her career goals are much more focused now. She wants only to be a mother; and vanity has nothing to do with being a mother.
What does have relevance today is her physical stature. She’s already thirty-two, still prime child bearing years, and several years away from any biological clock crisis. Healthy on the outside is an attribute. Healthy on the insides is a pre-requisite. And her doctors marvel at her physical foundation for bearing children. She is close to textbook perfect.
Her candidacy for assisted pregnancy was approved without qualification. Candidates are carefully screened by fertility clinics. Only those most likely to succeed are accepted, although the ability to pay the exorbitant costs is a convincing consideration for both the physically acceptable and the rich-but-chancy. Assisted fertility is still a very competitive field and clinics thrive or fail on their success rates with live births. Millions of dollars are at stake. A poor track record means certain doom. A candidate with a high probability of success because of ample viable egg prospects, plus a good ‘physical plant’ and the money to pay is as good as it gets. Catherine is one of those.
Have you ever been arrested and/or convicted of a crime? Have you ever been under the care of a psychiatrist? Therapy? Have you ever received treatment for drug and/or alcohol abuse? Do you drink alcohol? How often? Do you take any non-prescription drugs? Significant illnesses? Catherine will know the father of her child better than she knows herself. In fact, she certainly wouldn’t want to have to answer these questions about herself. She wonders how well she would do. Would she pass the donor test?
Have you ever been arrested and/or convicted of a crime? Hell, yes. What investigative reporter worth their salt hasn’t been? She remembers it well. Who wouldn’t?
Some crazy lady had taken a shot at the President of the United States. She missed. There was pandemonium. Cops and secret service agents running everywhere, helter-skelter, guns drawn A cop screamed at her, “move back.” But she was young, ambitious and a reporter. She had the right to be there.
Showing a little more zeal than was perhaps prudent at the moment, Catherine, helped by the stiff-arm thrust from her producer, Bobbi Dane, made a beeline for the shooter.
“Fuck ‘em!” she heard Bobbi yelling pumping her zeal even further. “Go! Go! Go!”
An interview. A comment. One word. Even a syllable would be a coup for her stalled career. She grabbed her cameraman and charged forward. Of course, the police and secret service were slightly more interested in subduing the shooter. That really wasn’t a problem, however. The countless onlookers watching the President pounced on the shooter with a vengeance at the first pop of the pistol. The police were more likely needed to save her from a crushing death than from taking a second shot. Besides, by now the President was prone on the ground supporting a team of very beefy agents who had covered their man with their own bodies. So Catherine plowed ahead, despite the police demands that everyone, including her, move back.
She made it to within inches of the would-be assassin. Plunging her microphone forward like a javelin, Catherine screamed at her, “Why…?” To which the battered shooter looked at her somewhat dazed and screamed back, “Because…!” at which point a very large hand reached across the tumult and dragged Catherine back with such sudden and unexpected force that she dropped the microphone and tripped backwards over several people behind her. The hand wrestled her to the ground and with lightning skills had her immobilized and her hands painfully pinned behind her back with plastic strap handcuffs. Seconds later she was on her feet being dragged to a police van, all the time screaming at her beefy captor, “Press, Press.”
“Fuck you, lady,” was his only response.
Catherine was back on the streets in less than two hours—a real heroine. She had gotten the only sound of the would-be assassin. A national scoop of major proportions.
Headlines in the tabloid newspapers were already screaming “WHY? BECAUSE!” in gigantic letters large enough to cover the whole front page and superimposed over a page-sized picture of the president lying on the ground under a mountain of security men.
Dumb luck. Bold action. Aggressive reporting. Whatever you call it, Catherine was the flavor of the moment and her career was about to launch.
“Yes, “ she thought, “I have been arrested for a crime. So what? I was right.”
Describe your character? A good question. How would she describe herself? Secure. Sensitive. Innovative. Intelligent. Creative. Thoughtful. Ambitious. Competitive. Optimistic. “That’s good. That’s me,” she tells herself. “But what happened to funny, fun-loving, respectful, kind?” She tends to judge herself harder than she apparently does others. But when it comes to her child’s father, no expectation is too stringent.
She came to the so-called “Banker’s Trust Sperm Bank”—it is actually the National Fertility and Reproductive Services—not because she was unable to conceive through traditional intercourse, nor even because she was desperate for a sperm donor. She came because she wants a conception more immaculate than that. And that’s not because she doesn’t like men. Her sex life is as healthy as the next liberated, mid-thirties, single straight woman at the turn of the millennium. It’s just that finding the right father, the perfect father, for a child is much more possible today for a single parent. And once she decided that she would become a single parent, raising her child alone, even conceiving the child alone, all things were now possible.
Catherine is an individualist and a thinker. She cringes when she thinks of herself that way—it sounds so snobby and conceited. But that’s the way she sees herself and what she really is. Socially she’s quite adept. She enjoys people—well, some people.
She actually has just one friend, male or female, who qualifies in her mind as a close friend and confidant. Bobbi Dane is the only person she has told about her sperm quest. And that’s only because she desperately needed someone to talk to—someone she could trust to keep her confidence, and who could reassure her.
“Let’s get stoned and then laid,” was Bobbi’s first attempt at reassurance. But once she settled down, as she eventually always does, Bobbi has been a rock of support and comfort.
Bobbi is the most unlikely person she could ever have imagined getting close to, they are such polar opposites, and yet there is no one, except for perhaps her dad, whom she trusts more.
“There is much more to Bobbi than meets the eye,” is how Catherine defends her relationship with Bobbi to outsiders baffled by this strange attraction of opposites, and always adding, “if one cares to look.”
It is certainly not the relationship Catherine expected it would be from the beginning.
“Who the fuck are you?” was their introduction.
Barbara ‘Bobbi’ Dane was a talented and respected, but eccentric, producer at the network, and the first person Catherine met on arrival for her first day of work.
“I said, who the fuck are you?” the deep gravel voice challenged the dumbfounded and uncharacteristically speechless Catherine again as she was trying to find her way to her new office.
“Catherine Bates,” she said firmly, finally finding her voice and introducing herself. But her outstretched hand was greeted with a cold handshake and a sneer.
“Another poor little rich girl with visions of television glamour? Well welcome to TV hell. I’m Bobbi Dane.”
What Catherine is learning first-hand is that Bobbi Dane starts out hating everyone. It’s just her nature. She’s a hard drinking, recreational-and-then-some druggie with a weight problem and a foul mouth. She wears loose-fitting trousers and what can best be described as work shirts to the office every day. Together her outfits manage to conceal any hint of her figure. If she has legs, no one has ever seen them. Bobbi survives on her talent, which is considerable, and her gruff charm, which is endearing once you get to know her. She is such a brilliant producer, she could have run the whole show as executive producer were it not for all of the above.
“I’m your new babysitter,” she informed her coldly. “But you may want to think of me as your producer.”
Bobbi had been assigned to Catherine—an assignment she sorely resented. Bobbi was used to working with the stars, but the network saw star potential in Catherine and wanted to give her a running start.
Producers and reporters often become a team, partners on a scale of two cops paired in daily life-and-death routines, and no less dependant on one another. They watch each other’s back. And out of that dependence frequently evolves the most unlikely strange-bedfellows friendships. And over time, such was the case with budding young star Catherine Bates and veteran television producer Bobbi Dane—now Catherine’s most trusted confidant.
“You go for it girl,” she encouraged Catherine, “and fuck anyone who’s too sanctimonious to understand.”
And with that blessing, Catherine felt released to move ahead. Such is the impact this practical but unsophisticated confidant has on her.
Money is not necessarily a free pass into Catherine’s life, but it has certainly been an attribute of most of those she has come into social contact with. Mummy and Daddy saw to that. They agreed on very little as their marriage soured and their interests diverged. But when it came to Catherine, there was no disagreement.
She attended the best private schools, wore the best clothes, shopped only in selected stores. She’d be as lost in a Macy’s as she would be if left alone on some side street in Bangladesh. Macy’s is for the other people, not for those who know better.
Once, when she lost her luggage on a cross-country flight, she had to file a loss report with the airline. The clerk politely took her information and then, as required, advised Catherine of the airline’s liability limit “under the terms of the Warsaw Convention.” She was insured for up to seven hundred and fifty dollars for each bag. Catherine matter-of-factly informed the minimum wage clerk that she had a belt in one suitcase that alone cost over six thousand dollars. The clerk resisted the temptation to offer her a piece of rope to tide her over until her suitcase was found.
She sets the semi-finalists aside once again and resumes her search, leafing through the catalogue of donors as she had leafed earlier in the day through the Victoria’s Secret catalogue of lingerie,
“Oh, that’s nice. I’ll try the black bra with the white panties.”
The possibilities are as plentiful as the Victoria’s Secret catalogue, as well. Every color, every stripe, every size, every build is available. There are scientists and singers, politicians and patriarchs, heroes and home boys, movie stars and moguls, athletes and authors. Some were famous. Some infamous. Some notorious. Catherine knows exactly who, or more precisely what she is looking for to father her child. It really sort of comes down to something like a genetic Chinese meal, one from column “A” and one from column “B”—Athletics and Brains.
Race matters. Not that she hadn’t had an occasional tryst with men of color. In fact, she now recalls, the closest she ever came to real, true love was with an African man during her year abroad after college. She can still smell the sensual auras of carnal pleasures.
Mummy and Daddy had treated her to a first class swing around Europe as a graduation gift. That’s where she met Kofi Mbuto. He was an African exchange student,; the son of nouveau-rich parents who were beneficiaries of the new world order in South Africa. Kofi was well-placed, well-heeled and well-educated.
Kofi and Catherine met at London’s Heathrow Airport on day one of their respective sojourns and it was instant like. Kofi and Catherine set off on a whirlwind, all-expenses-paid tour of Europe. No sight was too insignificant to take in. No restaurant too extravagant to dine in. No club too exciting to dance in. No night too numerous to pass on the delirious enjoyment of their lust to make lovein. Catherine loved the man and the sex—especially knowing that neither could last forever. Kofi simply was not what mummy or daddy had in mind for her.
They had made their way to Geneva, mid-summer by the lake. Romantic and breathtaking. Morning walks, peering through the hazy sky for that once-a-year sighting of Mont Blanc out in the distance. Afternoons sailing without cares on Lake Geneva, coasting more than paddling. Evening dinners at the very chic Hotel Richmond before adjourning to their pricey-plus suite to explore each other’s most intimate parts.
It was in Geneva that their fling came to a crashing halt.
Kofi’s father had been appointed by his government to attend the International Conference on AIDs being held in Geneva, by coincidence, the same week Kofi and Catherine were to be there.
Catherine was actually excited for the opportunity to meet Kofi’s father. Kofi, however, seemed on edge for days before the visit. It did not take long before the cause of Kofi’s “edge” was evident to Catherine. Her love affair had a half life of less than 60 seconds from the handshake welcome by Ambassador Mbuto and his realization that Kofi’s new-found significant other was not a woman of color. The chill could have frozen the lake even in the muggy heat of summer.
It was over that fast. Love and duty don’t mix—especially when it’s black and white in South Africa. Ambassador Mbuto “recalled” Kofi to home that evening. His allowance terminated, Kofi saw obedience as the wiser course and bid Catherine a tempestuous adieu and beat a hasty retreat to the mansion.
Catherine truly harbors no ill towards any race. One of the last vestiges of “old fashioned values” that she still embraces, though, is that mixed blood is a burden the next generation must carry and life is tough enough without deliberately adding on more problems at the start. Had she not such disdain for the male gender in general, she could just as easily still have fallen in love with a man of color, as with one of her own race.
“Disdain is too strong a word,” she says aloud to no one. She speaks to the photographs, as though they have been hearing her thoughts. “It is not disdain, but disinterest.” She pauses to absorb the correction. “Yes, that’s better.” She would never want to do to any man what her mother did to her father; and would never want to make any man endure for her what her father endured for her mother. She likes men too much. In fact, she adores men. She just has never met a man she would want to spend the rest of her life with. She doubts that there’s even one in this catalogue who could have met the criteria she demands for the men in her life. Stay a night, stay two, but then go home; that’s her MO. So it’s not disdain. She just has no interest in being permanently attached to any one of them. What she does want to be permanently attached to is a child—her child. Boy or girl. And that is what has brought her here to National Fertility and Reproductive Services.
Chapter 6
It will soon be the time for new life at the Lancaster Fertility Clinic. Not simply routine new life, but historic new life. New life that will change fertility medicine forever; change the world forever; and change Richard Lancaster forever.
Lancaster had been at the forefront of fertility research for years. But what he is about to do will catapult him into the realm of Andreas Vesalius, the father of the study of human anatomy; Louis Pasteur, who discovered that most infectious diseases are caused by germs; Jonas Salk, developer of the Polio vaccine; and Maurice Wilkins, who pioneered the discovery of DNA. There are still a few areas of unperfected science that, when perfected, will bring immortal fame to their discoverers. Certain aspects of fertility and human creation are some of them.
It is immortality that drives Richard Lancaster. “Why was I born Richard Lancaster?” is a question that nags at him constantly, and one for which he has never been able to answer himself. Such a common name. He has often told friends how he hates his name, he curses his father for being “just a Lancaster,” because Lancaster is so common.
In an unusual display of vanity weakness and revealing candor, Richard once confessed to his wife, Ellen, “There must be thousands of Richard Lancasters out there. Any one of them might be confused for me. No one ever confuses Jonas Salk, Louis Pasteur or Marie Curie. Now those are unique names.”
For him, the greatness he is certain he will earn, that he is destined to enjoy, will be diminished by the confusion that will accompany his name. When you say Salk, there is only Jonas, the man who discovered the cure for Polio. But Lancaster. Was that the doctor or the actor?
Another typically unpleasant morning exchange with Ellen did not slow his pace. He arrives at his clinic at precisely eight thirty. With all that is on his mind this day, he amazes himself that he remembers to check his calendar to make sure he has nothing on for tonight. He does not want to deliberately hurt Ellen, but he doesn’t look forward to another one of his monthly evening obligations. That’s how he sees it. An obligation. He is tempted to write on his calendar, “evening, service wife.” But he can still remember when he would have serviced his wife every night if she would have let him. It wasn’t so many years ago that his ambitious dick was stronger than his ambitious ego. But all of that was before.
“How are Gonzo and Georgie this morning, Doc?”
Richard’s concentration is broken by his nurse Judy Franklin. If Ellen Lancaster has a rival for Richard’s affections it is his perky twenty-seven year old most trusted assistant. He has no sexual designs on her. He just has more in common with her, and actually spends, by far, more hours of the day with her than he does with Ellen. Judy is his chief clinic nurse. She’s also his closest confidant. She knows just about everything he’s doing. Just about, because even Judy is strictly limited to certain zones once she sets foot inside the one door Richard keeps sealed from all but himself, his secret lab.
Richard checks the overnight readouts on the twins, Georgie and Gonzo.
“Perkin’ along,” he responds to her inquiry. “They should be ready to make a very dramatic entrance into the living world soon.”
Georgie and Gonzo are identical twin chimpanzee monkeys—actually clones of one another. They were created on the black-top lab table that stretches the length of the room. Centered on the table is a strange looking microscope with what looks like motorcycle handle bars. They jokingly refer to the contraption as their Sperm Injection Harley. The handle bars are levers which guide the microscopic ends, one of which holds a single egg steady while the other guides a single sperm into it.
It is on the Sperm Injection Harley that Richard and Judy begin the lives of most of the babies that the god-like fertility genius helps create for infertile women or couples unable to otherwise conceive. It was on this same machine that Georgie and Gonzo were also started. Not that there are too few monkeys in the world, or even that one particular female monkey was devastated over her own infertility problems or inability to have offspring. Infertile monkeys are rare. Infertile humans—couples are not.
Nearly twenty percent of all couples attempting to get pregnant are unable to do so—are infertile. Richard defines infertility as a couple's inability to achieve pregnancy following one year of appropriately timed and unprotected intercourse. Measured by this standard, that would medically qualify him and Ellen as an infertile couple. In about forty percent of the cases, the problem is with the woman. In another forty percent, the problem is with the man. And in the rest, in about twenty percent of the cases, the problem is with both the man and the woman. Thus, in more than fifty percent of his patients who come to him for infertility evaluation and help, the male factor is the contributory cause.
The development of the sperm injection technique now so integral to his practice and his success with infertile couples was more a direct result of the high incidence of male dysfunction than anything else. The sperm injection is the best known “cure” for challenged sperm. It’s a miracle cure for the incredibly high forty to fifty percent of the couples who suffer from male caused infertility. It literally injects a sperm into an egg, the result being conception.
This percentage is especially not lost on Richard who alone knows that in the case of himself and Ellen he is at a minimum a part of their problem—even if he can’t face up to it.
The reason George and Gonzo were started here—under the microscope—is because Richard needed pre-embryos for his experiment. And embryos already implanted in a pregnant mother would not do.
Shortly after the monkey egg was manually fertilized with a monkey’s sperm, the embryo began to divide. Two cells, then four, then eight. After two days, the embryo was twelve cells large. Richard returned the still almost invisible embryo to the Harley microscope and divided them into two six cell embryos. Within hours, the two embryos began to develop normally. Splitting the embryo effectively created two copies of the same baby, absolutely identical in every way and by every measure known to science. From earlier experiments, he knew he could have continued to divide the embryos and create more identical copies had he wished. But he was not certain how many copies were possible before nature made division fatal to the results. So he stopped at two.
The cloned embryos were left to grow for several more days in the life-supporting medium of the Petri dish. But soon they were too large and had to be transferred to a host womb. And that’s when Richard Lancaster’s most daring and ambitious project began.
Of the two remaining fertility breakthroughs still pending, the more dramatic is the artificial womb. Others have tried, and several nearly succeeded. Other animals, mostly goats and sheep, have been grown in artificial wombs, but none has ever been brought to term—never birthed. And no one has ever attempted to birth such a human-like creature as a monkey in an artificial womb.
Judy looks down into the faces of the unborn, their eyes closed tightly, but easily visible through the clear, viscous, amniotic fluid they are floating in inside the large see-through plastic tub which serves as the womb. Umbilical tubes lead from the fetuses to the life support machinery that has sustained them, nourished them and breathed life into them. The constant whooshing sounds of life have long ceased to be any more intrusive for her than that of an air conditioner among the hums and buzzes of all of the other various pieces of equipment that make up the lab.
Judy enthuses constantly, her pride always showing. She is convinced that she is a part of one of the greatest scientific breakthroughs of mankind. “They will look so great on the cover of Time. I can see it now: ‘World Ga-Ga Over Gonzo and Georgie’. The first animals ever brought to term entirely in an artificial womb.”
Richard sees a different magazine cover. On his make-believe Time cover there are three faces, not two: two monkeys and the brilliant Doctor Lancaster’s.
“We’re really close. Imagine. Live monkeys from frozen sperm, frozen egg, fertilized in a dish and grown in an artificial womb. If this works, they won’t be able to deny me a permit to try a human test.”
“It still feels somehow not quite right. Today monkeys, tomorrow me!” Judy is playfully skeptical, “I think I’ll stick to the old fashion way. Better foreplay.”
Richard is taken aback by how un-clinical Judy’s comment is. He imagined her sharing his enthusiasm for the pure science of it. Creating life is not simply an act of sex, certainly not any longer. In fact, the sex act is superfluous to creating life in his brave new world.
“Is this a woman thing? First Ellen. Now you.”
“Listen to her, Doc. It’s still better making babies the old fashioned way.”
“OK. But fortunately for our checkbooks not everyone can.”
Richard, always the pragmatist, brings them back to their real patients—the people who pay the money so he can play God.
“How are you coming with the Stewarts?”
Judy is quick to pick up on the change. Playtime is over.
“Almost ready for sperm injection. Mrs. Stewart’s egg is in the Petri dish. Mister’s sperm are almost thawed. About five minutes.”
Richard turns away from his gestating twins and reaches for a clean lab coat and rubber gloves, “I’d better get ready.”
He sits down at the Sperm Injection Harley and under the microscope gently maneuvers Mr. Stewart’s fishtailing sperm into the recently extracted egg from Mrs. Stewart. The process is easily visible on a video monitor above his head and is being tape recorded for the record. He will present it to the happy couple as a souvenir of conception when and if the fertilization ends in a successful live birth.
The videotapes are a big hit with his patients, more precious than the more common ultrasound images of the fetus that they will receive in a few months. The videotapes of conception go a long way to dazzle and encourage better heeled patients to cough up big bucks in research grants to keep his passions funded and alive.
Witnessing the process of conception never ceases to amaze Judy. She could watch it again and again.
The colorful egg, its soft-shell outer protection guarding a barely visible nucleus. The microscopic needle is holding the single sperm, trapped like a whale in a drainpipe, struggling to get out. The needle and sperm, considerably thinner than a strand of human hair, is coaxed to penetrate the egg. When the needle is securely inside, a gentle puff into the tube ejects the sperm into the egg. With its energies not spent on crashing the gate, the sperm is free now to focus on mating with the nucleus. Life is begun.
Richard places the fertilized egg back into the Petri dish where it will remain for several days, floating in a gentle bath that protects and stimulates, allowing it to multiply and grow. After a few days the embryo will be placed inside a pipette for storage.
The pipette is a miniature bottle that holds the microscopic embryos. A string is tied around the bottle’s neck which is then dangled into the 300 degree below zero liquid nitrogen in a Dewar Cryogenic Freezer for safe keeping until it’s needed days, months or even years in the future.
Richard tells Judy, “Call the Stewarts and tell them their baby will soon be ready.”
“OK, Doc. But the tobacco industry isn’t going to like you. No more smokingafter sex.”
Chapter 7
Catherine Bates is once again back at her seat at the National Fertility Clinic—the Sperm Banker’s Trust. This is not an overnight decision she is making. It takes time, and she is prepared to give it all the time necessary to do it right.
Returning to the books, Catherine thumbs through the cream of humanities twentieth century crop. Sperm Donor Book #51, Donor #63, an Olympic gold medalist. Sperm Donor Book # 51 Donor #113, at one time or another he had been chairman or CEO at three of the Fortune 500’s top ten companies. Sperm Donor Book #52, Donor #178, an actor turned politician. Sperm Donor Book #55, Donor #281, a politician turned actor. Sperm Donor Book #55 Donor #289, athlete-broadcaster-businessman-politician. On and on through thousands of pages, book after book. Each page with a color photograph and a physical description and biography.
If and when she makes a selection, the National Fertility and Reproductive Services Sperm Bank will provide her with additional detailed information on medical and family histories. After all, buying a page is actually buying a genetic lineage that goes back several generations. In most cases, this lineage is well documented. Family History: How many times have you produced a pregnancy? Were all your children born healthy? Were any born at extremely high or low birth weight? Did any of the pregnancies take longer than six months to conceive? Did you use medical assistance to conceive your children? Brothers and Sister? Extended family: race, ethnicity, build, eye color, hair color, complexion, corrective lenses...?
Every one of these men is available. Their vital reproductive fluids are preserved inside the protective metal walls of a Dewars canister—instantly frozen after contribution at 300 degrees below zero. Life’s beginnings suspended until needed. Semen, flash frozen in tiny vials. Never aging. As fresh when thawed as the day it was delivered, even after the passage of decades. Several squiggly-tailed sperm to a vial. Each vial another single shot at immortality. Each vial waiting for someone to come along and say, “I want you.” That’s the foreplay. From that point on, the process is somewhat even less romantic.
Catherine is now up to Book #83 Profile #256. He’s a tall, handsome man who distinguished himself by earning his first hundred million dollars by the time he was 29, and then spent the rest of his short life exploring the ocean depths, producing scientific data that remains as valuable and unique today as it was when he first made the discoveries. But his life was tragically ended when his one-man deep diving chamber collided with some undersea wreckage. The collision breached the integrity of the chamber. He was still alive—just barely—by the time they got him back aboard the support ship. They were operating just a few miles offshore. A helicopter was dispatched to rush him to a hospital. But it was too late. He was dead within hours. That was in 1981. The science of fertility at that time was pretty much limited to in vitro fertilization and sperm freezing. His fiancé had his sperm recovered post mortem, just an hour or so after his death, and frozen, intending it for her own use later. But as luck would have it, by the time her long period of grief had passed, so had her interest in carrying the dead man’s child. Her new fiancé certainly did not approve of the idea. So, as a gesture of her undying love, she donated the viable sperm collection to the sperm bank from which Catherine is now trying to select a suitable father for her child. Catherine remembers the story from the People Magazine article at the time. But seeing the photo now in the catalogue makes it a much more personal story than it had been before.
But again, she digresses. She must go on.
How ironic it is that at this moment of pre-conception she is alone. No one, except perhaps her own mother, would ever have thought of the process of conceiving a child as a lonely exercise. The flip side is just as ironic. The back end of this particular conception will involve a roomful of people, as compared to just two people alone together in mutual ecstasy.
The days and hours of reviewing candidates are finally coming to an end. The final book is the most recent. Names and faces she recognizes quickly, and therefore rejects just as quickly. They seem too close; members of her generation, and possibly even her own social circle. She does not want to have ever met or known the father, even if he is long dead. Memories can be as intrusive as physical presence. This is a very clinical approach. She wants to minimize any risk of familiarity with her child’s father.
So now she is down to just five. She rejects the former pro quarterback who built an auto dealership empire, because she wonders how all those knocks to the ground may have damaged his sperm. She knows that’s a silly reason to discard him, but she’ll take any excuse, however flimsy, to winnow this down and get to the final choice. After all, what’s really important is that her genes survive in her child. This must be her child. The sperm donor, especially a dead sperm donor, is really just a catalyst, not a principal. She wonders if any of these men, or any men for that matter, are as hung up as she is, and as she imagines most women to be, with the idea of “my genes”. If her eggs are not viable, for some reason, she cannot imagine herself carrying another woman’s child; a child conceived from a donor’s egg.
Thousands down, two to go. It’s time to make a choice. Choice number one: tall, dark-haired, blue-eyed, tanned skin; quarterbacked Yale football team during junior and senior years; Doctors of Theology and Philosophy degrees, Georgetown University, Washington; second in his class, Harvard Law; clerked for United States Supreme Court Chief Justice; practiced criminal law for 32 years; author of 23 best selling novels (eight of which were produced as movies); pre-eminent biographer of Presidents Harry Truman and Lyndon Johnson; married for nearly fifty years to a one-time Miss America. No children. Died in the bed of his mistress of a massive coronary when he was 77. His wife had him cremated and his ashes spread over a garbage landfill.
Choice number two: average height, five-ten, dark hair, dark skinned; strong build, world-renowned journalist and author; two years U.S. Poet Laureate; skier, amateur tennis champion. Married three times, widowed twice. Killed in a plane crash while on Safari in Africa.
“What would daddy do?” she asks herself.
Catherine is her father’s daughter. She loved her mother, but has always believed that her father’s genes dominate in her. Perhaps that is why she’s asking herself now, “What would Daddy do?”
She knows that Daddy would take a purely business-like approach, as he did with everything. She knows that to avoid her father’s mistakes, she must lead her life down a much different, less conventional path than the one he took.
It was a story her father had loved to tell. The story of Billy Bates—he was still Billy in 1968—a confirmed bachelor of twenty-seven, fresh out of the Wharton Graduate School of Business with a freshly minted MBA, and fresh out of money. But he was bright, affable, and armed with his just minted MBA he saw the world as his oyster. That is if he could find a job.
He was not particularly handsome, but he made up in personality for what he lacked in looks. He was popular with everyone but the girls. Billy had a natural head for business. And that’s what attracted the attention of Oliver Covington, scion of one of the larger family fortunes in town. Covington was a frequent patron at the “Fifth Season” restaurant—a trendy, upscale, four star eatery where “good eating was always in season” and which boasted it had the best steaks and chops in the country “this side of Kansas City.” Billy Bates had been a waiter at the Fifth Season for more than a year. Tips were better than good, they were stupendous. He had more than enough money for room and board and a little left over for investment.
Billy paid close attention to the small talk at the Covington table and from his eavesdropping he picked up some solid tips on where to put his money. He invested one thousand of his hard earned excess dollars in Covington Enterprises. This had put Billy on the company’s mailing list to receive annual reports and other related releases which he read and studied assiduously from cover to cover. Soon he understood as much about the company as its owners.
Billy’s investment—meager by Covington standards, but more than substantial by his own—was growing at a respectable rate. He liked counting his dollars day to day. Up $12.59 cents on Monday, down ten cents Tuesday. After a few months his thousand dollars were worth a whopping $1296.61 and Billy was feeling rich.
He withdrew only his profit, the full $296.61, less commissions of course, and decided to treat himself to a gourmet dinner at, of all places, the Fifth Season Restaurant.
As luck would have it, he was seated at a table by the window on the night Mr. Covington decided to dine out with his wife and daughter, the beautiful and bright Miss Elizabeth Covington. One look at her and he was smitten. No matter that she was two years older and countless dollars richer than he.
On seeing his favorite waiter dressed like a Baron and seated among the well-to-do, Mr. Covington’s curiosity got the best of him. He wandered over to Billy’s table for an explanation—which Billy was more than happy to give. Mr. Covington was so impressed with the young man, that he invited him to join him at his table for dinner. For Billy, it was a tug-of-war as he tried desperately to focus his attentions on Elizabeth while her father kept pulling at him for attention.
It was painfully clear to him that it was love at first sight—painfully because it appeared to be love at first sight for only for one of them. Elizabeth seemed to be completely and totally disinterested in him.
Mr. Covington, however, was taken by this young man.
At Mr. Covington’s invitation, the next morning, Billy—er, make that William Bates—MBA in hand, presented himself at the offices of Covington Enterprises to find out what exactly he had surrendered his lucrative position at the restaurant to become. It didn’t take long. And while the mailroom didn’t pay as well as the restaurant, it certainly had a far greater upside potential.
It was a few weeks later before he had his second encounter with Elizabeth, this time outside her father’s office. This meeting was more cordial, although to call it warm and fuzzy would be a bit of a stretch.
“Daddy told me that you had joined the company. He is very bullish on you.”
“Very bullish?”
“Isn’t that how you MBAs would phrase it?” she asked with a bit of an attitude, as if MBAs were a particularly onerous breed of sub-humans.
William was not sure exactly how to take this—what the emphasis on “you MBAs” was supposed to mean.
“We MBAs,” he shot back with an equal does of attitude and indignation, “this MBA,” his tone now softening, “this MBA,” his tone now completely softened, “would much rather his daughter was more bullish on him.”
“What do you mean?”
“Have dinner with me—tonight.” His heart was pounding and his hands trembling. He had never before been so brazen.
At first Elizabeth simply stared at him in disbelief. Everything about her screamed “no.” But before she could say the word, the door to her father’s office swung open and Mr. Covington came out to greet his only child. Seeing William, and delighted to find him with his daughter, he gave William a big hello. Then he ushered Elizabeth into his office.
As she walked away, her father’s arm lovingly placed around her shoulders, she turned to William with a coy smile and replied, finally, “Eight o’clock tonight,” and disappeared into the office.
“What was that about?” her father asked.
“I’m having dinner with William tonight.”
“Oh. William!?” was the best her father could muster as he tried desperately to stifle a smile of approval.
“We’ve seen each other a couple of times now,” she lied.
She reasoned to herself that it wasn’t really a lie. She had seen William a couple of times. Twice to be exact. Once at the restaurant on the day they met, and again just now. That’s two. And two makes a couple.
William was quite pleased with himself that he had so uncharacteristically dared to ask for the date, and totally surprised that she had accepted. Following a quiet and uneventful dinner, he was even more pleased by the night of gentle lovemaking they enjoyed—at least he enjoyed. He wasn’t so sure about Elizabeth.
The next morning, the smile on William’s face couldn’t have been more permanent had it been chiseled in granite. Nothing could wipe it from his face this day—that is until late that afternoon when the phone rang in the mailroom. It was Mr. Covington’s secretary,
“Mr. Covington wants to see you in his office first thing tomorrow morning.”
The smile disappeared.
How could he know? Surely Elizabeth didn’t go running to daddy to tell him one of his employees had screwed her the night before. He was sure that what he had done was a cataclysmic mistake and that it was about to cost him his job, and probably his prospects for another position—and his promising future with Covington Enterprises.
William began gathering up his personal belongings, what few of them he had brought or collected during his all too brief stay in the mailroom, and reconciled to the inevitable. He was going to be canned in the morning for screwing the boss’s daughter.
And all he could think of at this moment was, How did he find out? Elizabeth must have turned him in?
Chapter 8
It is after eight a.m. and Eve Gardiner is still being worked on in the operating room. The bullet had penetrated her brain. She has lost considerable blood. Her vital signs are slipping. Doctors frantically try to keep her alive, but none believes it will be possible.
Death comes quietly and painlessly. Eve never regains consciousness. She’s brain dead.
The attending nurse is exhausted, and furious. She notes on her records: Time of death at 8:06 a.m. Eve Gardiner. Age 27. Cause of death, gunshot to the head.
“Geez, what a waste. I’ll never get used to this,” she says to no one in particular.
An intern instructs another nurse to call the coroner.
“Not so fast,” a voice commands.
The cop Molly had driven into had brought them to the hospital. The young officer remained in the ER—on a prayer and sympathy vigil. He had gotten Eve’s handbag and identified her for doctors from the photo on her driver’s license in her wallet.
He motions for her to hold on that call and hands the license to the attending nurse.
“Look at this.”
The nurse looks at the license and stares down at Eve’s lifeless form and tells the dead woman, “Good girl.” And to everyone and no one in particular, she orders, “Keep life support on. Turn nothing off.” She then turns to the hospital orderly and instructs him to get all the ice he can find, “Pack her from head to toe.”
On that order the ER ignites into activity. No one needs to be told what’s going on.
Also inside Eve’s handbag, the officer finds an envelope containing her personal records. Eve made it a habit of always carrying these papers with her wherever she went because she had no family. No one else to take care of her or see to her wishes should something happen to her.
Her Peace Corps records showed no next of kin. There is no one to notify in case of emergency. She had taken care of her own affairs before she went to Africa. She left precise instructions about life and death matters: life support only when a useful, conscious life was realistically possible. Do not sustain her in a coma beyond reasonable medical certainty that recovery is a viable outcome. And, to the extent useful, she donates all of her organs to medical needs.
At twenty-seven and in otherwise good health, Eve Gardiner’s organs will be, without exception, a blessing to many someones.
The head nurse commands, “Get Dr. Masterson down here stat.”
She turns to the lifeless form of Eve Gardiner and with a smile of respect the nurse notes for the record, ‘She’s a certified organ donor.”
Then for her own homage to the late Eve Gardiner, she marvels, “This lady’s a spare parts supermarket.
Judy Franklin reaches for the phone to make a call, but before she can pick it up, it rings.
“Good morning, Fertility Clinic.”
The voice on the other end asks for Dr. Lancaster.
“Yes, Dr. Lancaster is here. Whom shall I say is calling?”
After a brief pause Judy calls to Richard, “Doc, it’s a Doctor Masterson. Says it’s urgent...”
Time is running out for Catherine.
At some point, no matter how much money she has, no matter how valuable a client she is, the sperm bank is going to want her to make a decision soon, purchase the goods, and move on. Today begins her third week of day and night “shopping” and she is close, but without a decision. She must act today and get back to her job, her career and her life.
So, what would daddy do? He would do something, she is certain. He is not a person to avoid making a decision. Short of life and death decisions, he always believed and preached that everything works out for the best. It has always been the way things worked for daddy.
Like the time he thought he’d been caught sleeping with the boss’s daughter and was about to be fired for it.
Young William was trembling as he was ushered into Mr. Covington’s office. The old man was seated behind a huge wooden desk and busied himself with a very legal looking document. The furniture was heavy and expensive. The view from the three sides of windows on the fifty-second floor was a pilot’s-eye perspective of the world below.
William was given sufficient time to absorb the enormity of his surroundings, a trick Mr. Covington had learned many years ago to intimidate his guests by his power and wealth without ever having to speak a word. Even as disheartened as he was, the lesson in the imagery of power was not lost on young William—a lesson that served him well his whole life.
After a few moments, Mr. Covington rose to greet William with a stern reproachful look. William could barely utter the words, “Good morning, Sir.”
Without so much as a nod of greeting, Mr. Covington got right to the point.
“William, I can no longer allow you to work in my mailroom.”
William was too crushed to allow his boss to go on without making a stab at a plea, as futile as that might be, before the words were too final to reverse. He jumped in, “But why, Sir… I love hhh...”
Had Covington not stopped William with the interruption, his whole life might have taken a far less wondrous turn.
“Because you’re overqualified for the job. And you are standing in the way of some less qualified but deserving young person in need of a break.”
William thought to himself, how many times has this cliché excuse been used, “You’re over qualified for the position…” to avoid the real truth. Why doesn’t he just come out and say what he really means—“You fucked my daughter and now I’m going to fuck you.”
Mr. Covington turned his back on William and stepped back behind his desk. He could not see the look of despair and near-tears on the young man’s face. “I have decided to move you into the commercial real estate department as an associate agent.”
Catherine loves her father. And why shouldn’t she? She’s always been the only child of a caring parent who showered her with unquestioned love. There was no competition. She has always been his single, dearest, truest love. She beams with pride when he tells his friends, or anyone who will listen, and always in front of her, how his greatest regret in life was that he didn’t have more children—more Catherines. She is his pride and joy, and he never hesitates to let her know it.
He is the only man she could ever or would ever love.
They are so much alike. She got all his good genes. He gave her the best of his qualities. Sure, she got her looks from her mother. But the rest came from her dad—his intelligence, his savvy, his ambition, his business sense and his cleverness. Not to mention his warmth and charm. She is his clone.
That idea always appealed to her because she would watch her father in full form and think how unique he is, how much she always wants to be like him. They are both Type A personalities wrapped tightly in a Type B package. The characteristics of Type A but the outward appearance of Type B to all but those who know them well. Dad angsts over every detail, and then calmly approaches the issue with deliberate focus. By the time he arrives at the table he has determined the objective, sized up the opposition, deliberated every angle, considered all options, perfected the strategy, and willed himself to distance himself emotionally, a poker face of indifferent tranquility, and finally to follow the pack right to where he wants them to go.
It was her father who had counseled her on the night before her big network audition. “Do what they least expect,” he told her, “then hammer them with it to close the deal. If they expected you to be perfect, be perfectly imperfect.”
That’s how she—they—came up with the idea of flubbing the weather report in her network audition and then recovering so nicely.
“For instance,” he told her, “they’re looking for flaws. It’s human nature. So show them flaws. Then while they’re gloating, turn it against them. They’ll be writing you off with each other while they politely let you finish. And just when they’ve all smugly settled that you’re a loser, you recover and finish grandly. Just like in business. Lure them in and snap the trap. They’ll never forget it.”
“Why couldn’t all men be like my Dad?” she wonders aloud.
So what would daddy do? She could ask him. But that didn’t feel quite right to her. What she was doing was probably not something her dad would understand. She had decided early on that she would tell him only as a fiat accompli—after she’s pregnant. He’d be so thrilled at the prospect of a grandchild, he’d completely ignore the circumstances. She is sure.
Still, she needs support—reassurance. She takes out her cellphone and dials the number from memory.
“Hi. It’s me. I think I’ve found a father for my child.”
A smile sweeps across her face as Bobbi Dane lets out a drugs-enhanced whoop of celebration.
