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Somewhere near Itzimté Ruins, Guatemala, rainy season
She turned her first trick four months shy of her thirteenth birthday. Patricio had been a small man, only a boy really, being just two years older than she. His father had been a teniente in the security police that patrolled Mexico City, and he’d paid sixty pesos for Gabriella’s services. Gabriella wasn’t her real name then, but it was the name she’d used while plying her trade, and it was how she was currently registered at Las Canas.
Now, three years later, the teenage girl with the truculent almond eyes sat huddled under a gnarled tree limb, seeking refuge from the tropical shower. Her skin glistened moistly from sweat and precipitation, and she could smell her own fear above the pungent odor of the earth.
Gabriella stroked one hand across her gravid abdomen, then quickly climbed from the security and cover of the lush vegetation to resume her flight along the muddy carretera that would eventually lead her to San Andres. Nightfall was fast approaching. She pressed onward, prodding herself another half kilometer, though her feet and thighs cried out for rest. Surrounded by miles of unfettered jungle that comprised the Guatemalan lowland rain forests, she longed for a shortcut. There was none. And carved out of this most intimidating habitat in all of Central America was Las Canas.
Wump. Wump. Wump. Wump. Los helicopteros. The choppers.
“Mi bebé!” My baby. Gabriella dashed back under the gloomy cover of the rain-forest canopy. She would rather risk an encounter with el tigre or even Desmodus rotundus, the loathsome bloodsucking vampire bat.
Wump. Wump. Wump. Anything but the choppers. She could never return to Las Canas. Never.
Gabriella clutched desperately at her stomach. It heaved with each laborious breath. She couldn’t maintain this frenetic pace; it was impossible. She forced herself to think through the tears, through the pain. She might still stand a chance if she could thwart their initial assault.
Wump. Wump. Wump. Wump.
“Que mierda,” Gabriella cried out.
Her hands protected her eyes as she stumbled farther through the thick underbrush. Thorns ripped at her skin, and vines threatened to ensnare her ankles as if they possessed wills of their own.
She tripped, stumbling forward. Terror gripped her like a giant anaconda. Her breaths catapulted from her convulsing chest in short gasps.
Oh Dios, por favor, she prayed. Please, God. If she could just make it to the Itzimté Ruins before dark.
High above her head, the canopy of epiphytes, vines, and towering ferns gyrated into a living tempest. The powerful downdraft from the Sikorsky’s blades created a whirlwind of flying debris.
Gabriella threw herself on the forest floor, cowering under the onslaught of tangled vegetation.
Wump. Wump. Wump. Wump.
“No!” she cried. “No!”
With nothing to cling to but remnants of past dreams, Gabriella began to pray. She prayed for herself. She prayed for Las Canas. But mostly she prayed for the bebés.
The men from the plantatión de azúcar were coming.
Amoreena Daniels gazed at the woman retching into the plastic emesis basin and struggled to visualize her mom as she once was, her mom prior to the diagnosis, her mom minus the cancer. It was a difficult if not futile exercise.
Wearing a hospital gown that appeared two sizes too large, Geneva Daniels adjusted her brightly flowered scarf with one hand, the cloth a replacement for her once-vibrant tresses. Seated next to her, Amoreena counted another fresh bruise coalescing under her mother’s limpid skin, where an IV line replenished her fluid stores.
Room 441 on the University of California Medical Center oncology ward no longer seemed just a hospital room; rather, a bleak reminder of what physical devastation a disease run amuck could wreak on the human spirit. Even the astringent, aseptic smell failed to eliminate completely the specter of illness and suffering.
“Amoreena Daniels.” It was the ward clerk. She waited outside the door as if what lay inside was contagious.
“Hold on,” Amoreena said curtly, throwing her thick mane of auburn hair out of her face with a toss of her head. “You okay, Mom?” she asked, helping steady the basin.
Geneva coughed twice and nodded. “How ‘bout a cigarette?”
“Not funny.” Amoreena checked the basin. No blood, only thickened saliva. She carried the basin into the bathroom.
Geneva heard the water in the sink. “You’re just like your dad. No sense of humor.” It required two breaths and a coughing spell to expel the words.
Amoreena returned, setting the clean basin on the nightstand. “I’ll develop a sense of humor when you develop an appetite,” she said, studying her mother’s skin. She thought the sallow hue had lessened, or maybe it was just the fluorescent lighting. “And will you stop with the ‘Dad jokes.’ He doesn’t deserve it.”
“Ms. Daniels.” It was the clerk again. “Dr. Gillespie’s waiting.”
“Sure, all right.” Amoreena feigned a smile. It wasn’t the ward clerk’s fault her mother had metastatic cervical cancer. “Mom, I’ll see you before I leave.”
Geneva coughed deeply and spit into a Kleenex before finding some renewed vigor. “Amy…” She called her only daughter “Amy” with a short ‘a’ whenever their discussions centered on the serious. “When you’re through with Dr. Gillespie, I have something to tell you.”
“Tell me now. He can wait.”
“No, later. Dr. Gillespie’s very busy.” She attempted a weak grin. “I’m not going anywhere. Yet.”
Amoreena bent low and pecked Geneva on the cheek. Her skin felt cold and dry on her lips. Not the way she wanted to remember her mother. “See ya.”
The conference room for the oncology ward was situated adjacent to the central nurses’ station. Amoreena was very familiar with it. It was in this very room six months ago that Dr. Gillespie had unleashed the appalling news that her mother’s cancer was a stage IV, metastatic. It had already invaded the liver and lungs. The revelation had given new meaning to the term shitty Monday. But there was still a fighting chance, he’d said. More out of a sense of duty than any realistic expectation of success, Amoreena surmised. Only later that night when she and her mom were alone did the real tears flow.
Dressed in faded denims and a loose scooped-neck T-shirt, Amoreena approached a man in a wheelchair. She moved with a certain aloofness that was both enticing and ingenuous.
The man waved. She returned the gesture. She’d seen him several times before during her prior visits, and each time he appeared thinner and more cachectic. Acute myelocytic leukemia.
“Heya, gorgeous,” he said, as she passed.
Amoreena allowed a smile. “How’s it going?”
“Another day, same old shit.”
Momentarily, she wondered how long he had. She didn’t even know his name. Quickly, she dismissed the thought when she observed the blinds to the conference room drawn shut. Ignoring the stares from the nurses and resident physicians, Amoreena paused at the door and inhaled. Fuck cancer. She knocked.
“Come in.” The voice sounded apologetic.
She entered and shut the door behind her.
Dr. Gillespie sat alone at a long table. Balding and bespectacled, he was an African-American with a well-trimmed gray beard. A medical chart lay open before him. He motioned her to a seat.
Finding the chair directly across from him, she didn’t miss the gyn-oncologist’s pained expression. The same expression he failed to mask six months ago.
In that one instant, Amoreena knew the news, whatever it was, was not going to be pleasant.
“So how’s premed these days?” he asked, breaking the ice.
Amoreena stifled saying ‘same old shit.’ “Fine,” she answered.
“Interviews?”
“Next fall with UCI, UCLA, and USC.”
“Want to stay in California.”
“UCLA’s my first choice. It all depends.” She left it hanging.
“Hm-hm.” Dr. Gillespie’s eyes scanned the blackboard.