“Go for it, girl,” Bobbi tells her in as clear a voice as she can muster. “And never look back.”
“Don’t you even want to know who?”
“Nope.” Bobbi quickly injects. “If he’s already dead, it doesn’t matter. No one else matters.”
Even in her drink and drug stupors, Bobbi was always perfectly clearheaded.
“Thanks,” she replies, with real sincerity, and hangs up.
Catherine takes one more look, peering into the eyes of the two remaining photographs as though looking for life and a response from either of them. “What would you do, daddy?” she asks herself aloud. It is the question that is her answer. Catherine lifts the intercom phone on the table, and speaks gently but decisively into the mouthpiece.
“I’m ready.”
Chapter 9
“I’m sorry, Catherine, he’s gone.”
That her father was ill was not a surprise. That he would die so suddenly, was. The Parkinson’s that had only just begun to ravage William Bates’s body never got the chance to kill him. They had known about his Parkinson’s for several years but the symptoms had been subtle, when they were present at all. In time, they knew, it would kill. But he had time. Many years yet, they thought.
The heart attack was not predictable. It was sudden, massive and instantly fatal. He had been attending an early morning merger conference of real estate moguls in his office and was doing nothing more strenuous than talking with potential deal makers. He uttered a final word, and slumped. The doctor assured Catherine that her father was dead before his head hit the table.
The news is devastating to Catherine. She had not even had a chance to say goodbye.
The scene in the operating room is a grisly one. Eve Gardiner’s body—or rather what’s left of it—remains on the table, a gruesome mess. She has been mutilated from head to thigh. Placed neatly around the table a line-up of small red and white thermos coolers. Masking tape labels identify the contents, each item packed in ice inside. Heart. Liver. Ovaries. Left Lung. Right Lung. Right Eye. Left Eye. Nothing has been wasted. The coolers await couriers to come and rush the vital organs to desperately ill and anxiously waiting recipients. Each cooler represents hope—hope of a vastly improved life, or even of life itself.
The heart is destined for a twenty-seven year old Virginia girl who will be dead by morning without this replacement. The corneas will give sight to a twelve year old boy in New Orleans, a music prodigy who has never seen a single note. The liver is destined for a popular governor, once thought to have national political potential, but who drank his way through a brilliant career which was suddenly terminated in his fifty-seventh year when the booze got the better of both his judgment and his liver. His prognosis is not promising, but his powerful colleagues have banded together to lobby fellow politicians and transplant officials to jump him ahead of thousands of others on the waiting lists to secure this one last chance at life for him. No one ever said the process was fair. It is just a process. His supporters argue that saving the life of the governor will send a positive message to people to select the option to be an organ donor before catastrophe strikes, after which it a usually too late. The widely-publicized success with the popular governor will recruit more donors, make more spare parts available and save many more lives than will be lost by jumping him over those who are equally desperate but less visible and perhaps condemning them to an earlier death.
Dr. Herbert Masterson is Florida General Hospital’s chief pathologist, and the man designated to guard the donor gates of this particular hospital. After his teams of specialists removed the vital organs, he is coming in for the cleanup, to remove what’s left for research and instructional use.
One by one, couriers come in, sign for their cargo, and take what they need. What is left on the table is a shell that once was the whole of Eve Gardiner. Surgical interns will come by shortly and sew her back up to a form that will generally resemble her former being. Not that Eve will care very much. It’s more a ritual for the living to convince themselves of the sanctity of the human body. Eve will be buried without ceremony in a public cemetery, a simple plaque to mark the site, without any notice of her past, her accomplishments, her generosity both before and after death, and the futures she has altered by her death.
Masterson, at forty-eight, has done far too many of these dismemberments. He is always respectful of what the body was, and carefully and neatly helps the interns sew up the body cavity to restore what dignity he can to the corpse. By this point, he’s dealing in meat, not people. That always seemed so callous to him, but over the years he came to realize that death is so permanent and unchanging, that no matter how he cares for the bodies, the end result is always the same. It is only for the living that you should do or act differently. And in the case of Eve Gardiner, there is no living around. This beautiful, caring, loving woman had been senselessly and brutally executed and no one with any personal knowledge of her is alive or present to care.
There is some civic outrage. People who see her picture on the television—the same picture taken from her driver’s license—react angrily to the news that this beautiful girl had been murdered for nothing more than making a wrong turn in a wrong neighborhood. The media, of course, help with the rage. Always eager to exploit tragedy for ratings, the media has glommed on to this story as the “story de jure”—just as they had with O.J. Simpson, Oral Sex in the Oval Office, the Death of Princess Diana, the Oklahoma City Federal Building Bombing, and so many others. They attach themselves like parasites to other’s grief, exploit it, sometimes even making non-news big news, and flog it with all they’ve got until another pseudo headline event like a brutal murder or sex scandal catches their eye and the public tires of the old one, and they move on to the next ratings book without ever looking back over their shoulder even once to see what they have wrought.
The photo from Eve’s license could just as easily be that of a serial killer. That’s how bad a representation of Eve it really is. But all the media needed to hear was white and blonde, and the adjective “beautiful” was automatically added. It seemed so easy and it gave the story that extra oomph. “Beautiful blonde murdered in black gang attack. The story at eleven.” “Blonde beauty.” It is hard to look at what is left of the butchered and filleted blonde on the table now and ever think “beautiful.”
Richard Lancaster arrives as Dr. Masterson is putting the finishing touches on his suturing of the cadaver. He sponges the body clean of dried blood and turns his attention to Richard.
“Young woman. Twenty-seven. Took a bullet to her brain. Never had a chance.”
“Who is she?” Richard asks as a casual aside with no particular interest or reason. The answer really won’t matter much to him. He didn’t know her and unlikely knew anyone she ever knew. But the question was asked, and Dr. Masterson will answer as part of the equally polite social conversation—and the importance of the question and answer will not be known to either of them for many years.
“One of those evacuated from Liberia. They thought it was too dangerous for her there! Anyway, she has no family. Been in the jungle for the last two years. In her wallet they found an organ donor card. So we’re takin’ the parts and whatta we discover?—she’s pregnant. A girl, ‘bout five months in. Musta gotten herself knocked up in the jungles. Long, lonely nights and all.”
Richard remembers his days in the jungles of Africa and for a moment his past and his present collide. But it is a fleeting collision before he brings himself back to the moment. There is little room in his driven life for nostalgia.
“And no one knows? No next-of-kin?”
“Appears not. That’s why I thought about you. You need some human eggs to complete your egg-freezing experiments, and I thought if you could. . .”
Richard jumps instantly, “It’s been done experimentally before.”
“Wouldn’t be ethical to take the girl’s eggs without her permission,” Masterson offers as an aside.
“But,” Lancaster interrupts, preempting Masterson’s line of thought before it goes too far and he changes his mind, “in this case, no next of kin, no family, nobody gets hurt. Herb, you’re a genius. Thank you.”
“Just your neighborhood parts is parts butcher. I’ll take one heart, one lung and a dozen eggs, please.”
Richard is overwhelmed. “This is the mother lode, Herb, no pun intended. There are potentially dozens, maybe thousands of viable, young eggs here to be harvested. This could be all I needed to finally make the breakthrough.”
His mind is spinning way ahead of Masterson’s. Lancaster is already mentally preparing for the arrival of this unexpected windfall.
As he muses about the possibilities, and the greatness his accomplishments will earn him, he has become oblivious to Masterson’s ongoing and self-serving moral rationalization.
“I’m normally against experimenting with eggs without the donor’s permission,” Masterson drones on. “But that’s clearly not possible here. And there doesn’t seem to be anyone to ask.”
“Too bad. This woman will never know what a contribution to science she is making.” Lancaster is eager to end this meeting now and get back to his lab. But he restrains himself, not wanting to offend him.
Masterson is finishing up. “That’s the last of it.” He gestures to the orderly that he can remove the body. Then he picks up the last of the red and white coolers, this one labeled ‘Ovaries’ and hands it to Richard.
“I’ve given you everything.”
Richard thanks him and returns directly to his lab. He has a long night—and several long weeks—ahead.
William Bates’s funeral is quiet and dignified, just the way he had lived. But it is also attended by hundreds of his admirers. Even though William Bates had lived the life of a mogul, and had taken his father-in-law’s fortune and business and managed it competently with adequate growth, he had done so without offense or anger to his business associates, whether partners or clients. He was well-respected, and in death he was appropriately honored.
Home alone following the funeral, Catherine sits quietly in her father’s study. As she caresses each item on his desk she remembers him: a jeweled letter opener her mother had given him for his fiftieth birthday that he used every day of his life after that; his laptop computer, which baffled him at first and then became one of his most treasured tools; a favorite teacup, (father was not a coffee drinker, but enjoyed his oversized cup of tea with honey every afternoon, winter or summer; his gold fountain pen, always his favorite writing instrument, handwriting personal letters with it even long after he had mastered the art of the computer.
William Bates was a natural lefty. But in his day, lefties were discouraged in schools. The school desks had been built for right-handed people only, so his teachers had forced him to write right-handed. As a result, his penmanship was not only meticulously slow, but each word looked like calligraphy. His letters, for which he was well-known among his friends, relatives and associates, were prized works of art.
Catherine idly opens the center desk drawer looking for she knows not what. She feels close to her father here and is somehow compelled to go on.
It is there, right on the top, she sees it—the envelope addressed to her in her father’s distinctive, familiar handwriting. She takes it out and holds it for a moment before she picks up her father’s letter opener and slides it carefully along the sealed flap, not wanting to disfigure the envelope any more than necessary.
She has a feeling she knows what is inside, and she is not disappointed. It is more than a last will and testament—it is a last word and instrument from a father who knew he was dying to a child he loved more than life.
She begins to read.
Chapter 10
Daddy would have liked her choice, Catherine tells herself. Her father was the eternal optimist, loved poets and poetry—often quoting Robert Frost: “Happiness makes up in height for what it lacks in length.” He could recite from memory just about every line Frost ever penned. It was with Frost on his lips—well, at least on his mind—that her father hand wrote the last lines of his otherwise computer generated last will and testament:
Unless I’m wrong
I but obey
The urge of a song:
I’m bound away!
And I may return
If dissatisfied
With what I learn
From having died.
Sitting before Roger Weeks, daddy’s long-time lawyer and friend, Catherine is hearing read to her the terms of his will. The letter she had found in his desk, addressed to her, prepared her for what she was about to learn about his will. Her father had entrusted a copy of the letter as well to Weeks with the firm conviction that everything contained in the letter would remain sealed and secret until opened, as per his instructions, upon his death. Sadly, for Catherine, that event had come much sooner than she had ever expected and with a suddenness that left no time for any emotional preparations.
The letter began with his reassurances that she would never want for anything money could buy. The company was in good hands. Elizabeth was well provided for and she was the sole inheritor of everything he did not leave to charity or endowments—which were substantial. He was a generous man, but he was also a caring father. He knew that Catherine had no head for business, nor any inclination, as well. Leaving her vast sums to manage would place a burden on her that was unnecessary and unfair. He wanted her to be secure and comfortable for life without the stress or burdens of immense wealth.
Catherine actually respected this, and had agreed. Most of what Catherine was hearing now was not new to her. She and her father had discussed in detail all of the elements and beneficiaries of his will. She not only approved of her father’s decisions to do good, she had actually helped and encouraged him.
But for reasons she could only speculate on, her father chose not to allow her to ever see the final document. She was confident of most of the contents—but only most. There were obviously things he did not want her to see until it was necessary. For that reason he entrusted his last will and testament to the safekeeping of his attorney Roger Weeks and no one else. Weeks knew everything contained in the letter and the will, and that enabled him to show the proper compassion and understanding as he revealed to Catherine the secrets of her life and her father’s that had been denied her until now.
“The will goes on.” Roger Weeks continued. “At the top of the list is the Robert Bates Pediatric Hospital. He is giving the lion’s share of his money to establish a medical institution that will have the wherewithal to become second to none.”
“The what?” Catherine hears her words before she even knows she has spoken them
The bequest did not surprise her. Catherine and her father had often spoken about his interest in building such a hospital. He had even expressed his hopes that she would oversee this project and maybe even sit on the hospital board. This had always pleased her because she felt that this was really her father’s enduring memorial to her—to the boundless love he had for her. She was never left to doubt that she had always been the most important person or thing in his life.
“Who is Robert Bates?” she asked.
Weeks had anticipated this question and felt duty bound not to answer. William Bates had chosen the words he wanted spoken to his beloved Catherine to answer that question and had instructed Weeks in precise language just how he should proceed.
“You shall learn in due time.”
Behind the closed doors of his secret lab, Richard is beginning the long and tedious process of coaxing as many eggs as he can from Eve’s body parts that Masterson provided him. The work is microscopic. There are potentially millions—literally. If he can retrieve even a few, he can proceed with his experiments into the last remaining frontier of fertility, stopping a woman’s biological clock forever.
As he works, Richard is distracted by the appearance of himself on television. He is frequently invited as a guest expert on various television programs, but he never gets tired of watching himself. The live quality of the taped interview produces a slightly surreal experience. There he is ostensibly live on camera in a studio being interviewed at the very same moment he is working in his lab. It would appear that he really can be in two places at the same time.
It is pure coincidence that the Discovery Science Channel chose today, right now, to air this particular interview which he had done several days ago. It is uncanny timing. Perhaps prophetic—he hopes.
“Researchers have been close for years to replicating the egg freezing procedure,” the seemingly well-informed reporter appears to inform Richard of the very information Richard had just given the reporter moments ago during the pre-interview before the cameras rolled, “that would enable women to have their eggs extracted while they are young and frozen until they are ready for them, at any age, and then dependably thawed for fertilization.”
“Dependably being the operative word.” he hears himself interject.
“And why is all this necessary?” the reporter continues, dismissing the interruption.
“Because, you dimwit…” he begins to answer—only to be interrupted by his television self answering in the pre-recorded interview.
“All this is necessary because a woman is born with all of the eggs she will ever have, more than a million of them. A woman’s eggs age with her. Younger eggs produce more viable pregnancies and healthier babies. With egg freezing, a woman will be able to freeze her eggs when she is still young, optimally in her early twenties, build her career, find a husband and come back when she is forty, fifty or older, even into her sixties should she still have the energy and inclination to raise children, and start a family with her own biological children. And best of all, those eggs that she will use when she is ready to become a forty-five or fifty year old mother will still be just twenty years old, frozen in time.”
“And much of what has taken science so long to perfect this technique has been the unavailability of test eggs? the reporter asks. He had listened well and knows the right questions
“That’s correct,” the television self responds, “There are not enough donor eggs to meet the demand of infertile women, so every viable egg used for research means one fewer egg for use by a needy woman desperate for a child.”
“And egg donors are even more reluctant than organ donors. Is that what you’ve found, Dr. Lancaster?”“Well,” his television self hesitates in his answer.
Richard stares at the TV and tries to warn his television self, “I hope Ellen isn’t watching this,” even though he had told her days ago that he was going to be on.
“Well,” his television self goes on, “the product of a woman’s egg, no matter whose sperm impregnates the egg, or what woman or surrogate carries the fetus to term, the child of that union is biologically, physically, genetically, and often emotionally, the child of that donor woman in every respect.”
This is what goes through Ellen Lancaster’s mind, as well, every time Richard suggests a donor egg fertilized with his sperm and carried by her to produce their child. And watching her husband on television she believes that he has just affirmed her concerns. In her mind such a child can never be theirs. Yes, she may carry and give birth—life—to the child. But genetically the child has no biological connection to her. In Ellen’s mind, the child’s biological mother would have far greater claim to the love and affection of the child than she would. Because that’s how she would see herself, someone who simply provided a womb to the fetus. Ellen puts a lot of stock in love and nurturing, but even more in genetics and biology.
Richard will be lucky to recover even a few to a few dozen of the millions of eggs available. But that is more than he could ever have hoped for. He is used to working with one and two at a time.
The challenge seems simple enough. Extract the eggs and freeze them. Come back several days or weeks later and thaw some and attempt to create a viable embryo. If his process is successful, if he is able to replicate the success time and again with an almost one hundred percent success rate, using a proprietary process he designed and developed, Richard will be the first person to effectively stop the biological clock. Women would no longer face barrenness because they delayed having children for careers or even late marriages.
Success will likely bring with it a Nobel Prize for Medicine awarded to Dr. Richard Lancaster: the first person to stop—smash—the biological clock that has been ticking against women since the beginning of time. And the financial rewards, like the recognition and fame, would also be considerable.
The process is a slow, time consuming one. It will take weeks, perhaps months before he knows for certain whether his experiments are successful. First, he infuses an artificial follicle-stimulating hormone, similar to that produced by a woman’s pituitary gland which stimulates the growth of eggs in the ovaries. Each month several of the small egg-containing follicles—cavities—develop in the ovary of an ovulating woman. Each cavity contains a single immature egg. Ovulation occurs when one or more of the follicles ruptures and releases an egg. Richard must cause this to happen with Eve’s tissues. First he will attempt to stimulate the follicles to rupture and produce an egg. Then he will capture the eggs for use in his experiments.
He experiments with different timings, between adding the cumulus cell to an egg and activating the egg, making it start to divide with its cumulus cell genes. If he waits four hours instead of two hours, it doesn't work. He tries numerous protocols. It’s hit and miss, but finally he has enough raw materials to be able to make mistakes and still have enough left to make progress.
Under the microscope, he gently lifts one egg after another. He knows time is of the essence. These tissues will die quickly if not treated, recovered and frozen immediately.
His concentration is interrupted by the loud buzz of his private intercom. It’s his secretary, Ruth Iaia.
“Mrs. Lancaster’s on the line.”
He stops to talk to Ellen. Her timing could not be worse, and she does not share his enthusiasm.
Richard begs her, “Look, honey. This is really a big, big moment. This is for both of us.”
Ellen Lancaster is sitting alone in their opulent living room. Next to her are her favorite photographs: Richard and Ellen as king and queen of their high school prom; Richard and Ellen as college sweethearts; Richard and Ellen in the Peace Corp in Africa. At the moment she cannot imagine anything short of having her husband at home and in bed next to her that could be an act or event that is for “both” of them.
“This is for you, Dick, but that’s okay. I’m all for you. It’s just so hard to see so many others leave your clinic so happy and here I am, my biological clock ticking faster and faster. I can’t do this alone.”
Richard is impatient to return to his experiments. He also knows that impatience with Ellen right now could be very costly to their relationship. So he struggles to calm and control himself—wills himself patience—using the same muscles he uses when he struggles to control the microscopic manipulations of the egg retrieval.
“You know, I can help you, too. But . . .”
Ellen is crying now. “Not that again, please. I know. I know. I wish I could. A donor egg is not me. I want our baby, Richard, not some other woman’s. And a woman who will always be out there just waiting to come and snatch her baby from me.”
“And you will, I promise. But I just can’t leave right now.”
“The egg freezing again?” Ellen jabs with a tone just short of derision.
Richard’s tone implores her, “Yes. And I’m close. Closer than ever.”
“And we’re further apart than ever. I want my baby or my husband. I will not be alone any more.”
“Ellen, I just cannot leave right now.”
“Richard, this is our baby we’re talking about. This is our future.”
Richard continues to work as he tries to reason with his wife.
“I know this is hard for you to understand, but you’ll have other months. I have only a few days.”
“I think we have even less. Good-bye Richard.”
Richard drops the phone without missing a beat. Ellen’s upset, but she’s been upset before, and if this works, she will be the wife of the most famous fertility specialist in the world. She will bask in his glory and the night of one missed opportunity will fade quickly. There will be many more opportunities to make a baby—their baby.
And besides, he’s the expert. She just won’t accept the truth. So why should he give up everything he wants to humor her fantasies? He knows that Ellen can never conceive their baby.
Judy Franklin sticks her head in the door, but doesn’t dare cross the threshold. She’s been warned enough times not to make that mistake again. She may be his most trusted assistant, but even Judy is not trusted enough to be welcomed without permission inside his private inner sanctum while he’s working.
“You still here, Doc? Been a long day.”
“Sure has. But a good one. I’m almost through. Then I’m going home, too. Did you reach the Stewarts?
“Yup. They’ll be here at seven, sharp.”
“Great. See you then.”
Judy is curious, as always. But she treads carefully. “Anything I can do for you here? What’re ya working on?”
“Nothing. Nothing you can do. It’s just something I’ve been mulling for a long time.”
“OK. Fine. Mull away. Don’t forget to leave some notes so we can update the computers tomorrow. Wouldn’t want to mix up any of those samples, now would we. If the Abdullahs get the Schwartzstein’s eggs, we’ll all be living in the witness protection program.”
Richard’s concentration is already focused back on the reproductive body parts spread out on his laboratory table.
“Yeah. OK. Goodnight.”
Ellen cries herself out at home and is distracted from her hurt and anger by the picture of the attractive young woman on the TV screen. The news is now local and the news reader is talking about Eve.
“...she escaped the Liberian civil war, but couldn’t escape from the worst social plague we face in this country. The full resources of the Miami police department are being marshaled to find the gang member who shot her in the early morning hours when she and her female companion, another of those rescued from Africa, took a wrong turn while driving to their motel through one of Miami’s worst sections.”
It is nearly midnight by the time Richard arrives home. He’s right about Ellen. As angry as she gets, she still loves him and cannot overcome her natural instincts to play housewife. He arrives to find her waiting for him in the kitchen, preparing his dinner while she watches a late night special report on the Liberian civil war.
The host of the special is concluding an interview with a White House foreign affairs advisor.
“So we don’t know if it’s over. These attacks on Americans could happen again?”
“That’s true.”
Richard enters tentatively, but Ellen’s attention is focused elsewhere for the moment.
“Those poor people. So many died. Trapped in that inferno by a senseless revolution.”
“Sad,” he agrees.
He pokes around the kitchen while Ellen concentrates on the TV. He pours himself a glass of wine and tries to break some of the tension he seems to sense.
“Herb Masterson worked on one of the young women they rescued. The revolution was less dangerous for her than Miami. Homeboys stopped her rental car and killed her just hours after she landed.”
“Yeah, I’ve been hearing about it all day. Really sad. Did Herb know her?”
“No. He was the attending after she died.” Richard does not want to go into more detail right now. “What’s for dinner?”
Ellen doesn’t miss a beat. “Scrambled eggs!” She’s getting over it, but she doesn’t forget.
“Ouch. I’m really sorry I’m so late. But better late than never. Wanna try now?”
“Hey, why not. Half the fun is trying.” The edge in her voice is less sharp, so he feigns the hurt of a damaged male ego.
“Just half?”
Ellen’s edge is back. “Don’t give up your day job.”
Arm in arm, they head off to the bedroom. Richard will perform on demand, even though he may just as well be shooting blanks.
Study it and you catch it. That’s what happens in medical schools to nearly every student, and Richard was not unlike everyone else. Each new symptom, each new disease, every new medical emergency he studied—he caught.
He suffered three days of a heart attack when they studied symptoms and warning signs of a heart attack. His left arm ached; his chest was heavy; he was short of breath; and he was perfectly healthy. The symptoms passed, as did the heart attack, with no apparent residual effect.
The effects of his Parkinson’s disease were more pronounced and longer lasting. His right hand shook for a week. He wasn’t cured until he discovered that he had asthma—every possible manifestation of the malady.
That’s what it’s like in medical school. Students begin to imagine they are suffering from every symptom they are introduced to. It’s disease-of-the-week caught by academic osmosis and cured by symptom transference—transferring a new symptom to supplant the old. If you’re asymptomatic, you’re simply not paying attention or not studying hard enough.
This went on year-after-year through medical school. If the disease of the day was gender specific, he diagnosed it in Ellen.
Ellen and Richard first met as high school freshmen, during orientation week in fact, and from that time forward they were never separated. He was an excellent student, if not the most popular. Most people found his air of superiority a bit off-putting. But he was not disliked, he was simply tolerated.
Ellen on the other hand was an outgoing, gregarious, cheerful young woman. She had found something in Richard that drew her to him like a magnet. That something probably was that very same air of self-confidence, superiority, ambition and quest for greatness. She found this a sign of maturity not evident in her other would-be suitors.
When it came time to choose a prom king and queen, there was essentially no competition. Ellen was by far the popular choice. She was not only the prettiest girl in school, she was liked by everyone, and had been enjoying the only wire-to-wire relationship with a young man in their class. And even though Richard might not have gotten the votes on his own, everyone knew that to elect Ellen prom queen meant electing Richard king by default. And so they did.
Richard saw this as a sign that he was destined for success. Others saw it as testimony to his mediocrity. And that bothered him more than anything. It convinced him that if he was to be anybody he had to be somebody. If he was to achieve anything, he had to achieve greatness. If he was to prove himself to his friends and classmates, he must prove himself to the world. His achievements could not be simply modest ones. He was determined that when he returned for his reunion in ten or twenty years after graduation, he would do so as a star on the world stage, in whatever field he chooses to pursue. He fantasized about being heralded as the most distinguished and accomplished graduate of his class. He saw himself standing before all those who had mocked him, accepting their applause. Sweet consolation for the lack of approbation accorded him while he was in school.
Being prom king was okay. It was not indelible, but it was real for the moment. Maybe it was Ellen who put him over the top, but it was also destiny. It was his destiny to be great, and this was just one example of how he would never allow reality to get in the way of destiny to achieve his goals.
In accepting his role as prom king, Richard was less than magnanimous—even as it had occurred to him that he had won by a landslide on Ellen’s coattails. He told the prom selection committee that while he was flattered to be recognized as prom king, it’s not a title he aspired to. He really would have preferred to have been named prom god—a Greek god, an Adonis. And Ellen his goddess. His Aphrodite. He attempted to feign humility through humor, but the humor was lost on his listeners. Probably because the humor was more honest than humble.
Ellen begged him not to repeat that “I-want-to-be-a-god” line at the prom, but it was too much of a challenge for him. He took king for granted, and always needed more. When he addressed the class on prom night, his “goddess” Ellen by his side, Richard thanked his classmates for the honor and chided them for not elevating him, as he deserved, to prom god. For wasn’t he consort to the goddess Ellen? And did he not look divine enough in his tux? His classmates booed and hissed him, part in jest, and part in contempt. It was hard to tell which was which. Ellen was grateful for the ambiguity of the response because when Richard’s paranoia kicked in the next day, and she had to explain to him what had happened, she was able to lie convincingly that they were playful boos.
Richard knew from the time he was a freshman in college that he was going to medical school. In fact, he knew several things about himself that defined him. He was going to be a doctor, he was going to be famous, he was going to make an indelible mark in the world, he was going to be remembered as a great man, he was going to marry a beautiful woman, and he was going to let nothing get in his way.
Richard was a man on a mission. He sought, craved, and coveted fame, the kind of recognition that made Abraham Lincoln, Jonas Salk, Louis Pasteur, and John Kennedy—yes, even Jesus Christ—household names. He would someday see Richard Lancaster among the most illustrious of the generations. He never doubted himself for a second.
Richard and Ellen married during his second year of medical school. She was working as a teacher to support them.
Richard enjoyed a robust if not exuberant sex life with Ellen. They managed to find each other awake and in bed, and not totally exhausted, about once a week. Their love-making was passionate but tame. And satisfying for both. They truly loved one another and their act of love-making was as much an emotional joining as a physical one—the climax of their love as well as their libido. Neither was frustrated by the infrequency, if one considers once or twice a week as infrequent.
They were devoutly monogamous. Richard fantasized about other women no more or less than the average hormonally charged twentysomething male. He was enthralled with the finer examples of the young, firm female form that paraded before him daily on the school campus. But he was never tempted to act on his impulses. He was more than content with Ellen, and loved her deeply.
When his medical training was sufficient to qualify him, Richard began working in a clinic. It was here that his interest in fertility medicine first began. He decided to make it his specialty for no better reason than he saw an opportunity to practice a form of medicine that healed patients in a way that no other treatment could. It did not save life—it gave life. It created life.
At the same time he saw parts of the world where fertility and reproduction destroyed life. Uncontrolled, rampant over population was a global problem. And it was just the global problem that Richard saw as his ticket to everlasting glory. If he could help bring restraint and reason, to restrict the endless cycle of more and more babies where there is less and less food, he could ease suffering and death for millions and millions of poor souls. As he saw it, this was a divine mission, and the mission of a just and righteous man.
And so fertility became his professional specialty.
He knew the basics about the reproductive process. He understood pregnancy, the process of human gestation that takes place in the female's body as a fetus develops, from fertilization to birth.
Now, he must learn what drives the physical person and how the emotional, lustful feelings are transmutated into the physical. First he worked to understand the woman, unabashedly questioning Ellen about every aspect of her sexuality and physiology.
He understood the general physiology of the male—himself—erection, ejaculation, impotency. But now he needed to know the specifics, the causes and effects of abnormalities, so he could fix them. He began to study about biological clocks and desire and genetics and sperm and sperm count and modality and fertilization and whys—always the whys.
One night Richard conscripted Ellen into his quest for knowledge. He sat her down on the bed and stood naked before her. This was not to be sex. This was science. Richard instructed Ellen to help him achieve an erection.
As young high schoolers just beginning to explore the secrets of sex, Ellen had often performed this act on Richard. The consummate act of actual intercourse was still several months off for these two curious young people. But with their hormones racing violently through their bodies, relief of some sort was imperative. At first, Richard would gently finger Ellen, reaching his hand up her dress and fondling her until she writhed with ecstasy. Ellen would respond by slowly inching her hand inside his unzipped trousers until she found his penis, rising uncontrollably to meet her searching palm. Ellen then took him in her hand and slowly, gently, caressed, rubbed and jerked him until he exploded in messy delight. They were just kids.
Now, just as he had with every other symptom or disease he had studied, Richard’s studies became personal—about himself. He had long gotten over fearing death from imagined symptoms from every possible cause. But understanding himself was a key to his studies. He needed to see first hand, no pun intended, what happened to him when he was aroused. What they had done, what happened to them as high schoolers was always done beneath a veil of layers of clothing. Tonight he wanted to watch—watch himself—to understand the physiology of it all.
It was all very clinical. And strangely, it was no less clinical for Ellen. Richard asked her to place her hand on his scrotum and massage him until he was erect. Ellen did as he asked without emotion or reluctance. As she scratched and massaged him, his penis responded impulsively, reflexively, involuntarily. Richard stared at himself in wonder. He had never watched so closely what his body had been doing so many times before. His mind was sending signals he could not control. The feel of Ellen’s fingers, however clinical she intended, stimulated him. Her hand sent signals to his brain then returned them to his penis, and his brain commanded him an erection.
Ellen too had never studied the erection close-up. The rising had an opposite effect on her. She stared as intently and as curiously as did Richard, but her reactions were even more clinical. She did not become aroused. Only curious. It was as if she was having an out of body experience, or watching someone else. She felt nothing more than she felt as she smeared suntan lotion on Richard’s back during their vacation cruise to the Caribbean between semesters last year.
Richard however was torn between clinical detachment and delirious delight. Once fully erect, stiffened and throbbing, he instructed Ellen to ejaculate him. This was a clinical experiment and as pompous as it sounded, that’s exactly what he gave—instructions, “Now ejaculate me, please.”
Ellen stifled a laugh and complied. She gently rubbed the underbelly of his penis with the palm of her one hand and tickled it with the fingertips of her other hand. Then she wrapped her fingers fully around his hardened stem and began to push and pull him, back and forth, back and forth, slowly at first, then as she felt him throbbing in her hand she began to rock faster and faster. Richard never took his eyes off his penis. This was an experiment and he took it all very seriously. But as serious as he willed himself to remain alert, his brain was not always listening. He could feel the rush coming from deep inside of him until suddenly, with a great burst, like a geyser from the ground, Richard exploded all over Ellen’s colorful dress.
Ellen just sat there waiting for instructions. When she looked up, his eyes were nearly closed and he was struggling to keep them open so he could report back to himself on what he had seen at the time he was feeling it. At the moment of climax, try as he might, all of his willpower, all of his interest in science, all of his good intentions, were overruled by his dick. But he had seen and learned what he wanted to know.
Richard waited three days before taking the next step in his quest for knowledge. Working alone one evening at the school’s lab, he took a sterile, wide-mouth glass container, sterilized it, and then proceeded to masturbate into the cup. He immediately examined the discharge, first measuring the contents: three point six milliliters. Low volume is indicative of a duct blockage or prostate problem. Then he examined the liquid under a microscope for semen count and modality—looking for velocity and angularity. He waited the prescribed 20 to 25 minutes to observe coagulation. If his semen is normal, it should be an opalescent coagulum that liquefies about 20 minutes after ejaculation. Failure to liquefy is indication of an abnormality. In short, profound abnormalities are associated with poor fertilizing capacity.
Richard stared intently at the sample under the microscope. He fed the sample into the computers and the results are confirmed. His sperm count was low and their modality was weak. His sperm were slow and lethargic and unlikely to be the type of strong swimmers they must be to reach, penetrate and fertilize an egg.
The test was instructive, but he suspects he did not wait long enough to run the test. It had been only three days since Ellen had performed the erection test on him, hardly enough time for his sperm to recover, rejuvenate and reproduce. He would have to run the test again in a week or so. And in the meantime he would have to abstain from having sex. He’ll handle Ellen.
For the next week, Richard suffered from “scholastic headaches.” He was too overworked, had too much studying, and was too far behind to consider sex. At least that’s what he told Ellen. He always had an excuse ready to delay sex.
One week later, Richard was back in the lab. Once again he sterilized the cup and masturbated into it. Once again he tested his semen. And once again the results were the same. His sperm count was low and his sperm were lethargic. It was unlikely that he could ever father children without assistance. He repeated the test on himself three more times over the ensuing year, but the results were always the same. If he was not shooting blanks, he was certainly shooting mostly duds.
The humiliation of exposure, even to Ellen, would be more than he could endure. This was a challenge to his manhood. Later on he would rationalize to his similarly-afflicted patients that this is nothing to be ashamed of. He would cite statistics that fifty percent of all fertility problems are with the man. But he never once revealed his own condition to his patients. It was easy to tell them to be calm; none of them was a god. Gods don’t have fertility problems. That didn’t mean he couldn’t father children. It just meant that it was unlikely that he could father children in the traditional way without some modern medical miracle assistance. He now had a mission, a fertility mission, to help others—and to help himself.
Pretty soon he was looking towards Africa, to the population explosion that was crippling a continent, bankrupting nations, enslaving generations, destroying families, killing millions. When he first suggested the Peace Corp as their next step, Ellen could not believe what she was hearing. She had long ago given up on Richard’s altruistic side. She did not think any less of him for his ambition. In fact, she respected it. But she was genuinely altruistic and embraced his Peace Corp suggestion with such intensity that even if Richard had wanted time to think it through more, she had taken it as a decision on his part and set it in motion with little likelihood of aborting their mission. She could teach where the students weren’t spoiled brats and underachievers. And Richard could make a difference in some real lives and hopefully grow into a more compassionate human being. In short, she loved the idea.
Ellen did not even mind putting her own family on hold. She could have children anytime. She wanted children; she wanted a house full of children. She loved children, loved teaching, even if she didn’t always love the children she was teaching. But she was still young. Her biological clock had many more ticks on it before it would begin to wear down. She and Richard had been careful, always using protection, even from the first time, never wanting a mistake to sidetrack their goals. She knew she would have her own children some day, but if Africa and the Peace Corp were in their futures, two years more wouldn’t make much difference. She’d still be in her twenties when they got back, richer for the experience, and more ready than ever to start a family.
Chapter 11
Doctor Tad Lewis is coming off thirty-six hours of straight duty. He’ll be glad when his residency is over in a few months. This has been a killer. He’s hardly had a full day off in nearly five months, since coming back from Africa. He loves Africa, and so he considered that a rest, even though he spent nearly every waking hour working at the free clinic deep in the jungle that he and several others of his contemporaries had been instrumental in organizing.
Of course, it was also an excuse to spend a few days—and nights—with Eve. He had planned to pop the question on the last trip, but it was just not a romantically conducive setting. Several isolated Ebola cases had greeted his arrival, and what with all the precautions that needed to be taken against further spread of the disease, the panic of the uninfected and the treating of the possibly infected, plus the general treatment of the aged, and inoculating the children, those nights with Eve were just barely romantic, and preceded by only minutes fatigue, collapse and sleep. So popping the question would wait for his next visit.
Besides, he didn’t even have a chance to shop for a ring. So asking Eve to marry him could wait. Besides, he had no doubts what her answer would be. He loved her, she knew it. She loved him—he was relatively certain. Her Peace Corp assignment was ending just about the same time his hospital residency was over. That would be a better time for both the proposal and a wedding.
Tad and Eve first met at the jungle clinic shortly after she began her Peace Corp assignment. Eve ran a less sophisticated version of a clinic, dispensing more information and less medicine. As a physician’s assistant, Eve knew enough about medicine to save a life or treat a cough, but she was more adept at preventive medicine. She ran daily classes on AIDS prevention and birth control. Here, the state of art was condoms. And that’s how she and Tad came to meet.
One of Eve’s young “students” was trying a condom for the first time. The whole concept seemed alien to him, but he understood the principles, as described so many times by Eve. Stop the seminal transfer and you prevent the pregnancy. The prevention of disease was to have been lesson two, but this particular patient had no patience. He took the condom from the wrapper and unrolled just enough to cover the head of his penis.
Seems this well endowed young man was in a bit of a hurry and managed to jam his latex tipped battering ram with enough vigor to carry the teetering condom with him. Trouble was, when he removed his battering ram, it was no longer latex covered. The condom, which had been barely unrolled was lodged deep inside the woman.
Eve was not equipped with instruments or even the necessary training to treat the woman, so she rushed her to Dr. Lewis’s just opened clinic.
It is nearly midnight when he finally arrives back at his apartment. He feels like he has been living in a submarine for the last three days, isolated from the world, living on vending machine foods, and grabbing shut-eye every moment he is away from his patients. If Martians had landed on Earth he wouldn’t know it unless they came to the hospital for treatment. He did, however, learn about the evacuation from Liberia when he caught a glimpse of the news on a patient’s television. All he knew was that everyone got out safely, so that was enough for him.
Finally home, he almost instinctively turns on the non-stop cable news, but he mutes the sound so he can listen to his phone messages first. He’s been calling his answering machine every chance he’s had since he first heard about the evacuation. He checks the machine this time. It’s working. There’s a solicitation from the Washington Post offering him a three months free trial subscription; a travel agent wants him to know “he’s won” and the prize is a free trip if he’ll just call 1-800…zipppp. Tad hits the fast forward as he curses telemarketers. There’s also a message from his auto mechanic letting him know his car has been serviced and is ready. But there’s no word from Eve. Where is she? Why hasn’t he heard from her?
“Eve Gardiner. G-A-R-D-I-N-E-R. She’s been in Liberia about 20 months. She musta been one of those evacuated yesterday.”
Tad is on the phone with the State Department crisis desk at Foggy Bottom in Washington.
“No. I’m not family. We were to be married. Well, we planned to marry someday. Look, I’m sure if she was all right, she’d have called me by now.”
The crisis desk is clearly not being helpful. The desk is for next-of-kin information. But their records indicate that Eve Gardiner had no next-of-kin and it is not their job or policy to break the news to friends and acquaintances.
“Well, if the State Department can’t help, who can?”
Tad hangs up and dials Miami information.