Amoreena followed his gaze. Limned in chalk were clusters of cancer cells—she presumed they represented cancer cells—the big CA on an oncology ward was usually a dead giveaway. Adjacent to the diagram, a list of drug names had been scrawled. A second sketch demonstrated how these specific drugs attacked the foreign cells’ replicating system. Curing cancer was simply that. Stop the unauthorized replication and the patient survived. Amoreena wished it were that easy. Dr. Gillespie lightly tapped the chart on the table. “Your mother’s weight’s down.”
Amoreena felt a tinge of undeserved guilt. “I know, it’s almost like I have to force-feed her at home. This last round of chemo really took a lot out of Mom.”
“You and Geneva are waging a tough battle.” He hesitated, as if unsure how to proceed. “Amoreena…” he started again, but pursed his lips at the knock on the door.
Amoreena turned to find the door open and a woman filling the empty space. She was large, not fat, and exhibited an androgynous figure. She sported a business suit, one of those styles illustrated in catalogues targeted toward female corporate types who seemed to believe that becoming as successful as a man entailed dressing like one. The woman carried a thick satchel.
Without waiting for an invitation, she strode imperiously into the room and took the chair at the head of the table.
Dr. Gillespie made the introduction. “This is Ms. Rosalind Cates. She chairs our hospital’s utilization review committee. Her specialty is medical oncology.”
Amoreena sat in silence, staring at the only medical chart in the room. Her mother’s. With no prior experience, she suddenly knew she despised utilization review committees.
“It’s come to our attention, Amoreena,” the oncologist continued haltingly, “that…” There was another disquieting pause.
At this juncture, the imposing Ms. Cates grabbed the reins. “I’ll take it from here, Doctor,” she said.
The tone of the woman’s voice exhibited a callous knifelike quality very much like a personal-injury attorney Amoreena had seen pitching on late-night television.
Ms. Cates set her satchel on the table but remained standing. She placed both hands on the back of the chair. “Ms. Daniels, I believe your mother’s health care coverage had been provided by the Standard Care Insurance Company.”
Amoreena nodded. “That’s correct. And still is,” she added in rejoinder to Ms. Cates use of the word “had.”
Ms. Cates grunted. “Well, that’s the purpose of this meeting. As of the end of this month, Standard Care will no longer cover Geneva Daniels for health care needs. This includes any catastrophic coverage.”
Amoreena felt her face grow hot. “What do you mean?” She swiveled to face the oncologist. “Dr. Gillespie, what’s she talking about?”
“Ms. Daniels,” Ms. Cates interjected.
Amoreena ignored her. “What’s this lady got to do with Mom’s treatments anyway?”
Before the doctor could reply, Ms. Cates had removed a spiral-bound notebook from her satchel and placed it on the table. “Ms. Daniels, your mother was employed as a secretary for H&M Printing Press for fourteen years. Is that correct?”
Amoreena refused to make eye contact. “And she’d still be employed if her pap smears had remained normal.”
“When did her leave of absence commence?”
“Six months ago. After the diagnosis.”
Ms. Cates gave a satisfactory nod. “That partially explains the confusion.”
“Confusion?” Amoreena blurted out.
“Ms. Daniels, as of five months ago, H&M Printing has been in receivership, they’ve declared bankruptcy, and are no longer paying premiums for their employees’, including any retirees’ health care coverage. As per the law, Standard Care, as well as the human resources department at H&M, notified your mother numerous times that her medical coverage would be her responsibility. Unfortunately, Geneva Daniels failed to respond appropriately, no premiums were paid, and therefore, as of this moment, she is without coverage.”
Amoreena’s mouth felt gummy. No coverage. My God, she has metastatic cancer. She barely heard Ms. Cates continue.
“I took the liberty of presenting Geneva Daniels’s case to a group of other insurance agencies for gap coverage. However in light of your mother’s current situation, they felt it would not be in their best financial interests to intervene. One did agree, though, to issue a policy, however, it would not cover any preexisting conditions. I’ve referred her case to Social Services.”
Amoreena shook her head. “That’s fucking great.”
“Pardon.”
Amoreena stood. “What is this shit? This is a damn hospital isn’t it, or did I drive into the wrong parking garage?”
Ms. Cates cleared her throat. “There’s no need to be obscene, Ms. Daniels. I understand—”
“You don’t understand crap.”
“I understand this,” Cates retorted. “I’ve reviewed the chart and doctors’ notes regarding your mother’s treatments and at this stage of Geneva Daniels’s illness, her cost/benefit ratio fails to fall within the curve of a successful outcome. Unless you can devise alternative means to finance her treatments, I regret to inform you, your mother will be forced to seek care elsewhere once she is discharged.”
“What do you mean you couldn’t tell me?”
Geneva stared at the ceiling. “I couldn’t, that’s all.”
Amoreena listened incredulously, sitting on the opposite bed. “Mom,” she started again. She forced herself to remain calm. “Do you want to end up on a county ward with the homeless and derelicts and have some first-year medical student practice drawing your blood. Jesus, why didn’t you just pay the premiums?”
Geneva swallowed. She remained silent as a single tremor ran the length of her body.
“Mother, are you listening? You’re not that sick you can’t answer me. Why didn’t you pay the damn premiums?”
Geneva’s voice was soft. “I didn’t have the money.”
“What?”
Geneva turned and faced her daughter. A tiny flame smoldered behind her languid eyes. “I said I didn’t have the money.”
“Mom.” She leaped off the bed. “You have over four grand in the bank. I know.”
Geneva shook her head.
“Don’t shake your head. I saw the last statement.” Amoreena detected a staid look on her mother’s face and instantly interpreted its meaning. “You knew about this meeting, didn’t you? Did that Cates lady already talk to you?”
Geneva’s refusal to answer was answer enough.
“That bitch.”
“Amy.”
“Don’t ‘Amy’ me. You had four thousand dollars in the bank, and you didn’t pay the premiums. Yes, Cates is a bitch, and it’s all right for me to be pissed.”
Geneva’s expression hardened. “Amoreena, that money’s yours. For your schooling.”
“I’m on a scholarship.”
“Partial.”
“Just semantics. That money still should’ve been used for your insurance.” She felt her face growing hot again. “Do you realize what you’ve done? God…” She pushed her thick hair from her forehead with both hands. “God, I’m angry at you. I’m really angry.”
“Amy.”
“Mom, I’m really—”
“Amy, shut up.” Geneva sat up so fast it shocked Amoreena.
Geneva coughed once and pointed to an empty glass. “Make yourself useful and get your mom a glass of water please.”
Pouring from a pitcher, she handed Geneva the glass.
Geneva sipped twice. “Now listen to me. I’m dying.”
Amoreena began to protest but was quieted by her mother’s hand.
“Just hear me out. Please.”
She watched her mom’s face. She’d seen the same tough-as-nails expression before. It was when she’d told Amoreena her father was leaving. Amoreena had been a shy six-year-old, and she still recalled the same odd combination of combativeness, sympathy, and hopefulness. She suddenly felt like a little girl again.
“Baby.” Geneva smiled. “You’re the best thing that I’ve ever done. And I love you dearly, more than anything in the world. Even more than life itself.” She paused for a breath. “Amy, do you know what the five-year survival is for a case like mine? Minimal. I’m not a gambler. Any money spent on my premiums would be like throwing it off a train. It’d be wasted. God, I’m so proud of you. And I’m proud of me. For my contributions. In some ways, I worked as hard as you to get you where you are, and I’ll be damned if I’d do anything that might jeopardize your goals. Because goddamn, you are going to graduate from college and then go on to medical school and become the best doctor you know how.”