But his call to the Miami hospital is interrupted when he sees the picture of Eve on the late news special on television. He grabs the remote and raises the volume just in time to hear “....killed just a few hours after being evacuated from Liberia.”
Tad catches the first flight in the morning for Miami and is waiting for Herb Masterson when he arrives at the hospital. Tad is somber, but under control. He is not crying and displays an almost clinical lack of emotion. Dr. Masterson is uncomfortable with the confrontation. He feels guilty now. He cannot forget what he did to this young man’s fiancée. He can still see the empty cavities of her chest and abdomen. But he did not know a Tad Lewis existed until he received his middle-of-the-night phone call pleading for information.
“I’m sorry, Dr. Lewis. We didn’t know to call you. Her Peace Corps records indicated no next of kin. There was no one to notify.”
Tad is surprisingly understanding.
“Her parents are dead. She was an only child. There are no other relatives,” Tad explains with a bit of sadness.
“Her driver’s license registered her as an organ donor. So. . .”
Tad can sense Masterson’s somewhat defensive explanation. It is not something Tad had wished to provoke, and moves quickly to put Masterson’s mind at ease.
“I’m sure that Eve would be pleased to know that so much of her lives on and is doing so much good for others.”
Masterson is considerably relieved. This is sad, but it’s not going to be ugly. He attempts to comfort Tad.
“Eve has left a legacy. Part of her will live on for years.”
“Ironic isn’t it?” The question seems to presume that Masterson knows exactly what he’s talking about.
“What’s ironic?”
“The plague. Eve thought that she may have been exposed to an Ebola strain while in Africa. She traveled a lot, you know. She was a physician’s assistant and treated every disease in every village. She thought it ironic that she’d likely never be allowed to even give blood again as a result.”
Dr. Masterson is surprised by the Ebola revelation but is not overly concerned. Organ donors are routinely tested for everything from A to Z. If Eve was a carrier of anything, it would have showed up in their extensive tests.
“We tested her for everything.”
Tad tells Masterson that his specialty is tropical and exotic diseases, so he understands the risks.
“Clearly her immune system dealt with anything she may have been exposed to.”
“But we’ll re-test all the organ recipients just in case,” Masterson reassures him.
Tad thanks Dr. Masterson for his care and concern for Eve. He will make arrangements to have her body buried.
Masterson wants very much to tell him about his daughter. But what good would that do. It would open a whole can of worms for both of them. Tad’s grief would be doubled and might lead to some difficult questions for Masterson to answer. He could not see an upside to honesty, other than for his own conscience. He suppresses the urge and walks Tad Lewis to the door and gives him a compassionate send off.
“I’m very sorry for your loss, Dr. Lewis.”
He has dodged a bullet. He does not feel good about it. But he does feel relieved.
More important, though, is what to do about the Ebola news. There are half a dozen patients out there who have been given parts from Eve. If she was a carrier, there is a risk of infection that their tests could easily have overlooked. The Ebola virus certainly is not one of the diseases the lab routinely looks for when testing the organs of a donor. On the other hand, the likelihood of anything being wrong with the organ recipients is highly improbable. Ebola is a fast acting virus that manifests itself in a matter of days. There was not the slightest indication in Eve and he is certain that her immune system caught and corrected any Ebola she may have been exposed to quickly and efficiently.
Besides, Ebola is a rare disease. Widespread strikes occur only once in every decade or two. It’s been in remission for many years and there have been only a handful of confirmed cases in the last several years. So even if she had been exposed to the last district where Ebola had been reported years earlier, it is a giant leap to assume she was infected. Even Tad Lewis, who specializes in exotic diseases, did not seem to question that assumption.
Just in case. Herb Masterson makes a mental note to notify all of the doctors of the patients who received transplants from Eve. And with the final act of closure, Masterson puts Eve Gardiner behind him and moves on to his next patient.
Chapter 12
Within days of receiving Eve Gardiner’s body parts, Richard had been able to mature and extract a few eggs, one at a time. But they were few and far between. He coded them “YONI”—his own private joke. Yoni is the worship of the power of the female consort to a God. It also represents the vulva, the covering of the womb, the external genital organs of a woman.
With the early harvests he had eagerly begun his experiments. These involved freezing the harvested eggs for a brief period of time, usually just a few days, then thawing them and fertilizing the eggs using In Vitro Fertilization, or IVF. These early tests had been promising. Richard documented in his computer files every aspect of these experiments, YONI E-1 (Experiment One) to YONI E-6, with overly detailed and copious notes. He was building a record to validate his research and provide evidence for his claims when he writes them up for the medical journals.
His journals also reflected his excitement and enthusiasm. Mingled with the medical jargon and tracking numbers were less scientific personal notations. Some of it detailed his sense of accomplishment; some of it his inflating ego. In one entry he describes his excitement “at seeing life begin” as he documents his first successful attempt at fertilizing a once-frozen egg. He wonders on the pages how he will feel when he destroys this nascent life, suggesting some familial or human link to the experiment’s by-product. Then in the next entry, he displays his growing sense of self-importance. After his first successful attempt Richard wrote excitedly in his computer journal, “YONI-E4. I have created a life. What I have done is nothing short of a miracle.” But he went on to denigrate later successes, describing one as “nothing more than a scientific experiment unworthy of any emotional investment.” In another entry he wrote, “It is simply a clump of cells, a far cry from a human being.” And in yet another he described the result as, “a by-product of a scientific experiment that was created without love or procreational intent.” His own entries repeatedly contradict himself, or reveal the inner conflict he had to resolve somehow for himself: Had he created a life or simply conducted an experiment? Clearly, though, Richard was struggling with the question every time he fertilized an egg and then destroyed it.
Either way, the initial harvests were just a small beginning. Only six eggs were harvested. He needed many more results before he could make any claims of success.
It is just past six in the morning when Richard arrives at his deserted lab at the clinic. He does his best and most secretive work in the hours just before Judy Franklin and the others arrive to begin their days.
Four weeks after first being treated, the tissues from Eve Gardiner’s remains are still alive. Richard discovers that many of the follicles are not only still alive, many are still actually developing into a mature state. It’s a real bonanza.
Soon he hopes he’ll have dozens, perhaps hundreds of additional eggs for experimentation. With such a wealth of eggs to experiment with, Richard is confident that he will soon be able to perfect his technique and complete his work.
As quickly as he can, he harvests the newly-matured eggs, each egg one at a time, and carefully places each freshly extracted egg into the tiny pipette slightly wider than a strand of twine. He methodically numbers each with a batch code and I.D., and flash-freezes them inside the Dewar cryogenic freezer.
Although it was not a definitive time, definitive meaning years, it has been long enough for the eggs to have been frozen through and assume the primary characteristics that should not change over time. At the temperatures in the Dewar cylinder, minus three hundred degrees, whether it was a day or a decade, whatever was frozen in there was not going to change. If his procedure for preparing and flash-freezing the eggs is to be successful, if he is to lead the breakthrough that will smash the biological clocks for women, he must be able to thaw the frozen eggs, fertilize them to conception—and beyond—and be able to dependably replicate the process time and again with a very high percentage of success.
The key is the ability to succeed on demand.
Imagine the consequences of failure for a woman who has invested everything in the promise of this discovery. A young woman who freezes her eggs for future use only to find the eggs are not viable thirty years later, cannot turn back her clock and reproduce the same young eggs. There is no recovery for failure.
The procedure for extracting eggs from otherwise infertile women is a common practice today. When a woman cannot conceive naturally, and where other traditional medical intervention has not produced a pregnancy, there are several remarkable alternatives still available, One of the most successful in extreme cases is sperm injection where each egg is retrieved from a woman, using a minimally invasive procedure, and treated mechanically, using highly sophisticated and precise equipment, injecting a single sperm into a single egg to enable conception. This is the very same process Richard has been using to fertilize the eggs for his experiments,
In the egg freezing option Richard hopes to perfect, a woman’s eggs, instead of being fertilized mechanically, would be instantly frozen and held until needed. A success rate of less than 75 to 80 percent would be too high of a risk. For women to routinely chance delaying their childbearing until they have established themselves in a career and taken the time to find the men of their dreams, they must have odds that approach closer to one hundred percent.
Richard’s dream of shattering the biological clock depends on perfecting the technique that exceeds the 90 percent success rate requirement.
Now it is time to find out whether he has done it. All of his earlier tests to date have been done with a remarkably high rate of success. But until YONI they had been done one egg at a time. Procuring test eggs at a time when demand so exceeds supply has made testing only an occasional possibility. But now, thanks to the misfortune of Eve Gardiner, he has dozens of eggs in the Dewar. If there is a flaw in his freezing procedure, then those eggs might all be lost. But Richard has long believed that the problems have been in the thawing process, not the freezing, and despite a disappointing string of three initial failures with the YONI eggs, his most recent experiments eggs have proved him correct, at least to his satisfaction. And now he will have an opportunity to dependably replicate his tests and prove that he has done it, and done it first.
Tucked neatly beneath the counter in the lab is the stubby cylinder containing the frozen eggs. The Dewar is a familiar site in every fertility clinic. It was named for its nineteenth century Scottish inventor, Sir James Dewar, who could never have imagined back in 1870 that his thermos flask would someday be the repository of tens of thousands, perhaps millions of unborn children whose lives could conceivably begin decades after their parents and their parents’ own grandchildren or great grandchildren have been long dead. Imagine, a child conceived in the twentieth century and frozen in a Dewar for a hundred years or more, could be born in the twenty-second century.
Now Sir James’ name is attached to these containers in which are stored human beings frozen in time—for now just pre-embryos—whose futures are unknown and, in fact, whose very future existence are uncertain. Some will be brought to life when wanted, while some others will remain unborn for decades while science and society try to decide whether they are human life or just human by-products.
From his Dewar, Richard randomly chooses and retrieves one of the even more basic pieces of this human by-product, a pipette no wider than a strand of twine in which one of the Yoni eggs has been stored.
He removes the tag label, YONI #E244. Carefully, he removes the egg which he floats in a solution that partially fills a Petri dish, a shallow plastic cup about an inch deep and as wide as the mouth of a tea cup. Then aiming through the high-powered telescope and with the precision of a marksman, he injects a single sperm into the thawed egg just as he had earlier into the fresh eggs of one of his patients.
He is both scientist and cheerleader as he coaxes and encourages the sperm to its mark. “Come on, come on. Do your stuff,” he anxiously whispers to the squiggly sperm.
The microscopic sperm resembles a tadpole, its oversized head connected to a wriggly thin, flat tail that propels it forward. The injector merely penetrates the wall of the egg for the sperm. Once inside, Richard can see the tail wiggle frantically as the head seeks out the egg’s nucleus to bore into, near the center where the precious DNA is stored that together with the sperm will conceive life.
If he is successful, the fertilized egg will begin to cleave—to reproduce, to multiply. Two cells from the one. Then four from the two. Then eight from the four. And on and on.
At first the cells will all be identical, even under the closest scrutiny possible by the most powerful microscope. But within a few days the cells will number a dozen or more and if all is going well they will begin to differentiate. They will take on singular characteristics, dividing into the millions of differences that make up the human body. One cell will begin to produce an eye, while another a brain, and still another blood or a liver or whatever. This is the basic process of life itself. A phenomenon only nature can comprehend and science can at least for now only observe and construct.
Richard is mesmerized by the miracles of nature. He can watch the entire process play itself out on a television monitor connected to the microscope, multiplying the action by many thousands of times; the eggs now appearing as large as a chicken’s. The sperm the size of a sardine. The egg has been penetrated.
“Yes. Yes. YES!” he whispers to himself, “Immaculate conception.”
Now he must wait.
He places the Petri dish with the sperm injected egg into an incubation chamber, basically an oven, where the carefully regulated temperature is kept at 98.6 degrees—that of a normal healthy human. He can do nothing now until nature takes its course and the egg either begins to multiply or dies.
He seals the chamber and steps over to check on the gestating monkeys, Georgie and Gonzo, still in their artificial wombs. He peers into the clear liquid to the well-formed and nearly full-term primates and speaks to them. They are safe. He can tell them everything. They will never give up his secrets. He confides to the unborn twins being mothered by the artificial wombs.
“Too bad you’re not ready, yet. I’d love to have your mother carry YONI.”
The artificial womb is a simple enough gadget; far less complicated looking than one might expect for such an important and complex physiological task. It looks more like a small bathtub than a high-tech life supporting instrument. The tub itself is constructed of thick clear plastic with soft curves and smooth surface, certain to be free of any sharp corners, snags or edges. It is just forty inches long and thirty inches wide. The basin itself is eighteen inches deep, but is filled to only about two-thirds of that depth with a clear, viscous, artificial amniotic fluid in which the fetus floats freely.
A single umbilical tube is connected to the abdomen of each gestating chimpanzee. The fetus itself is completely submerged under the fluid. The fetus receives nourishment and oxygen through the tube just as it would from its mother in a natural womb.
The umbilical tube exits the basin through a sealed hole and into a heart-lung machine that will support the life until term. The entire basin is enclosed by a clear plastic dome that is intended to maintain precise and proper temperatures inside the womb, but is easily removable for necessary access to the fetus.
The only sounds are the gentle whoosh-whoosh of the mechanical heart and the once-a-minute shutter click of the mounted overhead camera which is focused on the artificial womb making a time-lapse, minute-by-minute record of the gestation, one frame at a time. The gestation period, he estimates, should be between eight and eight and a half months. This is not a precise science since it has never been done before.
What are YONI’s chances in the artificial womb? he wonders. The first known attempt at a human birth outside the womb, must remain a secret. And if he fails, who’s to know? And what’s the difference? It’s not like YONI is real. It’s only genetic material, produced in a lab as an experiment. It’s not really human, he reasons with himself. It was not conceived as a result of sexual intercourse. It is devoid of love or emotion. It’s an experiment and the product of that experiment is not life as we know it.
Still speaking to the monkeys, as well as to himself, he tries to justify the attempt, “I need to know if the thawed egg can not only be fertilized, but can produce a baby—a healthy baby—as well. I need a womb.”
Richard retreats to his private lab, secured behind a heavy steel door that separates his private laboratory from the rest of the clinic’s more public lab space. Here he becomes a different person. What he considers his best bedside manners are reserved for those things here, living and dead, which require no dialogue or emotion. Nothing contradicts his genius in this room.
Richard designed the labs himself, down to the last nut and bolt. He installed and maintains this lab himself. His private lab’s entrance is secured by a heavy steel door and an elaborate security system that responds only to his own unique, corneal code. Absolutely no one is permitted beyond the steel door without him being present. No one other than his trusted nurse, Judy Franklin, and she with limited access and only while he is there, dares enter without his permission. And that is rarely given.
The work here is controversial and could never be done in the public view. Here life is cheap and death is common. It is the conventions of society that have stalled much of the progress in fertility and birthing. These experiments require more than the public will tolerate. The elusive goal to dependably freeze, store for prolong periods of time and then thaw viable eggs, cannot be reached without completing the process of fertilizing the eggs and creating a life from them—or at least the beginnings of life. Only then can a scientist know for sure whether he or she has succeeded. But for Richard and the others, that has also created another more difficult question: what kind of child, what kind of human being, will a once-frozen then fertilized egg produce? Will a once-frozen egg produce a normal child?
The only way to know that is to bring a human fetus to term. But that has not been accomplished yet, at least not that anyone knows of or will admit to. And the implications of such an experiment are enormous. What do you do with an “experiment” that is alive, once you have your answers? And who will carry the experiment to term? These are questions that must be answered in secrecy—behind thick steel doors.
The chimps in the artificial wombs located in the open lab on the other side of his steel door are eventually for public consumption. Monkeys are acceptable as laboratory animals for experiments. But Richard knows that the first question he will be asked after the monkeys are born is, “Can this be done with humans?” It is the same question Richard has been asking himself again and again, ever since the experiment with Gonzo and Georgie moved past the critical stages of early growth and into the final stages of gestation to where a live birth of a full term animal grown entirely in an artificial environment will now likely become a reality.
As far as the outside world is concerned, he reassures himself, the fetus now growing in the artificial womb hidden in the corner behind his sealed steel door does not exist. Never was. This fetus is only monkey-like. Although still in a very early stage, Richard can see through the clear plastic dome that he is creating the world’s first totally artificial human—a boy. This is his first test of a human embryo in his artificial wombs.
Such human-life experiment is a dangerous risk for him. Exposure would surely destroy him. He has not resolved the question of what to do with the fetus. If he brings it to term, which would be the goal and the accomplishment of a lifetime, what does he do with the child? If he terminates it, at what stage can he terminate without destroying a human life? Until when will it not be murder? Can he be charged as a murderer? No court has ever resolved the question of when life begins. This is an even tougher question. Is this human life?
If he aborts the fetus, has he killed a human or an experiment?
For the moment, he is not concerned. He is far too lost in his own self-supported assurances that science demands that he proceed. Besides, he is convinced, until events prove him wrong, that the fetus in the artificial womb will spontaneously abort itself—that he will not have to make the decision, nature will.
Growing a sheep or a monkey in the artificial womb is much easier than growing a human. There have been numerous successful attempts, although, until now, no one has been able to actually birth an animal from an artificial womb. There have been attempts only to have their experiments terminate spontaneously at birth. Nonetheless, the artificial womb is no longer remarkable—front page news. But a live birth from one definitely will be.
The next two days pass agonizingly slowly for Richard. His patient load is tremendous, Ellen is unrelenting, and the twins, Gonzo and Georgie, need constant attention. It takes every ounce of control not to take the latest YONI experiment from the incubator in the main lab and examine it. But he dares not for fear of disturbing or destroying the critical early stages of development. It’s a very fragile period for the embryo created from an egg he had frozen for a longer period then any other he had ever attempted. This is a critical test and he must enforce patience on himself.
Two days are long enough though. If it was going to happen, it will have happened by now. If the fertilized egg has died, he must know now and move on. It’s the main reason he came in so early this morning.
He carefully locks the steel door to his hideaway lab behind him and moves into the main lab. He prepares himself carefully for this examination. Sterilized gloves and instruments. Face masked. Head covered. Even a surgical gown. This is a critical test. If the egg has cleaved, he does not want to risk any contamination of any kind.
With great care he very gently removes the Petri dish containing the experimental embryo and places in under the microscope. The result is astounding. The single cell egg is now twelve cells large. It has worked. He has created a life from a long frozen egg.
Gently he begins to maneuver the embryo under the microscope using a very fine surgical stick. He is dealing with cells so tiny that all twelve together are still invisible to the naked eye.
Suddenly and unexpectedly he is startled by a loud sound in the outer hallway near the door. His hand jerks. Who could that be at this hour? No one knows he’s here. It’s too early for the staff to be in. They aren’t due for another hour. He freezes for a moment, daring not to breathe. He desperately does not want to be discovered right now—to make explanations, or have to send people away. That would only increase curiosity and start people talking even more about what other types of experiments—Frankenstein experiments—he’s conducting behind his closed door. Especially given what he’s growing in the artificial womb in his hideaway lab. If anyone—anyone other than himself and his trusted nurse, that is—ever discovered the human fetus experiment growing in the artificial womb, it would be the end of him and his profitable clinic. There is already too much talk. He must be especially careful.
The sounds stop. Perhaps it was the cleaners. But they work at night. Or perhaps a delivery. But how could they have gotten in if the staff is not there? Could he have left the outside door unlocked? How careless that would have been.
Finally, he reasons himself into calm. It’s probably nothing more than his paranoia. He’s jumpy, and with good cause. He cannot afford to raise any suspicion that would lead others to demand access to his inner sanctum.
What happens out here in the staff-accessible lab area must go on without generating any suspicion. He decides to ignore the sound and returns to his work.
The “Oh shit” that comes out of his mouth is loud and involuntary. His heart sinks as he stares at the embryo—now embryos—floating in the dish. When his hand jerked, he accidentally split the 12-celled embryo into two 6-celled embryos. He has cut his baby in half. He has destroyed baby zero—the history making first child of a new generation of humans. Of all the ways his experiment could have failed, he never considered an accident. He was always so careful. So precise. This could not be happening to him.
He is startled back to action by the voice of Judy Franklin, who is just arriving. Richard hears Judy opening the lab door.
“Good morning, Gonzo. Mornin’ Georgie. How’s your ‘mom’?”
Judy begins every day by first checking the readings and connections on the artificial wombs. The two chimps twitch identically at the sound of her voice as they have done every morning for the past several months. Judy has taken special note of this occurrence. Considering that they are clones, the products of divided embryos, it is significant that they react so precisely alike to an identical stimulation even while still in the womb—and separate wombs at that.
Judy does a quick check and moves on to her other responsibilities. She is surprised to find Richard already at work.
“Doctor Lancaster, you’re here already?”
Unable to dispose of the broken embryos before Judy discovers them, he quickly places the dish back into the incubator. After everyone has gone home that evening, he’ll return and clean up his mess. Tomorrow morning he will have to start over again, with another frozen YONI egg. But he has learned a lesson he will not soon forget. It has cost him a few precious days, but less than a week, in the race for the bragging rights to be first of the firsts. But only he will know that. The world will not.
Judy steps closer just as he is closing the door to the incubator. “Didn’t you hear the noise? They’re here doctor. Sheik Omar and his wife.”
Richard remembers now. Judy is in early to greet an important special patient who was given an early morning appointment to avoid being seen by anyone. He had forgotten. The lapse had cost him his experiment. Now he must recover his composure because it was time to make some real money; money badly needed to pay for the clinic and his ego-driven experiments.
“Yeah, I knew they were coming. I’ll be right there, Judy.”
He cleans his workspace and shuts down the microscope pretending for Judy that nothing is wrong. He is uncomfortable that he has been caught and he can see in her eyes that she is curious, perhaps even suspicious, but there is no trace of evidence to attract more than a passing glance.
He follows her to his office where the Sheik is waiting. Judy glances back at the work station where she notices a Dewar tag behind the microscope base at the work station where Richard had been working. She makes a mental note to get it before someone else finds it.
Standing at the door to his office are two large men in Arab dress. They stop him from entering his own office, one of them exposing his 9mm Glock automatic pistol for emphasis. Richard is permitted to enter only after Judy convinces the two bodyguards that he is Dr. Lancaster and that this is his office.
Inside, a man in his early middle age and dressed in expensive Arab robes paces nervously. Sitting quietly near the window is his wife, covered from her hair to her toes in a traditional grey Chadora. A veil covers her face except for a narrow slit where Richard can read her eyes and through which she is able to see out. She looks like a walking tent. The man is handsome, dignified and impressive. He exudes royalty, class and money. The woman is a total mystery. Not enough of her is showing to form any judgment. In fact, without knowing for certain, it is impossible to even confirm that the form under all that material is actually a woman.
Richard greets his guest warmly, “Sheik Omar, what an honor to have you and her highness here.”
Sheik Omar is the absolute ruler of the Persian Gulf Emirate of Qamarlon.
“The honor is ours, Dr. Lancaster. I’m told you are the best.”
Richard is flattered, but he also can see the dollar signs. He already knows the answer to his next question, but asking it helps break the tension of the first visit and perhaps puts everything on the record.
“How can I help you?”
“My wife and I are childless. Unless I have an heir, many years of rule by my family will come to an end upon my death.”
“Then we must make you an heir. I have studied the results of the tests your doctors in Qamarlon sent to me. I have also examined the specimens your physicians provided. I am confident that with time I can help you.”
If the news comes as any relief to either of them, they reveal nothing, except for the concerns they have that exposure would be catastrophic.
“Dr. Lancaster, it goes without saying, my presence here must be kept in strictest confidence.”
“I understand. Be assured, in this clinic everyone enjoys equal confidentiality and anonymity.”
Richard’s perfunctory reassurance is not enough. The Sheik needs to unburden himself of his concern to emphasize the point.
“You know, where I come from, even my absolute power is not enough to overcome the fact that you are looked upon as a Zionist simply by the fact that you are an American. If my enemies were to ever find out that you treated, that you touched her highness, the zealots would kill her—and then you!”
“Not very comforting, but I understand.”
“On the other hand, with success, my gratitude for your skill and your risk would be limitless.”
Richard has heard the words he most needed to hear. Sheik Omar is one of the wealthiest men in the world. His oil reserves rival those of larger nations, and are easier to move and sell because he has skillfully navigated the political waters by containing his zealous crowd-pleasing rhetoric to within his borders, while still enjoying cordial sub-rosa relationships with his sworn enemies. This is not a man to trifle with. He has survived numerous plots and assassination attempts. He has maintained a firm grip of control by separating those who would conspire to end his reign. Military commanders are forbidden to speak to one another without himself or his most trusted representative present. So if the southern district ground forces commander wants to conspire with the northern district armored commander they can do so only at the risk of execution. When such one-on-one private conversations have been discovered, however innocent they may have been, someone dies, always violently. The Sheik chooses a loyal successor who makes his bones and earns his new rank by eliminating the offending officer. It works. Conspiracies among the military are extremely rare and spies assigned by the palace guard are everywhere.
Richard knows this. He has done his homework well and knows precisely how dangerous his new patient can be. He also knows well the customs of this strict country which still keeps its women under wraps and well protected. It is the law of Qamarlon, where it is believed that the exposed flesh of a woman, any flesh, even as innocent as an elbow, is a seductive influence and is required to be covered while anywhere in public. It is with this culture in mind that Richard gingerly broaches the inevitable.
“Before I make any more promises, however, I must first examine Her Highness.”
The Sheik was expecting this and is quick with his response. “No problem.”
Richard gestures towards the guards outside with a “what-about-them look.”
“You need not worry about them. They are loyal—loyal to the death. A hazard of the job.”
Sheik Omar turns to his wife and speaks to her in Arabic. She slowly rises and follows Richard from his office into an examining room next door. The guards begin to follow, but the Sheik stops them with a subtle gesture that is a clear command.
The next command comes from Richard and is less subtle. He stops the Sheik as he follows them into the examination room. This will be the greatest test of wills. This is not the place to have a jealous husband, especially one whose real jealousy is culturally driven more than emotionally, suddenly erupt into violence as he pokes, prods and violates his wife. The required examination is an internal as well as external one and few men can sit by dispassionately watching as their wife or daughter is subject to such an invasive probing by a man—even a doctor.
The Sheik backs off but with a snarl that can be read even by the most inexperienced observer. The look is a warning, be on your best behavior.
The Princess seems to be painfully shy. Richard is surprised to find that the she speaks perfect English. She is the daughter of Qamarlon royalty and money, has been schooled in London and is well-educated. Qamarlon is one of the more progressive emirates where women still remain covered, but they’re beginning to assume some of the sharing of power, at least in the boardrooms and front offices. As incongruous as it sounds, it is somehow working. In time, the changes will be revolutionary. Someday, a woman will even be accepted as the supreme ruler—perhaps even this Sheikh’s daughter, should he have a girl. But she’ll have to be tough to survive.
Judy hands the Princess an examination gown and asks her to disrobe, take off everything, and put on the gown. The gown is certainly more revealing than anything she may be seen in outside the privacy of her own palace bedroom. She is shown a buzzer button in the room and is instructed to signal when she is ready for the doctor.
There is a difference between shyness and worldliness and the Princess has both. She is culturally shy, a necessary state of mind dictated by the conservative nature of her land. But she is also a veteran of the outside world, especially Europe, and her well-concealed history there was one of party girl. The Princess is adaptable to wherever she happens to be. Alone in the privacy of the treatment room, the demur Princess moves casually and without hesitation to ready herself for the doctor. Moments later she rings the buzzer.
Richard enters the examination room to find that the Princess has changed into the gown and then put on her head-to-toe Chadora over the gown. Whether it is modesty in the extreme or cultural conditioning, Richard is not sure. Richard has examined enough naked women in his career to see them by now as nothing more than patients. But there is something different this time. Something sensuous. Here is a woman who is a total mystery to all men except her husband. He does not have even the slightest clue as to what she looks like. He has never seen her face, let alone any other part of her body. He has not even shaken her hand. He must move cautiously with her, dealing with her fears, and controlling himself.
There is too much at stake to risk losing this patient. He must devote whatever time is necessary to ease her into the examination. He begins the exam by asking her a few basic questions. Family history. Brothers and sisters. But he is soon into the territory of the more intimate and he can sense her tensing.
“When was your last period?”
There is a long pause.
“It ended five days ago.” She is fidgeting nervously now.
“Are you regular?”
“No.”
“Are your periods at all predictable?”
“No.”
After Richard has gotten everything he needs from the oral history, it’s time for the physical examination. But the patient is still sitting under a tent.
Unable to delay any longer, he suggests that it is time to disrobe. He asks her if she would like him to step out of the room while she gets ready.
“That will not be necessary,” she responds without hesitation.
Slowly, gracefully, the great folds of the Chadora begin to unwrap. Beneath the head wrapping is one of the most beautiful women Richard has ever seen. To his amazement, she is well-coifed in a modern hairstyle that has clearly been done by a professional hairdresser. She is complete with make-up applied with all the skill and perfection usually reserved for movie stars. Not a lash is out of place. Such beauty, so well hidden behind a tent of modesty, seems almost too cruel. Most men of the world would surely dote on such a lady. She is adorned by only two items of jewelry, a pair of pierced earrings that feature a single large diamond surrounded by a ring of brilliant tiny green emeralds, and a wedding band of a single ring of diamonds.
Richard tries desperately to keep the conversation going as the strip tease continues, but he is finding it more and more difficult to concentrate on the answers—or the questions. Several times he repeats questions previously answered. He is trying to fill the time as the sensuous strip tease plays out before him.
Behind the acres of Chadora cloth, the flimsy examination gown reveals the shapely body of a 30 year old princess. Richard is somehow surprised by her especially sleek legs and her characteristically abundant but otherwise firm breasts. He forces himself not to imagine this women in a bikini bathing suit that she will unlikely ever wear. Even her obvious embarrassment at her situation does not help his well-disguised but nonetheless lustful looks.
He begins with a physical examination. He knows he must proceed carefully. The patient is skittish. A wrong sound, a shriek or an oooh will surely bring the Sheik, the bodyguards or both bursting into the room with possible tragic consequences. Richard steps behind the princess and places his hands on the bare skin of her back. She tenses, her back arching. It takes a second or so before she begins to relax from even this very minor violation. This can only get rougher. The physical examination proceeds slowly and carefully. All of this is foreplay for the internal exam which will ultimately tell Richard whether he will be a hero of the emirate or a failed infidel.
Now he helps her lie back, feet towards the stirrups, but not suggesting yet that she place her legs in them just yet. That will be another real challenge.
She’s on her back now, so that Richard can begin the more sensitive parts of the exam. Had she been any other patient, none of this would be necessary. But this woman is not accustomed to being touched by another man in so intimate a way—well, at least not since she returned to Qamarlon from school. And that’s presuming that the Sheik is an attentive lover. Talking her through ever inch, every move, step-by-step, Richard finally brings his hands around to her breasts. Her reflexes are eased somewhat as he offers an encouraging diagnosis as he proceeds.
“Your highness, I can find nothing from the external examination that would suggest any problem that would prevent you from bearing children.”
He chooses his words carefully, being sure not to say her ability to conceive. That’s the real test. She does, however, find the words comforting.
Finally, the question can no longer be avoided. He gently takes her left leg, the one closest to him, and helps her lift it into the stirrup. She knows what is happening and part of her involuntarily wills it not to happen. But with the help of Richard the part of her that knows it must be done prevails and she places her leg into the restraint.
Richard moves to the far side of the examination table and there gently lifts the princess’ right leg into the stirrup exposing her most private parts to the doctor’s examination. There was no way of mistaking the painful humiliation on her face.
Richard gently probes her uterus, all the time reassuring her that all is well.
When he has finished, he helps the princess to sit up. She is in tears.
She is upright now, and not one second too soon. Her sobs bring the Sheik barging in. He is agitated.
“What’s going on? What is taking so long?”
“Please, your majesty, please wait outside. This is difficult enough. You must be patient.”
The Sheik exits, reluctantly. Richard sighs in relief. Had he come in even a moment or two sooner, he is convinced there would have been an ugly incident.
“What did you find?” she begs him. “Can I bear children?”
Richard is reasonably convinced that she can probably carry a baby if she could get pregnant. But he has no way of knowing without further tests what the quality of her eggs or the state of her tubes are. And based on the inconsistency of her periods, he is inclined to think that she is not ovulating viable eggs.
“I cannot say for certain, yet. But I am hopeful.”
He barely gets the word hopeful out when she breaks down again and stops him in mid-sentence.
“Doctor Lancaster. I must produce a child. It does not matter whether it is a male heir or an insignificant daughter. If I cannot prove my ability to bear children, the Sheik will be forced to dispose of me for another. My life is in your hands.”
“Please dress. I will speak with your husband.”
Free for a time, while Richard examines the Princess, Judy Franklin returns to the lab to retrieve the Dewar label. Her curiosity is at a fever pitch but first she must take care of other business. Unseen by anyone, she quietly admits herself into the inner sanctum of the secret lab. If Richard had caught her now, there would be a scene almost as ugly as there would be if he had been caught with the naked princess in the examination room. Unknown to Richard, Judy had figured out months ago how to sneak into his secret lab, and she has done so only when she was certain the coast was clear.
Once inside now, she carefully checks the readouts on the artificial womb—the one with the human embryo. Richard had never intended for her to know of the experiment, and the very knowledge of its existence is so incriminating that she could destroy Richard and all of his work with a single phone call. But she is not inclined to do that. Actually, she is disinclined because she believes so strongly in his work. While Judy’s knowledge of the experiment was something Richard had never intended, the accident of her discovery proved fortuitous. There were many things he could not do alone. Judy provided the extra hands that made much of this possible. Of course, he’d have to find some way in insure her loyalty—and silence. But he did not perceive that to be a problem.
After she checks the readings carefully, Judy always spent a few minutes with the fetus. She has come to think of it almost as her very own child. She can only imagine how lonely it must be. A fetus in a real human womb is never alone. It is something she will recommend to Richard when and if human artificial wombs ever become as commonplace as he predicts they will some day. They should be housed in an atmosphere that simulates others, so the fetuses are never alone. In the case of this first experiment, Judy spends a few minutes several times a day talking to the fetus—as though it were real.
Next she returns to the matters in the outside lab. The doctor has always been so very careful not to leave clues behind, and now suddenly this. The Dewar label. There are things she should not know—such as the human artificial womb experiment—but does. Then there are things that there would not seem to be any reasons for her not to know about—such as Yoni—but she’s shut out from. That, of course, only makes her all the more curious.
The label is not very revealing, however. YONI #844. That does not tell her much. She tries calling “yoni” up on the computer, but it comes up blank. No such file.
In the incubator Judy sees the Petri dish with the severed embryo. She removes the dish and examines its contents under the same microscope she observed Richard using. She can identify the twin embryos. They appear to be normal, although it is unusual for two embryos to be growing in the same dish.
Richard returns from his appointment with the Sheik and his princess just as Judy is returning the dish to the incubator and he catches her with the Yoni dish.
“Judy, what are you doing?” he demands in a tone that implies caught-in-the-act. He is troubled to find her at the incubator with the YONI specimen and his mood is a combination of anger and fear.
“What is this, Dr. Lancaster?” she asks innocently. “I was checking the embryos and I cannot find this YONI couple in the computer. Who are they?”
“Leave them be, Judy. This is a special case I am handling privately. It’s very confidential and it must stay that way.”
“Whatever you say, doctor. But somebody’s going to be mighty happy. Twins, huh?”
“What do you mean twins?”
“There are two. Two embryos in the dish. I thought you knew.”
Chapter 13
Ellen Lancaster wakes with a decidedly optimistic glow. She has never felt like this before. She is pregnant. She just knows it. How and why she doesn’t know. She just does. It’s only been a few weeks since she and Richard had a scrambled eggs dinner at midnight after their brief and impassionate love-making—although she knew it was less love making and more baby making for Richard—just as the thermometer and ovulation calculator had ordered.
Everything had been right. She was ovulating on schedule. She and Richard had abstained for the week prior to build-up his sperm count. She had taken her fertility pills as instructed. Her temperature had spiked that morning, which indicated that she was at peak ovulation time. It may have seemed all so mechanical to most people, but to a woman desperate to get pregnant this was the norm.
She had been angry with Richard all that day for abandoning her to his research. She knew it was important, both to him and to women in general. But on these once-a-month days, she has little care or compassion for all the other women in the world. She is selfish to a fault in wanting her husband home and in her bed beside her at those moments. Her anger seemed to simmer all day. Then towards midnight Richard suddenly arrived home.
The baby-making was routine, rote and remote. She had tried her best to be seductive for him, but it was late and she had spent too many hours angry to turn it off so easily. Still, she tried her best. Richard always responded well to the slow strip tease she performed for him in the privacy of their bedroom. And she still had the goods—if not the attention of her audience of one. She slowly slipped out of her dress revealing a body of a thirty-something woman that had not given up even a single day to the ravages of age or gravity. Her breasts remained firm and inviting—they were hers, they were real and they were spectacular. Her tummy was as flat as a plate. She had retained the same youthful body that had first attracted Richard during their high school days, only better. She had filled out into a statuesque woman by any standards—except for perhaps her husband’s.
Richard was unmoved by the stage show being performed for him. He had already undressed and was in bed waiting to get this over with. He was tired. He was hungry. And he was annoyed at having to perform on demand. Sure he still loved his wife. But he loved his work more. Family came second for him, even at this moment. If he had thought that life at home would or could have been in any way as tranquil and unstressed as his lab or office without him having to be here right now he would be gone. He would rather have been donating his sperm to a jar than depositing it directly into Ellen.
Foreplay was a handshake—as Ellen would later remember it. Richard was all business in bed. He had self-stimulated himself to produce an erection while Ellen performed her striptease, then lubricated himself even before she had climbed into bed next to him. The rest was by the numbers. A few gentle kisses, and without so much as a by-your-leave, Richard had mounted her and was inside of her in less than 90 seconds. Ellen simply laid there and stared at the ceiling as Richard bounced up and down on her until he had made the obligatory deposit. If Ellen had felt it, she didn’t remember. If Richard had enjoyed it, she couldn’t tell. She had to take Richard’s word for it that he had done the deed. Seconds after the muted oohs and aahhs subsided from Richard, he rolled off of her and said nothing. All Ellen could think to say was, “Thank you.” But she said it softly.
She wanted to say more, but, as always, Ellen gave Richard the benefit of the doubt. She knew he was tired and that he had a lot on his mind right now. And at least he showed up.
Richard felt he performed as required, but his mind was elsewhere. In his professional judgment, none of this was going to help Ellen get pregnant. The sex in their marriage, when it was sex and not procreation-on-demand, was still good. He enjoyed it as much as she did when it was spontaneous and convenient.
Convenient may not be the word Ellen would like to hear, but it was the reality of who Richard is. And she accepts it. Convenient means when he doesn’t have parts of a deteriorating cadaver that need to be urgently harvested or lost; or a backlog of anxious patients full of expectations that he can make them parents; or pressures from his competitors who are perhaps less inconvenienced by their needy wives or families and are moving inexorably ahead of him in pursuit of the holy grails of fertility, each with designs of getting there first and taking his prize for their own. This is inconvenience. But this was not something he had to worry about again for at least another month. Maybe the next cycle will happen at a more convenient, less hassled time. He could always hope.