Amoreena wiped at her eye. “Mom, you’re all I’ve got.”
“And you’re all I’ve got.” Geneva reached for her daughter’s hand. “Come here.”
Amoreena felt a wave of fatigue roll across her. “If you think I’m just going to let you die when there are options out there, you don’t recognize your own flesh and blood. There’s that research protocol.”
Geneva brushed a stray strand of hair from her daughter’s face. “I’ll make you a promise. I’ll hang around long enough to see my only child graduate. Providing… “
She met her mother’s gaze.
“Providing, no matter what happens to me, you do nothing that risks your future goals. Promise me, Amy.”
“I promise.”
“We’ll think of something, baby. We always do,” Geneva said.
Amoreena closed her eyes. “I love you.”
Tomorrow she would worry about the rest.
The slide reminded Amoreena of a giant ugly tadpole. The tiny fetus stared out at the audience of a hundred biology majors from bulging, yet unopened eyes.
She made a quick notation to her diagram. It was sucking its thumb.
Setting aside her human embryology notes, Amoreena pulled a sheet of paper from her backpack. These last twelve hours had been absurd. From the time she’d left the hospital at 9 P.M., she’d mulled over financial options, yet no matter how she worked the variables, the numbers just didn’t add up. Four sessions of chemo at $6,400 a pop. In addition there would be antiemetics to control nausea, analgesics for pain, and laboratory costs: blood work, urinalysis, chest X rays. The list went on ad nauseum.
“Perhaps Ms. Daniels would like to enlighten us on the origin of the human egg and sperm.” Professor Stanton stood at the podium. “The origin of egg and sperm, Ms. Daniels?”
Amoreena slid the list under her notes. “Both the human egg and sperm are derived from large, round primordial germ cells.”
“And…”
“These germ cells can be identified in the wall of the yolk sac as early as the fourth week of gestation, and their differentiation is complete prior to the conclusion of the first trimester.”
Professor Stanton gave a perfunctory nod and shut off the projector. “Midterms in six weeks.”
Instantly the Hashinger Science Center lecture hall exploded in a burst of activity. Students gathered their notes and books and moved en bloc toward the exits.
Amoreena hurried to the rear stairwell.
The seasonally warm September sun was not yet high enough in the sky to be uncomfortable and reminded her of days spent in Newport Beach. High school had been such a cakewalk. How to become valedictorian on Diet Cokes, beer, and french fries.
She found Millie Fontana waiting on the steps of Argyros Forum. They’d been roommates since their freshman year and rented a renovated antique two-bedroom house several blocks from the campus. Though the girls contrasted starkly in physical attributes, they shared common backgrounds. Each had been raised under financially disadvantaged conditions and both had received academic honors their freshman and sophomore years, Millie majoring in computer science and Amoreena going premed.
“Hey, roomie,” Millie said. “You saw my note.”
Amoreena dropped her pack and opened a small zippered compartment. She found her car keys and tossed them. “Silver needs gas, and when you shift into third you have to jerk it hard or you’ll stall.” Silver was Amoreena’s ’03 Mustang, which devoured as much oil as gas.
“Don’t I know.” Millie picked the keys off the steps. “I almost forgot. Some lady called asking for you this morning while you were in class. Ramona something. I left the name on your desk.”
Amoreena watched her somewhat overweight, bespectacled roommate shuffle away. “Don’t ride Silver too hard.”
Millie turned briefly and waved.
Amoreena fished out a pack of Montclairs and lit up. On the breeze a trace of salt lingered, reminiscent of the coast, only twenty miles away. The forty-two-acre campus, founded in 1862, the day of Abraham Lincoln’s inauguration, was tiny compared to UCLA, Amoreena’s first choice. But Chapman University was much closer to her mother’s apartment in Orange—they’d never owned a house—and scholarships and loans paid for 80 percent of the hefty tuition. Plus it had a good premed program, and the educational style was very personal. Most professors knew their students by name. Case in point, Professor Stanton. Also the tranquil nature of the campus made the grueling hours of study more palatable. Not that she didn’t have fun anymore. Just not as often. It was difficult enough maintaining a 4.0 grade point average without the partying. The competition for medical school slots was intense. And failure wasn’t an option.
The Student Legal Aid office was located in Roosevelt Hall, along with the Financial Aid Department. It was a relatively new enterprise and was run by law students from Chapman University’s Law School. No one was available at the moment, so Amoreena made an appointment with the receptionist to return at 2 P.M. Her class in anatomy would be finished, and she’d dash over before her biology lab started at two-thirty.
The Student Employment Center was housed back in Argyros Forum, and, as Amoreena fully anticipated, the opportunities were not bountiful. Most of the jobs—clerical, lab assistants, and librarian shelvers—were minimum wage. She needed bigger money, faster.
For the next several hours, she forced herself to concentrate on anatomy and embryology. It was difficult. Reviewing the mophogenetic development of the human embryo only reminded her of the three things her mother had told her when she’d started college. ‘I want to see you graduate with honors, I want to see you complete medical school, and I want to hold my very own grandchild.’ The corners of Amoreena’s mouth turned up just a bit when she recalled her own response. ‘The first two are a shoo-in, Mom, but the third, don’t hold your breath.’ Marriage wasn’t even listed in her distant plans, much less a child.
Anatomy wasn’t any better at occupying her mind. The anatomic illustrations of normal liver and lungs only underscored how her own mother’s organs would appear if represented on the textbook pages. She could easily visualize the ugly irregularly circumscribed lesions of metastatic disease punctuating the hepatic and pulmonary parenchyma.
Amoreena shut the text. Exams were still weeks away.
She returned to Roosevelt Hall, where she found one Mr. Jerry Fallwell, no relationship to the television evangelist as he strongly emphasized in his introduction, perched on the edge of his desk, flipping paper clips into the trash bin. Upon her entrance, he instantly came to attention, while providing a brief synopsis of his life in the legal profession. A sharply dressed, urbane young man and several years older than she, he exuded a certain hauteur that Amoreena decided all attorneys learn to nurture early in their careers.
However, he did appear genuinely eager to listen to her story while perusing the Standard Care policy spread across his desk.
“Let me be sure I have all the facts.” Jerry pensively crossed his hands in front of his face so that the tips of each digit just touched. They sat in a small private counsel room adjacent to the Financial Aid office. “Your mother, Geneva Daniels,” he began, staring at some point just above Amoreena’s head, “has terminal cervical cancer.”
“I didn’t say terminal,” she interrupted.
“You said metastatic.”
“Metastatic does not mean terminal.”
Fallwell acquiesced as if contemplating some deeper thought. “Yes, you’re correct, and I’m not a doctor. Anyway. Your mother received, on several occasions, letters warning her of loss of Standard Care benefits if she did not pay the required premiums that at this point were no longer covered by her former employer, H&M Printing Press.” He paused. “Exactly how many letters?”
“Six.”
“I assume you have access to them.”
“Mom threw them out.”
Fallwell grunted. “You ever read The Rainmaker?”
She shook her head.
“It’s about a boy dying of leukemia who gets screwed big-time by a large insurance company. They refused to treat him though all the premiums had been paid. A typical bad-faith case. These cases are egregious and occur thousands of times in this country.”
Amoreena leaned closer. “Is my mother’s a bad-faith case?”
Fallwell frowned. “Nope. The difference is your mother did not pay the required premiums.”
She exhaled. “So where does that leave us?”
“Tell you what.” Fallwell’s alacrity to assist had not waned. “I just completed a course in Insurance Law. Let me make a copy of your mother’s Standard Care policy, and I’ll run it by my advisor. If he has any additional recommendations, I’ll call you.”
“Thanks. I’d appreciate it.”
Fallwell smiled and dashed out of the conference room.
Amoreena sighed. At least she hadn’t run up a large bill just to have a real lawyer tell her the same thing. The Chapman Student Legal Aid service was gratis. Couldn’t beat that price.
When Fallwell returned, Amoreena gave him her cell phone number before leaving, in case anything else developed.
Academic Affairs was on the way to the biology lab, so Amoreena stopped in to pick up applications to the UCLA and USC medical school programs. It was a spacious office on the first floor of Wilkerson Hall, furnished in the modern venerable decor worthy of the Office of the Dean.
Mrs. Garcia, a pleasant Hispanic lady, staffed the reception desk. “Amoreena, I’m glad you dropped in. Dr. Sheffield wished to have a word with you.”
Amoreena tensed. Dr. Wesley Sheffield taught genetics and was her premed advisor.
She found his office and knocked lightly, sensing a knot developing in her stomach. The last time she heard of a student getting called into a meeting with a premed advisor, it was to notify the student that he’d flunked the Medical College Admission Test.
She waited. He sounded like he was on the phone. She was on the verge of knocking again when the door opened, revealing an office in moderate disarray yet adorned with mementos of academic achievement as well as personal life—diplomas, certificates, and family vacation photos. “Come in, Amoreena.” Dr. Sheffield shook her hand and pulled her in. He was past sixty, gray-haired and three inches shorter than Amoreena’s five feet eight inches. “Please sit. How is life?”
Amoreena chose one of the two plush chairs in front of the large teakwood desk. “Fine. Embryo’s gonna be a challenge.” So far, she hadn’t told any of her professors about her mother’s illness.
The advisor took on a more serious demeanor. “How are the grades?”
“All As last semester.”
“Excellent. Outstanding academic record, Phi Kappa Honor Society, Hearst Scholarship recipient.” He named off Amoreena’s honors.
She gave a modest grin.
Dr. Sheffield began again. “I wanted to run an opportunity by you.” He opened a folder containing her academic scores. Seemingly satisfied, he closed it. “Are you familiar with Dr. Jerome Pike?”
“Dr. Pike of the Pike Hypertension Studies?” One of her professors last semester had discussed an article Dr. Pike had authored.
Sheffield appeared impressed. “He’s the one. Every year one of the large pharmaceutical concerns, this year it’s Merck, contracts with his department to oversee a large, random, double-blind hypertension study. And every year, he requests a student at one of the local premed programs to assist.”
Amoreena’s expression lightened.
Sheffield raised both hands. “Nothing major, just minor record keeping. Mostly you’ll be taking blood pressures. You can take a blood pressure?”
Amoreena smiled. She’d taken her mother’s enough over the last six months. “Like a doctor,” she said with confidence.
“Great,” Sheffield said, clapping his hands. “Dr. Pike’s secretary called asking for our most promising candidate. How would you feel about representing Chapman University?”
Amoreena wanted to burst. “I’d be honored.”
“Wonderful, it’s done then. I’ll make the official recommendation “ Dr. Scheffield stood. “Oh, there’s one more item I think you should be aware of. Because Dr. Pike chairs the UCLA Medical School Admission Committee, I think I can say with virtual certainty, if you impress Dr. Jerome Pike during this study, you’ll be a shoo-in for their freshman med class.”
The premed advisor’s auspicious prediction rocked her. She wanted to leap across the desk and plant a kiss of gratitude on Dr. Sheffield’s face. Instead she settled for a hearty handshake.
“Thank you so much. I promise I won’t let you or the university down.”
Amoreena floated out of his office. A virtual shoo-in. And Sheffield had picked her, though she realized he still had to run it by the premed committee. Fantastic.
She picked up the applications she sought and was almost to the exits when her phone went off. Checking the number sent her crashing back to earth.
She groaned. It was Room 441 on the oncology ward. Thinking the worst, she called.
“Hello.” The voice sounded flat.
“Mom, it’s me.”
“I’m not interrupting a test or anything?”
Amoreena looked away from the receptionist. Her mother with metastatic cancer worried about interrupting some damn test. “No, it’s cool.”
“Amy, a woman from the Hospital Social Services came by and was asking all these complicated questions about our finances. She was trying to explain about this option and how much time it would take and it was so confusing.”
“Don’t worry. I’m coming up there this afternoon. I’ll talk to her. Just eat, okay.”
“Thank you, baby.”
“I love you, Mom.”
During biology lab, Amoreena was content to let Gladys Peterson and another premed student work on the pig’s heart dissection while she memorized the pertinent facts from the laboratory manual. Amoreena chose not to reveal her good fortune regarding the Pike study to them. She figured the news would get around soon enough.
Her mother was resting quietly, eyes closed, when Amoreena looked in, so she let the nurse know she’d return after the visit to Social Services.
Social Services occupied the second floor of Building 25, a sadly decrepit building adjacent to the main hospital structure. The hall smelled of stale coffee and doughnuts.
Amoreena approached an open office and knocked. “Hello.”
A waifish woman in her forties with thick bifocals looked up from behind a stack of charts. Numerous fine wrinkles lined her face as if all the sad and difficult cases she’d handled were indelibly etched in her skin. “May I help you?”
“I’m Amoreena Daniels.”
The woman’s expression lit up in recognition. “Geneva Daniels, yes. I apologize for not getting by today but as you can see”—she motioned to the imposing pile before her— “I’m inundated.” She noted Amoreena’s puzzled look. “Is something wrong?”
“No, it’s just Mom said some lady from Social Services came by earlier and was asking a lot of questions.”
“Wasn’t me. Could have been Jenny Stiller, though I doubt it because I’m the one assigned to your mother’s case.” The woman rose. She was barely five feet. “Please sit. I’m Dolores Finney, and frankly”—her expression grew somber—“we have our work cut out for us, dear.”
Amoreena accepted her offer of some day-old coffee and listened as Dolores outlined the plan.
“I’ve reviewed the chart and have spoken with both Dr. Gillespie and Rosalind Cates.” Amoreena let a soft groan escape at hearing Cates’s name. Dolores ignored it and continued. “It’s going to be difficult, especially in light of the special time constraints, but options are available. After checking firsthand, I concur with Ms. Cates’s verdict that the HMOs and insurance companies are out. The calls I made were answered politely but in no uncertain terms. Your mother’s illness would be classified as a preexisting condition.”
Amoreena simply nodded. She was thankful Dolores’s attitude gave no trace of being judgmental or even reproachful. The nonpayment of premiums never came up.
Dolores reached into a file and pulled out two applications. She handed the forms across her desk. “These are disability forms for Medi-Cal and Social Security.” Abruptly she asked, “You’re how old.”