Richard is already in the bathroom. She doesn’t know whether to tell him or wait. After all, if she is pregnant, she’s only a few weeks along. Too soon to really know for sure without a test. After he’s gone, she’ll take a pregnancy test, one of those store-bought quickie tests. As excited as she is, she decides to wait until she knows more before telling Richard. Then she wonders to herself, or does he know already? He’s not only a doctor, he’s a fertility doctor. He must have the instincts for this. She thinks, maybe he knows and is not telling me because he doesn’t want to get my hopes up before a conclusive test is done. If he knows, has he told anyone? Surely he would test me first. All these things are running through Ellen’s mind as she contemplates the happiest event of her life. It will be the salvation of her marriage. A child will bring her and Richard back together again, certainly closer than they have been these past few years. Maybe he’ll even cut back on his work to spend time with his son or daughter. Ellen convinces herself what she has yet to determine by testing—that she is pregnant at last. And he must know. He’s been acting so funny lately, like an expectant father. He has all the symptoms, as well. He even paces like an expectant father, urging time to move forward and get it over with so he can hold his child, all the while anxious that everything should be okay. She can only imagine Richard the dad, proudly displaying pictures of his child to every patient who walks through the door with their own album of the creation made with his able assistance. “Yeah, well look at this,” she imagines he would tell them. “This is mine, with my darling wife’s assistance.”
Ellen lies there as contented as she has ever been, fully soaking up the wonderment of it all. How will it come out? Will she be the one to tell him? Or will he tell her first? Or will he tell others first and wait for her to tell him? Damn doctor. You cannot predict him.
Suddenly her dream world is popped by the jarring sound of the telephone.
“I’ll get it, darling,” Ellen calls into the bathroom.
“Hello.”
On the other end of the line is an excited voice, “Ellen, it’s Judy. Is Doc there? He’s going to be a father.”
Richard is standing in the bathroom doorway; his eyes are asking who it is.
Ellen looks over at him with a quizzical stare. Is this some kind of joke he’s contrived? Somehow the words will not compute for Ellen.
“What?” is the best she could muster.
“Ellen, it’s Judy. I’m at the lab. Is Richard there?”
How could Richard’s nurse Judy know so soon, even before her? How dare she blurt it out with such insensitivity? Rather than being excited and happy, she is suddenly angry and hurt.
She hands the phone to Richard with a tone that could kill.
“Here. It’s for you!!!”
Richard is puzzled. What had he done? He takes the phone.
“Doc,” he hears the voice on the other end screaming, “You’re going to be a father.”
The news takes a second to sink in. Now it’s Richard’s turn to react. Is this how he’s to learn that Ellen is pregnant? And is it true? Could it be? Is this her clever way of delivering the good news? But then the doctor’s mind takes control. It was just a few days ago—Oh, my God, he’s saying to himself, it’s been weeks. Couldn’t be.
“Judy?” he barks into the phone.
“The alarms sounded and the service called me at home. You’ve got to get down here immediately. It’s time.”
“What is it, Richard?” Ellen asks. She cannot imagine what could be shaking him up so. “Is everything alright?”
“I’ll be right there,” he speaks into the phone before answering Ellen. “I’ll be there in half an hour.”
“Where are you going, Richard? What’s happening?”
Richard smiles—at Ellen and to himself. It is time to become a star.
“It’s the monkeys, Ellen. It’s Gonzo and Georgie. They’re ready.”
The artificial womb room is now a cross between a delivery room and a laboratory. Warning bells are sounding and alarm strobe-lights are flashing. The doctor and his nurse are scurrying about calling out orders to prepare for “live births”. It’s ER-like, life-and-death, high drama. The babies are ready! The “patients” are being wheeled to the delivery table, but instead of a pregnant woman, there are two strange-looking contraptions—the artificial wombs—one with the nametag GEORGIE attached, and the other with the nametag GONZO. Inside are the two unborn chimpanzees floating in a clear, viscous fluid.
Richard is about to take a turn into the world of tomorrow from which he will never be able to turn back. He is about to step up to a moral and ethical line with only one frontier left—the live birth of a human being in an artificial womb. For now, Richard is about to deliver the first live births ever of animals fertilized in a Petri dish and grown completely in artificial wombs. He hopes.
Delivering the chimps will be tricky, but perhaps fortunately for him it will be considerably different than the natural birth of chimps by a mother monkey. Lancaster studied the literature on natural chimp births to familiarize himself with what he should expect, especially as it differs from human births. And differ is does, as he learned. Female chimps initiate the births themselves. Prompted by pain similar to contractions, the female puts her hand inside her vagina to break the amniotic sac. Over the next hour, the pregnant chimp repeatedly inserts her hand into her vagina prompting the birth, until the baby chimp begins to move. Once the infant emerges, it is caught by the mother herself. What follows is the bizarre part that Richard is happy to do without. Once the baby is born, the mother collects the emerging placenta or afterbirth in her hands—and promptly eats it. A short time later she begins biting on the umbilical cord, beginning from the point furthest from the newborn and working towards the baby’s body.
Richard is planning a less graphic process.
He’s been here once before. About a year ago. Two monkeys lived for six and a half months and looked perfect. Then one morning he arrived at the lab just before Judy and decided to check on the twins before settling down for the days work. What he found were two grotesque fetal monkeys thrashing about in the artificial womb pool. Something had gone terribly wrong. Over the next few days, the monkeys’ development retarded and physical aberrations began to worsen. Finally, in the seventh month, over night the skull of one of the monkeys opened to expose the cranial cavity. It was a repulsive sight, but for Richard is was tantamount to a massive defeat. Had this been a human experiment—of course, that could never happen in any open or public setting—this could easily have destroyed his career and everything he had built. Human experimentation in and of itself is taboo. But a human experiment that goes so awfully wrong, producing a grotesque, deformed baby would surely land him on the covers of every newsmagazine—but not the way he hopes to be seen.
As he stared down at the deformed monkeys his mind raced with alternatives. He was like a madman looking to cover-up a hideous crime, a brutal murder. First he had to terminate the pregnancies. That was simple enough—a power failure. Of course, the lab was super-wired against any such eventuality. He had made certain of that. So it had to be a more plausible catastrophic power collapse. Judy would be arriving soon and it had to be done before she got there. He didn’t want even her to see the open skull. The scene would haunt her in all future projects.
Richard simply pulled the plugs on the artificial womb with the throwing of a switch. He opened the control panel with one of the only two keys—Judy had the second—and pushed the red button labeled “off”. Within seconds the perpetual whooshing sounds of the womb slowed and stopped. Inside the pools, the two fetuses thrashed about, struggling for air. Their faces twisted and contorted as they slowly suffocated. In less than a minute there was nothing left but two dead, deformed, premature chimpanzee fetuses lying still in a pool of clear liquid.
Richard’s noble experiment had failed. He was desperate to know why, but that would mean keeping the bodies around and risk them being seen by others. And that was not worth the risk. Whatever had happened, he would just be more careful the next time. He would be more careful with the sperm injection that fertilized the monkey egg. He had read that there were problems with the procedure. One recent study had raised concerns about potential malformations in children conceived through the so-called sperm injection fertility technique. The published research made links between men with genetic defects who need sperm injection assistance to have children and rare problems such as "ambiguous genitalia" in which the genitals were neither obviously male nor female. However, as there was as yet no suggestion of this problem in extensive epidemiological studies on the health of sperm injection babies, other scientists were skeptical.
One conclusion he was certain of, whatever went wrong, it went wrong on both fetuses at the same time and in the same way. If it was a genetic flaw, it was a genetic flaw in both. And that was understandable since what one had, the other was certain to have—because they were both clones of one another.
It was imperative that Richard protect his secret. He hastily removed the two dead fetuses from the tubs and placed them in large red heavy plastic trash bags labeled “Hazardous: Medical Waste” and carried them to the incinerator room himself. The fires of the incinerator burned 24/7. It was less expensive to keep the fires burning than to turn the jets on when needed and wait for the intense heat to build up inside. At this hour, the incinerator room was empty. The custodial staff had done its work overnight and was gone for the day. Everything that needed to be burned had been disposed of. The yawning cave with the perpetual firestorm inside was empty. Richard carefully, so as not to scald himself, threw first one bag and then the second into the flames. The evidence of his experiment gone wrong was instantly consumed. No trace of the monkeys would survive. All that was left was for him to get out of the incinerator room unnoticed and then to concoct a story that would satisfy everyone—especially Judy—as to what happened.
Once back in the lab the sight of the empty wombs depressed him. He was in a race against the competition and this was a major setback. But first, he had to deal with the cause—at least the cause he was going to tell everyone.
Then he hit on it: Why not a variation of the truth? He could simply explain that he terminated the pregnancies because he had detected an anomaly in the fetuses, a heart anomaly, and decided that he would rather lose the four of five months to try again for a more perfect specimen than risk giving birth to celebrated monkeys only to have all of his work discredited because of a genetic imperfection—an imperfection that had nothing to do with the artificial process but that no one would believe.
It was so simple, it was pure genius. Had God produced an imperfect man in Adam or an imperfect woman in Eve, would He have not just simply destroyed all traces of his creations until He got the perfection He desired? In fact, who’s to say that He didn’t do just that very thing? Was Adam really the first man, or simply the first man perfect enough to be allowed to survive? Was Eve really God’s first attempt at woman, or were there others, less satisfactory to the Creator who were eliminated, terminated, and destroyed—until He had created Eve?
Am I not entitled to at least the same considerations? Richard asked himself. Am I not creating life and therefore responsible to myself and science to make it right?
Having convinced himself, it was easy to convince others. Judy had bought in without question. In fact, she admired Richard for daring to take such a high ground stand on perfection, even if it meant he might lose the race to be first.
Right now, Richard cannot help but be concerned that history not repeat itself, that there was not some hidden hideous anomaly he has missed. No, not now. Not with all those cameras out there waiting for his triumphant arrival. Today was to be His day—Richard’s day. Today and all the rest of His tomorrows.
Later that afternoon it is pandemonium on the lawn outside the main building of the Lancaster Fertility Clinic. Dozens of reporters and camera crews are set up waiting for news of a big event. The clinic’s press agent had tipped them off that something historic had happened, but she was deliberately cryptic with the details. Richard is well-known in his field so expectations are high and no agency would dare miss the event, even if they don’t know what they’ve been called together for.
Rumors fly among them. They know it has something to do with twin monkeys. Some even claim to have heard about an artificial womb. So there are hints enough to keep everyone in place until Dr. Lancaster decides in his own good time to grace them with his presence. The news people talk among themselves. Broadcast reporters, always on deadlines and always looking for that edge of reporting the story first, press anyone they can find for some clues. But the guards have very strict orders to keep everyone out. Demands for information are met with “no comment” and “I don’t know.”
Standing out from among the others is a celebrity of their own stripe—Catherine Bates, anchor of the national television newsmagazine program The Real Story. She’s been assigned by her show producers to get the story and get the interview—the word exclusive is implied and demanded. That’s what she’s paid the big bucks for. And that’s what she’s expected to deliver, if there’s anything worth delivering.
Catherine can imagine what’s going on inside right now. As soon as word was received about Richard’s news conference touting a historic breakthrough the rumors began to circulate. That was quickly followed by an endless stream of calls to Richard from the likes of Katie Couric, Diane Sawyer, Barbara Walters, Mike Wallace, Leslie Stahl, and others, each cajoling, demanding, persuading, begging, enticing for the first exclusive with Richard—whatever his news is. Come to New York, first class, you and your wife, be our guests at the best hotel, have the best dinners, see the best shows, all at our expense. “No, we don’t pay for interviews,” each tells him, “but we certainly will pay all of your expenses to appear exclusively on our show tomorrow. And we expect a man of your stature to enjoy all the finest our city has to offer.”
Catherine has the advantage of living and being based in South Florida. The Real Story boasts a team of anchors who “live among the people” residing in different cities across the United States, not all clustered and insulated in New York. And so she is the only news magazine anchor who immediately came to see him in person. This would impress Richard Lancaster, she is certain.
Her questions to the guards are met with the same answers, but they are more polite and less dismissive.
“I’m sorry Miss Bates, I can’t tell you anything. Dr. Lancaster will be with you shortly.”
Another guard opens his log book and hands it to Catherine.
“May I have your autograph, Miss Bates? Me and my family, we never miss a single one of your shows. We love The Real Story.”
Accommodating, always with a smile Catherine takes the book and signs it, adding “News magazine. The Real Story is a news magazine, not a show.” That’s a real pet peeve of hers. Television Journalists—with a capital J—don’t do shows. The programs are reports, newscasts, or magazines. Not shows. ER is a show. Seinfeld is a show. 60 Minutes, 20/20, The Real Story are newsmagazine programs, not shows.
“Yes ma’am,” the bewildered guard replies respectfully. “Thank you.”
The presence of Catherine only heightens the suspense and whether she intended to or not, she brings a certain weight and importance to the event. The mere presence of a national anchor at such a news conference virtually assures that the event will be carried live and in living color by at least some of the non-stop all news cable channels. Already present are the MSNBC/NBC News and CNN satellite trucks. They don’t usually signify important stories since they tend to cover anything that moves. But along with their trucks, several mid-level cable channel anchors have also moved into position. But none is as prominent as Catherine Bates, so her exclusivity opportunity seems encouraging.
“Wow. This must be big. We never see you for anything short of world war,” says Chip Redpath, one of those wannabe mid-levels who occasionally crosses Catherine’s path. Catherine has found that a good schmooze with anyone is much more productive in the long run than a smug, snooty brush off. That’s probably why Catherine is so popular, not only among the hard-bitten camera crews and field producers, but also among her outmatched competitors in the field. They like her, which means that they not only help her, they sometimes defer to her, for reasons she will never understand. And that gives her a competitive edge. Catherine never defers to anyone. Not out of ego or power, but out of survival.
Redpath’s effort at playful levity is not lost on Catherine.
“Even an anchor must get into the field once in a while to see what the little guys are doing.”
Redpath smiles warmly and then spots Richard stepping from the building carrying the two baby chimpanzees in his arms. Once the prey is sighted, Catherine is roughly elbowed aside, her celebrity of no particular advantage among this pack of news-starved highly-competitive reporters. One still cameraman nearly knocks her over as he jostles towards Richard for that first “money shot.” He flashes in the face of one monkey, the other flinches and slaps at the camera. Richard rubs the belly of one and the other seems to respond to the touch. And then the free-for-all begins.
“Is it true, Dr. Lancaster? These monkeys? Grown in an artificial womb?” An eager reporter has broken through and gets off the first question even before Richard is in front of the bank of microphones. Richard waits until he’s at the microphone to answer.
“Yes. And cloned from a single embryo conceived in a laboratory.”
There it is—the bulletin. Richard has taken the first pitch and knocked it out of the park on national television. Well, it’s actually late afternoon national television, so few people are there to see him hit the ball. But by the time this is edited for the nightly newscasts, and sped around the world on satellites to nation’s just waking up, Richard Lancaster will be a household name—like Dolly the sheep.
“Dr. Lancaster, now that you’ve grown monkeys in an artificial womb, how long will it be before you can grow human babies?” Right on cue. Richard scripted the news conference in his mind and is pleased to see it play out exactly as he had envisioned it. He has practiced every answer to every question he could foresee. So far, he’s two for two.
“That’s still more difficult. But I’d venture to say we should have a dependable human artificial womb within a decade.”
Good for you Richard, he thinks to himself. You’ve set a new target for even bigger news and they’ll be watching you closely now for the next ten years to document your every move, every step, every accomplishment. And with a target date ten years out, no one would ever suspect that you’ve already begun a human test. Keep tossing those softballs, I’m here to play. This is the seventh game of my world series and I’m going home champ.
Out of the pack, Catherine finally pushes forward. Lancaster recognizes her immediately. He is flattered by her presence. Then he braces for the hardball.
“Dr. Lancaster, is it true you used frozen eggs?”
No hardball there. Where is she going with this? Better be careful with her. Make her your friend. Richard assumes an air of familiarity to convey an image that he is a celebrity equal to her.
“That’s correct, Catherine.” Catherine. Nice touch. First name basis. Show her familiarity; give her respect, first among equals. Play her. “They were conceived using frozen sperm and, more important, a frozen egg.”
Check off that point. Keep coming. I’ve got this scripted and you’ll have to read from my script if I’m to do everything I set out to here today. Stay with Catherine, she seems to be pitching underhand softies.
“Can you do the same thing with a human egg?”
Oh, how predictable they are. But let’s put on a little show here so we don’t look too cocky.
Feigning a careful, guarded response, Richard looks at her and stutters, “Yes...eh...well, very soon, yes.”
Gotchya!
“Successfully? Dependably?” Catherine challenges him.
Right on cue, honey.
“We’re very close, Catherine. My experiments,” (remember these are my experiments so get your story right) “to replicate the process of thawing human eggs after prolonged freezing are nearly complete.”
Catherine had taken the lead, but the rest of the pack was not about to be left out of the headlines.
“What does that mean, Doctor?” a reporter chimes in from the back. Catherine looks to see who has stolen her thunder, but cannot make out any face.
“It means the biological clock, women’s biological clocks, will be effectively stopped. It means a woman in her teens or twenties can have her eggs frozen, pursue a career, and come back whenever she wants, even in her fifties and sixties, and have a healthy baby of her own.”
Like bloody bait to a starving shark.
“You’re saying a woman in her sixties can give birth to her own biological baby?” a voice from way in the back calls out.
Did I write that question, Richard thinks to himself. Very good people. You’re doing very well here today.
“Yes. You see, a woman is born with all of the eggs she will ever have. Millions of them. As she ages, her eggs age. Younger eggs fertilize easier and produce healthier babies. When eggs are frozen, the aging process stops. So if a woman has her eggs frozen when she’s, say, twenty, a peak age of fertility, and thaws them thirty years later, she may be fifty, but her eggs will still be only twenty.”
Catherine has now had enough playing second fiddle. General news conference or not, it’s time for her to take back control.
“And you’re saying what’s been done with these monkeys can soon be done for humans?”
“Catherine, if you mean soon being a few years—then yes.”
So far, so good. No hard questions and no doubters. Let’s go fishing.
Richard points, “Lady in the back.”
“Dr. Lancaster, how far can this go? When do you cross a line?”
Is this as tough as they’re going to get? Richard decides to shut it down while he’s ahead.
“I don’t see any lines. Thank you all.”
Richard walks away leaving the reporters shouting more questions at him. Then he suddenly stops, turns back to the microphones and adds, “One more thing. To all of those of you who have called about individual interviews, I’m sorry but I must decline them all at this time. I ask each of you who have made such generous offers to please hold on for a while. The urgency of my work here precludes accepting any invitations right now, but I encourage you to come back in a few months when I’ll be in a better position to entertain your requests. Thank you.”
He’s been brilliant. He knows it. He was prepared and he handled it perfectly. The morning papers will be full of his praise. Even that last gesture of rejecting the traditional instant celebrity one-on-one. He wants more than his 15 minutes of fame. So he’ll hold them off while he enjoys this fifteen minutes and bring them back again when he wants fifteen more. Brilliant.
Catherine takes this all in with a curious interest—a personal interest. The others have what they came for. They got their bulletins and must either rush back to file their stories or speed on to their next live assignment. Catherine doesn’t have a show for several days yet, plenty of time to refine the story and advance it. The news conference is over and the secret protected by such heavy security is out. Now the security is gone. No one stands between Catherine and Richard Lancaster. It’s time to make her move.
Virtually unnoticed, she boldly follows Richard into the clinic and straight into his office where she witnesses a private and generous moment that Richard had not intended for the media.
Richard does not see her there among the other staff members who have crowded in to congratulate him. Richard takes a gift wrapped package from his desk and hands it to Judy.
“Judy, this is for you. With my love and thanks.”
Judy opens the package and inside is a small jewel encrusted handle and blade. The handle blazes with a rainbow of ruby red, blue topaz and yellow amber gems. The slim, sleek blade is made of shined gold. Judy is floored by the gesture, and the expense of the gift.
“Thank you Doctor. I don’t know what to say.”
“Think of it as a reminder of my eternal thanks, being there for me on the cutting edge of one of the greatest moments in the evolution of man.”
A tear rolls down Judy’s cheek and she gently hugs Richard.
This is the moment for Catherine. She catches Richard at his most vulnerable: surrounded by a staff of admirers, overly pleased with his performance, feeling in total control and ready to take on the world.
Catherine steps forward. “Dr. Lancaster…?”
Chapter 14
Ellen had been feeling punk ever since the birthing party for Georgie and Gonzo. The chimps were doing fine. She was not. Georgie had scratched her and drew a little blood, but she laughed it off as newborn innocence. The party was an otherwise tremendous success. She could not believe the adulation for her husband. She was genuinely proud. Things had not been better for them in a long, long time.
Her tests had all been positive. She was indeed pregnant. Even Richard took the news in wonderment. He was so sure that it could not happen. He had the labs run the test twice. Then he retested it in his own lab. Time and again the result was the same. Ellen was pregnant. He could not be more pleased—or astonished.
Almost from the beginning the pregnancy was a little off. She attributed it to morning sickness, but nothing made it better. Nothing made it go away. Each day she got progressively worse.
Then came the shooting pains. Even Richard is concerned. He has made an appointment for her to see a specialist, a friend, at the hospital.
“Please come with me,” she begs him. “I need you to be there.”
“You’ll be fine,” he reassures her, dismissing her plea. “I have a full schedule of patients today. I must be at the clinic. But I’ll be there if you need me. It’s right next door.”
Ellen is home alone dressing for her appointment when the cramps begin. She has never been through labor so she doesn’t know what to expect. She is less than a month into her pregnancy so these certainly couldn’t be labor pains.
Her only experience with labor-like pains was with her own mother. Twenty seven years ago—when she was just eight—Ellen’s mother got pregnant. Ellen was an only child and the concept of a brother or sister greatly appealed to her. She loved that unborn child from the instant she was told of it. She would rush home after school to feed the baby. Actually, that meant making hot chocolate and cookies for her mother because the baby was in her tummy and that was the only way she could feed it.
She had even named the baby. Cinderella if it was a sister. Galahad if it was a brother. Her mother went along figuring they would deal with a name later.
One afternoon Ellen came racing home to feed the baby. She could see the baby by now. She just imagined it inside mommy’s bulging tummy. She felt it kick. This child was as real as though it had been born already. Only this day both mommy and baby weren’t feeling well. Hot chocolate should make her better, and Ellen rushed off to the kitchen to prepare the sweets. Just as Ellen returned with the tray of snacks, her mother collapsed to the floor of the living room, clutching her stomach, writhing in pain. Crippling, aching spasms.
“Is the baby coming?” she begged of her mother.
“Call for help,” was all her mother could say, then let out the most agonizing screams, deep enough to indelibly scar the eardrums of any eight year old child.
“Are you in labor, mommy?” she pressed to know.
“Help me,” her mother pleaded.
Finally Ellen dialed the operator and cried for help. An ambulance arrived in minutes. She wanted to reach her father but didn’t know where to call. He was on the road somewhere.
The hospital staff took care of Ellen while doctors treated her mother. Time and again Ellen asked about her little brother or sister as though he or she really existed beyond the womb. Doctors tried valiantly to save the baby, but they could not. What had happened exactly, no one knew for sure. Four and a half months into the pregnancy Ellen’s mother’s body simply rejected the fetus—and it died. There had been no trauma, no sickness, nothing had harmed the baby. It was simply a fluke and that was the end of it. For everyone, that is, but Ellen. Her loss was more than a miscarriage or aborted fetus. Ellen had known and loved her sibling with a passion unmatched. The loss devastated her, and she never forgot that feeling. Perhaps, she thought, this is why her desire to have a child of her own is so all consuming.
Now as she dresses to meet the doctor—alone—her mind rushes back to that day with her mother. It is inexplicable why she should think of that now, but it frightens the hell out of her. She is tempted to call Richard and have him rush home. But then she thinks better of it. If she calls him now and it’s nothing, then next time it might be something serious and…well she knows not to cry wolf too often.
Back in his lab for the first time since the monkeys were born, Richard returns to his primary objective—to continue his tests on long-term frozen eggs. His first attempts, shortly after the eggs were harvested, were on short-term frozen eggs, those frozen from just a few hours to a few days. There were some initial failures, but once he worked out the problems, he began to fertilize his experimental eggs with a ninety-three percent success rate.
But freezing for a few days is not the same as freezing for a few weeks, months or years. That’s the real test. So far, now, he has repeatedly created life from eggs that had been frozen for several weeks. With each of these he had destroyed the by-products soon after they had fertilized and cleaved to just a few dozen cells. The experiments have been useful for as far as they had gone, but they did not answer the most difficult questions: What would happen with eggs that had been frozen over a long period of time? What will be the result when the embryo is brought to term? Would it produce a healthy, normal baby?
Richard is seated at the grand console of his private laboratory. Despite the crowd of instruments and electronics in this modern day facility, the lab is surprisingly orderly and stark. The long black tabletop stretches the length of the workspace. Most of that is clear and clean. On stepped shelves above and behind rest the instruments of the future. Most prominent is the sperm injection microscope—a microscope with what look like handlebars attached to it.
Beneath the lab top is the Dewars cryogenic freezer, a cylindrical contraption about the size of a shop vacuum, two feet tall and eighteen inches in diameter. Inside, dangling from thin wire nooses are the tiny pipettes, miniature glass test tubes less than an eighth of an inch thick and about an inch long. Their insides have been hollowed out to about the width of a piece of string. Inside each pipette resides one pre-embryo, a cluster of sperm, or one egg, all microscopic and invisible to the naked eye.
Richard slides on a pair of heavy rubber gloves to protect his bare skin from the power of the frozen vapors inside and slowly unlocks and lifts the lid of the Dewar. As he does, thick clouds of vapors pour out and over the rim of the drum and cascade to the ground. It’s the condensation of the frigid air inside when it comes in contact with the room temperatures of the lab.
Richard looks for a label, any label. He finds YONI #E2424 and arbitrarily chooses that egg. He tugs gently at the noose line on which the egg is suspended and pulls it towards him. As soon as the pipette is clear of the cylinder he immediately closes the lid and re-seals it.
He places the pipette on a soft pad on the laboratory table to thaw while he removes his heavy rubber gloves and exchanges them for the more touchy-feely thin latex protective gloves.
This experiment is to test his success at dependably fertilizing eggs after long-term freezing. This procedure, called ICSI, pronounced Ick’-see, for Intracytoplasmic Sperm Injection, was originally developed by doctors to treat infertility among men. ICSI is a one-shot assisted free pass for a sperm. All of the work is done with a needle guided to penetrate the egg’s outer membrane and deposits the sperm directly into the nucleus.
Richard removes the now-thawed YONI egg and places it on a lubricated glass microscope slide. He slides the glass under the microscope equipped with the micro dexterity controllers..
The activity can be seen both through the microscope’s eyepieces, which Richard uses to direct the injection, and enlarged on a television monitor on the step shelf above his head. On the TV screen the egg looks deceptively large—appearing to be about the size of a chicken egg yoke. The egg looks like a faceless clock, round with ragged edges, and he can see the pipette that is securing the egg on its left side. From the right side, at about three o’clock, he slides into place the five microns wide injection needle. The needle has an extremely sharp, beveled end, one that will easily pierce the egg’s membrane without damaging it.
Next he places an active sperm into a viscous solution.
Inside the transparent glass tube, Richard observes the single sperm trying to swim free. As he begins, he is careful not to inject too much liquid medium into the egg along with the sperm. He suspects that’s what went wrong with his first monkeys experiment in the artificial womb—he allowed too much fluid to seep into the egg when he injected the sperm, thus contaminating the fertilized egg. It takes him less than sixty seconds to inject the sperm directly into the center of the YONI egg #E2424, one of those harvested from Eve Gardiner’s tissues.
He works slowly to ensure that the sperm is not redrawn back into the pipette as he removes the needle from the egg.
Then he watches on the television screen as the egg closes and assumes its original shape in about 60 seconds.
Next he removes the lid of a round clear plastic Petri dish, about four inches in diameter and about an inch high. Inside is a pinkish liquid in which he places the impregnated egg. Richard gently places the Petri dish in the incubation chamber. The easy work is done.
Now comes the waiting.
For the next 24 hours Richard will check it periodically to ensure that the egg is cleaving. Once that begins, the egg is fertilized.
When the mass is about 12 cells large, Richard tries one more experiment. He divides the cell mass into two.
He wants to know if these cells will react the same as normal—normal being never-been-frozen—cells. At this stage, the inner mass consists of cells that are still indeterminate, not yet committed to becoming any particular cell type or body part. They are the stem cells that, in theory, can develop into any of the body's tissues and organs.
Richard had discovered that he could divide a pre-embryo into two and they still grow normally—as two. He found he could repeat this over and over again. But, once he stops, and does not continue to divide them, they quickly grow too large for the dish and die.
Unless he can place them in a womb.
Richard appears for the first time to have a certain madness in his eyes. He is about to step across a line; he has become so obsessed with success that he has begun to consider less than ethical alternatives to keep his experiments alive.
Chapter 15
Catherine’s exclusive interview with the renowned Dr. Richard Lancaster, Fertility God Extraordinaire, was another in her string of major “gets” for the network and her news magazine show. The competition had been fierce, but she outflanked them all by following Richard back into his lab after the news conference. Everyone else had given up because Richard had made it clear he was not going to grant any one-on-one interviews. Had the others been there, they too could have seen the glint in his eyes that shouted “come and get me.” She could read those eyes and knew that Richard was desperate to be wooed. He coveted the chase, the courting, and was prepared to say yes to the proper suitor.
The interview had not been much more revealing than what he had said at the news conference. But that’s not the way the network hyped it. They trumpeted it with all the right catchwords: exclusive, revealing, first time, dramatic new details, discloses the future. There is no journalistic honesty or integrity in promotion. There is only promotion. Get them (the viewers) into the tent, gather the biggest audience you can, register the ratings meters, and hold them as long as you can. The holding was up to the show. If the show producers can’t deliver what the promotion department hypes, then that’s their fault. If the audience is disappointed, it really doesn’t matter. They’re very gullible. If you promise them something and you don’t deliver, they don’t hold it against you. They don’t remember. And even if they do, if the next promise is enticing enough, they’ll tune in anyway. That’s the beauty of hype and television. Television has a shelf life of one hour or less. If it stinks, come back next week and maybe it’ll smell sweeter. You couldn’t do this with a movie because once you finish a movie, it’s there forever, showing on screens again and again. If the movie doesn’t deliver on the hype, word of mouth will kill it. In television, everyone gets the screening at the same time. One shot. Good or bad, hype it and they will come.
The Richard Lancaster interview was interesting to those who had not seen or heard the news conference. And to see it in a context without a hoard of competitive reporters jostling to be heard made it a bit more compelling. But no new ground was broken. Richard acquitted himself nicely again. Catherine didn’t toss any hard balls. And those he didn’t hit out of the park he hit for extra bases. Richard was happy and so was Catherine. The ratings were off the charts. The subject of clones in an artificial womb had clearly captured the imagination of the country—and the world. The interview was shown in sixty-one countries. It enhanced Richard’s image as an international phenomenon and celebrity. Richard’s goal was to reach as many of the Nobel Prize judges as he could, to impress them on the scientific importance and medical advancement that his monkeys represented. Richard wants to be the next recipient of the Nobel Prize for Medicine. Catherine wants to be number one show of the week. Catherine attained her goal. Richard must wait.
Just two weeks after her ratings-shattering exclusive interview with Richard, Catherine Bates is seated—this time unnoticed—in the corner of his waiting room. She is wearing dark glasses and a cover on her head in an effort to mask her identity. She is alone. No camera crews. No producers. No hair and makeup assistants. This is a personal, not a professional visit.
On the table are copies of Time, Newsweek and a special edition of Life magazines, each with a close-up of Richard holding Gonzo and Georgie on the cover. Richard's secretary Ruth Iaia is on the phone. Catherine can hear only one side of the conversation, but that’s enough. Ruth is speaking into the phone.
“Yes, but Dr. Lancaster usually reserves his evening hours for his research and rarely sees patients after 4 p.m.” There’s a pause while the person on the other end of the line makes his or her case. Then Ruth again. “No, I understand Mr. Chairman. I’m sure the Doctor will see you and Mrs. Grady on Tuesday evening at 7. Thank you.”
Ruth types the appointment in the computer. This patient has won. Her intercom buzzes, summoning her into the inner office. Catherine once again only hears a brief snippet.
“Yessir...?” as the door closes.
Catherine would love to know what’s going on inside Richard’s office. But it’s a journalist’s curiosity, not a patient’s. And she’s not here as a journalist.
Before he calls in Catherine, Richard needs to make some changes to his appointments calendar.
“Ruth, I’m going to take a few weeks off in December. Would you please re-schedule my appointments.”
Richard is already booked solid well into next year, and Ruth is quick to remind him. Time off was never programmed into his schedule.
Richard is insistent, “I’m wanted in Stockholm.”
Ruth smiles approvingly. Richard has gotten his wish. He will receive the Nobel Prize for Medicine in Stockholm in December. He cannot wait to tell someone.
“Shall I get Mrs. Lancaster for you?” Ruth prompts Richard.
“Yes. And please show Catherine Bates in.”
Ruth retreats and invites Catherine to join Richard in his office. Richard greets her warmly with an effusive hug.
Catherine has come on personal business, but Richard wants to talk about himself first. Catherine had been a major player in his game to win the Nobel Prize, and Richard is grateful that she played her part so flawlessly. He tells her of his good fortune, “The Nobel Prize for Medicine. They just announced them. Gonzo, Georgie and me.”
Catherine smiles her congratulations.
Ruth interrupts them on the intercom, “Dr. Lancaster, there’s no answer at your home.”
Richard is surprised because Ellen had not been feeling well for several weeks now and he had not expected her to go out today. He instructs Ruth to try again in a few minutes.
“Now, what can I do for you, Catherine…?”
Chapter 16
By the time Richard reached her, Ellen had lost the baby.
It was just one of those things. The doctors called it “a non-viable pregnancy.” It was probably the best thing that she miscarried. She was likely carrying a malformed or defective fetus and had she carried it to term she most likely would have given birth to a retarded or severely handicapped child. Spontaneous abortion—miscarriage—is nature’s way of dealing with imperfect pregnancies.
They couldn’t tell her why—what happened. It could have been a bad sperm, a bad egg, a combination of the two, or some other genetic aberration. Whatever it was, they tell her, she was lucky.
Lucky? She had tried so desperately hard to get pregnant and had finally succeeded. She carried for nearly six weeks, and then the world of the baby she had already come to love came to a crushing end. Just like her mother had years ago.
Her guilt was overwhelming. Her disappointment devastating. Could she ever get pregnant again? And if she could, would she ever be able to carry a baby to term?
Lucky? How dare they use that word!
Richard assured her that if she could get pregnant once, she could do it again. She is comforted with that, but wonders whether she will ever have a healthy pregnancy.
She tells Richard, they must try again—soon. Back to the pills, the charts, the temperature readings and the scheduled conjugal sessions. She wants to begin as soon as she can.
Richard doesn’t even give it a moments thought—he will never tell her the truth. The pregnancy was a fluke. His sperm simply should not—could not—have succeeded without help. He never doubts for a moment that the baby was his. He never doubts Ellen’s love, faithfulness, monogamy. No, the problem was his. Some overzealous sperm somehow, against all the odds and laws of nature, managed to reach and penetrate an egg. Clearly, the wrong sperm made it. Left to nature alone, there is no way to more carefully select the perfect candidate for fertilization. That can only be left up to him. He is nature’s helper—facilitator.
Just like the human experiment growing in the artificial womb carefully hidden away in his secret lab behind locked steel doors. The creation of such a—what is it? Thing. The creation of a life unprecedented in the total history of man. This is on a scale of Adam—of Adam and Eve fame. For once he really is a god. He has fertilized a human egg outside the womb, nurtured it in a dish, then supported its life and growth in an artificial womb similar to the ones where the monkeys Gonzo and Georgie had gestated. Of course, this is an accomplishment only he will ever know about. How far he can carry the test, even his divine powers cannot predict. The fetus is alive and growing—already 126 days since fertilization or about eighteen weeks into its 38 to 40 week gestation period. Normal ranges are between 253 and 303 days.
Richard never expects this fetus to survive to term. And if it seems to be going that far, he’ll have to face an even more difficult choice—to let it reach maturity, if it can, or terminate it when it’s already well along in its development. What if the fetus is seven or eight months along, far enough that it could possibly survive outside the womb? Can he still terminate it then? What will he be killing? In Richard’s mind what is floating in front of him is not a human child. It is simply an experiment. It is not the product of a man and a woman—unless of course you consider that the ingredients of the product came from a man and a woman—and it’s not the by-product of any lovemaking or other desire. No one claims parentage of this…this…experiment. But then who were the parents of Adam and Eve?
If it’s a baby, as we mean baby, then it’s a life. And if it’s a life, he must do everything he can to save it. If he saves it, and it lives, what will it be and how will he ever be able to explain it? But if he lets it die—or worse, must kill it—will he have committed murder? He cannot murder a life that is not a life. You cannot murder an experiment. Is it murder if you destroy a lab rat? Sure, if he had taken someone’s child and experimented on it, and killed it, that would have been murder. That was somebody’s child. But if this is nobody’s child, how can he be killing anything that can’t be murdered? Is it any different than cleansing the glass slides of the sperm injector after practicing on injecting and discharging the practice by-product? Is the one cell egg and sperm concoction any less of an experiment than the twelve cell pre-embryo, or twelve billion cell whatever now floating in front of him? Sure it looks like a baby, a miniature person about the size of his fist with arms and legs and a head and eyes and ears, and crunched in a fetal position, its tiny legs tucked firmly against its own belly. And it’s growing fast. Not long ago it was no bigger than his thumb. In another ten weeks, this experiment will be of a size that had it been a real baby taken from its mother’s womb, its chances of survival would be better than fifty-fifty. The key here is mother’s womb. He rationalizes that there is no mother’s womb here. There are only tubes and wires and lights and pumps and tubs and fluids in which some cells have been placed to test growth potential. In a few weeks he’ll simply clean this glass and toss the waste as he has done some many times before with smaller forms of the same experiment—and move on.
For Catherine Bates, nothing will be more welcome than an end to the months of almost disabling side effects of the hormone treatments, nasal sprays and daily shots, meant to suppress the hormones produced by a woman in a normal menstrual cycle and enable greater control over when her eggs are produced, and how many. The treatments are superovulatory drugs, the same as those that normally stimulate the ovaries, but they are increased so that more than one egg develops—hopefully a dozen or more. But as is common, they have so negatively affected her mood and disposition that she is barely herself. Normally a happy person, full of optimism, she has found herself of late short with people—constantly annoyed with others as well as herself.
Each morning she begins her day by pricking herself with the hormone-cocktail injection that is stimulating her egg production. First, her cycle had to be regulated. That had taken two months. Then her egg production had to be stimulated. In a woman’s menstrual cycle several eggs begin to mature, but usually only one will become fully mature. The drugs are intended to improve that number, hopefully many fold. That took nearly two months.
But now she’s ready. She has selected the perfect father and has purchased the frozen sperm. That was a month-long ordeal in itself, trying to find the perfect, exact right person to mate with—biologically speaking—and then dealing with all of the doubts and second guessing. And in the middle of all that her father died and she had to deal with that.
She’d made a decision and slept on it, and by morning she’d changed her mind a dozen times.