“Twenty-one.”
“Good. And Geneva Daniels is,” she paused checking a printout.
“Forty-eight,” Amoreena answered.
Dolores nodded. “Fine. And no other children under twenty-one I presume.”
“I’m an only child.”
“Fill out the Medi-Cal form and present it to this address”—she handed Amoreena a card—“with proper identification and resident status—your mother’s, that is. Simultaneously, complete and mail the Social Security disability application. Dr. Gillespie will need to fill out portions of both forms delineating your mother’s diagnosis, prognosis, treatments, etc. Oh.” Dolores leaped to another file and produced a third form. “This is an MSI application. MSI is a medical service program for the indigent. It can be pending while the others are being reviewed.”
“Reviewed?” The word suddenly wreaked of bureaucrats and dullards with nothing better to do than sit behind a desk pushing paper.
Dolores cast Amoreena a genuine look of empathy. “Unfortunately that’s the process. It can take up to three months, though thirty days is the norm.”
“My mother has metastatic cancer. She doesn’t have three months. She doesn’t have thirty days. What about the county hospital?”
“They still require forms and approvals. Unless…” She paused a beat. “Well, I suppose you could wait till your mom suffers an acute emergency, then rush her in. They can’t refuse to treat then.” Dolores’s voice trailed off.
Amoreena grimaced.
“I’m sorry. It’s the best we can do,” the social worker finished.
Amoreena folded the forms and slid them inside her pack beside her medical school applications. Whereas earlier she’d felt like floating, now she experienced a smothering sensation of sinking, pulled down by piles and piles of paper, filled with endless lines of inane questions.
“There’s no other options?” she asked languidly.
“There is one.” Dolores frowned. “Somehow come up with the necessary funds yourself.”
If her bedside radio alarm had not malfunctioned the next morning, Amoreena would have missed the call.
Millie was closest to the phone when it rang. She glanced across the breakfast table. “Sure, she’s right here.” Cupping the receiver, she spoke softly. “It’s that lady who called yesterday.”
Setting her purse on the counter, Amoreena frowned. She was already late for her first class and pressed for time. “Hello,” she said curtly.
“Ms. Daniels, am I interrupting?”
“Depends. If you’re selling mutual funds, my cash reserves wouldn’t interest you.”
“Amoreena, my name is Ramona Perez. I work for the Women’s Clinic.”
“I’m not in need of a doctor.”
“But your mother is.”
Amoreena stiffened.
The woman didn’t skip a beat. “If you’re willing to listen, I’m willing to offer you the necessary funding for your mother’s cancer treatment. And please believe me, there’s nothing illegal, unethical, or risky concerning our proposal.”
Amoreena tried to imagine Ramona Perez in a boiler room with twenty other marketers, but somehow the image didn’t match. This call was too personal. “I’m listening,” she said with a feigned nonchalance.
“This is something I’d prefer to discuss in person. Are you free this afternoon?”
“My last class ends at four.”
“That works for me. Are you familiar with the Women’s Clinic?”
“I don’t go to the doctor much.”
“We’re in Santa Ana on Spurgeon, not far from UCMC.” Ramona recited the address and phone number. “Across the street, you’ll find a park. I’ll wait for you by the rose garden. I’ll be wearing a black skirt and red blouse.”
“Who was that?” Millie asked.
Amoreena leaned her back against the counter staring at the phone. “Someone who says she can solve all my problems.”
Through her entire lecture on evolutionary theory, one question nagged at the edges of Amoreena’s mind. Ramona Perez had never asked for her description. What if she sent Millie instead? Or a cop? But then the woman would surely check for some valid ID. Then again, maybe Ms. Perez already knew what the real Amoreena Daniels looked like. That thought bothered Amoreena at least as much as the mysterious phone call.
The class concluded with a series of equations used in defining population mechanics. Once these were added to her notes, she followed the herd from the lecture hall.
Near the exit, snippets of conversation drifted back over the heads of competing premeds.
A girl voiced, “I can only hypothesize what she had to do to luck into Pike’s study.”
Another male student quipped, “Check her knees.”
Amoreena ignored the cheap banter. So the word was out. BFD. Big fucking deal.
Her next class was human genetics, one of her more fascinating courses, and commanded her rapt attention for the full fifty minutes. The lecture topic was inborn errors of metabolism. Following the professor’s concluding comments, a pop quiz produced the requisite groans and grimaces. Amoreena aced the twenty-question exam.
Keeping close tabs on the time, she decided to ditch her last class. She drove to the Medi-Cal office, which was buried on the first floor of a three-story red brick building in the city of Orange. Though the staff behaved courteously, they worked in that predefined automatic mode set by all governmental bureaucratic standards. Which meant her mother’s application for medical coverage and concomitant entry into the Medical Service Program for the Indigent would wend along a lazy meandering river of red tape. The elderly clerk confirmed thirty days minimum.
The news from the Federal Building at 34 Civic Center Drive was no more promising. Three months at the earliest before Social Security disability benefits kicked in.
At ten past four, Amoreena parked Silver in front of 517 Spurgeon. The sign on the two-story gray-stucco building read Clínica de la Mujer. Beneath, in smaller letters, THE WOMEN’S CLINIC. The local neighborhood was a combination of light industrial, retail, and residential. In the immediate area she counted two large apartment complexes. Most of the people she observed were Hispanic.
The medical clinic building appeared well maintained and professionally landscaped, as was the small city park located directly across Spurgeon.
Amoreena had no difficulty picking out the rose garden. Nor the woman in black and red. She was the lady watching her.
“You look like the actress from that movie, the one with the call girl and the rich man,” Ramona said, standing as she proffered her hand. “Ramona Perez.”
“Pretty Woman.” Amoreena accepted the gesture and introduced herself. “It’s the mouth.” Both women sat on the concrete ledge.
Ramona shielded her eyes with one hand. “You’re really quite stunning. Have you ever been photographed?”
“Is this about modeling?”
“No.”
Nearby several children played. Amoreena turned just as a young boy began his descent down a kiddie slide. He landed, spraying sand over his bare feet. Two other children shrieked gleefully in unison, their high-pitched screams somehow grating against Amoreena’s nerves. She felt tense.
When she swiveled back to face Ramona Perez, she caught the older woman’s intense gaze. Amoreena sensed she was silently being evaluated for something, though she had no idea what. The woman’s expression revealed nothing.
“Kids are beautiful,” Ramona said.
“Yeah, when they’re someone else’s.” Amoreena’s comment must have struck a chord because Ramona removed her sunglasses and laughed. The levity was infectious. Amoreena found herself laughing, too, and in that single fleeting moment she felt as if some type of bond had formed between herself and this woman she barely knew. It was strange, almost scary.
Ramona stopped laughing and placed her sunglasses in her purse. Amoreena noticed how thin and dainty her fingers were. In fact, everything about Ramona Perez was petite. She had a slender, attractive face and her hair was black and cut short, with only the softest hints of graying. She couldn’t have weighed much more than a hundred pounds. And height-wise, Amoreena towered over the woman’s small frame.
Ramona sighed once and patted Amoreena lightly on the leg. “I’m sorry, it was just that your comment echoed my own thoughts in the past so accurately.” Her accent came across stronger in person, yet her English was flawless. “I have two children, grown, but I can’t count the times when they were young, I would say to myself, my two hijos, you are so precious, yet I think you would be more precious if you belonged to my neighbor.” She chuckled once more.
Amoreena smiled. Across the street, a pregnant woman entered the medical clinic.
Ramona watched her disappear behind the smoked-glass doors before continuing. “First, I wish to thank you for taking the time to visit with me. Especially in light of your situation.”
There it was again, the subtle reference to Amoreena’s situation. How much did this woman know?
Ramona removed a business card from her breast pocket. “We specialize in the entire gamut of female conditions having to do with the reproduction organs. This includes all preventive medicine, treatment and evaluation of infections, pregnancy terminations, and prenatal care.”
Amoreena wondered how the clinic dealt with metastatic cancer.
Ramona’s next comment touched on that very issue.
“Of course, the more serious diseases, breast cancer, ovarian cancer, and other malignancies are best handled at a tertiary-care center. Once one of our physicians makes the diagnosis, the patient is promptly referred out.”
“How did you get my name?”
“From your mother’s former employer’s insurance carrier.”
“H&M Printing Press?”
Ramona nodded. “The company I work for, Meechum Medical Corporation, compiles a database that lists local companies and their insurance carriers, both private and worker’s compensation, and the employees who subscribe. It’s these subscriber lists that can be so valuable for marketing provider services.
“Which brings us to your situation. We know your mother was an employee for the now defunct H&M Printing Press. We also know she was, but is no longer, listed on the Standard Care Insurance enrollee lists. In addition, your mother listed one dependent. And if our research is accurate, this particular dependent was never covered by a Standard Care policy.”
“I’m covered at school.” Amoreena found herself developing a whole new conceptual image of Ramona Perez, not necessarily good.
“That fills in the blank,” Ramona said. “We didn’t know where you received health coverage, we just knew it wasn’t with Standard Care.”
“Thank God.”
Ramona smiled empathetically and continued. “And most significant, at least from our standpoint, we knew Geneva Daniels’s dependent was twenty-one and of childbearing age. And in need of financial assistance.”
Ramona slowed the pace, letting this last point sink in.
Amoreena met the woman’s gaze, wondering how a first impression could have been so inaccurate. The transformation was complete. Ramona Perez was no longer a nice petite Hispanic lady, but a tough shrewd businesswoman here for a specific purpose. The nature of which, Amoreena was fully confident, would soon be revealed.
Ramona’s tone segued from the impersonal and calculating to a more personal and tender quality. “Amoreena, our work at the Women’s Clinic is in the business of giving. We give good service, we give good care, and we give infertile couples who desperately desire a child a chance to have a baby of their own.”
“A surrogate mother!” Millie said, nearly choking on a bite of pepperoni pizza.
It was dusk, the sun barely below the horizon. Birds chirped in the surrounding trees, and nearby a neighbor’s television played the evening news.
Daryl, a classmate and reserve forward on the school’s basketball team, had furnished the large pizza with three toppings and the beer. Amoreena and Millie supplied the company and the setting.
Daryl chugged down a third of a Corona before reaching for the fourth slice. “I volunteer to be the donor,” he said in mock seriousness.
“Don’t be an ass,” Millie chided him. “They don’t do it that way. They use artificial insemination.”
“My method’s more stimulating.”
Throughout the friendly banter, neither noticed that Amoreena had removed herself and wandered off the porch into the middle of the small secluded backyard. She stood staring at the sky, blowing smoke rings. The scent of barbecued chicken wafted over the tall cedar fence.
“Hey, Amy, eat the last piece or it’s a goner,” Daryl said, finishing off his Corona.
Amoreena watched the last puff of smoke dissipate in the air before returning to the porch. She doused her cigarette in Daryl’s empty bottle.
“You know, I never asked how much,” she said.
“Don’t be crazy.” Millie popped the top off another beer and handed it to her roommate. “You were never serious anyway.”
Amoreena took a slow sip. Her expression was pensive. “I agree the scenario is preposterous. But if you can separate yourself from the total absurdity of it all, the logistics are not too unreasonable.” She repeated how Ramona Perez had presented the facts. “I wouldn’t miss school, I wouldn’t have to take on a job, I would be doing an act of altruistic nobility, and on a more secular level, I’d be able to finance Mom’s hospitalization and treatments.”
Millie considered momentarily. “I still think it’s gross.”
“I think Amy would make a great mom,” Daryl countered.
Amoreena held up one finger. “But you see in reality, I wouldn’t be a mom. I’d be more like a”—she searched for the right words—”a human incubator.”
“So how did you leave it?” Millie pulled her chair closer.
“I said no. But I kept her business card.”
Millie confiscated the last slice. “Did this Perez lady ever reveal what the clinic found so tantalizing about you?”
“Why not me?” Amoreena asked, and suddenly felt two pairs of riveting eyes. “No, that’s what she said when I asked essentially the same question. Basically, the point was moot because I’d already declined.”
The phone interrupted any further discussion.
Millie was up first. “Freeze the conversation till I return.”
Through the kitchen window, Amoreena saw her roommate’s expression turn somber. Millie set the receiver on the counter and walked back to the porch.
“Amy, it’s the hospital.”
The intensive care unit was on the second floor of the medical center. Dr. Gillespie stood at the nurses’ station, dictating his admission notes, while Rosalind Cates hovered beside him talking with one of the ICU nurses.
When Amoreena entered, Cates shot her a curt glance before rambling for the exit. The woman reminded Amoreena of an obese vulture.
Dr. Gillespie interrupted his dictating and took Amoreena by the arm, moving her to a more private sector of ICU. He appeared fatigued; however, the overriding emotion his face portrayed was a disconcerting concern. She wondered how much of his concern was tapped for her mother and how much was attributable to the pressure he was surely feeling from the hospital’s utilization review board. She then admonished herself for her cynicism.
Dr. Gillespie motioned her to a chair. “Your mother’s suffered a setback, but it could’ve been much worse. We think one of the tumor nodules eroded through a small vessel in the pleura. That’s the lining covering the lungs.” Amoreena already knew this fact from her anatomy class. She listened in silence.
“This has caused some bleeding into the space between the lung and chest wall,” the specialist continued, “resulting in the formation of a pleural effusion. Your mother was experiencing some respiratory difficulty so, as a precaution, we transferred her to the ICU. I’ve removed the fluid. In the morning, we’ll repeat a chest X ray to see how much, if any, has reaccumulated.”
“And if it has?”
“We’ll keep her in ICU until we get a handle on the situation.” Dr. Gillespie attempted to sound hopeful.
Amoreena only shook her head. Now tacked on top of the escalating costs of chemotherapy, there’d be additional charges for the ICU stay. And no telling how long this could last. At $2,500 a day. She rose. “What did Ms. Cates want?”
Dr. Gillespie gave her a reassuring pat. “Don’t worry about Rosalind Cates. The doctors still own the medical degrees. Now go pay your mom a visit. She’s been asking for you. She’s in Bed 4.”
Geneva Daniels lay in a spaghetti maze of tubes, her head elevated. An IV snaked from one bruised forearm; the nasal cannula delivering oxygen wound away from her head in serpentine fashion; and an array of electrical wires, connecting her body to various instruments, monitored every vital function.
The sharp lines of her heart rhythm traveled across an oscilloscope screen in regular fashion.