In the middle of one middle-of-the-night flip-flop she couldn’t sleep, so she called BobbiDane for support. This was payback for all the middle of the nights Catherine had spent on the phone or sitting by her bed trying to bring Bobbi gently down from a bad drug induced high, or nurse her through a debilitating hangover. Despite the fact that Bobbi had told her she had “sleep-over company,” Catherine kept her on the phone for over an hour. Finally the need for sleep overwhelmed her and Bobbi, groggy and impatient, screamed at Catherine, “I’ve been trying to reason with fucking hormones for the past hour. This is not you. You made your goddam decision. Now tell your fucking hormones to shut up and let’s get some fucking sleep.”
Once again, Bobbi was right. This was so unlike her. Normally she’s a self-assured, decisive person, who knows what she wants or must do, makes a decision and presses on. But in the end, each doubt only reinforced her choice and her selection was made and confirmed many nights over. She had looked so closely at the final choice she felt she knew him—or better put, that she had actually known him, because he is dead. Was dead when she first met him, and was dead when she chose him, and was dead when she collected his sperm, and will still be dead when she is inseminated by him. As she thinks about that, the whole process seems so rather strange to her. But the strangeness is something she got used to during those endless hours in the green room at the sperm bank sitting alone and talking to the hundreds of dead men, interviewing each with the determination of a patriarch looking for the right person to succeed him as head of the family trust. She was interviewing the future of the family genetic lineage and this was no less important.
Now she is ready.
She’s ready for extraction. Her eggs are aging and are ready for Daddy Right.
She has been counseled on the procedure so many times she believes she could perform the surgery herself. The egg retrieval process takes place following a cycle during which fertility drugs will be administered to aid in the production of multiple eggs. The eggs are surgically removed by inserting a small needle into her abdomen and extracting them.
Egg development is monitored by ultrasound scanning which enables a picture of her ovaries containing the eggs to appear on a television screen. Her eggs are collected using a procedure called laparoscopy. A small incision is made just below her naval. The laparoscope, an instrument, designed to look inside the abdomen, is inserted through the abdominal wall. When the eggs are located, a fine hollow needle is inserted separately. Slowly. Cautiously. Gently, making sure not to damage the microscopic eggs. But Catherine will not feel a thing. She’ll be either anaesthetized or heavily sedated.
Her Dad was right! He is no longer around to know it, but his legacy to his daughter was his mantra. “Take care of business first. And remember—it’s all business.” He died with his pinstripes on and he probably could not have thought of a better way to go for himself, although he perhaps would have preferred to go a little later.
But there he was, lording over a conference room full of associates and sycophants. His “throne”—an exquisite custom-made leather high back chair with built-in remote controls for the television, phone, even the window blinds—placed regally at the head of what must have seemed to be a mile long rich mahogany table. Real wood shined so brightly you can see your reflection in it, but so intimidating you dared not lean against it for fear of leaving a mark. It was another tool Daddy used to keep his subordinates in proper defensive awe.
The merger talks were going badly. Daddy was not one accustomed to a fight, or more accurately, to be fought. He started with a gentle hint at first, “Your company is a perfect fit for us. Together we will dominate the market.” But when the little guy balked at becoming part of Daddy’s bigger empire, the talk became a little more precise.
“I will not take ‘no’ for an answer.”
By the time Daddy was in full steam he was raging, “This decision is not yours to make. We’ll see what your stockholders think of it if you reject my offer,” knowing full-well that the stockholders were more interested in the profits than on preserving the empire of its venerable chairman.
The meeting had turned as hostile as the takeover attempt. Then suddenly, without preamble or warning, Daddy leaned back in his throne, sat silent for a moment, closed his eyes and peacefully left the meeting—forever. Fifty-seven years old and suddenly this picture of health is dead—without warning.
Doctors said it was his heart. Congenital. He had been born with a genetic defect that had never manifested itself before. It was like a ticking time bomb no one knew or could have known it was there. She must keep this in mind and have her child watched closely. Genetic defects are hereditary and if she’s passing along this silent killer, she wants her child to have the most protective health care possible so that he or she isn’t caught by surprise some summer afternoon as her father was.
For some inexplicable reason the heart defect decided now was the time for it to take charge. It could have happened anywhere—at dinner, on the golf course, while riding in a car. They said the stress of the meeting was not a factor. In fact those who knew Daddy knew there was no stress. These meetings were not stressful to him at all—nothing was—unless you consider a tough game of handball or a Saturday afternoon softball game in the park following 18 holes of morning golf as stressful.
No, these were all games to Daddy. “Remember, it’s all business,” and he meant his sports games as well as his office games. Victory is victory. And the money? Well that was just a way of keeping score.
And so is this whole process, all so business-like. Three hundred and fifty dollars to register with the Sperm Bank. Individual cryo-preserved semen vials about one thousand and seventy five dollars each. Or buy the twelve-pack special for nine thousand, six hundred and seventy two dollars. Shipping and handling are extra.
Once bought and paid for, the sperm of the selected dead daddy-perfect will be shipped to Dr. Richard Lancaster, her fertility doctor, at the Lancaster Fertility Clinic. Catherine had chosen Dr. Lancaster with the same precise scrutiny she employed on her sperm selection.
Richard is just 36 years old, just a few years older than she, and has achieved international acclaim in the field of reproductive medicine. He will use twentieth century fertility techniques, many of which had not yet even been invented at the time the prospective father was alive.
It is all business today, as well. First make the deal. It’s a straightforward proposition—Catherine to Richard—you do this for me, succeed, make me a baby, and I’ll reward you handsomely. Perhaps she could even get him a sizable grant from the Robert Bates Pediatric Hospital which had been endowed by her father to carry on some of his higher-end fertility research and experiments. It was indeed the largest carrot on a stick ever dangled in front of Richard’s hungry eyes. Catherine actually had no reason to believe that she would have any difficulty getting pregnant, but being generous was one way to be sure that whether it’s quick and easy or prolonged and difficult, she will be getting the great and acclaimed doctor’s undivided attention.
Lancaster Clinic lab technicians, or more likely Richard himself, will carefully, one at a time, inject a single thawed sperm into one of her extracted eggs and the single cell of life will hopefully begin to live and grow. Sperm injection—a single sperm injected into a single egg. Remarkable when you consider that the average male discharges millions of sperm during every ejaculation and it takes but one of them to create life. The other X millions, 999,999 just swim along into oblivion. It’s a little like winning the marathon. One sperm wins because it swims faster, stronger, longer, further, and better.
In assisted fertility, as in a marathon, you can also have the other finalists. They’re like runners-up in a beauty pageant. If the winner is unable to serve for any reason, the first runner-up will take its place. Sometimes, the runners-up hang in there even if the winner keeps the title. That’s when the miracle of life produces multiple winners—multiple births. In assisted pregnancies, twins or better is a common phenomenon. And in sperm injection, it’s more like winning the lottery. One sperm of a million is selected at random, placed in the needle and sent on to glory.
The sperm injected eggs, as many as possible, are placed into individual Petri dishes, the small, round glass dishes containing a protective solution in which the eggs float and are stimulated to grow. When the mass, now called a pre-embryo, reaches about 18 or so cells, they begin to differentiate. One cell begins to form a heart. Another will become an eye. Another a hand, or a finger, or a finger nail. It goes on into the billions and billions of cells that will eventually, actually nine months later if all goes well, present themselves as her baby.
Of course, that doesn’t happen in the Petri dish. Soon after dividing in the dish, the viable pre-embryos will be implanted into her womb—directly into her uterus, avoiding the traps of the Fallopian tubes which so often are the cause of infertility. The time between egg extraction and re-insertion of the fertilized eggs is just a few days—ideally about 72 hours. Three or four fertilized eggs are preferred for transfer. That improves the odds significantly that at least one egg will take hold and grow to term. Catherine can’t wait for that day, which, for her now, finally, is not too far off.
All of this technical mumbo-jumbo isn’t exactly the romantic start to life that Catherine always pictured as her own beginning. Even though, given her memories of her parents, she always had trouble imagining Mummy and Daddy “doing it.” Mummy lying there, impersonal, distant, probably thinking about the color of the ceiling and how she might decorate the walls with a little corner trim. “Is this going to take long? Hurry up with the sperm,” she fantasizes her mother demanding, “I’ve got an early tennis game tomorrow.”
But the reality is, it doesn’t matter how it begins. The end product, when successful, is the same. And that’s what Catherine never loses sight of. No matter how she began, or how much her parents loathed each other in varying degrees over the years, she never doubted their love for her.
Now it was her turn to stare at the ceiling and consider the color of the paint and the corner trim. This particular ceiling was simple white. The walls a pale, soothing, what is this—mauve? No not purple enough to be mauve. Pink? Closer to pink. But not enough red to be pink. An odd color for an examination room, but then again this was a different type of examination. This is where life begins and so it must be soothing yet special. With the abdominal probe touring her ovaries right now she really doesn’t give much of a damn what color the room is. She just wants to get this part of the process over with and get that stick out of her belly.
“Good. Very good.” She could hear Dr. Lancaster even through the fog of her sedation. “Just a few more and we’ll be all set.”
He seems pleased, she thinks. Maybe this will be the last time. She really only needs one good egg to mate with her chosen dead-donor’s frozen catalogue-bought sperm. They had arrived this morning at the Lancaster clinic all properly packaged in a special Dewar travel pack. Each sperm still frozen in its own tiny pipette protector. The deep freeze chemically maintained and guaranteed to hold for two days. Within minutes of arrival by FedEx, the pipettes have been removed, logged in and placed inside the clinic’s permanent Dewars where they will remain until Catherine’s eggs are ready for the injection procedure.
There was an extra bonus in her sperm delivery package. An extra pipette. It was unlabeled and therefore not logged in. A curious nurse who had found it had examined it under a microscope hours after it had thawed and died—and found it had been somebody’s pre-embryo. She did not know whose. Somebody’s child, a nascent life, a beginning of something, of someone who shall never be. It had apparently been mistakenly added to this shipment or perhaps had been left behind from the last shipment this particular canister had delivered. But it was nothing now but twelve cells of fertility clinic waste. No one will ever know whether it was another Jonas Salk, Marie Curie, Attila the Hun or Adolph Hitler in that pipette—a great person of science or medicine, or a monstrous tyrant, or just some average Joe with a future of no great consequence to mankind other than his or her own tiny universe. Catherine could not help letting her mind wander so aimlessly and nonsensically as she lay there so exposed and vulnerable—and otherwise useless.
They are done. Catherine’s egg retrieval has gone well, but not spectacular. Four eggs have been recovered. Just four. Enough for this first attempt at conceiving. Eight to ten eggs are generally preferred because there is a high rate of failure in the sperm injection process and just four is cutting it a little too close.
Even through her grogginess Catherine is sure she will never be able to endure this again. It has taken everything out of her. Normally vivacious and easy-going, she is a wreck.
“Please, doctor, make it work,” she pleads through her drugs-induced fog.
“Not to worry, Catherine.” She hears the deep slow-motion voice of Dr. Lancaster assuring her. “I’ll make it happen for you, I promise.”
Richard is usually more circumspect with his promises, but he feels confident this time. Besides, he realizes that the stakes are higher and that Catherine is fragile and may give up rather than go through this again. And if she gives up, not only his bonus for success, the large cash reward for live births that his more affluent patients happily agree to pay, will be lost, but so will potential millions of dollars in grant money from the William Bates estate via the Robert Bates Pediatric Hospital endowment. So he has the incentive, exactly as the bonuses were intended to induce, to make sure Catherine gets her child. He’s taking care of business.
Her four precious eggs are removed immediately to the lab while Catherine is wheeled to recovery. It will be several hours before she is clear-headed enough to go home. Meanwhile, Richard and Judy will begin the sperm injection process.
Four sperm vials are removed from the Dewar and readied.
The four eggs have each been placed in their own Petri dish.
One by one Richard injects a selected sperm into each of Catherine’s eggs, each time with a little verbal coaxing and encouragement. “Nice sperm. Go ahead, swim to momma.” It always seemed silly to Judy that a generally humorless guy like Richard would revert to infantile babble while engineering the trickiest micro-maneuver man has ever devised. But it somehow calms his hand and steadies the aim. Whatever works for him, she thinks.
“Bingo. They’re all done. Four for four. Now we wait.” The four eggs have each been penetrated—each by a single sperm. The Petri dishes are placed in the incubator to begin the growing and dividing process. If all goes well, Catherine will return in a few days and he will implant two of the four embryos directly into her uterus, where it is hoped at least one will take hold and produce a viable pregnancy. The other two pre-embryos will be flash frozen and held for future use—should they be needed. Like sperm, and unlike eggs, pre-embryos have an almost limitless survivability once frozen and can be thawed back to life at any time.
Catherine is coming out of her daze as Richard is telling her the guarded but good news. “No guarantees. We never know if they’ll take or not. But they look very promising.”
“And if they all work?”
“Then we have a choice. We can implant one or two and save the others for a later try if it’s needed. Or we can implant all four to maximize the odds for you on the first try. Your call.”
Catherine is too woozy to make such a decision now. But whether now or later, she knows she’ll go with Richard’s advice. “What do you recommend?”
“I suggest we take our best shot now, while still holding something in reserve. Implant two, assuming we have all four available. The risk for multiple births is greater. But the chances of a pregnancy are also significantly greater.”
They decide to make the final decision when they know precisely how many viable pre-embryos they have.This discussion is too much for her and Catherine falls into a deep, restful sleep for the next hour. When she wakes, she dresses and goes home—to wait.
Chapter 17
Passing the time has never been one of Catherine’s strong suits. She is an active woman, used to being on the go. But she’s been ordered to get some rest following the egg retrieval to give the tiny incisions in her abdomen a chance to heal. Richard also wants her rested and strong for the implant procedure in a few days.
She has taken a brief leave of absence from the network. Bobbi, as always, is her lifeline and friend. She is intent on getting her through this all right. She calls Catherine ten times a day to keep her up to date and to lend moral support.
For Catherine, being a star has certain perks, mainly that she can bank her stories for future use. As senior producer, Bobbi does most of the work. Bobbi is, at times, dangerously self-destructive in her personal life, but somehow is always completely dependable in her professional one. She oversees the other producers on Catherine’s team who find and research the stories, arrange the interviews, prepare her questions, and prep her for the interviews. Afterwards, they write the scripts, edit the tapes into a story and hand her a finished form that she needs to simply narrate and do her on camera intros and outros—introductions and closes. Then, while she sits at home—the show anchor will explain that she’s “on assignment”—the segments will be run as though she had been at work every day.
No one will ever have to know that she ran off with some dead guy to make babies.
Catherine is excited at the prospect that all this may finally be coming to a happy ending, like the last chapter of the first volume of a great tome. She spends hours imagining herself with her son or daughter, reminding herself again, as she always does, that she really doesn’t care which. Just the two of them. She vows that she will be a better parent even than her own, whom she remembers with only warmth and affection despite the tensions in their marriage. She already has a head start on that. She’s alone and there’s no spouse to cause dissension in the home.
As she daydreams about the future, she is leafing through her past. The photo albums of her and her family. The memories of life, so fragile. For a long time, Catherine thought of herself as the consolation prize.
“They’re alive,” she hears the voice in the phone telling her. “Two of your eggs have fertilized and have begun to cleave. The other two did not survive.” The voice is Richard Lancaster reassuring her that she’s half way home. She has two viable embryos that should be ready to be implanted within a day or two.
“Keep yourself ready,” Lancaster advises Catherine.
A few hours later came the second call. Her implant is scheduled for early in the morning.
It’s a simple procedure and requires only the doctor and the assistance of a nurse. The viable pre-embryos will be transferred from the protective solution in the Petri dishes directly into the uterus. If the transfer is successful, the already-fertilized and formed pre-embryo will attach itself to the wall of the uterus and a pregnancy will be achieved—and life begun.
Dr. Lancaster arrives in his scrub greens to find Judy preparing for the procedure and Catherine already in place on the operating table. She is dressed only in a hospital surgical gown which takes few precautions to protect the modesty it is ostensibly designed for. Her legs are already in the stirrups. Richard rolls a small stool to the end of the table directly facing and at eye level with her vagina. Her feet hang past his shoulders enabling him to get closer to his work. Behind him is a small window hole with a sliding door that connects to the lab on the other side of the wall. If they follow usual procedure, when he’s ready, Judy will hand the embryos through the window to him and he will snake it through her body into the uterus. He will do this twice, since there are only two viable pre-embryos. This time no sedative or anesthesia is required. The procedure is uncomfortable and somewhat embarrassing, but it is relatively painless.
Catherine is conscious and alert to what’s happening. Richard talks her through, step-by-step.
“There are two embryos. Each about 16 cells. Both look good. We’ll implant them both and with luck at least one will take.”
“At least one? What does that mean?”
“It means if both take, you won’t be coming back again in a year or two for more kids.”
Catherine never intended to come back for more. All she ever wanted was just one.
“Dr. Lancaster, now I know why the whole world is beating a path to your door.”
Richard examines Catherine and prepares her womb to receive her child. His nurse, Judy, is standing next to Catherine’s head at the other end of the table and is holding her hand to calm her. Tension and stress are deterrents to a successful implant. Catherine is comfortable with Judy and relaxes holding her hand.
Richard finishes his preparatory work and Catherine is ready.
“Shall I get the dishes, Doctor,” Judy asks.
This is following normal procedure. The doctor calms and prepares the patient while the nurse retrieves the specimens. But since Judy has things so well under control, Richard does not want to disturb Catherine’s tranquility.
“No, stay with Catherine. I’ll get them,” he volunteers.
From the incubator cabinet in the lab, Lancaster retrieves the Petri dishes containing Catherine Bates’ two pre-embryos.
Richard carefully double checks the labels to be certain he has the correct specimens. Next he powers on the microscope and places the pre-embryos under the lens for a final check on their development. That’s when Lancaster discovers he has a serious problem.
“Is everything okay, Doctor?” Judy asks when Richard returns to the procedure room a few minutes later. He had been gone for a longer time than expected.
“ Fine,” he calmly reassures them. “The microscope was acting up. Took a few minutes to restart it.”
The implant procedure is amazingly simple and un-technical. The pre-embryo is captured in a small tube under the microscope. The act of capturing is the same as using a straw to drink a soda. Richard places his lips over one end and very gently sucks the pre-embryo into the tube. Back in the procedure room, he inserts the tube deep into Catherine and then gently blows into the tube, ejecting the specimen which hopefully will attach itself to her uterus.
He does this twice. Once with each pre-embryo.
“Done,” Richard declares with a positive, encouraging smile. He orders Catherine to rest where she is for an hour and then she will be free to go home. The hardest part is ahead—again the waiting.
That night on his drive home Richard reflects on his day. He is pleased with today’s work. He is already counting the Bates Foundation money he is certain he has earned. He is so pleased with himself, in fact, that he’s decided to extend this promising day one more step—to Ellen. But Ellen is in no mood to hear about his good fortune. She has just learned that her tests once again are negative. She is not pregnant. He arrives home to find Ellen in a sullen, hopeless mood. Her eyes are swelled from crying.
“Richard, is it possible that the problem is you?” The question comes out of the blue and stabs him like a dagger. He had feared this question for a long time and does not know yet how to answer it.
“What do you mean, Ellen?”
“I’ve been asking around, doing some reading—reading some of your lectures, in fact. You yourself estimate the male to be the problem in fifty percent of infertilities. Have you ever been tested?”
This is a question he would prefer not to answer right now. He deflects it with a different approach.
“Ellen, please let me try one more time,” he pleads with her. “I promise, no more talk about donor eggs.”
Richard is far more clinical when it comes to this subject. He knows how easy it all is once you get past the emotion. He considers emotion a woman thing, and not something he must contend with. Sure, he wants the child to be his—and “his” doesn’t necessarily mean “theirs.” But he is resigned to the fact that Ellen will never get over her aversion to accepting another person’s donated eggs for fear that the donor will always be out, there, able to challenge her for her baby anytime she wants. Ellen does not think she can live with that hanging over her head.
“What are you saying?” Ellen asks.
Richard sees the question as an opening. He can still see Catherine Bates on the table, blissfully happy. Why not Ellen? It would certainly buy him some peace in his own home.
“I’m making giant strides every day. I think I can make us a baby—our baby—my baby and your baby.” He begs her to trust him, and she’s weakening.
“Richard, I’d do almost anything I could to give you the son you deserve. But our son.”
If he could just get her on that table. “Next time your chart spikes, come by the clinic and we’ll have a romantic modern medical miracle matinee.”
Ellen wipes the tears from her eyes and struggles to give him a smile of acceptance. She wants so much to believe that he can do this for her—for them. Slowly she draws closer to him, puts her arms around him and gently speaks into his ear, “Okay darling, I’ll come. I do trust you.”
His next call is to Qamarlon. It is late at night at the palace, but Richard is certain that his news will be welcome at any hour.
“Sheikh Omar? I apologize for calling at this late hour.”
“Yes, it is past midnight here. We are seven hours ahead of you in Florida. What’s the news, Dr. Lancaster?”
“Your highness, I believe I have the solution. Can you and your wife come to the clinic for one more brief visit?”
“When do you want us?”
“As soon as possible. I am ready to give you an heir.”
“We will be there in two days.”
Richard had already checked and knows that two days will be perfect; that two days is a fertility bull’s eye on the princess’s menstrual cycle. The princess should be ovulating now. “The day after tomorrow will be perfect,” he tells the Sheikh.
Catherine Bates will know soon if she is pregnant. Waiting at home has been torture. She can’t work, and she can’t sit still.
When the phone rings it is a welcome relief to the quiet. She had told Bobbi that she didn’t want to be bothered with business calls for a few weeks, thinking at the time that she would be enjoying a few weeks of peace and quiet for the first time in years. She thinks, Thank goodness they didn’t listen to her. She is going nuts.
“Hello…”
The voice at the other end is not Bobbi Dane’s. It’s Roger Weeks, her father’s attorney. He sounds very businesslike.
“Catherine, when your father died he left some very specific instructions for me regarding his will and some other items. He left some things with me that he instructed were to be handed over to you one hundred days following his death. Next week will be one hundred. I was wondering if you were free to visit with me then?”
Things? What could things be? she wondered.
Less than a week after the night she had promised to trust him, Ellen finds herself the patient on Richard’s operating table. She is alone with Richard, without the handholding comfort of Judy or anyone else. She is naked but for a blue hospital gown, Her legs are separated and held open by the stirrups she has been strapped into. It is a humiliating position, but a humiliation she is willing to endure if that’s what it takes.
Her temperature spiked that morning. She is ovulating. The day and time are right.
Richard explains that the problem may not be hers. For the first time Richard exposes his own vulnerability—that it may be his shortcomings that are the cause of her not getting pregnant. Such a confession from such a proud man catches Ellen off guard, and completely disarms her. She is as overwhelmed with love for this man as she has not been since their first years together. She can only imagine the pain and humiliation such an admission must be causing him. She falls completely under his spell and is ready now to endure whatever is necessary to save their lives together.
Richard explains that he is going to inseminate her artificially, that is he is going to inject his sperm into her womb using a pipette. It’s an older procedure, he tells her, but one that he has had remarkable success with in the past, and one that he feels more confident will work for them now.
Catherine arrives early at Roger Weeks’ office, partially out of a raging curiosity, and partially out of boredom from sitting at home alone. Weeks is there already, waiting for her. He greets her warmly, then invites her to join him in the conference room where a television has been set up.
After pleasantries, Weeks explains that he has no idea what she is about to see and hear. The “things” her father had left with him turn out to be some videotapes. Weeks has not read the letter or viewed the videotapes—exactly as her father had instructed. When she is done with both, there are probably some questions that he can answer and if he can, he would be happy to stay with her as long as she needs.
On her cue, Weeks starts the tape. After some distortion and hash and a minute of color bars, the face of a healthy William Bates appears on the screen.
“Hello, Catherine honey. If you are watching this, I will have been gone at least three months and the hurt, the grieving and the impact of my passing should have long subsided in you. At least I hope that it has.”
Catherine could not believe her eyes. Even in death, her dear father had the foresight to concern himself with her grieving process. He considered, she imagined, that she might grieve too long for a father she loved too much and he was coming back for closure—to close the book of life once and for all. He was a remarkable man, she thought.
In his own words, her father started to tell her what he had come back all this way to reveal. As the tape rolled, Catherine heard him explain how it happened—his life and all.
It was the early sixties when he was coming of age. He was in his final semester at Yale. He was living with this girl named Emily who was teaching elementary school in a suburb of New Haven. They had been college sweethearts at Yale. He was a business major, Emily in education. He told Catherine how he had met Emily at his first day of orientation. Emily was a sophomore helping out as a student guide when he arrived as a new freshman. They were inseparable from that day on. They had met, fallen in love, and in the summer before his senior year at Yale, just two days after Emily’s graduation, they married.
Married? This is news—no this is a bulletin to Catherine. Her father had been married before. Her mother was wife number two. Thirty-one years old and she never knew her father had been married before. Things begin flashing wildly through her mind in a fraction of an instant. What happened to his first wife? Where is she? Is she alive? Did they have children? Does she have half brothers or half sisters out there somewhere she never knew about? Why did her father keep this such a secret? And why is he telling her now? All this rushes through her mind in the second or two it took for her father to consider his next sentence and continue his confession.
It was 1963 and the world was waiting for them. But so was the expanding war in Vietnam. He was a high risk candidate for the draft—tantamount to an expedited ticket to Vietnam—and married men were not yet exempt. But fathers were. So Emily was to be his ticket in any direction away from Vietnam.
Pregnancies were not easy for the women in her family and it was no different with her. Several months of trying had produced less than satisfactory results. It was not the biological clock that was ticking against them at this time, but the draft clock. His last year of school would mean an end to his military deferment. Unless he was a father by the time he graduated, he was almost certain to be taken soon—if not immediately. Money was scarce. Emily was just barely able to keep them afloat. But somehow, there was money for a fertility specialist. And they found the best.
Soon college was coming to an end. And with it his deferment. From graduation on, it was draft roulette. If his number came up, he was off to Nam. Only a child could save him.
As important as that was, he still wished for a boy. Either sex would punch his ticket, so why not hope for what he wanted. And he really wanted a boy.
Finally, after four months of the fertility treatments, Emily was pregnant. He had his ticket to Vietnam cancelled and his future looked as bright as ever.
“We named him Robert. After Robert Frost.”
So that’s who Robert was. Her half-brother. A half-brother she didn’t know and until now never even knew existed. She wondered where he was now. What he had become. And why had Daddy chosen now to honor a son he had not seen, to the best of her knowledge, in many years? She turned back to the tape, certain she was about to find out.
Her father told how he doted on baby Robert. Then tragedy struck. The symptoms didn’t start appearing until he was nearly two. They saw it first in his color. Robert would wake up pale, often blue. He was listless and sometimes had trouble catching his breath. The diagnosis was not difficult. The symptoms were telltale and the options were few. Robert had a congenital heart defect that was constricting the flow of blood. The problem had to be repaired surgically and soon. It was a dangerous operation, but the success rate was relatively good.
He took Robert’s death hard. He blamed Robert’s mother for his son’s condition and death. They argued whether to have another child. Her difficulty to conceive meant more expensive fertility treatments, more drugs. He blamed her for everything. It was the beginning of the end of their love affair-marriage.
Catherine was beginning to understand why she always had the feeling of being the consolation prize. She knew her father desperately wanted a boy, that her mother and he never had other children, and that her father had to make do with a girl—her. But he never mistreated her in any way or made her feel bad that she was just a daughter and not his son.
Catherine thinks that it’s ironic that Daddy never knew that it was he who probably killed Robert. His own congenital heart defect that ultimately and suddenly killed him was likely passed to his son. But Daddy died before ever knowing he had a defect. After Daddy died, Catherine had herself tested for defects and was found to be in perfect health. Luck of the draw or a male thing? She’ll never know. But she’s alive. And Robert and daddy are both dead—killed by the same defect in their hearts.
The tape continues. Her father’s confession drones on.
The strain of life and death and draft lotteries was simply too much for the young marriage and it dissolved soon thereafter.
The news is shocking, but not devastating to Catherine. Why would her father have found this too much to tell her face to face? That he had had a wife before he married her mother? Hardly something to carry as a shame throughout your whole life. It was an honest marriage and a clean divorce. Not uncommon today. There’s no shame in it.
Although, she was glad now that she knew. She rubbed her belly—the one she hoped so desperately was now carrying her child—his first grandchild—and vowed to herself that first thing she would do is have her child, boy or girl, tested for any heart problems. If it’s genetic, modern medicine can probably fix it before it becomes too broken. If Daddy passed it along, he did so innocently, but now, knowingly or not, he had raised the red caution flag and she is forewarned to do something about it. That is if she is indeed pregnant. That is still to be determined.
The tape resumes.
“Then along came your mother”
Now comes the fun part, she thought to herself. Maybe now some of her most secret-thought questions will be answered.
Her father continued on the tape: “Now I need to confess to you the secret that I swore I would to take to my grave—and I have. But now that I am resting comfortably in that grave, I must tell you something that I could never bear to tell you face-to-face, because more than anything else in life, I feared your disappointment with me.”
Tears well in Catherine’s eyes. She has no idea what is coming and she finds her hands trembling—fearful at what she might learn next.
“I have told you of my love for your mother at first sight.”
Weeks can see that Catherine is not taking this well. He also knows that what is coming is something of such intense personal nature that he feels uncomfortable intruding on the moment. Weeks pauses the tape. Her father’s face freezes on the screen.
“Catherine,” Weeks interrupts, “your father instructed me that I should proceed as I am. But I can see this is not what might be best for you. Would you prefer to take this tape with you and watch it in the privacy of your home? Then you can call me afterward or come visit me and I will answer all of your other questions.”
Catherine considers the proposal for a moment but wants to go on. “No, thank you Roger. This was my father’s wish and I’m sure he had his reasons. I will respect his wishes. Please go on.”
Roger pushes the button to resume the tape.
On the television screen her father’s confession resumes. “I was again facing the draft at any time, and was scared to death of what I might have to do.”
Things were beginning to make some sense to her now. Some things she knew from her father; some she had surmised; some she had discovered in his letters she found hidden in his desk after he died.She knew her whole life that Daddy wished for a boy. Daddy really wanted a boy. But it was not to be and along came Catherine—the consolation prize. She instantly became the apple of his eye and he tried never let on that he would have preferred a boy. For mummy, she couldn’t have cared less. She was only concerned that a child would keep her husband out of harms way and enable him to use his God and Wharton MBA-given talents to make money, lots and lots of money.
Catherine had done what she was supposed to. Daddy even nicknamed her DeeDee—at least for awhile—calling her “my little DeeDee—my little draft dodge.” By 1968 the novelty of dodging the draft had worn off Daddy and the threat had subsided. He was beginning to skyrocket through her grandfather’s company and success was coming easily. Catherine was now two and daddy still wanted his boy. Mummy was content just to have Catherine out of diapers and really didn’t want to start over again. They argued about it constantly. But daddy finally prevailed. Mummy agreed to one more—boy or girl—but that was going to be it. But somehow it never came to pass.
“I have told you of my love at first sight. What I did not tell you was that my love was also blind. And thank God that it was. I had known your mother just three months when we married. But she was already four months pregnant—with you.”
Weeks pauses the tape again to let this sink in. Catherine is trying to comprehend what she has just heard. The words are clear, as is the meaning, but the shock obliterates any registration of the truth on her consciousness. Weeks looks up at Catherine who is still, silent and stunned. He proceeds cautiously. “Go on,” she commands.
“We told your grandparents that we had secretly eloped months earlier. When your mother’s parents found out, they insisted on a huge formal wedding. The truth is, that was our real anniversary. There never was any elopement.
“Whether it was love or ambition, or a combination of the two, marriage was a convenient opportunity for both of us.”
“Love or ambition?” Catherine was screaming at the TV. “It was fucking cowardice. You married a woman pregnant with someone else’s child just to avoid the fucking draft—to stay out of Vietnam. And you never thought to tell me before now that you weren’t my father?”
Roger Weeks is embarrassed to be here. This is rage that should be allowed to vent in privacy. As for Catherine, the rage was involuntary and debilitating. She was contemptuously angry with the only man she had ever unconditionally loved. The very foundation of her being, the rock of her support was crumbling right before her eyes. Would anything ever be the same? Her father was not her father.
William Bates could not hear her. He was still dead. How could it be that every man now important to her life is dead? Her father and the likely father of her hopefully soon-to-be child.
Since he couldn’t hear her, William Bates continued uninterrupted. “Your mother wanted her child—you. Your mother was not certain who your biological father, your real father, was. You must try to understand the times and not judge your mother too harshly. She was not promiscuous, just rebellious. It was a liberating time for women, they called it the time of free love, and your mother was no more or less free and rebellious than most. We all were.
“You are probably asking yourself a dozen questions right now, not the least of which are who was your real father and why did I marry your mother knowing she was pregnant with another man’s child?
“This was between your mother and me, and while I wish I could explain it better, I feel it is a pact between a husband and wife that does not warrant explanation other than to say that for our own particular and individual reasons we chose this course. It might have been better had the love been more mutual. Perhaps it would have lasted longer.
“But what I need for you to know is that biology and genetics never meant anything to me as far as you were concerned. No man, no father could ever love his child more than I love you. The genetic truth changes nothing for me. I can only pray that it will change nothing for you. From the day you were born I have never once thought about this until now, with my end in sight. I wonder to myself if I have lived a lie and denied you the truth. I could not bear to see your eyes filled with wonder or doubt, so I chose this coward’s way out. I know in my heart that I should have been honest with you years ago and, yes, had more faith in you.
“I know that I have probably left many more doors unopened for you now than before. You will have many questions that I can not answer.
“All I can hope is that you will understand that love does not spring from genetics. No matter what, you were and are my daughter. I pray you find your peace with this. I know I now have.”
Catherine’s mind is a swirl of confusion and self-doubts. This was the man she had believed in and trusted her whole life, the man she had loved as her father. She now learns that there is or was another man out there with an even greater claim to that title, a biological claim that supercedes all others. A man whose name she will likely never know. But just knowing that he’s out there somewhere is a burden she must now always carry.
She had been so determined that her child be given the best odds for health. That’s why she’d been so careful with keeping herself fit, and equally careful to chose a father with no negative medical history—if you can get past the fact that he’s dead. She was careful to find someone compatible with her family history. Now all of the sudden, she has no family medical history, at least none that she knows of. Her biological father is a mystery and will always remain so. The medical history of her unborn child will thus never be known. She needn’t worry about heart defects. Her child has no biological connection to her father—that is her…what was he? Adopted father? Father-of-opportunity? Deferment-beneficiary father? What?
He was not her father.
Who was? She will never know. Her genetic lineage is lost to her forever. And that matters a lot.
That night is a rough one for Catherine. Her father’s words on the tape play again and again in her mind as the morning hours tick away. She is angry, hurt, bitter, and confused. How is she supposed to think—to feel—about the man she thought of as father her entire life? Does this really change anything? Would he have been any different if he had been her biological father? As far as she knows, nothing he had ever done as her father was mitigated or diminished by his knowledge that she was really another man’s child. Never once, in all of the domestic wars she witnessed between her mother and her father, did she allude to the fact that he was not her biological father, or lord it over him. Even as a hint. Never once did he use the facts to denigrate her in any way. If he had ever felt anger because of her indiscretions, or she shame, neither had ever dropped even the slightest indication.
By sunrise things begin to sort themselves out in her mind. There’s not much she can do to change what has happened and what she now knows. She’s lived a life of deceit perpetrated on her by two loving parents for whom she always reserved the most loving, adoring corner of her heart. Maybe that’s what’s the worst for her, she convinces herself. Maybe it’s not so much the genetic disconnect. Her father really did love her unconditionally—she has no doubts of that. He certainly raised her as his own. He never betrayed her because of her biological or genetic distinctions. So what’s really bothering her, then?
It’s the lie.
Could she have coped with the truth had she known ten, fifteen, even thirty years ago? She does not know herself well enough to answer that question. But the fact is, she did not know. Her father and mother both kept their secret until the consequences of that secret could never touch either of them.
Of course, the flip side of the question—and probably the reason they chose not to tell her while either was alive—is what does this do for her love of them? She has measured again and again in her mind the weight biology mattered in how her dad perceived her. But how does biology weigh in her feelings towards her father? Does she still see him as her father, or a caretaker dad who stepped in when her “real” father stepped out? Does she have any love for the man she will never know? Does she still consider her father the greatest man she has ever known, or was that a value only due to a biological father? Does biology—does genetics mean anything? Would she have preferred less love, less nurturing, less environment, in exchange for more genetics, more biology? Probably not.
Love does not come from biology. If it did, her biological father would have found her—if he knew she existed.
She feels sick to her stomach. And she is tough enough to know that it isn’t from what she’s just learned. It’s morning sickness.
She’s pregnant.
A short distance away, just across town, Richard Lancaster is having a romantic candle lit dinner with Ellen. It’s the first time in a long while that he’s taken a full night off work, away from the lab, the wombs and the patients, to spend a quiet, attentive evening with his wife.
Richard orders champagne. The waiter pours each a tall glassful.
Ellen is radiant, glowing with pride and satisfaction. “I can’t believe it. I’d all but given up.”
Ellen picks up her glass and raises it to Richard.
“Here’s to the best fertility doctor I ever slept with.”
“How many have you slept with?” he asks, feigning hurt.
“I chose one many times rather than many one time.”
“Good. Now just a sip. My kid hasn’t acquired a taste for champagne yet. Besides...”
Ellen pressed the forefinger of her free hand to his lips to stop him. She finishes his thought.
“...besides, doctor, it’s not good for a pregnant lady to...”
Ellen chokes up. The words are so comforting; she cannot image ever feeling so good.
They clink glasses for the toast. This time Richard finishes her thought—and his own.
“Pregnant lady. My kid. God those are wonderful words.”
“The best—daddy.”
Chapter 18
October 15, 2027. The dead live. Looking across the room—watching, staring, admiring—family matriarch Catherine Bates is filled with awe. This dead not only lives, it thrives. Attractive. Poised. Smart. Successful. And now married. Spectacularly well married. Catherine cannot help but glow at what she and some dead guy she had never met had made. Together, his sperm and her egg, and nine months later arrives baby Jennifer. She is everything Catherine had ever hoped or wished for—and more. Jennifer is the best thing life ever gave her, and she has plenty. They are mother and daughter, and best friends. They share the same interests and the same tastes. She seems to have gotten most of her features from her father, but most of her interests and values she took from her mother. Just as Catherine would have divined if she had the powers. How lucky can she get?
Working the room like the politician’s wife she is, Jennifer Bates-Brand is a powerfully individualistic woman.
Catherine moves about the room no less skillfully, flitting from one guest to the next touting her pride and joy. “She has always considered herself as ’self-made’,” she beams to one prominent physician.
“Despite her very privileged background?” he teases her.
“Her undergraduate degree is in law enforcement,” she explains to another. “She stubbornly insisted on working her own way through law school,” then adds proudly, “and she did so. She worked as private investigator for several local attorneys.”
But at this moment, and in this place, all the dark alleys, the low-lifes, the all- night stakeouts and the endless hours pouring through documents looking for clues, are clearly behind her. Today Jennifer Bates-Brand is new and youngest partner—and the only woman partner—in one of the city’s biggest and most prestigious law firms.
“Look at him,” one guest curries Catherine’s favor by pointing over at Stephen Brand, Jennifer’s husband, “just thirty-four years old and already in his first term as a United States Senator from Florida.” Catherine is too savvy to be impressed with such obviously gratuitous flattery, but she is equally too socially adept to reveal anything less than a pleasant smile of thanks. Like most people, supporters and detractors alike, Catherine believes that the handsome junior senator and his beautiful and successful wife will some day reside at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue. Perhaps sooner than later, she hopes.
To any observer, Jennifer has it all. At five foot two and three-quarters inches—she is always remindful of the ‘and-three-quarters’ as though it elevates her from midget to full-sized person—she’s been blessed with good looks, although shy of what most people would describe as stunning or head-turning beautiful. Some might describe her as a handsome woman with her short dark hair, neutral brown eyes, fine features and fair complexion. In fact, there is nothing, not one uncommon feature that is particularly ravishing about her. But she is put together with practiced style and she carries herself with dignity and class. In a crowd, she could be Ms Anybody. But this did not deter her from snagging Mr. Right, who finds her simply stunning and sees inner beauty enough to make Jennifer his perfect lady.
She has control of her life, and a lifestyle that any one would envy. She’s deliriously happy in her marriage—except when it comes to children.
Both she and Stephen desperately want children. But so far, they have been unable to have a child. She attributes it to the strains of work and to the separations she and Stephen must endure while he serves in Washington and she remains in Miami to practice law.
“Not a very conducive arrangement for conceiving babies,” Stephen teasingly tells her. It is his way of taking the edge off the tearful talks they often have with each other about having children. But both of them know that this is the way things are and most likely will be for a while to come.
Stephen is on the verge of making the biggest decision of his political life, whether to run for president next year. If he decides to run, he will be the youngest candidate in history. Should he win, he would be elected just 26 days shy of his thirty-sixth birthday. That’s noteworthy only because of his relative youth, since the Constitution requires that a person only be at least thirty-five years old to serve as president.
Whether it’s charisma, magnetism, charm or class—call it what you may, Stephen Brand has that certain something that sets him off from other mere mortals. He is endowed with that special power to attract attention and respect through his abundance of personal magnetism. With Stephen’s almost eight inch advantage over Jennifer, at five-eleven he towers over her. But it’s not his average height, nor his boyish good looks, his full head of thick, dark black, perfectly coiffed hair and appealing features that set him apart. It’s something far less tangible. Less identifiable. To quote a recent less than impartial article about him in the Miami Herald newspaper, “It’s his presence. When Senator Stephen Brand enters a room, there’s an electricity that accompanies him, an aura that precedes, engulfs and follows him. He moves with a dignity and surety that exudes confidence and warmth.”
That journalistic valentine did have some merit, however, even thought it seem to have been written by an infatuated novice rather than a journeyman reporter. Stephen Brand does wear his clothes well, from his tasteful and conservative pinstripes, to his leisure slacks and shirts, tailored to fit like custom made for his mannequin-like figure. Every thread sits perfectly upon his body. Not a wrinkle or fold where there isn’t supposed to be one. He is smooth, casual, engaging and entertaining. And the interesting part is he does all this without revealing even a hint of effort on his part. His comportment is as natural, instinctive and effortless as his breathing. In short, Stephen Brand has “it” and everyone he meets feels it and knows it. That’s what makes him special.
Right at this moment, however, the focus of attention is on Jennifer. Crowded into Catherine’s airy Miami home are many of the most influential business and political leaders in south Florida. This is a room made for mingling—designed personally by Catherine for just such events. The room is octagonal, large enough to appear almost round, which means no corners for guests to hide in or congregate into small cliques. Private conversations are reserved for the smaller rooms off the main hall such as the study, which is entered through a door at the far end opposite the main entrance. The room is tastefully decorated, but not too subtly, with memorabilia from Catherine’s illustrious career. Her four Emmy awards, golden winged ladies holding high a sphere, television’s highest honors voted by her peers, earned for her reporting triumphs while a regular host on The Real Story, stand on half columns along the walls. Each is illuminated by a bright white spotlight.
As guests move around the room it is hard not to notice the distinctive statues. The lights are focused so that from any place in the room the shiny gold reflects the white light as random shafts that are bound to strike the eyes of anyone who walks into the room or around it.
Natural conversation pits are formed around the rest of the architecture and décor. Several seating zones are placed strategically nearer the center of the room. These allow for cozy if not private conversations, but without causing the conversants to leave the company of the others. The twelve foot high floor to ceiling windows that surround the outer half of the room provide space without walls where people tend to gravitate to almost instinctively. Each window exposes a unique slice of the vast and verdant gardens behind the house or the elegant swimming pool and cabana where afternoons Catherine hosts her less formal gatherings.
None of this happened by accident. It was all carefully plotted by Catherine who saw herself as something of a modern day Pearl Mesta, Florida’s hostess with the mostest—a role she thoroughly enjoys. Not just because it gives her status. She has plenty of fame and status from her career. But more because she genuinely likes people, likes to be around people, and collects people the way others collect stamps or coins. And she is popular with those she collects. She likes them as well. Catherine has an outgoing, warm personality that most people who meet her find genuine and sincere. She is no pushover, but she is compassionate and understanding. And she learned at the feet of the masters—her mother and father—how to make every guest feel special.
Tonight is Jennifer’s night though. Catherine has invited friends and colleagues to celebrate Jennifer’s twenty-ninth birthday and her promotion to partner at Madden and Marks, one of South Florida’s largest law firms that boasts an impressive list of international clientele. The room is crowded with wealthy contributors and dignitaries, all celebrating Jennifer's promotion, but with a watchful eye on her husband. The buzz is mostly small talk but almost exclusively about Stephen’s intentions. Will he run? That’s the question on everyone’s mind. And the evening’s goal is to grab a few private minutes with the prospective candidate.
Knowing the President, regardless of party or political leanings, is a distinct advantage to any businessperson—and the room is full of businesspeople. The room is also of a mixed mind on whether they want Stephen to run. Many of them do not share Stephen’s unique brand of politics.
From her position across the vast room, Catherine can see an animated exchange between two of her guests. Unable to hear them from where she stands, she can only guess, but probably with remarkable accuracy, what is transpiring. Roger Madden, senior partner of Madden and Marks, and coincidentally Jennifer’s boss, and Jackson Greene, president of the largest African-American and Hispanic cable networks in the country, are at it again. The two men are best friends and fiercest political antagonists.
Their heated argument has been raging privately for the past ten minutes, while the rest of her guests ignore them and party on.
“Ever since the private health industry went bankrupt in 2017,” Jackson Greene scowls with pointed finger jabbing at Madden’s chest, “the government National Health Insurance Program has done a remarkable job providing medical insurance for every citizen. President Matombo simply wants to make sure that NHIP doesn’t implode”
“But Matombo is going too far.” Roger Madden responds with the haughty air of a courtroom lawyer. “Bringing back mandatory in vitro gene altering vaccinations for every child born in America is dangerous. And unconsitutional.”
“And leaving our children to suffer crippling and, I might add, costly diseases that can be genetically cured…” Greene says from his holier-than-thou pedestal, “is cruel and unusual punishment for the crime of being born to parents who are carriers of the wrong genes. And it will bankrupt NHIP.” The last line is the businessman speaking.
“And the next step is what?” Madden demands. “To pass a law that every parent must freeze an embryonic duplicate of their child at conception so they have a source for guaranteed genetic matched spare parts if they’re ever needed?”
“Why not?” Greene challenges, his voice rising an octave or two. “More than ninety percent of children today are conceived in a dish anyway. It’s amazingly simple to divide off from the pre-embryo an insurance clone—just in case.”
“And just in case of worst case, you could always simply bring the clone to term in the artificial womb…should something unfortunate happened to the primary?” Madden asks indignantly.
As the debate progresses, Madden and Greene have become more and more isolated in their zone. The other guests have created a semi-circle no fire zone around the pair, choosing to keep their distances from the combatants rather than be drawn into the debate. Catherine realizes she will have to step in to end these anti-social shenanigans. She heads for the bar.
“Matombo will never agree to that,” Greene says. “Human cloning will never happen as long as she is president.”
“Are you sure about that, Jackson? When she ran four years ago, she said she was against spare parts cloning. Now see where she is.”
Incumbent President Rehema Matombo—completing her first term—is noted for her strident conservative agenda that seemed in sync with the general mood of the country four years ago. But polls show that times are changing, as they always do, and President Matombo’s politics have begun to wear thin on a society straining under a weakened economy and overtaxed to pay for rising social security and medical costs.
“That’s not to say that a liberal bias will find a slam-dunk victory into the White House, Roger.” Jackson Greene is unrelenting. But so is Roger Madden. Despite the party swirling around them, both men insist on engaging in their recreational political warfare.
“It is to say that the next president must be a person who can best straddle the political middle ground and bring fresh ideas and hopes.”
“Liberatives such as Stephen Brand, I presume?”
“Precisely,” Madden intones with a period, full stop finger pointing jab right back at Greene’s chest.
Madden considers several of the potential opposition candidates, including Stephen Brand, as ‘liberatives’—the phrase-of-the-day in politics—someone who represents the best of conservative and liberal ideas and can make himself or herself easily at home with both ideologies. Should he run, Stephen will run against incumbent President Matombo, who is not considered even remotely a liberative. She is given enormous credit for advancing Africa-American causes while representing other constituencies as a whole. Black employment rose by thirty-six percent during her administration. Black college graduates rose by twenty-nine percent. The percent of African-American graduates from medical and law schools rose as well to record highs. On social issues relating to relationships between blacks and whites, President Matombo’s record is exemplar—and this is a generally held view by all constituents. But her agenda when it comes to education in general, medical care and the economy is less popular. Test scores for all students, regardless of race, have fallen. Most people attributed this to her stingy position on teacher’s salaries and tenure.
After a decade of rising teacher salaries, bringing well-regarded teachers on a par with other professionals, President Matombo attempted to rollback salaries claiming they had gotten out of hand. As a result, too many of the best teachers, now accustomed to a higher living standard, were forced to find positions in the private sector to maintain those living standards. She also rolled back progress made on teacher tenures, which had been eased to allow for easier dismissal of those who were tenured but were found to be less competent by a standardized measure that was finally acceptable to all sides. The roll back made it tougher to terminate those educators who did not measure up to the new accepted standards. The rationale was that inner city teachers, regardless of race, were disadvantaged by those standards. This did not please most people, but Congress did not seem eager to take on the issue and rolled over when President Matombo proposed it.
On medical care, like all of her predecessors, there is still no solution. It is either too costly or too little. None of the possible candidates, including Stephen, offers any real solutions to the problem. They just promise vague generalities as in the past, with no real specifics.
Roger Madden points to Stephen who is working the crowd just beyond earshot and presses on with the friendly debate with Greene.
“The economy will be her Achilles’ heel, Jackson, if she has one. President Matombo is a fiscal conservative. This has not worked. Years of deficit spending have led to a staggering debt that will hound taxpayers for generations. Growth during the past six years has been nil. It is here that Stephen must stake his ground.”
Before Greene can respond, Catherine interrupts to end the debate, at least for the time being. She thrusts a silver tray with two glasses of champagne on it between the two men, much as a referee would use his arms to break two boxers in a clutch.
“Champagne?”
“If he decides to run.” Madden injects, getting in the lawyerly last word, before turning to Catherine with a gracious smile. Picking up his glass of champagne, he gestures a toast to his hostess. Jackson Greene follows suit, but adds a final gesture of a toast to his opponent.
The central character of the discussion is oblivious to what is going on. His attention right now is focused on his beautiful wife and her remarkable accomplishments. While most in the room maneuver to get next to him, Stephen seeks out George Madden, the crusty but clever senior partner of Madden and Marks, and greets him with a warm handshake and a smile.
“Shrewd move, Mr. Madden. You make my wife a partner here so she won't move to Washington full-time with me.”
Madden is flattered but unflustered. He has known Stephen for many years.
“I wish I were that shrewd, Senator Brand. But Jennifer's a genuine asset. She's not only the youngest partner at our firm, but she's also the prettiest.”
They clink glasses and drop the formalities.
“Well, George, I guess being the only woman partner at Madden and Marks gives her claim to any number of superlatives.”
“Yessir, it does. But that doesn't detract from the fact she's a world class litigator, as well. She's gonna be a star.”
“As long as she remembers what I told her: always choose clients and causes carefully.”
“Why Stephen,” Madden tells him playfully, “that sounds more like the alliterative mantra of a politician than the sage advice of a loving husband.”
“I'm not sure there's a distinction.”
“Touché.” Madden raises his glass to Stephen to acknowledge his small verbal triumph. But he still has not gotten the information that he is fishing for. “I just hope when you make her First Spouse you'll see fit to let her remain a working woman.”
“I'm not sure I could afford not to, given the realities of a government salary.” Now Stephen is being playful. He’s fully aware of what Madden is fishing for and he’s not about to reveal himself, neither here nor now. What he has in mind is for a much larger arena and a much larger crowd when the time is right. But he’s not averse to baiting his old friend with a few tidbits either.
“Of course, you'll have to open a Washington office for her. But we're jumping the gun a bit, aren't we.”
Madden is playing along nicely, but his curiosity is getting the best of him. He’s desperate to know what Stephen intends to do. His decision could mean millions of dollars to Madden and Marks. He can only imagine what the value would be of having the wife of the President of the United States as a partner—even if she must take a leave of absence during his tenure. Madden is counting the fortune already.
“C'mon Senator, we all know where you're headed. Straight to 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue.” He gestures across the expansive room to the open door of the den where Jennifer can be seen talking with her mother. “And with that fine young woman on your arm.”
Stephen pats Madden gratuitously on his upper arm and both men laugh. This interview is over and both men have accomplished what they set out to do.
Like the rest of the house the den is bright and airy. The wood paneling has been stained a cheery off white. The furniture is also a light color. This is Catherine’s hideaway and haven. Her sanctuary. But right now it doesn’t feel so cheerful. Catherine puts her arm around Jennifer and starts to guide her to a chair. But Jennifer knows what’s happening. She’s been here before. She resists and begs her mother to take her upstairs to her old bedroom. Catherine leads her out the back door and up the back staircase, out of site of the guests who continue to mingle unaware of the drama being played out with the guest of honor.
Stephen, however, knows of the back staircase and senses something is wrong. He very coolly takes leave of the guests for a moment and follows behind. Still no one suspects anything.
Catherine sees Stephen coming up close behind and instructs him, “Call the doctor”
Stephen understands and acknowledges with a nod. But in his mind all he can think is, Oh, God, please not again. Please, not now.
Chapter 19
“Dr. Lancaster, this looks like a great crop.”
Peter Franklin is in his third year residency at the Lancaster Labs and Clinic. Richard Lancaster snatched him up the minute he heard that Peter was interested in specializing in fertility and reproductive medicine.
Peter stops in front of an artificial womb holding a baby which is nearly at full term. He checks the readings to confirm that everything is normal.
“BP good. Heart rate good.” He turns to Lancaster with a smile. “The Wilson baby should be due any day now.”
Richard confirms his readings, “Yep. Another few days and we’ll ‘deliver’ them a baby.”
“I still can’t get over the idea of a woman of 58 becoming a mother for the first time. She’s as old as my mother.” Peter takes a closer look at the fetus. “Color’s good.”
Richard loves his enthusiasm. He revels in the adulation. “Twenty-five years ago she would’ve had to carry this baby herself.”
“This will certainly help her to keep her girlish figure well into her sixties.”
“Speaking of girlish figures, have you spoken to your mother lately?”
Peter knows it didn’t hurt his chances of getting the coveted residency that his mother was Judy Franklin, once Dr. Lancaster’s nurse and most trusted associate and friend.
“Yesterday. She’s fine. Still has her girlish figure. I’ll tell her you asked about her. She’ll be pleased.”
“Yeah, OK.” That was the limit of where Richard wished to go on this particular subject. Show polite interest but then let it drop before there are more questions than he has answers for. Richard leads the way down row after row of babies in artificial wombs.
Peter is still amazed at how many women seek this impersonal form of childbirth.
“All this for the sake of vanity,” he observes more to himself than anyone else, but loud enough for anyone to hear.
“Thank God for vanity or we’d both be scraping by in a boring HMO somewhere,” Lancaster admonishes him.
That’s probably Richard’s understatement of the year. And he’s rarely given to understatement about anything having to do with his success or money. Had it not been for his prescience when it came to the subject of men, women and reproduction—especially about women—none of this might be here today. Not the wealth. Not the practice. Not his magnificent, plush, overstated clinic.
The building and its contents are ostentatious and ooze exclusivity—exactly the way Richard wanted it. The façade is one of the crowning handiworks of Rafael Viñoly, the Uruguayan-born architect who came to the US in 1978 and created some of America's landmark buildings during the last quarter of the twentieth century. Viñoly’s creations are mostly unique public buildings that have been praised for respecting their setting and creating new vistas in familiar places. His trademarks include generous quantities of glass that bring in light from all angles and soaring spaces. He was no stranger to the needs of cultural facilities. And that combination of trademarks is exactly what he brought to the edifice of the Lancaster Clinic—less tall, more expansive, utilizing the south Florida sun to the maximum by incorporating so much tinted glass it looks like a giant glass music box set among dazzling fountains with dancing waters, footpaths and gardens.
Richard gave personal attention to every detail of the design and construction. He insisted that the parking area not be visible from the front. He wanted to be sure that nothing would detract from the majesty of his palace—especially at night when the edifice shone best. He had a small parking area dug in just behind the building, and had it lit with only soft focused amber lights that barely illuminated the area and radiated virtually no visible glow from outside the parking lot or when observing his masterpiece from a distance.
It is here, among the dancing fountains and sculptured shrubs that frantic couples, desperate for help and crushed by the overweight ordeal of their infertility, can find a quiet place to ponder their alternatives and make their life altering decisions in the tranquility of this space—beyond the chaos of what lies just a few hundred feet beyond.
Lancaster’s glass house shares a campus with the much more ordinary and practical construction of the Robert Bates Pediatric Hospital, and appears in sharp contrast to both the straightforward architecture and the pace. Next door the tumult is constant. Life and death seems to come every nine seconds, not every nine months. Where Richard tries to create lives, the hospital is in a daily, almost hourly struggle to save them. Children from all over the world are arriving daily—the worst and most hopeless cases. The screaming sounds of ambulances tearing up the long circular drive to the hospital’s emergency room are constant reminders of how fragile a young life often can become. More than any sound, it is the piercing siren that most penetrates the tranquil silence of the Lancaster Clinic gardens. The noise is nearly enough to shatter the marble busts of the two chimpanzees—Gonzo and Georgie—that grace the central fountain of the gardens and serves as constant reminders to all who visit here what a great man they have come here to see. For those who have forgotten or are too young to remember, a bronze plaque offers a summary of the lies agreed to (as in the quote generally attributed to Napoleon, “History is a consensus of lies agreed to regarding actual events.”) that can refresh their memories of the first live births from an artificial womb of any creature that changed the face of fertility and pregnancy forever. What is commonplace today was impossible before Georgie and Gonzo led the way to changes and advancements in science that liberated today’s women in ways barely imagined just twenty-five years ago.
In medical science, some changes have been dramatic, but none more so than his work in reproduction. He changed the world—profoundly. He changed the way people have children, carry children, even who has children. The world has changed—and he has changed it. As Richard is quick to remind—he was the trailblazer.
As a result, his clinic is always jammed.
“C’mon, it’s time for rounds.” Richard directs Peter to join the others for morning calls on the dozens of patients waiting for some word from the Master that things are good. Richard puts his arm around Peter’s shoulder and leads him towards the wards. Peter can feel a special warmth—a surrogate father’s pride—in Dr. Lancaster’s demeanor towards him. And why not? Richard has known him his whole life. In fact, Peter and Richard’s daughter Susan used to play together. They were a pair. Inseparable. As five year olds they plotted their futures together. Then Susan moved away with her mother and Peter rarely saw her again. Once, they were together for a brief fling during college. Somehow they had both ended up at Georgetown University in Washington for their freshman years. His mother always suspected that they had planned this together over the years, and he wished he had seen her over those years. But that was not the case. Those years together were lost. But finding each other, they also found they were kindred spirits. Even after all these years, they remembered that something special they had. The renewal began innocently enough. A few lunches and dinners to talk about old times. It was amazing how much they recalled of their fives. But something was happening between them and they knew it. Her mother was thrilled with Peter and encouraged them. She remembered Peter as a sweet boy and she recalled how close Peter and Susan had been as young children.
Then it ended as suddenly as it began. In the middle of his first year, after just one semester, Peter was accepted to an accelerated undergraduate-medical school program at the University of Miami. It was a highly competitive program that enabled a student to complete his or her undergraduate degree in three years instead of four, and guaranteed them a slot in the School of Medicine. So his eight years of required schooling are completed in seven years with a secure place in a top flight medical school. It was too much to pass up and off he went, back to Miami, forced to leave Susan Lancaster behind in Washington.
Susan pleaded with her mother to be allowed to transfer to Miami with Peter, but to no avail. Ellen still carried the bitter scars of divorce from Richard and was not about to allow her most precious Susan to get that close to her father ever again. That would be risking too much. Susan appealed to her father, who was paying her schooling expenses and tuition, but to her surprise Richard sided with her mother. Her father said he did not want to come between her and her mother even at the risk of damaging their relationship. And so over time and distance, the romance cooled.
All that seems like such a long time ago. Ten years have passed and even though both he and Susan remain unmarried, they have spoken only infrequently over the years and those calls are more like two five year olds than two adults in love.
Coming back to Miami may have cost him Susan, but it secured for him a career with a pot of gold potential. He has been singled out from all the rest of his fellow interns and residents and has been invited into the protected inner sanctum of the artificial womb ward. Peter enjoys the attention. He never knew his father. His mother had him while she was working with Lancaster in the late nineties, and never wanted to discuss his father. Obviously she had had sex with someone. He was a big boy. He didn’t condemn his mother for her actions. He wouldn’t otherwise be here. But he would like to have known more about his father. It was just something she never wanted to talk about. Period.
His mother has been a great mother to him. She raised him alone but with enough love for two. She managed a successful career with a pharmaceutical company, which she joined shortly after he was born and continues with to this day, while still giving him her full attention. She used her influence liberally to push his career, first for medical school, and later to secure his place as an intern and resident with Dr. Lancaster. Peter has no issues with his mother. Whatever secrets she feels compelled to keep, so be it. He will not let it destroy what they have together. She has never given him any reason to doubt her, and he never has. And that’s good enough for him.
Chapter 20
“The doctor says it's my immune system. I keep rejecting the embryo.” Jennifer is seated on the plush couch in her mother’s den. Catherine is next to her. Jennifer is crying and Catherine has her arm around her daughter trying to comfort her.
For the second time Jennifer has lost the baby she was carrying. It happened during the party celebrating her elevation to partner at Madden and Marks. She hardly knew she was pregnant—only a few weeks to a month along. She had only just begun to sense her body telling her she was going to be a mother. Then last night, as her mind whizzed with the excitement—she had only told Stephen and her mother that evening before the party what she suspected—she suddenly felt the first cramp. She knew what it was. She had felt it before. It was the same as the last time, ten months ago, when she had miscarried at two months. That time she had confirmed her pregnancy only to lose it weeks later. The doctors did not seem to be too concerned. They thought it was a fluke and the fact that she could get pregnant was a very positive sign. Jennifer got over it in time and now had a second chance. Then came the cramps, the blood, and the miscarriage.
Stephen Brand is speeding along at 257 m.p.h. on the northbound Levitrain en route to Washington. He wanted to stay to comfort Jennifer, but she had insisted that her mother was there and it was too important that he be back in Washington for today’s business. For her part, Jennifer was glad he was going. She needed to talk to her mother—alone. As far as her comfort was concerned right now, he was part of the problem, not part of the solution. Stephen had made a genuine offer to stay. She was grateful for that. It was not just a gesture, he really meant to stay. She really wanted him to go, so she persuaded him that given the proximity to his decision and an eventual election, his place was with his political unknown and not with his secure place at home. Jennifer was thoroughly convincing—he never suspected a thing—and off he went.
With stops and the rare delays, it takes just under four hours to make the 950 mile trip. It is the Levitrain that has not only made his life bearable, but it is what launched his political rocket.
It began ten years ago. A wunderkind political neophyte, Stephen had aligned himself with popular U.S. Congressman Charles Claude Pepper. While he was still in college at the University of Miami, he joined Pepper’s Miami congressional staff.
Pepper is a venerated political name in Florida. Claude Pepper, scion of the Pepper political heritage, for many years was the venerated Chairman of the House Select Committee on Aging. He was revered throughout the U.S. as "Spokesman for the Elderly." In this capacity, he crusaded for an end to involuntary retirement, strengthened the Social Security system, fought age discrimination, and pushed for stronger legislation to end abuse of the elderly. All of this was well received in elderly friendly, and elderly packed Florida. Pepper was a popular—and undefeatable—friend of the people.
Depending on whom you asked, Charles C. Pepper was either a chip off the old family block or an amazing imposter. Charles Pepper claimed he was a distant cousin of old Claude himself. But no one in the family could trace the lineage—nor could they conclusively disprove it. So Charles Pepper successfully ran on the coattails of long-dead Claude Pepper—with or without the family connection. Charles simply appropriated Claude’s political agenda and mantle and off he went to an unbroken record of reelection as a Florida Pepper. Eventually, no one any longer cared to challenge his credentials.
Through a series of fortuitous events, and a keen political gut, Stephen had brought great credit to Congressman Charles Pepper, his mentor and boss, and had gotten usefully close to him. Then, two weeks before the 2018 general elections, Florida’s aging incumbent senior senator died suddenly—unfortunately in the bed of his twenty-three year old mistress who also happened to be his Capitol Hill assistant.
With two weeks to go, Florida’s political bosses scrambled for candidates. Each settled on their most recognizable incumbent congressmen, one from the panhandle, and Stephen’s boss from Miami, Charles Pepper. With just two weeks to go, there was little time, as well, to find fodder for Pepper’s congressional seat. So the Congressman-cum-Senatorial-candidate Pepper nominated his protégé and friend, Stephen Brand.
At the special nominating meeting of party bigwigs, Pepper stood on Stephen’s behalf. He told them, “If he loses, it will not be a major defeat and it would at least establish him as an option for the future. If he wins, it will be a stunner and set him on the road to stardom.” Then Pepper added the clinching note of reality, “Besides, you have no one else.”
The pragmatic party bosses jumped at the chance.
“A Brand new name, and a Brand new chance for Florida” so the slogan on the hastily erected billboards and the rushed-to-air political broadcast ads touted. Stephen was fresh out of law school, had learned that he had passed the bar less than a week earlier. He was twenty-five years old—the minimum age for serving in the U.S. House.
It was a blitzkrieg campaign. Charles Pepper leaped ahead in the polls and never faded. He won by a landslide. His powerful endorsement of Stephen, plus his very long coattails, dragged Stephen along to a decisive victory. Twenty-five year old Stephen Brand, just barely old enough to serve, was elected by the people of Miami to help make laws for the country. And a career was launched.
His greatest regret was that neither of his parents was alive to celebrate the day with him. His parents had both been teachers. They had taught in the same school for nearly twenty years before they fell in love and married.
Stephen was their miracle child. His mother, Teresa, was forty-three, well beyond what was then conventionally considered child-bearing age, when she gave birth to him on Christmas Day, 1992, exactly nine months and four days after she and Gerald Brand had married.
His father also had been a long time local political worker in Florida. He never ran for political office, but he had his share of political influence. It was from his father that Stephen got his political interests.
Two years before his election to Congress, Teresa Brand had died of breast cancer at the young age of sixty-six. Gerald Brand, already in his eighties, died a few months later. Stephen would always acknowledge that whatever he had learned to get him started in politics was all due to his father.
Charles Pepper was a close second.
One of the most important pieces of advice now Senator-elect Pepper had given him was to never loose contact with the people—meaning the people of his district, Miami and Florida. They are his political future—no matter how high he ever aspires. That meant back and forth between Miami and Washington on a regular basis.
One of the most hotly contested issues before the previous Congress, long before Stephen’s election, was the bill to fund a high speed train service along the eastern corridor, capable of speeds up to 300 miles an hour, at a staggering cost of twenty plus billion dollars and climbing. The train was known as a Levitrain because it was designed to levitate above a channel elevated above ground. It seemed to fly on its own course with the smoothness of a plane and more than half the speed, but with the plushness and roominess of a train. Stephen put his full political weight behind this project, although as a freshman congressman that was not very considerable. He became the wrangler who challenged the House to defeat him. So zealous was his determination, so thorough his grasp of the issue, so persuasive his arguments, they nicknamed the Levitrain “a Brand-new train.”
Overnight, Stephen Brand was a brand-name politician on a national stage. His opponents said he was trying to “railroad” a pet project through Congress so he would have a ride home whenever he wanted it. Their glibness only played into his hands. He responded he wanted a railroad “so that everyone and anyone could have an affordable ride home whenever they wanted.” A high speed railroad from Boston to Miami that can ‘fly’ at 300 miles an hour without leaving the ground caught the imagination of the nation. It was like reinventing the airplane. The groundswell became greater than either party could dare to oppose and the funding for Levitrain—or as many still called it, The Brand New Train—was approved.
Stephen was re-elected easily to a second term. Then, when his mentor and friend, Charles Pepper, decided not to run for re-election, but to retire from politics to join the private sector, it was three-term Congressman Stephen Brand they turned to and offered him the nomination to run for the Senate.
He was just thirty-one years old. That was not a constitutional problem—the minimum age to serve in the Senate was thirty—but it was awfully young for a politician at the Senate level.
Nonetheless, he won the election in a landslide. He was among the youngest people ever elected to the United States Senate. He was thirty-one when elected, and would have been just thirty-two on the day he was to be sworn-in. But on the day before his thirty-second birthday, Christmas Eve 2024 in a Washington ceremony, Senator-elect Brand was sworn in to fill the unexpired term of his predecessor, retiring Senator Charles Pepper. Senator Pepper had stepped aside early so the governor of Florida could appoint Senator-elect Brand to the unexpired term of Senator Pepper thus giving now Senator Brand a seniority advantage over all other freshmen senators.
The next night friends and supporters gathered in Miami to celebrate both his swearing-in and his birthday. It was a grand night because it was also the night Senator Stephen Brand, the handsome, Kennedyesque son of Miami teachers fell in love with Miss Jennifer Bates.
Jennifer had come to the party as a guest of a friend, a Brand supporter who wanted to just stop by to make an appearance. But the appearance turned into a scene when Jennifer’s escort had misplaced their tickets to the event and were being denied admission. The scene was playing out just as Stephen was making his entrance. Recognizing the perturbed benefactor, Stephen intervened to clear the way. In the course of which Jennifer was introduced to Stephen. It was a heart stopping moment. Later inside, Stephen sought out Jennifer, and the rest, as they say, is history. They were married four months later.
Now Stephen is speeding his way back to Washington for a crucial hearing in the morning on one of his pet causes. He wanted to stay with Jennifer. He felt like a heel leaving. But Catherine convinced him that he had a responsibility and Jennifer also urged him to go. They would get through this.
With nearly the same comforts of his office, and the communications as well, Stephen finds the Levitrain as conducive for work as his Senate office building suite. And Senate appropriations rules passed in the last session make it possible for him to travel with a staff assistant and secretary at taxpayers expense whenever he wants. But he usually travels alone. He could commute daily to Miami from Washington if he had to. Four hours, full services, phone communications, teleconferencing, and a club car at his beck and call. He makes this trip at least twice a week. And as the father of the Levitrain, he is accorded greater respect than the other 1799 passengers on board.
Fifteen minutes outside of Washington, Stephen puts the final touches on his opening remarks that he will deliver to the committee that afternoon. It was a very useful trip, as always. The quiet and solitude was welcomed. And he is quite pleased with his remarks. He thinks to himself, these will make my position clear, and even shake up some people. Yet they will not offend either side. He is satisfied with his morning’s work.
“What do they think is causing the rejection?” Catherine asks Jennifer as she tries to comfort her daughter. This second miscarriage has shaken her confidence that she will ever be able to have children. She can no longer simply assume that if she got pregnant once or twice that eventually she will have a successful pregnancy. The doctors had told her that what she experienced was a spontaneous abortion—the spontaneous expulsion of an embryo or fetus from the uterus. Most often these are caused by an inherited defect in the fetus, which results in a fatal abnormality. Other usual causes include acute infectious disease, especially if it reduces the fetus's oxygen supply; and abnormalities of the uterus that have physical or hormonal origins. The main sign of impending miscarriage is vaginal bleeding, something she experienced with each miscarriage.
“They don’t know.” Jennifer tells Catherine. She chooses not to go into all that much detail with her mother. “All I know is that if I can't overcome that, I'll never...” The words drift off, too hard for her to say. Jennifer breaks down—sobbing, rocking tears. Inconsolable. Catching her breath, she tells her mother, “This is so difficult.”
For the first time Jennifer has come up against something she cannot control. It has become a void in her life that begins to overwhelm everything else she has accomplished.
“I know this is tough, honey. I found it hard to ask for help, too.”
Catherine has never admitted this to anyone. That she sought help or that it was difficult. Right now, however, this does not register with Jennifer.
“It's not that mother.”
Catherine can see that this is bigger than just the loss of the pregnancy, although it would be hard to imagine that that isn’t big enough.
“Is it Stephen?” she dares to ask. Catherine adores Stephen. She considers him an ideal son-in-law. She has seen nothing to discourage her from that thinking. To her Stephen has always been a perfect, loving, attentive husband to Jennifer. She would be shocked and shattered if the truth was any different. But she needs to know.
“No. Well...yes, in a way.” Jennifer stutters and Catherine’s heart sinks. “I mean...he really wants kids. But he's not obsessive about it.”
It’s about having kids. Catherine’s sinking heart suddenly leaps back to life. This is not the end of the world. This is a solvable issue. This is relief.
“Then what is it, Jennifer?” she presses forward with less apprehension.
“It's... It’s… A childless Senator is one thing,” Jennifer stammers out. “But he’s worried, I mean...he worries I could be...y’know...I don't want to be the reason Stephen can't go all the way.”
It’s politics. It’s the White House. It’s BIG.
“He’s worried there can't be a childless president?”
“You know voters, mother. Family values and all that.”
Catherine has spent her whole life around big issues, thinking on her feet around kings, prime ministers, and even presidents. Nothing is too big for her. No problem too tough. No issue too sensitive. And no solution too evasive. Catherine thinks for a second—just a second—and immediately knows the solution. Her cure.
“My miracle baby needs a miracle baby. And I know just where to find her one.”
Chapter 21
Stephen arrives at his Senate office looking refreshed. The Levitrain ride was effortless. He shows no signs of the long trip. On his docket this afternoon is the long-simmering and very touchy issue that has polarized national discourse for decades and is coming up again before the full senate. The subject is human cloning.
Following the steps of his political alter-mentor, the venerated onetime Senator and Congressman Claude Pepper, Stephen is now the chairman of the Senate Committee on Health. Being an up and comer with a huge national constituency, his party wanted to promote him with a committee chairmanship. But being a junior senator with little seniority he was ineligible for such powerhouse committees such as Judiciary, Foreign Relations, or Finance. Few of his colleagues coveted Health, but Stephen knew better. It was a low profile committee, rarely on the front pages and a regular target of a disgruntled populace forever unhappy with federal health care initiatives. Stephen’s instincts told him that health care will always be a high priority issue, on a par with the economy for voters, and that despite his predecessors’ bad fortune with the committee due to the Senate’s inaction on the issues, he made his name by embracing the controversial and not running from it. He saw opportunity here and grabbed it.
One of his first acts as chairman was a daring call—some of his colleagues called it foolish—for open committee hearings to hear experts’ testimony on pending legislation dealing with human cloning. He even invited full live television coverage of the entire proceedings.
Two drastically different plans are being considered—two distinctly different bills have been floated.
One bill would continue the ban on all forms of human cloning, including the ban on the use of cloned human embryos for medical research purposes. “I believe your bill will likely fail,” Stephen candidly told the bill’s sponsor when it was introduced, “because it’s too restrictive. The result will be to hand cloning proponents a small but significant victory.” Nonetheless the sponsor refused to withdraw his bill.
The second bill is more problematic, but has the better chance of passing. It would continue the prohibition on human cloning for basic reproductive use, but would allow growth of cloned embryos for the harvesting of spare parts and other genetic by-products essential to the sustaining of life of the donor. Researchers would not have a free hand, however. They would be required to conduct their research ethically, under strict guidelines and with close oversight by the federal government. Their goal, they claim, is not to clone humans, but to advance understanding of the causes and treatment of disease. But their work makes the birth of a cloned baby much more feasible.
As chairman and instigator of these sure-to-be controversial hearings it falls to Stephen to open the session and set the tone. All eyes are on him.
“Long term care means long term solutions to life threatening health issues,” he begins, low key. The gallery is packed and hushed. The coverage live. Stephen has the podium—and a tiger by the tail. In the back of his mind he cannot dismiss the political reality that one misstep and he could be committing political suicide. But he has cast the dye and so he continues with his deliberate, slow build.
“Since a sheep named Dolly was cloned back in 1996—the world's first mammal clone made from an adult cell—scientists have been able to clone just about any mammal they chose. Today, however, the value of cloning humans lies primarily in the ability to grow genetically precise duplicate spare parts for worn parts. That means if a man’s heart is weak and dying, he need only grow a spare heart, genetically a precise duplicate of his own thus avoiding the problems of rejection, but younger and stronger than his failing organ.”
Stephen pauses, waiting for some reaction from the gallery. Surprisingly there is none. No one is sure yet just where he’s going. He proceeds now with some trepidation.
“This is the fountain of youth, prolonging life well beyond nature’s predisposition. However, cloning as a concept has been at the epicenter of a moral, ethical, and religious debate in this country since long before Dolly, and to this date remains an issue without solution. Congress passed laws against human cloning and human spare part production thirty years ago. These laws remain valid today.”
Suddenly the gallery erupts into cheers and applause. Proponents of the ban on human cloning have interpreted Stephen’s last comment as his endorsement of the status quo—against cloning—and they explode with approval. Stephen stares for a moment. Realizing what is happening, he proceeds without acknowledgement or comment to the unexpected interruption.
He continues, “But...” He pauses for the “but” to sink in and for the gallery to settle down. “But,” he says again, more emphatically, “the challenges to repeal them have been a regular event, like clockwork every four years, coincidental with the beginning of the presidential election season. This year, however, the debate is more aggressive than ever before. This time, the mood of the nation has shifted and is almost evenly split. The debate this year will not be short and decisive. It is brewing up to be a front burner issue in the campaign.”
What Stephen knows but does not say is that’s because for the first time in thirty years proponents of change believe they finally have an ally in the big chair and think they can see light at the end of their long dark tunnel. The prospects of victory are driving them hard. But inside the committee room the zealots on both sides remain quiet now, waiting for something definitive from the chairman to hang their hopes on, and to show their support for.
“At the heart of the debate,” Stephen continues, “is the question: When does human life begin? It's an issue that has divided the Congress, the courts, and the nation for more than a century. There are countless people today living with devastating diseases who cling to the hope that medical research and cloning will help save their lives. Some people demand to know how we as a society can make those advancements without treading on the sanctity of human life. These proponents of a total ban on human cloning say creating an embryo for research purposes, and then killing it, is destroying human life. Even many Senators on this committee are convinced that a cloned human embryo is a life and are trying to do all they can to make sure doctors don't start to play God. I’ve even seen advertising campaigns that raise the evil specter of ’embryo hatcheries’. Our goal here today is to listen, respectfully, to the learned experts on both sides of this difficult issue and to try to make laws that are sensible for all Americans.”