Stepping to the side of the bed, Amoreena detected the aseptic smell of disinfectants, their astringent odors permeating the stall like huge invisible alcohol swabs. Her mom’s respirations were slow and rhythmic, and she did not appear to be in any distress, though her skin appeared more pallid. Her eyes were clamped shut She looked so frail, more so than on the ward, but Amoreena figured everyone appeared more frail with tubes and wires growing from their bodies.
“How ya doing?” she said softly.
Geneva’s eyes opened. “Amy.” She smiled. “I was dreaming.”
Amoreena clutched her mother’s hand, wondering for a second if her mom’s dream included utilization review committees.
Geneva attempted a wan smile. “You were in it, and so was your dad. I don’t remember much else.”
“That’s okay, Mom.” The last thing she desired to hear was a dream about her dad. Since running out on them years ago, he’d never called, written, or given any kind of financial or emotional support. As far as Amoreena knew, he was living somewhere on the East Coast and worked in the gaming industry. To her, that was tantamount to being dead.
“You in much pain?” she asked, changing the subject.
Geneva shook her head. “Feel good. Dr. Gillespie was a sweetie.” Then her forehead furrowed. “We’re not going to argue are we?”
Amoreena gave her a gentle squeeze. “I got some good news:”
“Tell me.”
“I’m going to work in a medical research study at UCLA. The doctor who heads it is chairman of the school’s admissions committee.”
“I’m so proud of you, baby. See, I told you things would work out.”
Mom, things are so far from working out you wouldn’t believe.
Geneva suddenly looked fatigued. “I think I’ll rest for a little bit.”
Amoreena bent down and kissed her mother good night.
Amoreena parked Silver in the patient lot located behind the La Clínica de la Mujer building. Less cars than she would have expected occupied the fenced-in area. The lot was barely a quarter filled.
She was fifteen minutes early for her 10 A.M. appointment with Ramona Perez. She used the time to calm her tense nerves with a cigarette.
In the park across the street, she heard a woman screaming at her two children. The language was Spanish, but the woman’s angry inflection was clear. Kids. Until last week, children had been the last thing on Amoreena’s mind.
Over the weekend two things had cemented Amoreena’s resolve to follow up on the Perez woman’s offer. Saturday morning, Geneva Daniel’s thoracentesis result had returned positive for malignant cells in the pleural fluid. Not an auspicious sign. Though the oncologist had done his best to impress upon them that this finding was not totally unexpected, it did radically shrink the time frame for treatment options. He planned to enroll her mother in a combination chemotherapy-radiation therapy protocol in two weeks—if other ƒactors did not provide a hindrance. His last statement had hung in the air like a rancid cloud. Amoreena interpreted the implication as “show me the money, baby,” realizing it wasn’t Dr. Gillespie’s fault. He’d always treated her mother with dignity and respect. Amoreena attributed the bulk of the crisis to Rosalind Cates.
Later that same day, Jerry Fallwell had delivered the second of a one-two combination. Paraphrasing his professor of insurance law, he’d said that because her mother had failed to pay the required premiums, she’d essentially forfeited any chance for a speedy recovery. Most assuredly, the courts would take months to arrive at any type of verdict and, after piles of money spent, it may not even be in her mother’s favor. The professor had suggested pursuing other options if time was a significant factor. Then, after the bad news, Fallwell had promptly asked Amoreena out on a date, which she’d politely declined.
Monday morning, her mother had been discharged home only to experience two episodes of severe nausea and vomiting. She’d refused returning to the hospital, and Amoreena had treated her with some Compazine prescribed by Dr. Gillespie. Then to make matters worse, a woman with a tinny voice had called to say her mother’s Medi-Cal application for financial assistance had been denied because Ms. Daniels’s signature was missing on line twelve, page three. Amoreena nearly exploded when the woman suggested a new application be filed.
Last night, the financial reiterations had played in her mind until past 3 A.M. When she awoke, she felt like she’d been dragged through an IRS audit. The numbers just didn’t seem to add up correctly, and unless something was seriously juggled, they never would.
Amoreena snuffed out her cigarette on the asphalt and strode to the clinic entrance. Upon entering the Women’s Clinic (she preferred the facility’s English translation), she was immediately impressed by how much the center’s interior contrasted with the two-story building’s staid brick exterior.
A blue-marble fountain, replete with decorative stones and climbing ferns, occupied the lobby’s central area. The gurgling sound of cascading water presented a soothing background for the large-screen television broadcasting an instructional video on breast self-examination. Several small children frolicked at the fountain’s edge under the watchful eyes of their mothers. The floor was white marble and, adorning two entire walls, hung woven tapestries depicting figurines reminiscent of the Mayan era. Magnificent potted plants filled each corner, all real, and each exquisitely manicured down to the last leaf and petal. The unique interior design made Amoreena feel as if she’d entered a tropical paradise, minus the animals. It was far easier for her to envision a setup of this magnitude in Beverly Hills, not Santa Ana, California.
A security guard sat at a circular booth situated at the far end of the waiting area. Amoreena met his gaze, then watched him check a monitor before reaching for a phone.
Almost immediately, Ramona Perez appeared from behind double swinging doors.
“Amoreena,” she said animatedly. She greeted her with a warm handshake.
Amoreena noted the woman’s title printed on a gold name tag—CLINIC COORDINATOR.
“Nice setup,” she said with an awkward grin. “I’d hate to be responsible for your interior-design bill.”
Ramona’s eyes sparkled. “Everything you see in here is authentic.”
“Even the tapestries? They look museum quality.”
“Especially the tapestries. We’re an extremely successful company.” Ramona stepped back, motioning Amoreena beside her. “How is your mother, dear?”
“Better. She suffered a bad episode yesterday, but she’s at home now and holding down food. Dr. Gillespie, her oncologist, placed her on a liquid diet for two days.”
Ramona acknowledged the summations with a few empathetic nods while leading them through the double doors.
Amoreena noted both were equipped with smart card security locks, and she did not miss the video camera mounted near the ceiling. She assumed the city’s propensity for crime made the surveillance necessary.
The corridor widened near an elevator bay across from which stood a four-foot onyx statue of a woman. Her highly polished facial features reminded Amoreena of the evil witch from the Wizard of Oz.
Ramona patted the statue’s head. “Meet Ixchel, the Mayan goddess of medicine. In Mayan culture, she was also known as the old Moon Goddess.”
“She doesn’t look very happy,” Amoreena said, gazing at the gaping mouth and irisless eyes.
“She has her days.”
“Don’t we all.” Amoreena moved to catch up with the clinic coordinator, who’d resumed walking. “Is this a common theme?” she asked, seeing more paintings with Spanish motifs.
“You’re referring to the tapestries.”
“And Ixchel.”
Ramona grinned. “So you’re on a first-name basis. That portends well for you.”
The coordinator’s expression turned more serious. “Much of our business is transacted in Mexico and Central America, as well as Europe. But with this location, our newest addition to the Meechum Medical chain, we thought the decor tied in nicely with the largely Hispanic clientele we serve in Southern California.”
The administration suite was located at the end of the hall, which placed it near the rear of the building. One entire half was devoted to a series of partitioned cubicles, each equipped with a computer, fax, and a phone line. Most were occupied, almost entirely by female employees working the phones, and Amoreena could hear fragments of conversation, though the majority of the speaking was carried on in languages other than English. She recognized Spanish and French but not several of the others.