There is a moment of stunned silence, save for the resonating pounding of the chairman’s gavel. It will be the last moment for tranquility in the cavernous hearing room for the rest of the long day of testimony. At times, when he in unable to control the fervor of the partisan spectators, Stephen begins to question his own judgment to allow live cameras into the hearing room. They are witness to several moments of total chaos which he fears do not reflect well on him. At other times, he is glad the cameras are there; times when the complexity of the issues become clear.
The rhetoric is often loud and angry. One witness is nearly drowned out by boos and jeers as he tries to summarize his case. "The human body is not a commodity to be mass-produced and stripped for its parts.” he screams above the din. “Creating life simply for the purpose of destroying it is immoral, unethical and should be illegal."
Witnesses who support human cloning for research—research that by its very nature ultimately must end with the destruction of the embryos—call it “the most important vote involving medical science in modern times.” One witness is pelted with items thrown from the gallery when he argues, “Opponents are taking our country back to the Dark Ages.”
After a rancorous day of testimony, it is Stephen’s turn once again. It is time for him to make clear where he stands on this issue. His remarks closing the committee hearings on the two bills are unequivocal—delivered before a packed committee hearing room and carried on live national television.
“Cloning is a way of producing a genetic twin of an organism, without sexual reproduction,” he begins with a prepared primer for his colleagues. “Cloning a human being or other large organism begins by artificially producing an embryo of that species. In 1997, to produce one live sheep, "Dolly," scientists created 277 sheep embryos; 276 died or were discarded. Experiments in human cloning would similarly and necessarily involve the creation and destruction of human embryos on a massive scale. Some companies want to clone embryos so they can refine the procedure and ultimately produce live-born children by cloning. This procedure could then be offered to infertile couples, or people who want to copy themselves. I will oppose this with all my energies. Other researchers are more interested in the cloned embryos themselves. The ability to produce large numbers of identical embryos by cloning may make it easier, for example, to test the effect of different stimuli or toxic drugs on human development—differences in outcome could readily be attributed to differences in the stimuli, since the embryos themselves would be identical. Cloning could produce an unlimited supply of human-like ‘guinea pigs’ for controlled experiments. In the absence of new evidence, I support this position.”
Stephen pauses here to allow the impact of his statement to sink in. This is his boldest statement of intent yet, and the one reporters had been waiting to here. Satisfied everyone has heard him clearly, he continues.
“Why do it anyway? What's the point? Is there any point? The answer is that without therapeutic cloning, there's no way to move research from the lab to the doctor's office. It's unconscionable for us not to continue to be the merchants of hope. If people understood the facts, there would be a consensus, as there is in the scientific community, that these technologies have great merit. Anti-cloning is anti-science. While I support criminal penalties for uterus implantation of cloned zygotes, I support cloning for research. It is up to the scientists to lead us to the next level of discourse—whether we are for or against cloning for spare parts. The answer to that question will depend on what form the donors of those spare parts will take. Will the part be simply that, a part? Or will the part be a part of a whole—a viable human form—capable of stand alone life? No one knows the answers to those questions as yet.”
The committee and the gallery together erupt into a cacophony of cheers and boos that roughly reflects the near even division of the nation on the issue. The dye is cast. Senator Stephen Brand—charismatic and youthful—wannabe presidential contender and would-be instant frontrunner has taken his stand on one of the most divisive issues of his time, an issue that has been a deciding factor in scores of regional elections before now. He has cleverly tread a middle road between the extremes. He essentially opposes any cloning for reproduction—whether to duplicate a lost child, or create a child for an infertile couple. He considers cloning of a birthed child immoral and the clones an aberration of nature and unworthy of equal status with ‘nature’s children.’ However, he supports a change in the laws to allow cloning for research. And he skillfully deflected on the issue of spare parts, declining to take a stand until the scientific community has given him more and better information.
This is a daring pronouncement, one that will certainly cost him. No longer will he be assured the label of front runner. Should he decide to run, he has likely lost a sizable share of the electorate on this issue. What he must wait to see—should he run—is how skillfully his opponents will be able to navigate these same political shoals. One thing is for certain, this will be the issue of this election and every credible candidate will be required to take a position.
The media are lying in wait for Stephen as he emerges from the committee hearing room. So are pickets protesting his speech. As he approaches, he can hear the final diatribe being delivered to the microphones by one of the protest leaders against him.
“This is a move by Senator Brand toward creating new human lives solely to destroy them in research.'' He turns just as Stephen is approaching and with an accusatory finger piercing the air in his direction he screams at Stephen, but plays for the cameras, “This is your way of treating life as an object, as nothing more than an instrument to an end.''
The reporters, eager to get to Stephen, begin to turn away from the protest and its leader. But he will have his final word. In a dramatic move, the protester wraps his arms around the gaggle of microphones, hugging them to his chest, as he screams out, “The age of human cloning has arrived. Today, cloned blastocysts for research. Tomorrow cloned blastocysts for baby making. The only way to prevent this from happening here is for Congress to reaffirm the comprehensive ban on all human cloning.''
Stephen’s speech was bulletin material and the reporters’ questions come fast and furious.
Asked about the protestor’s last comment, Stephen tries to set the record straight, according to his views.
“The age of human cloning has not arrived. But this is the start of so-called therapeutic cloning. The idea is to clone a patient’s cells to make embryonic stem cells that are an exact genetic match of the patient. Then those cells could be turned into replacement tissue to treat or cure diseases without provoking rejection from the body's immune system.
“And is this the prize, Senator, of cloning?” a reporter close to him injects.
“Yes, stem cells are the research prize. They appear after an embryo has grown for only five or six days, its cells subdividing within the hard casing of the egg. Although the embryo at this stage contains about 100 cells, it is still no bigger than the original egg, and nearly invisible to the naked eye. No bigger than a speck of dust.”
“So you now support cloning of humans, Senator Brand?” one young firebrand reporter screams out, looking to make her mark.
“I think I made my position very clear this afternoon in my opening remarks. I suggest you reread them.” He is testy and tired and does not want to make a mistake in restating in shorthand what he had so carefully crafted and read in the hearing.
“Senator,” another more seasoned correspondent chimes in, “to quote you, sir: ‘Cloning could produce an unlimited supply of human-like guinea pigs for controlled experiments. I support this position.’ Isn’t that supporting human cloning?”
“That is supporting cloning human tissues, human embryos, in the interest of advancing medicine. It does not support human cloning, the end result of which would be the birth of a cloned human. That is a very big distinction.”
“Isn’t that a distinction without a difference?” He is challenged. This is not going to go easy for him. He must be very careful. He has thought this out a thousand times in his head, but these people deal in headline, one-liners, and catch phrases. Trying to make that distinction and convey the difference is not easy when dealing with the science of soundbites. Soundbites rarely amount to a sentence, let alone two words strung together. The media prefers one or two word answers. Do you favor cloning? I do. I do not. Is killing a human clone embryo a moral imperative in medical research that you condone? There is no one word soundbite for this. Not even a yes or no. There are two questions there. But he tries to be patient and forthcoming.
The real question comes midway through his interrogation. “What should happen with a cloned human being that is brought to term as part of one of these experiments or research? Does this being have the moral and legal standing of the rest of us?” This is a question Stephen has thought about but is not yet as certain of the right answer. He would have wished that it had not come up, but given what it would look like if he dodged the question, he has no choice. It was this very by-product of experimentation that scares both proponents and opponents of human clone medical research. What to do with a baby, a child, a human somehow resulting from these experiments.
“It is my view that we will have to deal with that question as a society. Not when and if it happens, but before it happens. The by-product, as you call it, is just that. A by-product of an experiment. Not an intended result. Not a result of two loving human beings in search of a child. Is it human? In a biological sense it is. Certainly. But who is responsible for it? It has no parents. It is not the purposeful or even accidental result of intercourse between two people. It theoretically does not even have to have a father. It could be nothing more than an egg of a woman infused with the DNA of the same woman. Is this a human?” Stephen was tempted to go on, but then thought better of it. He let his answer end with his question.
The reporters, however, are not to be put off that easily.
“So what is the answer?” several charged at once.
Stephen hesitated for a second to collect his thoughts. This was going to go wrong no matter what he said. So he bit the bullet and plunged ahead. “Is this a human? No. Not in the biblical, moral, ethical, theological or conventional sense. Is this a living creature? Certainly. Is it human-like? Yes. Is it entitled to the same protections as the rest of us? That depends on what the biology, the physiology, the science of the by-product is. I would be disinclined to treat it as a full member of the human race in the absence of empirical evidence that it is.”
“Thank you Senator Brand.”
They had their headline and the vulchers were satiated. He could see the headlines already: SENATOR BRAND DECLARES HUMAN CLONES ARE NOT HUMAN.
Chapter 22
“I never lied to Jennifer about who she was,” Catherine recalls insisting defensively. The conversation took place years ago, but she has never forgotten a word of it. It took place over lunch. It was the last conversation she ever had with her once best friend and almost sister, Bobbi Dane. Now as she drives towards downtown Miami with Jennifer buckled in next to her on their way to a most important rendezvous, her mind takes her back to that lunch exchange with Bobbi.
“I didn’t say you did,” Bobbi responds, equally defensive.
“I’m not going to repeat the mistakes of my parents—especially my father.” No one else in the world ever knew from Catherine’s lips what Bobbi was privy to. And she was sure that Bobbi would loyally take every word to her grave.
“I’ll never get over how I learned of my past, or how little of my past I learned.“ This is a cathartic, confessional moment and Bobbi is wise enough to know it’s a time to listen.
“I started preparing Jennifer for the truth as a baby. At first I was vague, knowing how hard it would be for a small child to comprehend. But as she got older, I advanced more and more information. Until finally Jennifer knew everything she wanted to know: How I had gone to a sperm bank and had carefully and methodically culled from thousands of prospective fathers that one perfect donor. How and why I chose only from among the dead.”
Catherine pauses to smile slightly at that. It was always one of her proudest decisions and, she knows, most bizarre. Only Bobbi ever understood.
Bobbi smiles back at her, sympathetic, understanding. But says nothing. Catherine must do this herself. She must.
“Jennifer knows that her father had died many years before she was born and that I had never met him. I simply told her he was a superior athlete and intellect.”
“That’s all? You didn’t tell her his name?” Bobbi injects, somewhat reflexively, and immediately sorry that she had.
“Had she wanted to know, I would have gladly given her his name. But until Jennifer asks, I decided not to volunteer it. Jennifer is almost an adult now. Those things she wants to know, I will tell her. Those things she doesn’t ask, I assume Jennifer doesn’t want to know and I don’t offer. The name of her biological father is one of those pieces of information Jennifer apparently never wanted to know. I never asked her why.“
Catherine glances over at Jennifer who is lost in the music coming from the car radio and asks herself again, just as she had at that memorable lunch with Bobbi, “Why did I never ask her why?”
Why was it Bobbi who had to make her realize her own selfishness?
“Why didn’t you simply tell her?” Bobbi asks in a tone somewhat unforgiving.
Catherine stares off for a moment, then blurts out the truth for the first time to anyone, including herself. “I was always afraid that surrendering such information would be having to share parenting with a ghost. I have been both mother and father to Jennifer. A ghost father, especially one who appears to be so perfect, and too dead to reveal any imperfections, would be a rival for Jennifer’s exclusive love and loyalty. I worried that every argument between us, the ones every child has with a parent growing up, would probably end with Jennifer expressing a wish that her father had been there to moderate the situation, to side with her against me,” the ‘me’ is said with an extra incredulous can-you-just-image force, “to show leniency or compassion, or even love that Jennifer would claim was missing at that moment from me.”
As she drives along with Jennifer, Catherine still feels the selfish guilt for not simply giving it all to Jennifer—whether she wanted it or not. But since she never asked, Catherine rationalized that she was doing the right thing.
“And why didn’t Jennifer ever ask?” Bobbi is heard in her head asking her, once again snapping back to that unforgettable lunchtime conversation.
“She never asked,” Catherine quickly responds. But she realizes that the question requires more of an answer, if not for Bobbi, then for herself. “Perhaps because she thought she knew all she had to about her heritage. The name would mean nothing to her. It was not as if her biological father ever thought about her, even in the abstract, or fantasized about a daughter. Jennifer was more than a perfect stranger to him, she was never even a thought. Knowing who he was would confer on him a recognition that he had not earned. Not that she was in any way angry with him. That, too, would be silly. Even though he had voluntarily donated his sperm, he never knew that years after he had died some woman like me would come along and use his sperm—his DNA, if he even knew yet what DNA was—and create a child. She has no feelings either positive or negative about him. Her curiosity has been limited to those things that relate to her: his size, his eye color, his physique, his intelligence, his physical traits or abilities, etc. To the extent they are part of her genetic composition, those things are important. And she asked and absorbed every bit of those details that she could. Otherwise, her father was a sperm, not a man. And a sperm doesn’t have a name. It only has properties.”
“Did she ever ask you about those properties?
“Yes.”
“And what did you tell her?” Bobbi knew that Catherine wanted to say more, to get a lot off her conscience, but was beginning to collapse inside. This was a once in a lifetime moment for Bobbi to truly help her best friend, and she dared, even beyond her own good instincts, to press the matter because it was good for Catherine.
“How much did you tell her?”
“I told her the properties of the sperm. Olympic champion. Poet Laureate. Nobel Prize winner. Superior intellect. Specimen number so-and-so. I told her the questions and answers available to me on the questionnaire: Religion? None. Not Jewish, Catholic, Muslim, atheist, agnostic or anything. None. This was how Jennifer sees her history. And interestingly enough, this is, in her mind, a healthy situation. She does not angst about it. She is not bothered by any of this. She thinks all of this is normal, and quite simple. She feels herself perfectly well-adjusted and happy and never once felt denied or confused or deceived. Who she is, she is perfectly content with. She ‘s the daughter of a sperm and a loving mother. That’s enough.”
And after all these years, that’s remained “enough”. But here today, as she drives her daughter to their past, Catherine knows, as she always has, that was not enough.
She believes Bobbi knew that, although she never said as much. Bobbi died of a drug overdose just hours after they had finished their lunch. Catherine is certain one had nothing to do with the other. But that didn’t make her loss any less devastating. Her eyes still swell with tears thinking about the senseless loss of this grand woman and friend to an unforgiving addiction.
Catherine steps into Richard Lancaster’s office first, just ahead of Jennifer who is trailing immediately behind her. She is immediately impressed with the ‘giant glass music box’. It’s as large, bright and imposing as the rest of the uniquely styled building. The corner room strikes her as being as grand as any of the royal suites she toured in European palaces, except that it’s modern and bright. The abundant glass that is the outside walls of the edifice, also form the inside walls on two sides of Richard’s spacious office. Because his office faces south, on the bright sunny days, which are so common to south Florida, there is hardly a need during the daylight hours for additional illumination.
Her eyes are drawn to Richard’s oversized carved wooden desk that dominates the center of the massive room. “That’s so Richard,” she thinks to herself, recalling the oversized brilliance of the man as well as his oversized ego. Behind the desk is an elegant leather swivel chair that makes all six foot four inches of him all the more imposing to his visitors. The interior walls of the office are covered in light tan paneling, something she finds appropriately tasteful. They are decorated nearly from floor to ceiling with framed photographs, magazine covers, letters, newspaper articles and awards–including two Nobel Prizes for Medicine; one for the artificial womb births of the monkeys Gonzo and Georgie, and one for the research and development of his patented technique for the freezing of women’s egg with a near perfect ability to thaw and fertilize even after decades of super cold storage.
To make sure none of this is lost on her, or any other visitor, even in the bright sunshine, high intensity lamps are precisely focused on the walls of accolades—planned and executed, she reads on the discreet bronze credit plaque screwed to the wall, by a famous Broadway lighting director whom, she later learned, together with his wife, had come to Richard as patients. As though focusing an audience’s attention on the shows stars, the lights, some brighter than others, draw her eyes most easily to the more significant of the display—the trifecta covers of Time, Newsweek and People, all from the same week. The same week she had first met Richard Lancaster. And all with essentially the same covers. Time and Newsweek showing Richard holding the chimps Gonzo and Georgie on the day they were born, and People Magazine showing Richard holding Gonzo and Georgie but with his nurse standing proudly behind him. The captions read: ‘Not Just Playing God’; ‘Modern Day Fertility God’; and ‘And God Created…” She can tell, these are obviously Richard’s favorites. Other displayed articles reflect a similar tone, almost all of them mentioning God or God-like somewhere in the headline. Richard’s celebrity was no greater than right here in his own office, a shrine to his accomplishments and a constant source of food for his ego. She makes a mental note to get a closer look at the shrine wall during their visit.
Shrine—that’s the word that pops into Catherine’s head first as she enters Richard’s throne room. Richard steps briskly from behind his desk to greet Catherine with a warm embrace. They are two old friends who once exchanged with each other their most precious gifts in life. She got her child. He got everlasting fame. Both seem quite well satisfied with their gifts.
Standing patiently behind Catherine is Jennifer. Catherine has brought her to the world’s most famous fertility specialist because nothing less than the best was required at this moment. Catherine has absolute and unqualified respect for and confidence in this man. She is effusive and unrestrained as she introduces Jennifer to Richard with superlatives that would embarrass even the least humble.
“I am very pleased to meet you, Dr. Lancaster,” Jennifer gushes. “Mother has told me so much about you.”
As Richard and Jennifer talk, Catherine roams the shrine. She peruses the pictures and covers. One in particular catches her attention, the one with Richard and the monkeys that includes his nurse, Judy Franklin from People Magazine. Her young face reminds Catherine of that day in the procedure room when the embryo that was Jennifer was implanted in her, and how calming and compassionate the nurse had been.
“What ever became of that nice nurse of yours, Judy, uh...Judy something? She was so sweet.”
Richard turns his attention from Jennifer and back to Catherine.
“Judy Franklin. She's fine. Shortly after that People Magazine cover came out, she was offered a job with U.S. Pharmaceuticals. Good career move. She's a senior vice president there now.”
Richard immediately returns his attention to Jennifer. “And I've followed your career, Jennifer. A tough and fearless private investigator, then first in your class at law school. Law review. Forgive me if I ooze a bit of vicarious fatherly pride.”
Jennifer is appreciably flattered. Mission accomplished, Richard motions for both of them to take seats on sofas that form a cozy and intimate conversation corner near the great windows overlooking the gardens below.
“Jennifer, I feel like I’ve known you all your life. From afar, I admit, but nonetheless with a great deal of pride. The media have followed your career, and that of your husband’s, quite thoroughly.” Richard could be as charming as the best of them, especially when it came to the rich and/or famous and/or powerful.
Jennifer knows the story of Richard’s role in her—her what? Her birth? Her creation? Her being. That’s what it was, her very being.
“Mom calls me her miracle child,” she confides to Lancaster. Without even realizing it she has spoken the magic word. Richard wonders if she could have been reading his mind—or his imagined epitaph. ‘He performed miracles’ are certainly words that he would like to have chiseled on the vault to his crypt.
“You have known me longer than my whole life,” Jennifer corrects Lancaster as a way of telegraphing that she knows the whole story and that they don’t have to beat coyly around the bush on the subject. “You’ve known me since I was a single cell.”
Richard is amused by the picture Jennifer is creating in all of their minds with her attempt to establish familiarity. He is pleased that she knows as much as she does about his role in her being. Jennifer has a very special place in his book of lives and it’s important to him that she knows how indebted she should be to the God of Fertility. Without him, she wouldn’t exist. “I am delighted that your mother still has the trust in me to recommend you to my care.”
“Richard, can you do for Jennifer what you did for me?”
“I don't see why not. Her tests are all positive. Once we’ve run tests on a sperm sample from Stephen, we’ll know everything we need to know. With patience and a little luck, I can almost guarantee she'll be a mom by election day.”
Richard turns to Jennifer and is even more emphatic. “In fact, Jennifer, I promise, I can do for you what I did for your mother. You will be as happy as your mother one day soon.”
This was the news Jennifer most needed to hear. All the formalities and platitudes aside, she was here to make a baby and nothing else mattered after all is said and done.
“You are certain you can help me?” Jennifer is fishing for medical assurance—a promise of certainty.
“I promise.”
The look of relief on Jennifer’s face is all that needs to be said. Catherine, too, smiles broadly, showing relief, but wanting to know more. “How can you be so absolutely sure?” she challenges him.
Richard is, if anything, certain of his God-like talents and does not hesitate to display his cocksureness. “Because I have studied her file and her x-rays. The tests that had been done over the past eighteen months by your other doctors have been thorough and the results are clear. I am confident that I can overcome your problems and help you to carry a baby to full term.”
Jennifer stands and walks away from Richard and her mother. She wants to be alone for a moment, and the vast expanse of this office can even accommodate a moment alone among a gaggle of people. Richard and Catherine sense the need for solitude and sit still where they are. They look at one another and smile knowingly.
Jennifer strolls to the walls of pictures and soaks them all in. They have exactly their intended effect on her. The endless display of much acclaimed successes gives her a sense of his infallibility. His perfect score. This is a man who can keep his promises. She can see that in his record on display right before her eyes. Her confidence is soaring, as is her morale. Tears well in her eyes, but she controls them.
“What’s the next step, Dr. Lancaster? What should I do? And how soon will I be a mother?”
Lancaster gets up and goes over to Jennifer. He puts his arm around her—a firm grip of reassurance—and walks her back to the comfortable chair on the patient’s side of his desk. He returns to his throne seat and types his access code into his computer. With a click-click-click he calls up his worksheets and calendar. Jennifer thinks how funny it is that with all the newer ways to secure a computer, iris-scan, palm print, voice recognition, and the like, Dr. Lancaster chooses an almost antiquated method of password protection. One that harks back to the earliest days of computers. This starts her thinking, if he is still in the twentieth century with his computer, is he also still stuck in twentieth century medicine? A moment of doubt creeps into her, but then she looks at her mother, and again at the pictures on the wall, and is confident that Lancaster is a twenty first century doctor even if he is just a twentieth century computer geek.
Richard studies the calendar for a second then looks up at her, “When was your last period, Jennifer?”
“Five weeks ago today. Just before I got pregnant.”
Richard studies the computer again.
“Jennifer, if we begin immediately, I think your son or daughter will be able to attend the inaugural ball with you.”
“You mean…?
“I mean you could be pregnant within three months from today, and a mother before election day. But we must begin immediately. Immediately after your next period, which, with a little help from me, will begin the day after tomorrow.”
The ride home is a celebration. Fortunately Catherine is driving. Jennifer is simply too excited.
“I take him at his word. No doctor of his reputation would make such a promise—a guarantee—if he wasn’t medically certain he could deliver.”
“I’m really happy for you, Jennifer. I’m sure this will please Stephen no end.”
“I can’t wait to phone him, Mother. This will put it over the top.”
“Put what over the top?”
“His decision. Whether to run or not. This is the news he’s been waiting for.”
Catherine does not like what she is thinking at this moment. Is she really hearing that a child to him is just good politics—a means to an end? Is this what has been in his way to making a decision? Was this what Stephen feels? And is this what Jennifer feels? Had she been so misled about their intentions that she did not see that ‘family values’ was nothing more than a political slogan and necessity and not a conviction? This does not please her at all. She had devoted her life, sacrificed her career, for her child—and never regretted a day of it. Not for an instant. She had hoped that she had conveyed this to Jennifer. She could not speak for Stephen, but she has embraced him as a remarkable young man whom she has loved from the very first time Jennifer brought him home.
She had been fully prepared to dislike Stephen Brand as soon as Jennifer told her she was bringing home this young politician. She had been around many pols, and liked few of them. She harbored a very cynical view of politicians as a breed. Her experience had been that they are disingenuous, phony, conniving, self-centered masters of deception who believed only in themselves and their ambitions.
Politics, once the profession reserved for altruists, had not been a real calling now for more than one hundred years, as far as she was concerned. Today it’s a lucrative profession rife with temptations and corruption populated by individuals who are more interested in their own successes and power than in the common good. Why else would anyone spend huge chunks of their own fortunes to win a job that pays a comparative pittance? Why else would a candidate for mayor or congressman, for example, spend millions of his or her own wealth to win a job that pays a few hundred thousand dollars a year, if not for the power and the payback?
Campaign reform in the twenty-first century certainly made it tougher for corporations and major benefactors to single-handedly and overtly bankroll—and thus own—a candidate. Candidates now are less beholden to one or two big contributors. They have to earn the people’s money, small contributors who believe in them and support that belief with their money. True, if the income from contributions exceeds the costs of their election, the surplus stays with the candidate—win or lose. This is a flaw in the code, but hardly enough to corrupt anyone. The amounts just aren’t big enough. Besides, she has never seen any of this in Stephen.
Jennifer brought him to dinner and Catherine was enchanted. She was won over by the main course and hooked by dessert. She adored his politics, his passion, his commitment, his almost naïve outlook that he could do good. He was unlike any of the politicians she had met. But then he was still young, she cynically thought to herself. Was his charm an act or an attribute? She was trying to picture how she would have written her closing on camera standup if she was still a reporter, reporting on her meeting with this candidate. What popped into her head was the oldest cliché—the example used in every journalism class to exemplify bad writing—but the one that best fit the moment. She could see herself facing the camera from in front of the Capitol and mouthing the words, “Is Stephen Brand the real thing, or simply too inexperienced yet to appreciate the greed of politics? Only time will tell. Catherine Bates for The Real Story.”
Only time will tell. Now that is deep. But as Stephen sat at her table, clearly now a new force in her life and that of her precious daughter, Catherine wondered what exactly her daughter had brought home. In her heart—her gut—she saw someone special who really did care and who just might make a difference. She saw someone whose values were the same as hers, and who seemed to genuinely love and adore her Jennifer. At this moment she could only wish that this really was the beginning that it seemed to be, and that that it would be as good tomorrow and all of their tomorrows as it was right now. She had given her blessing on the spot without having to say a word. Jennifer could read her mind. Mom was charmed.
Now mom is a little less charmed. Sure, Stephen’s politics still please her. She likes what he stands for, even though she may have a quibble or two with his recent stand on human clones.
Catherine is old fashioned when it came to these questions. She is unalterably opposed to human cloning, as she has been her whole life. But she reserves her vitriol for those who suggest cloning of a human being for medical spare parts. So she has issues with Stephen’s position, but she reasons to herself, no one’s perfect.
Still, she thinks to herself, there is no gray when it comes to the black and white question of family and children. Children aren’t tools or means. They are the essence of life. They are purest love. They are—you. She could never have given up so much of herself, her essence, her genes to anything less than what she has—to her own daughter. She could never have sacrificed so much if she did not have such a passion for perpetuity. Jennifer is her perpetuity. What she is, Jennifer is. What Jennifer is, her child will be. And her children after that.
Catherine knows what a romantic idea this is, but that’s the point, isn’t it? Children are a romantic idea. The whole concept of progeny is romantic. There’s something so much more to being a parent, conceiving and bearing a child, raising and nurturing a new being born of your being. You are perpetuating yourself. You’re loving a part of yourself. To Catherine, this is a feeling that cannot be explained simply by the word love. This is essence. This is connection. This is genetics. This is what Catherine fears Stephen, and perhaps even Jennifer, might not understand or feel. And this is sad.
Either way, there is always the love of a child that transcends genetics and biology.
Catherine is confident that she knows her daughter as surely as her father and mother understood her. Once a child is here, no matter what brought him or her to the creation, the presence of that helpless life and the devotion to its well-being will evolve a love that will consume all other ambitions or inhibitions, should they stand between them.
“So this means he’ll run?” Catherine breaks the silence of two minds lost in their own thoughts.
“Yes, I think so. Some day. I hope so.”
“Then we’d better get you ready for Dr. Lancaster.”
Catherine can only hope that what she is thinking right now is wrong. But if she’s right, one thing is for sure. The child of her child will have the connection. Not just to Jennifer, but to her as well. That child is the next link of the linear descendancy—her word—that Catherine must preserve. The child of her child will enjoy her fullest measure of the love that cannot be defined or measured. She will be to Catherine no less than what Jennifer is to her.
Chapter 23
“Senator Brand, may I introduce you to your daughter, Elizabeth Catherine Bates-Brand.”
Jennifer is resting in a hospital bed holding her newborn daughter.
“Wow!” Stephen sits next to them carrying a large bouquet of balloons and flowers and looking quite silly because Jennifer’s room in the maternity wing at the Robert Bates Hospital is overflowing with flowers. Roses mostly.
“For a politician, you sure are a man of few words.”
“I have a few more.” He leans over and kisses Jennifer. “Thank you, darling. She looks just like you. I love you.”
He then gently kisses newborn Elizabeth. “And hello to you Miss Bates-Brand. Can you wave your arms and say ‘vote for my daddy’?”
“If she's anything as precocious as her mother,” Grandma Catherine injects from the corner where she’s sitting, watching all this with great satisfaction, “she'll be saying it soon enough. And then you won't be able to shut her up.”
Catherine is nearly obscured by the thick jungle of flowers in the room. She’s also as proud as she could be.
“Then we'll know at least that she’s inherited the politician genes,” Stephen says with a smile, trying to see her through the colorful maze.
This is a happy crowd. And the crowning touch to a tumultuous year.
One more flower pedal and the room looks like it might sink. This, even though dozens of her bouquets have already been sent to other patients in other wings of the hospital. And they keep coming. One reason could be the two dozen fresh roses per hour, every hour, for twenty-four hours sent by Stephen. Not to mention at least one dozen each from every member of the U.S. Senate, at least two-thirds of the House of Representatives, the governors of eight states, five dozen from the party leaders—at least these were a collective gift—and dozens more from miscellaneous world leaders and finally the Bates and Brand family members and friends.
Three months after her initial appointment with Richard Lancaster, Jennifer was pregnant—exactly as he had promised her. Even if the process wasn’t exactly as she had envisioned it.
Given her history of rejection, Lancaster thought it best to be more selective with the embryo. She had undergone two months of torturous hormone treatments and egg retrieval. Stephen found the sperm production process humiliating, but was persuaded to go along. Lancaster informed them he was able to retrieve eight eggs, a very good collection. He explained to them that under the circumstances it was important to winnow the choices down to the best looking eggs and mate them with the strongest single sperm. By eliminating the less than perfect, he said he was able to successfully fertilize six of them. Four days later Jennifer was on Lancaster’s procedure table at the clinic where Lancaster implanted one embryo into her uterus. Only one, because neither she nor Stephen liked the odds for a multiple birth that more than one implant risked. They were both looking to keep the questions to as few as possible about her pregnancy. Twins or more might lead to more and more questions from an inquisitive media. Even playful questions that Stephen, or any potential candidate for such a dignified office as President of the United States, would not want to answer in public.
No matter what he did, he always—always—kept one very cautious eye on the White House. Answering reporters questions about sperm donation, which were certain to get voyeuristically detailed, was not a place he wished to go. Reporters would be asking him to describe the room; Did he use arousal aides such as magazines or videos? What was the volume of his deposit? How did the doctors evaluate his sperm’s modality? Was the problem his or hers? Reporters are rarely subtle when it comes to figures as public as presidents or presidential hopefuls. “Do you wear boxer shorts or briefs?” was once considered an outrageously invasive and impertinent question when asked of President Bill Clinton by a wannabe student reporter back in the nineties. That question caused quite a stir. And they got only worse as subsequent misconducts in the lives of White House occupants escalated, from oral sex in the Oval Office, which led to Clinton’s impeachment trial, to allegations of gay trysts in the Vice President’s mansion ten years ago—a raging scandal even though when the vice president was elected he was openly gay. The questions then were worse than humiliating, they were downright lascivious. It was a low point of American journalism—a profession that had been seeking new lows on a regular timetable for a very long time. The besieged Vice President endured the public grilling on live nationwide and worldwide television, never expecting that reporters would reach to the depths of disgust that they did. The next day the Vice President resigned from office, flew off to his home in Vermont, and killed himself with a shotgun blast that took off his head. And who got the blame? Not the invasive press, certainly. But the former and now late Vice President’s partner of eighteen years, because the poor man failed to recognize the level of his partner’s despair and warn someone that the Vice President was suicidal. Six days later—the Vice President’s long-time partner took his own life.
There are no limits on press rights as far as presidential politics are concerned. Stephen is not a candidate—yet—and is only a media-made prospective. He has never once publicly avowed any interest in the office, although he has done nothing to discourage the speculation. That makes him fair game. As such, he has to protect himself from giving the media scavengers fodder for their questions.
There are rules. Don’t go fishing where you don’t already know the lake is stocked. But when there’s evidence of fish present, all lures are fair game. Had the suicidal Vice President not come out of the closet on his own, the best the media might have done is speculate or insinuate as to his sexual preference. It would have been bad form to ask him if he was gay if he had not revealed it. That would have been fishing. But once he revealed his sexual orientation, he was fair game. No one would dare ask Stephen such personal questions unless he gave them cause.
As flimsy as it may have been, multiple births could be construed as cause. Multiple births without assisted pregnancy would have been a question he could have fielded easily. But given the circumstances of his wife’s pregnancy, he wanted no part of it. So the decision was made to reduce that risk even if it meant reducing the prospects for success. In the end, Stephen and Jennifer had made the right choice.
Her pregnancy was an uneventful one, even if the period of her pregnancy was not. Stephen was under increasing pressure to declare his candidacy.
Careful as always, he was reading the polls. President Matombo’s numbers were improving by the week. As if the advantage of incumbency wasn’t enough, her rising popularity gave him pause. Matombo was a political enigma. Her agenda was not popular. Her record was dismal. Her accomplishments few. And her legacy to date disappointing. But as a person, her approval ratings were off the charts. America was safe for the moment. There had been no wars or threats of war for nearly a decade. Terrorism was under control—which meant that the country had learned to live with it.
By all appearances President Matombo is also seen as a warm, convivial, caring, friendly person. She is everyone’s grandmother as president. People love her. She is a master at maintaining her grandmotherly image. Her friends and opponents alike often describe her as America’s Golda Mier—a reference to Israel’s twentieth century feisty Prime Minister, the lovable grandmother who led Israel to a swift and decisive victory in one of its fiercest wars.
And it is this image that Stephen would face in the general election if he ran. He would have to attack the eminently attackable record of every voter’s kindly old grandmother, who is also cloaked in the traditionally protective and advantageous shield of the incumbent. Did he really want to take this on now and maybe lose? Or would he be better off to cool his jets for four more years, when Grandma-President Matombo could not run again? He would be four years more mature and still only thirty nine, and running without the drag of having already once been defeated.
Once he had made the decision not to run, he turned his attention to his family. Jennifer was not having a difficult pregnancy at all. In fact, it was textbook perfect. The problems created at work because of her mood swings and irritability as a result of the hormone treatments soon passed. Her colleagues understood, at least the women did, and she was tolerated for the most part. Once she became pregnant, her mood swung 180 degrees. She was back to her warm self and was actually so perpetually effervescent and upbeat that she was at times a distraction to some of the more serious work being done at Madden and Marks. But bottom line, she was a first rate lawyer, an imposing litigator, and a cash-cow producer.
Stephen resumed his twice weekly commutes on the Levitrain and threw his support behind the party’s candidate. He gave just enough support to look like a team player, and withheld just enough so as not to put the team over the top. If President Matombo lost her bid for re-election, Stephen lost his gamble. If his party’s candidate won a first term, that would effectively cancel his candidacy in four years. And four years after that? Who knows. He’d be facing a vice president who would almost certainly be given first dibs on the nomination. Stephen needed his party to loose. A loss for his candidate was a win for him. If he could have, Stephen would have joined President Matombo’s team. Instead he joined his party’s team and prayed for their loss.
Meanwhile Jennifer continued full time work almost until the day of delivery.
As Election Day approached, so did delivery day. It was a race to the finish. Which would come first? For Stephen, it was the perfect excuse. As the race for the White House neared its conclusion it was a much tighter contest than either side had anticipated. Less than four percentage points separated the candidates in the latest polls. Given Stephen’s singular popularity, had he been the candidate, he probably could have made the difference. Even as it was, a last minute blitz by him could put his guy over the top. He had the power to unseat the future presidential ambitions of President Matombo—as well as his own.
Party leaders implored him to make a cross-country zigzag assault with the candidate to show his solidarity and support. To refuse would be to guarantee his defeat four years hence when the party would surely turn its back on his nomination. It was no coincidence that one party, the Republicans, had an elephant as the party symbol. Political parties have the memories of elephants when you wrong them. He had no choice but to accede to their pleas.
A lavish cavalcade was arranged. The candidate, accompanied by two former presidents, and with Stephen as the piece de resistance were to leave from Seattle on a Monday, one week and a day before Election Day. They would board the Seattle to San Diego Levitrain, still under construction, to begin the swing. Only about fifty miles of the Levitrain tracks were usable, but the symbolism was there. Then the entourage would switch to the conventional high-speed train for the rest of the journey. Stephen would be there to throw the switch before climbing on board to deliver one endorsement speech after another at every major and minor city between Seattle and Washington, from Fargo to the north and Miami to the south. The route of this crusade was the most indirect, yet the most perfect. Few Americans would not have a chance to experience this unprecedented campaign machine.
On Monday morning, October 30, all the principals were on hand. Stephen threw the switch and off they went. Somewhere between Seattle and Salem the news reached Stephen. Jennifer had collapsed at work and was in the hospital. There was some distress with the baby and he was summoned urgently to her bedside. This was the best news he had heard in a long time.
Chapter 24
On Tuesday, November 3, Stephen watched the returns on the six television screens that had been installed in Jennifer’s hospital room as President Matombo squeaked by to a second term. The raw vote was one of the closest in history, which made it the closest overall vote in history. No one ever suspected that Stephen had arranged with Jennifer in advance for her to call him back off the train ride with the urgent message that her pregnancy was in distress. The ruse had worked perfectly. It had, in fact, earned him countless points with the family-loving electorate.
Ever since the outdated Electoral College system had been repealed in 2009, every vote counted as one. Each vote weighed the same now matter where it was cast. President Matombo had turned out the minority vote and that had made the difference. She had won a 50.7 to 49.3 plurality overall, but the black and Hispanic votes went her way even bigger; blacks gave her 87 percent of their votes, while Hispanics gave her 74 percent of theirs. More to the point, the black and Hispanic turnout was a record breaking 78 per cent as compared to the general voter turnout rate of just 61 percent. At 11:04 P.M Eastern time, the Federal Central Electronic Vote Tabulator, the one-stop catch-all voting machine into which every vote is collected and counted at the instant it is cast, declared Rehema Matombo the next President of the United States.
Stephen and Jennifer cheered—silently. Then Jennifer screamed—a low, painful, piercing kind of scream that only a woman knows. The pain of imminent childbirth.
There were three winners that night, at least one of them a multiple winner. President Matombo won reelection. Stephen Brand won his stay with her reelection and instantly became the front-runner for the next election four years away. And both Jennifer and Stephen won when just ninety seconds before midnight on election night, November 3, 2028 Elizabeth Catherine Bates-Brand entered the world at seven pounds, six ounces and a scream loud enough to wake the dead.
It is unclear who got the better deal with the birth of Elizabeth—Jennifer or Catherine. Being a mother now herself is even better than Jennifer had imagined. She sees in Elizabeth so much of herself, and, over time, Jennifer and Elizabeth are forming a bond that is tighter than the mother-daughter relationship she enjoys with her own mother. Jennifer can anticipate Elizabeth’s every need, feel her pain, almost read her mind, which she is sure every mother can do. Jennifer is deliriously happy.
Jennifer realizes how moms grow eyes in the back of their heads. If Elizabeth drops a pacifier, Jennifer reaches for it without even looking. She knows Elizabeth’s every need. She dresses her in frilly lace and parades her proudly in the park.
After a few months on maternity leave, Jennifer returns to work—with baby Elizabeth in tow. Grandma Catherine is always on standby if needed. But Jennifer enjoys having Elizabeth around. Her friends at the office dote on her. Jennifer becomes the mother hen of her law firm. Women lawyers and other working women seek her out for advice. They are conflicted. They can see how happy Jennifer is, but they cannot afford to lose their jobs—or their figures. Her colleagues want either surrogates or an artificial-womb child. Jennifer tells them there is nothing more beautiful than carrying your own biological child. She tries to dissuade anyone who will listen not to give in to the temptations of modern science. But it is clear that the mood of modern women is swinging the other way.
Accommodating Jennifer by enabling her to bring Elizabeth to the office and providing her day care proves to be a boon to the firm. For managing partner James Madden nothing he could have done could have had a more profitable effect on the firm. Jennifer’s “Washington connection”—Senator Stephen Brand—is a magnet for business. Jennifer’s calendar is full to overflow. And still the clients come, each with visions of special favors and insider help from one of the nation’s most influential lawmakers. Of course, Jennifer never encourages such thinking, but nothing she says or does seems to discourage it either.
Madden and Marks made a calculated decision to do whatever was necessary to keep Jennifer at her desk and with the firm. Her bottom line has more than covered the additional expenses of extending infant day care to all employees, plus the sizable bonus and salary she was able to command.
Besides, Jennifer is a first class litigator. She’s not afraid of work and she’s not to be bullied in court. Her clients may not fully realize the kind of special considerations they fanaticize about when they retain her, but most are more than satisfied with the outcomes she produces.
Jennifer especially enjoys watching these power brokers and captains of industry ogle and goo-goo at Elizabeth through meetings, often stalling or slowing the fifteen hundred dollars an hour sessions.
Baby Elizabeth is growing so fast that the changes seem to come daily. Soon she is reacting to Jennifer’s emotions. If Jennifer laughs, Elizabeth tries to mimic her.
For Catherine, it’s like Jennifer being born again. Watching Elizabeth grow is deja vu. They are an inseparable threesome. Catherine is amazed at how much watching Elizabeth is a reminder of when Jennifer was a baby, and the memories are so vivid and wonderful she can hardly contain her happiness. If motherhood was great, grand-motherhood is sublime. It’s like a second bite at the apple, only this time you’re a whole generation smarter and more experienced. She’s in total recall, but now she has the luxury of stepping back for a moment from time to time, to enjoy and remember. Nothing has ever given her greater pleasure than these last months. And she is delighted to see what a wonderful mother Jennifer is. If she had any doubts—how silly she was—they are certainly gone now. Jennifer’s maternal instincts are even sharper than her own. If she hadn’t seen it with her own eyes she would never believed how attuned she is as a mother. Every mother knows when her baby needs changing. But Jennifer knows before she’s soiled and prepares a diaper so that it’s already at hand. The toy to quiet her crying is always at hand a heartbeat before it’s needed. Catherine is delighted with both her daughter and her granddaughter.
She counts her blessing in little things.
Stephen is also an amazement to Catherine. Passing up on the presidential bid at the time was a Godsend. Despite the distances between Miami and Washington, Stephen is an at-home dad. He is home faithfully at least twice every week, one of those times always on the weekends. If Elizabeth was a political necessity he isn’t letting anyone know it. Catherine even sees shades of her own father in Stephen as a dad. This pleases her no end. Elizabeth is the apple of his eye. Once when Jennifer had a court appearance and Catherine was laid up with the flu, Stephen jumped on the evening Levitrain and was home by midnight. He took charge of Elizabeth for the day, even went so far as to take her to her playgroup and made small talk with the other moms. Stephen was impressed how Elizabeth actually interacted with the other children. Jennifer’s command court performance fortunately turned out to be a one day trial and she was home for dinner. Stephen stayed to have dinner with them, bathed Elizabeth, fed her, read her a story, put her to bed and then raced for the 9:00 P.M. Levitrain north. By 1:30 A.M. Stephen was home in bed and in time to make the opening of his committee hearing the next morning. Hardly anyone noticed his bleary-eyes or the baby rattle clicking in his pocket. Nor did they mind his overly-detailed recitation of how Elizabeth greeted him with “dada” and sent him off with a wave bye-bye. She was just that precocious he was assuring them, convincing himself at the same time, and quite unaware that all of this—the interaction, the waves, and even the verbalized dada—was quite normal for a child of Elizabeth’s age. Imagine what he would have thought had he seen his prodigy playing patty-cake and peek-a-boo with grandma. Elizabeth was approaching her first birthday and he made himself a promise to be home for her first step.
Somehow Jennifer and Stephen were making it all work. It certainly helped that Jennifer had such remarkable instincts. She amazed herself at how well she could read her daughter.
Then one afternoon she is home fussing with Elizabeth when the phone rings. She places Elizabeth in her crib and goes off to her bedroom to answer it. It’s her mother calling.
“Hello, mother. I was just changing Elizabeth.”
Unseen by Jennifer, a plastic clip had fallen into the crib and the baby had found it and had put it in her mouth. The plastic becomes lodged in her throat. Elizabeth begins to gag, but cannot cry. Jennifer is still on the phone when she gets a queer feeling that something is wrong. In a panic she screams into the phone, “Oh, my God, Mother, Elizabeth's chocking on something.” She drops the phone in mid-sentence and rushes to the nursery to find Elizabeth blue and gagging. Jennifer quickly pulls the plastic clip from her mouth. Elizabeth starts to cry hysterically, but she's otherwise fine. Jennifer takes her up in her arms and still shaking she clutches Elizabeth close to her.
Catherine doesn’t wait for a callback. She jumps in her car and races the seven blocks to her daughter’s home, crashing through the front door without waiting for anyone to let her in. She arrives to find Elizabeth in the den, playing peacefully on a mat nearby. Jennifer is standing over her with a look of residual shock in her eyes.
Catherine eases up next to Jennifer. “It's all right, honey. Nothing happened.”
“She could have died, mother,” Jennifer admonishes Catherine for any perceived lack of concern her words have unintentionally conveyed.
“But you saw what was happening and took care of it.”
“That's the thing, mother. I didn't see what was happening.”
Catherine doesn’t understand. “But you screamed into the phone: ‘Elizabeth's chocking on something.’"
“I know. I knew what was happening. But I don't know how. I was in my bedroom when it happened.”
Catherine puts her arm around Jennifer. “That’s impossible, honey. You’re just confused from the shock.”
“I know how strange this sounds, but I felt that clip. I began to gag. And in my mind's eye I could see what was happening to Elizabeth.”
“Just coincidence, but thank God.” Catherine is trying to reassure Jennifer. But it does nothing to reassure Catherine. She is turning over and over in her mind all of the things she had seen during the past year that she could not explain. Things Jennifer dismissed as a mother’s instinct, and Catherine tried to block.
Elizabeth is a precocious toddler, soon pulling herself up, pulling objects from the table tops around the den. Catherine notices that the baby has a peculiar turn in her right leg and draws Jennifer’s attention to it.
“Watch her. See her right foot. How it turns.”
“It just started a few days ago.”
Catherine has mixed feelings about this discovery. She is familiar with the symptoms.
“Don’t worry about it,” she tries to reassure Jennifer.
“What do you think is causing it?
“It's a soft bone in her leg. Nothing to worry about. It can be corrected quite easily.”
“Where did you get your medical degree, mother?”
”From raising you. You had the same problem when you were her age. Same leg in fact. Only difference is, at the time, I was frightened to death that there was something seriously wrong with you.”
“And it went away?”
“In a few weeks,” Catherine dismisses her concerns with a blithe sweep of her hand.
Normally, Jennifer would have taken great comfort in this diagnosis. Normally, Catherine would have taken equal comfort in knowing that that’s exactly what will happen. The doctor will prescribe a night brace that will be put on Elizabeth’s feet that will turn her feet out causing the still soft bones in her legs to straighten out after a few weeks. But both Catherine and Jennifer are thinking to themselves that the legs aren’t what’s really bothering either of them. It’s the coincidence—another coincidence in a growing list of so many—of physical similarities between mother and daughter. But both women hold their counsel; both chose to say nothing to the other. Had either taken the time to read the other’s body language instead of struggling to camouflage their true feelings, this moment could have turned into a far worse situation than it was.
Stephen never made it home for Elizabeth’s first step. But he did see her second and third. As soon as he heard from Jennifer that step one had taken place, he raced from his Senate office and was back on the Levitrain within minutes. He was not going to be away for the best moments of her life. Maybe this wasn’t the conduct of a White House aspirant, but it was of a man who knows his priorities.
After more than two years as Richard Lancaster’s student, Peter Franklin is nearing the end of his residency and is beginning to think about his future. He has been thinking about starting his own fertility practice, independent of the Lancaster Clinic. Richard has always been good to him, he has no complaints there. It’s just that Richard is the center of attraction, and insists on remaining so. That doesn’t leave much room for the next generation—namely himself—to make a name for himself. Peter has learned a lot under Richard’s tutelage, but he feels he also has a lot to offer.
Peter sees himself as the future and Richard as the past. Richard’s patents on egg freezing and artificial wombs were remarkable, groundbreaking in their day. But since then, newer and more dependable methods have been developed by younger doctors, many of them his protégés. They too have moved away and opened their own practices in different parts of the country. But Peter is different. For starters, Peter does not want to leave Miami. It’s his home. His mother is influential here with many friends who could help him. And he really doesn’t want to leave her. She has devoted her whole life to him and he feels responsible for her. She never married. After he was born there weren’t many suitors who wanted a woman with a child. She could have given him away. Adoptive parents for healthy white infants were plentiful then. Much more so than now, because now just about anyone can become a parent. Barren couples no longer need to be childless—or even barren. Sperm injection, in vitro fertilization, artificial womb births, rent-a-wombs, ovarian tissue, ovarian follicles, oocytes, all of these are now available to any woman looking to get pregnant or have a child. Wanting a child and being able to have a child were virtually synonymous.
And to Peter and Richard’s great benefit, fertility treatments are not covered by any health care programs—especially now that all such programs are funded and run by the federal government. With the population of the United States already standing at three hundred and fifty million people, and once again growing rapidly every year, the government wants to do nothing that will promote more children. With no insurance to cover the costs, couples seeking their help are generally those with the ability to pay. And with no restrictions from insurance companies on what they can charge, clinics such as Richard’s, and perhaps soon Peter’s, can charge whatever the market will bear. It has made Richard a rich man. Fertility doctors are among the most highly compensated professionals in the country. It is this Peter wants a share of. He’s smart enough and seems to have an almost natural inclination and proclivity for it.
It probably comes from his mother whose glory days were and are the years she spent in the lab with Richard Lancaster. It is there she felt the most useful, most productive and most valuable. The pharmaceutical company position is certainly more lucrative, and offers more opportunities for her and for her son. But it was never as personally rewarding as the cutting edge work she was doing with Richard in that lab. Her work there not only helped others, it helped her. Her work there not only changed the lives of infertile couples, it changed her life as well, in a most profound way.
By Elizabeth’s second birthday, on November 3, 2030, Stephen is in a peak celebratory mood. Election Day is just two days away, but it’s already a done deal. Barring a catastrophic incident, Senator Stephen Brand is going to be reelected to a second term.
Since two year olds still celebrate their birthdays on the day they fall on, candidate daddy is able to be there for the Sunday afternoon party, at least in body. In spirit, he spends most of the afternoon putting out pre-election day political fires. His re-election may be a forgone conclusion, but detail-obsessed Stephen doesn’t take anything for granted until the votes are counted.
Meanwhile, in the other room and within his earshot, seventeen screeching two year olds are jammed into their den to sing happy birthday to baby Elizabeth. Jennifer picks her up and places her in a seat around a table where several of her young playmates and their mothers have gathered.
Elizabeth is an adorable and affectionate little girl—although Jennifer thinks oftentimes she is most adorable only when she is asleep. Like all two year olds, Elizabeth is a handful: self-centered, assertive and independent, always demanding attention but easily distracted; given to tantrums, but unlike some other children her age she rarely hits or bites others. Most of all she is affectionate, something that her grandmother finds completely disarming.
Catherine looks on proudly, but cannot stop staring at Elizabeth. Once again she has an overwhelming feeling of deja vu. Jennifer notices Catherine staring and becomes concerned. She whispers to her, “What is it, mother? Is something wrong?”
The question snaps Catherine out of her trance.
“What? Oh, nothing, honey. Nothing's wrong.” She puts her arms around Jennifer and gives her a hug. “That baby makes the whole world right.”
Elizabeth ogles happily at her big day and at the large cake with candles burning just beyond her reach. But Catherine has convinced neither Jennifer nor herself that everything is okay. There is something nagging at her, something she just cannot put her finger on. She hates this feeling. It is unsettling and all the more frustrating because she can’t seem to figure out what’s causing it. From all appearances both Elizabeth and Jennifer are fine. Catherine doesn’t even have any physical ailments herself to complain about. Any concerns she may have had long ago about Stephen with regard to the baby have long since passed. Her life is perfect. The lives of her family are perfect. So what is it that keeps her so off balance—so uncomfortable? It’s a feeling more than anything else, but not one she can identify. She tells herself that she must put this out of her head once and for all.
While two-year-olds are at one of the very cutest stages, they can be a real trial to live with. And Elizabeth is no exception. She is at that age of transition between infancy and childhood—struggling to be independent, yet still very dependent. Jennifer is trying to light the large wax “2” candle in the center of the cake. When she sets to strikes the match, Elizabeth insists on grabbing it to light it herself. Jennifer is not about to let her do this because she is always reaching for the lit end of the match. “Stop!” Jennifer patiently tells her as she pulls her hand away from the flame. “No!”—her favorite word—Elizabeth replies as she thrusts her little hand once again towards the flame without fear. She tries to explain to Elizabeth, but the birthday girl wants to hear nothing but “okay” and that’s the one word she’s definitely not going to hear. Two year olds may appear to understand things that they really don't, thus seeming defiant. She seems to understand all the while she’s grabbing for the burning match. There are no good or bad two-year-olds. Elizabeth is “good” when she happens to feel like doing what Jennifer wants her to do, and "bad" when she doesn't. Right now Elizabeth is being very, very bad. This time she reaches for the candle and almost touches the burning wick when Jennifer grabs her arm away. Catherine watches from the side, unable to help—or to stop laughing.
When Elizabeth’s arm is fully outstretched, Catherine notices for the first time the very faint outline of a birthmark just beginning to form on Elizabeth’s left arm, a distinctive birthmark in the shape of a sunburst, a yellowish dot about half an inch around with what appear to be rays of yellow sunshine radiating from the center. She has seen this mark before—just not on Elizabeth’s arm. It is still very faint yet, so Catherine is not ready to make any mention of it to anyone—especially to Jennifer. But the look on her face conceals nothing. It’s too late. Jennifer can read her thoughts almost as well as she can read baby Elizabeth’s.
She eases up to her mother and whispers to her, “You noticed it too? Like another piece to a puzzle, huh?”
Catherine knows exactly what Jennifer means by her question, but she chooses to play dumb. “What puzzle,” she asks. Then feigning now to understand, she gestures with a head nod towards Elizabeth and dismisses the findings with a half-hearted, “Oh, that. That’s nothing. It’ll pass. It's nothing to worry about.”
Jennifer is not convinced that it is passing—or that it is nothing to worry about. “But look at it. It's getting bigger.”
By now, Catherine is too deep into the subject and is thinking more about damage control than reassurances. She must wait until she gets home before she can be sure of what she thinks she’s seeing, and she hopes that it isn’t. It could well be another piece to a very curious puzzle that may have no solution, or at least not one that they will ever solve. Once she gets home, she’ll know more. Right now, she just wants to put Jennifer’s mind—and her own—at ease.
“The bigger she gets, the bigger the mark will get.” Catherine takes Jennifer's left arm and points to a very minor discoloration. She gently runs her thumb over Elizabeth’s mark, as though she was trying to read it like Braille, to discover highs and lows, but she already know the mark is as flat as a tattoo and as smooth as her skin. Just like Jennifer’s was.
“Look at yours,” she tells Jennifer as she rubs her hand across her daughter’s upper arm where once a similar mark had appeared. “It got bigger as you grew, then finally faded almost completely as you became an adult.”
“And people finally stopped calling me ‘Sunshine.’"
“Same'll happen to Elizabeth's.”
“Yeah.” Was that a question or an acceptance, she wonders to herself even as she utters the word. Catherine and Jennifer are each lost in their own thoughts, undoubtedly the same thoughts. But neither dares to tell the other.
That evening, Catherine returns home and heads directly to her den where the memorabilia of a lifetime are neatly catalogued and stored.
Jennifer was born at the dawn of the new age in home photography and Catherine took advantage of every new advancement as it came out. Digital photography and digital video were the rage then. You could take all the pictures you wanted without running out of film. All the photographer had to do was simply download the tens, dozens, hundreds or even thousands of pictures to a computer or disc and erase the master for reuse. The pictures were safely stored for all posterity on a computer disc. There was no need for selectivity. Take all you wanted. They were cost free. If you want to view them, simply call them up on your computer. Better, of course, was viewing them on her wall-sized high-definition flat screen TV. Images so clear that they defied the eye’s ability to distinguish the real from the photograph. Digital moving images were equally remarkable, but it was the advent of consumer-friendly, affordable, holographic, sense-around, and three dimensional videos projected anywhere in a room that gave home movies a surreal, eerie quality. Jennifer was a teenager by the time Catherine started making holographic digital records of her. Now when she watches them, it’s a true time machine that takes her back to that moment. The viewer can actually step into the scene and be surrounded by the images of her past. They are just that—images—so when Catherine projects the images of a 14 year old Jennifer and steps into the scene, there is no sensual, feeling component. Strictly enveloping visuals, like billions and billions of colorful dust particles carefully arranged to recreate a scene.
Catherine steps forward and into Jennifer’s past to get a closer look at the sunburst birthmark on the teenager’s arm. She reaches out to touch it, but her hand simply glides through the air and space as though there was nothing there—which of course there isn’t. But the memory is there, every bit as real as the reality. And sometimes every bit as frightening.
But it’s not the holographic videos that Catherine fears most right now. It’s the images she has stored away from an age that predates such sophisticated imagery. She calls up the catalogue for ‘Jennifer: Aged Two.’ She finds a book number and shelf location in the home library. She thinks to herself how computers have made even this simple exercise so much more convenient. She almost wishes they hadn’t. She thinks perhaps she would be better off not finding what she’s looking for. Years earlier she had bought a new computer contraption that was all the rage. It took the millions of images stored on disc and computer and printed photo quality pictures on plain paper at the rate of four a second. Many people like herself printed dozens of their favorite computer discs and stored the photographs in books. No matter how high tech computers and video screens brought her, nothing ever replaced a piece of paper she could hold in her hand. To this day she misses her morning newspaper delivered on printed paper. Reading a newspaper on a wall screen—it isn’t even a newspaper any longer—simply just isn’t the same.
Catherine leafs through the photo album of Jennifer's baby pictures. A strange look takes over her face. She picks up a photo marked ‘Jennifer: second birthday’ and stares at it. She pulls her wallet from her pocketbook and removes a photo of Elizabeth marked ‘second birthday’ made this afternoon. Catherine holds them up in front of her and stares at them side by side. Except for the clothing, the two children in the photographs are identical.
Catherine flips the pages. She searches for a particular photo. When she finds it she gasps aloud. The picture is Jennifer holding a plate of food in front of her. Her left forearm is clearly visible, as is her birthmark—a half inch wide yellow spot with sunbeams radiating from around it. It’s the identical mark in the identical spot as Elizabeth’s.
Chapter 25
Stephen’s reelection is a virtual landslide. During the last ten days of the campaign his opponent had shut up shop and refused to campaign. The candidate was publicly feuding with his party, insinuating that they persuaded him to run when he really didn’t want to, promised him support both financial and personnel, and then once they realized what an uphill fight it had turned into, volunteers fled, the money dried up and the support from other elected officials in the party disappeared.
The turnout is one of the lowest in Florida’s history. Barely one in five voters went to the polls. The results are closer than the reality making the landslide only virtual. Stephen wins with fifty nine percent of the vote, but it was mostly his supporters who stayed home. They figured he’d win anyway and that their votes weren’t necessary. A larger percentage of his detractors flocked to the polling booths and cast a disproportionate number of votes against him. But in the end, it makes no difference. Stephen Brand is sent back to the United States Senate for a second six year term—even though few now believe he would serve out his term.
The presidential election campaign is just two years away. And this time there will be no incumbent. The closest anyone can come to being an incumbent would be a run by the vice president. But at sixty-seven he is an unlikely starter. Bedsides, he is the most invisible vice president since President Truman’s number two, Alben Barkley, back in 1948. Barkley was so anonymous he was known simply as “Veep”. Now, today, the “Veep” de jour is suffering a similar fate, which means Stephen will not know for a long time who his real opponent for president is going to be.
Stephen is spending more and more of his time playing contender. At this point, that’s the only role he can play.
Ever since the 2004 Presidential elections, the unwritten rules for a presidential bid have been evolving. 2004 was a marathon campaign which began more than two years before Election Day. By the time Election Day rolled around (or roiled around as most voters came to feel) the nation was suffering a severe case of politician-fatigue. The backlash against the candidates was harsh. From that election until now, not a single candidate had been elected President who announced his or her candidacy more than one year ahead of Election Day. While some pundits ascribe this to the quality of the candidates, few are willing to tempt the curse—the vengeance of the voters who were casting their votes in favor of shorter political seasons.
Getting oneself out there and known to the electorate remained a challenge. The would-be candidates had to still do that, but without the appearance of a campaign. Making public statements, taking positions, even establishing committees and infrastructures for a run were acceptable. But announcing one’s candidacy, running paid political ads on the Internet, cell phone “soft-cell” advertisements, virtual billboards, radio, television or in the print media, or attacking or discrediting rival candidates in your own party were unacceptable.
Congress tried to deal with the campaign marathon issue by taking up legislation to codify political seasons and primaries. But getting a consensus among the four major national parties represented in Congress made passing such laws impossible.
Consolidating the primaries into a single Super Tuesday in May had helped constrict the political season. Each state still had its own primary, but all states voted on the same day. Some were less binding than others, which left a sliver of doubt in the ultimate outcome. But this was done more to preserve the archaic political conventions than anything else.
By summer, candidates had a second chance to overturn the primary elections results by cajoling party leaders and delegates to reverse the vote of the people and nominate them instead. It actually worked once, in 2016, when the primary’s biggest vote getter was denied the nomination because he was personally so repugnant to the party leadership—perhaps too independent for their liking—that they gave the nomination to their favorite son. And that favorite son went on to win the White House, which gave added weight and promise to the practice of overturning the primary vote. At least in theory. It has never happened again. And that’s perhaps because the rejected candidate, the people’s primaries choice, broke from the party and formed a third party. In 2020 he went on to win the presidency, thus becoming the first non-Democrat or non-Republican candidate elected President since the nineteenth century. His victory also opened the floodgates for new parties which have yet to show enough strength to win the White House, but have made sizable and impressive inroads in the House and the Senate.
With this in mind, Stephen must be careful not to unveil his presidential ambitions too blatantly, too soon. However, if he is going to run, the time to secure the nomination begins now. He must not only be prepared to meet and greet warmly every party leader in the House and Senate, he must do the same for every state and local leader across the country. And he must do this below the radar of the media, and skillfully maneuver around the question of his candidacy whenever the question is put directly to him. He must discourage the media from labeling him a candidate—or worse, the other curse of frontrunner—before he’s ready.
The media can be both friend and foe at the same time. Premature validation of his candidacy by the media could tempt a backlash from voters under the terms of the unwritten campaign limitation rule. At the same time, a candidate needs the media to get his or her message out until the day he or she formally announces their candidacy.
Fortunately, since 2004 when voters first began to tire early of overbearing candidates assaulting their senses with endless diatribes and discourses of doom and gloom, the media have changed. Today, they are less shrill and more customized. The primary source for news is the Internet. Cable Television is a distant second, followed by newspapers and finally magazines. Most people get their daily doses of news on their large laser wall screens generated by their computers or on their cell phone screens. They select the stories they want to see from a menu and the order and depth they wish to see them. In effect, they produce their own newscasts. The news readers are computer generated, unique to each person’s own design. The real journalistic power is in the hands of the producers and editors who create the menus from which the stories are selected. Candidates spend a great deal of their time wooing these editors, to get their stories written up on the menus with sufficient hype and drama to attract viewers’ attention.
Stephen is no exception. At least once a month, Stephen lunches with one or more of these editors. At least once a week he appears on one of the dozens of cable television “newstalk” shows, and takes calls over well-organized cell phone newsmaker forums which can attract millions of participants, all at the same time no matter which time zone they are in at the time. And his staff is always accommodating to any network asking to carry one of his speeches or committee hearings live.
Further, he must make friends with everyone who could or might potentially break-out during the next two years to assume a leadership position. Running is a 24/7 job and leaves little time for most candidate’s home lives. But Stephen is still not willing to abandon his family for the White House. He has found a way to accommodate his Party obligations and still be home with Jennifer and Elizabeth—and turn this accommodation into an asset.
While most politicians move the mountain to Mohammed, Stephen lures Mohammed to his mountain. One after another he invites his meet-and-greet-musts to join him for the weekend in Florida. An invitation to a could-be future president’s home is a coveted status symbol among just about any level of politician or bureaucrat. And Stephen knows well how to entertain at home and still be free for family matters.
Jennifer is a tremendous hostess and a perfect surrogate for Stephen. While he’s schmoozing Texas, she’s wowing Tennessee. If Stephen is feeding Elizabeth, he’s got the governor of Maine doing the cooking and the Secretary of State from Colorado washing the dishes. Jennifer, meanwhile, is showing their wives localr urban schools that need repairs and why they should help her husband to make a difference in urban schools all across America.
Then everyone gathers around the best politician of them all in the family, baby Elizabeth, who coos and woos them with her antics. Elizabeth loves to please adults and loves even more when adults show her they are pleased. She has a one word answer to every question or statement, “Why?” When asked again and again of politicians gifted in obfuscation, it is disarming, charming and entertaining.
For little Elizabeth it is empowering. She begins to sense that strange power she has over adults, yet she is too young to understand that she is basking in the afterglow of her father. The dynamics are curious. Elizabeth tries mightily to please her parents, and all other adults, while the adult visitors are working just as hard to please her—and her parents.
Perhaps nothing was as bizarre as when Elizabeth discovered her imaginary friend Oscar. For her, now approaching three, nothing in the world could be more real. And she is eager to share her playmate with her other adult friends. And because she is so accustomed to being around and playing with adults, her imagination created a full time adult friend that she, naturally, controls—Oscar.
One day, none less than the Speaker of the House Henry Oppenheimer came to Florida to pay homage to Stephen Brand. Stephen and Elizabeth drove out to the airport to greet the octogenarian leader known for his humorless style and serious demeanor. Stephen drives while Elizabeth is strapped securely in her plush, ultra-padded car seat set like a throne in the back seat. She is in the back seat because that’s where safety experts insist children are the safest. And because the right front passenger’s seat is occupied—by Oscar. So here we have what may be the next president of the United States of America chauffeuring an invisible imaginary friend of his daughter’s, while his three year old daughter sits quietly and contentedly in the back seat, and making obligatory small talk with the unseen Mr. Oscar which greatly pleases little Elizabeth who giggles joyfully as she watches her father converse with her friend. Stephen goes along playfully as he discusses even the most sensitive political issues with Oscar and seeks his advice. Whether he takes Oscar’s advice is something his daughter will never know.
As they pull up in front of the airport arrivals gates, Stephen spots Speaker Oppenheimer already standing at the curb. He’s alone. Oppenheimer is fiercely independent both in politics and life and he shuns traveling with aides or security agents who normally would accompany a political leader of his stature. Stephen honks to attract the Speaker’s attention and pulls up next to him. Stephen flips the switch to unlock the doors and the Speaker opens the right front door and prepares to enter the car—when suddenly there is a screech from the back seat.
“No,” screams Elizabeth, which startles the old man and halts him dead in his tracks. “No. Oscar. There.”
Just in time Stephen stops the bewildered humorless man and explains, “Please, Mr. Speaker, if you would be so kind. Please sit in the back with my daughter Elizabeth. As you can see,” he smiles with a nod, “this seat is taken by her friend Oscar.”
The Speaker looks down, sees no one, then looks quizzically at Stephen who winks once, which the Speaker understands instantly, and he steps to the back door and takes his seat besides Elizabeth.
“Hello, Elizabeth,” he introduces himself to her, “I’m Henry.” Elizabeth giggles politely. “Hello, Senator,” he adds as an afterthought.
Stephen replies with a relieved, “Hello Mr. Speaker. Thank you for understanding.” Then the Speaker turns to address the empty front seat, “Hello Oscar. It’s nice to see you again after all these years.”
Elizabeth is besides herself with glee. She flails her arms and legs in the air in absolute joy. She has a new friend, Henry, who can also see Oscar. Stephen looks in the rearview mirror as he pulls away from the curb and for what is perhaps the first time ever he sees a broad smile light up the old codger’s face.
Henry Oppenheimer is not only having fun, he is recalling his own childhood—his own invisible friend—and he’s loving every moment of it. For the entire ride to the Brand home Henry Oppenheimer speaks only to Elizabeth and Oscar. It is one of the best rides he has ever taken. Stephen watches as Elizabeth completely wins over Oppenheimer to the Brand side far better than he could have done in a dozen weekends. She is an asset beyond measure. Elizabeth Bates-Brand has become his secret weapon to capture the White House. For an instant he wishes he could clone a dozen of her. He would turn them all lose and then sit back and watch the votes pour in. He playfully wonders to himself how that would square with his position on cloning. This is a situation that was never contemplated by the position makers—cloning political supporters to win elections. What a novel concept, he thinks.
After dinner that evening, Stephen and the Speaker engage in a very vigorous debate over Stephen’s stand on cloning. The conversation is less playful than his earlier musings. The Speaker challenges Stephen at every turn to defend his position.
“Let’s say, for the sake of argument, that someone loses their whole family in a single tragedy. They’re left alone in the world. What if they could bring back one or more of those family members by cloning in an artificial womb? Would you deny them that opportunity?”
Stephen has thought this through many times. He has a ready answer. “Mr. Speaker, I believe bringing a clone to term under any circumstances is enforcing the abilities of man over the laws of nature. No. I would oppose bringing clones to term under any circumstances, at least any that I have been presented with to date.”
“Let me be more precise then, Senator,” using formal titles to emphasize his earnestness. The Speaker presses forward, “What if it were your daughter in question? I can see how you love that child of yours. What if, God forbid, you lost everyone in a single tragedy? Would you think differently if you had the power and resources to clone baby Elizabeth and bring her back?”
Should this question have been asked in a public debate or news conference, his answer would have been automatic. But given the very personal nature of the question—all the more so because it was being asked inside his own home, with his child asleep upstairs—he pauses to consider. His resolve is strong, but his mind is imagining the worst he has ever contemplated. The loss of Jennifer and Elizabeth would be beyond his comprehension. Beyond his ability to cope. But people do cope. They do go on. It is what he counsels everyday when these types of questions are asked regarding replacement clones for lost family members. But this time the question is specifically about Elizabeth—his Elizabeth. What would he do then? Considering the source of the question, he can’t simply ignore it.
Stephen gives the Speaker a respectful glance, a strong affirmation that he is not blithely dismissing the Speaker’s question. That he is giving it due consideration.
Stephen knows the answer he will give—he must give—to the Speaker’s question, even though in his heart he’s reassured by the fact that God has spared him the reality of such a catastrophe. In his heart he knows that he would do anything—anything—to keep Elizabeth safe and in his life. Perhaps it is his failing that he cannot see how his innermost feelings are not unlike those who he is making the decision for. But he is consistent, as he must be.
“Mr. Speaker, God willing I will never have to make such a decision.”
“Yes, Senator. But there are people who are not as fortunate.”
The next day, Speaker Oppenheimer insists that Elizabeth and Oscar accompany him back to the airport for his flight back to Washington. The highlight of the weekend comes when “Uncle Henry”, as he is now called, kisses Elizabeth goodbye and then shakes hands with Oscar. If Stephen told this story to anyone in Washington it would cost him dearly on the credibility account. The Speaker himself would probably deny it ever happened. But it did, and it was a spectacularly successful weekend for Stephen’s presidential ambitions—the cloning debate notwithstanding. With the voice of the Speaker behind his candidacy, few in the Party would balk at handing him the nomination if he can come even remotely close to winning the pre-primary polls.
This will probably be the first time a nomination for president of the United States will have been secured by a Washington insider operating completely outside the Beltway. Florida is as important to this presidential nomination process as will be New York, where the Party will gather next year to make their selection. Stephen intends to have it all wrapped up, not only before the convention, but even before the first primary vote is cast.
As Stephen later confided this story to Oppenheimer’s long-time administrative assistant some months later, he learned what coincidence or luck can play in the biggest games of all. It also brought into clear focus the late evening discourse they had engaged in. As the generation that the now-Speaker had shared as a freshman in Congress passed away over the years, so did most of the institutional memory of the older players. Few if anyone remembered the tragedy more than thirty years ago when the widower Oppenheimer’s only son, daughter-in-law and two and a half year old granddaughter—Elizabeth Oppenheimer—died in a multi-car pile-up on a foggy interstate highway. If one had simply been looking for an explanation, other than age, why a hugely successful and well-loved politician turned into a frowning monster, they might have learned about the night he died inside.
Even more remarkable, and perhaps what makes coincidence king of destiny, some fifty years before the tragedy that struck down his family, three year old Henry Oppenheimer had found comfort over the death of his own father—killed in action at the Battle of the Bulge on Christmas Day, 1944—from his very own imaginary friend—named Oscar.
Uncle Henry soon becomes a regular visitor to the Brand home in Florida. He patiently reads nursery rhymes and stories to Elizabeth with a flair so dramatic he could have taken his reading act to the stage and been a raging success. But these are private performances only. He would invent a voice of the character and Elizabeth would mimic him. Henry could go on for hours like that; and Elizabeth would giggle on in joy for hours. She would refer to him as her Uncle Henry. And the dour Uncle Henry would smile for her every time he heard her say it.
The Elizabeth effect was not lost on Stephen. The non-campaign pre-campaign was already taking its toll on Stephen and Jennifer. The inviolate family weekends at home were more and more often being disrupted by political obligations far away. Jennifer made every effort to join him for the weekend events, even where they involved major travel. This was beginning to add a great deal of stress to her already exhausting schedule. Her obligations at the law firm had grown exponentially. She was obligated to the dual role of litigator and rainmaker. She was being stretched to the limits juggling a work load, motherhood, and stand-by-your-man politician’s wife.
Motherhood need not have been a stress point. They had the money now and could well afford a fulltime nanny. Stephen’s salary was sufficient for most necessities. Her income was now more than five times his. So money was not an issue. But “Family Values” was. Stephen felt that handing their daughter off to a surrogate caretaker was bad politics—it sent a bad message. Besides, Jennifer liked being a mom and wanted to have as much involvement with Elizabeth’s upbringing as possible. So they agreed that there would be no nanny, at least not a fulltime nanny.
Jennifer would frequently bring Elizabeth to her office, just as Stephen would do when they were all in Washington. And that was becoming more frequent than ever. So most weekends now meant a political obligation somewhere in the U.S. and that meant Jennifer had to leave each Friday to catch a plane or train to join Stephen somewhere. And of course if Jennifer went, Elizabeth would always tag along. More than anyone, if there was a lady other than Jennifer by his side at any public appearance, or a baby to kiss, it was Elizabeth.
Despite some suggestions, a few of them from sniping commentators, that Stephen was “exploiting” his own daughter, Elizabeth was becoming a popular celebrity on the stump. She even offered a few words of support for her dad, even though her four word sentences probably stretched her verbal limits. “Vote for my daddy,” was her most frequent plea. But her more popular speeches were even shorter: “Yeah Daddy” or her one word introduction, “Daaaaddddyyyy.” Elizabeth had become a star attraction at Stephen’s rallies. She was also an occasional sidekick as he moved about the halls of the Capitol during Senate sessions.
Soon she became America’s favorite cover girl; her face gracing the covers of several national personality, glamour and news magazines. Jennifer and Stephen’s favorite was the one where she shared the cover of People Magazine with her imaginary friend Oscar, seated on an amusement park ride, where Stephen had been making a campaign appearance for a local gubernatorial candidate. There she was, sitting alone on a ride built for two, her arm securely around the empty seat next to her comforting her invisible friend. The media lapped it all up. In the age of anything goes photojournalism, where the more gruesome the better, ironically the ever cute image of three year old Elizabeth Brand is a best seller for any publication.
Family Values. Two words, that when put together in political-speak are two of the most powerful words in a voter’s vocabulary. Right up there with Lasting Peace, Robust Economy, and Tax Cut.
Family Values to the voters has one meaning, a powerful image of marriage, monogamy, children, faithfulness and faith. Family Values to those seeking the affirmation of the voters means millions—millions of votes, millions of campaign dollars, and millions in potential earnings.
Family Value is at the heart of Stephen Brand’s presidential bid. He had long ago proved to Catherine that it is more than a slogan to him. Catherine no longer doubts or even wonders about his devotion to both his wife and his daughter. His conduct during the past four years has been exemplary both as a husband and a father. He never once lost his way while navigating the difficult waters between father/husband and political up-and-comer. Jennifer and Elizabeth are always in first place with Stephen. Now that he had established his bona fides, it is time for him to capitalize on them.
‘Uncle’ Henry Oppenheimer and the other frequent visitors to his Florida home are a big factor in that play. Stephen doesn’t have to proclaim his own depth on the Family Values scale of worth. He has dozens of eager volunteers ready to offer first hand verification that as far as Family Values are concerned. If the election rests on that one attribute alone, Stephen Brand deserves victory by acclamation. No better, more loving, more devoted father or husband is to be found in all the land. And Elizabeth, she has become America’s poster child for precocious, precious and positive.
It is about this time—well into Elizabeth’s third year—that everything Catherine, Stephen and Jennifer had been taking for granted begins to change.
Chapter 26
Peter Franklin had agonized over his decision for months. He had considered every option. Studied every offer, and there were quite a few. Even though Richard Lancaster was getting a reputation of being behind the curve—by that was meant the learning curve—in fertility medicine, the Lancaster Clinic is still regarded among peers as a preeminent learning, research and treatment facility. This is due in part to the addition of such young blood doctors as Peter and others in his league.
It is Richard’s ego that keeps him from recognizing this fact, but it was that same ego that caused him to recruit and hold the best new young minds in the field. Because by mentoring them he was in his own mind still the better of them. It was he who could teach them, which was true to a certain extent.
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