Ramona escorted Amoreena past the cubicles into a well-furnished office suite, replete with more indoor plants and impressive reproduction wall prints.
The coordinator approached a receptionist, said something in Spanish, then motioned Amoreena to a plush sofa.
“Irene Leggett will be with you shortly. I hope your meeting progresses satisfactorily, and I look forward to speaking with you again.” She shook Amoreena’s hand and departed.
Setting her purse beside her, Amoreena reached for an issue of People on a coffee table but changed her mind when she realized it was the Spanish edition. When she looked up, the receptionist was watching her. Amoreena smiled, and the young woman returned to her typewriter.
With no desire to read, Amoreena began to review some biochemistry notes in her head.
She’d reached midway through the Krebs Cycle of enzymatic reactions when a door opened. A tall, lissome, neatly dressed woman stepped forward, offering one hand.
“Good morning, Amoreena. I’m Irene Leggett, the clinic administrator. I apologize for your wait, but in deference to your heavy academic schedule, I promise to keep this first visit as brief and informative as possible. Please come in, we’ll talk in here.”
Irene’s office was enormous and lavishly furnished in a modern executive style. Adjacent to a large oak desk sat a fully equipped computer workstation. A voluminous library of texts and journals filled one entire wall, while mounted behind the desk hung a huge intricately detailed map of the western hemisphere. It was the largest map Amoreena had ever seen. The layout was all quite impressive on one scale, but left Amoreena with no feeling for Irene Leggett as an individual, other than that she was successful. There was nothing personal visible—no family photos, framed diplomas, not even a name plate for the desk.
Watching the clinic administrator with her precise movements, she couldn’t help but entertain the idea she’d seen the woman somewhere before, though she was confident this initial impression was inaccurate. Amoreena partially attributed this feeling to the fact that Irene Leggett was an extraordinarily handsome woman. Approaching fifty, with exquisitely molded features, white hair cut short around the ears, and a noticeably feminine figure, Irene could’ve easily passed for a spokesperson for some corporate product or political cause. She exuded the confidence of someone who expected to get her way and usually did.
“Amoreena.” Irene said the name more in musing. “I don’t believe I’ve ever heard that name before.”
“It’s from an old Elton John song. He’s one of my mom’s favorite artists.”
“It has a pleasant ring.” Irene opened a file drawer and placed a folder on her desk. “So let’s begin. First, it’s very important to me that you feel relaxed today. And as the administrator of the Surrogacy Procurement Program, I encourage you to ask as many questions as you like during our time together. My role will be to provide you with the information necessary in order to make an informed decision. Now, I understand your mother is quite ill.”
“She was diagnosed with metastatic cervical cancer six months ago. She’s already had one course of chemotherapy, but her doctor says more are necessary.” Amoreena finished, hoping she hadn’t sounded too bitter.
“I’m sorry. My own son died of liver failure. It was very difficult.” Irene paused appropriately before opening the folder. Inside, Amoreena saw pages of Xeroxed documents, each including a photograph of a woman. Much of the printed material had been blacked out.
“Many of our women are foreigners,” Irene explained while positioning the folder across the desk. “The majority reside in Mexico and Latin America though we do have requests from Europe and occasionally as distant as Vietnam.” She gave Amoreena a chance to look a moment before continuing. “More recently, our organization has been noticing an escalating demand for our services by well-to-do Caucasian couples, some of whom are American.”
Amoreena listened while studying the photographs of the young women of varying ethnicities and ages. Most appeared of Hispanic descent, but she also counted Asians, several pretty African-American girls, and more than a few Caucasians who looked European in dress.
With each page she turned, Amoreena found herself wondering what the story was behind the face. The eyes, some bright, some hopeful, and some even fearful, gave no clue to the driving force behind each woman’s decision. One girl looked to be barely in her teens. She was a dark-complected beauty with brown eyes that appeared too large for her face. Except for a small ovoid scar on her forehead, her skin appeared flawless.
“Initial impressions?” she heard Irene ask.
“So young,” Amoreena said.
Irene glanced once at the particular photo and gave an understanding smile. “You must consider that it’s quite common in some countries for women to complete their families prior to their twentieth birthdays.”
Amoreena closed the album. “Where’s she from?”
“Mexico. Her actual file is confidential, of course.” Irene pulled the folder to her side of the desk. “Amoreena, the initial introduction to our organization will be quite informal. Informality fosters trust, I believe. If at its conclusion you’re still interested, I’ll give you a copy of the contract and a psychological profile questionnaire to fill out. You’ll be provided with as much time as you like. Take them home.” Irene rose and opened a second file drawer, removing a small pamphlet. “This contains some background information about our clinics. Actually the Women’s Clinic or Clínica de la Mujer, as it’s called south of the border, is a subsidiary of a much larger organization, Meechum Medical Corporation. The Women’s Clinic is our first in the US; however, we’re currently negotiating to open a much larger facility in San Diego sometime next year.”
As Irene explained, Amoreena’s attention fell on the pamphlet’s glossy cover. Under the printed logo was inset a photograph of an impressive modern compound, reminiscent of a secluded resort or college campus. Several large concrete structures with sharp architectural lines sat partially hidden in a valley of lush vegetation. Rising above a plantation-style house, the azure peaks of mountains almost touched the clouds.
“Looks like Club Med,” Amoreena said.
“That’s our Las Canas facility in Central America. We’re extremely proud of the research carried on there.” Irene gave Amoreena a moment to review the packet. “Meechum Medical was founded twelve years ago by a geneticist. We’ve grown tremendously and now have clinics in Mexico, Central and South America, Europe, and the United States. In the last two years, we’ve conducted business in over thirty countries.”
Amoreena felt overwhelmed. She’d never have expected an operation of such immensity behind the plain two-story brick facade. “What do you do besides the surrogacy services?”
“Meechum specializes in pharmaceutical and medical research, concentrating on the genetic treatment of inheritable disease. We envision someday treating the fetus before birth, thereby obviating expensive neonatal hospitalizations. Meechum Corporation also manages a number of clinical-related provider services throughout Mexico and Central America.”
“I never heard of you.”
Irene smiled. “Amoreena, there are literally hundreds of biotechnology companies with annual revenues exceeding fifty million dollars that you’re unacquainted with. Meechum Corporation is not traded on any exchanges, and the majority of our research is financed from within. The remainder is conducted exclusively through private grants and foundations.” Irene let this last point sink in before rising from her chair. “Allow me to show you a little of our facility.”
“All our clinical activity is conducted on the second floor,” Irene explained, as they rode the elevator one story up.
Amoreena mostly listened as the administrator conducted the tour. She could tell Irene was proud of the clinic’s physical plant and rightly so. There was money here. The halls and exam rooms sparkled pristinely, and all the medical equipment appeared to be top of the line.
Irene pointed out a sonogram machine. “Third-generation ultrasonography. We can tell the sex of the fetus at eight weeks.”
Amoreena wasn’t sure whether this was the norm, but the way Irene boasted, she had the impression it was way above standard.
The second floor was partitioned into two main departments, gynecology/fertility and obstetrics. There were fifteen exam rooms and four procedure rooms. In addition, the clinic had two fully equipped operating rooms, with anesthetists and doctors on call around the clock. Amoreena somewhat nervously checked out the in vitro fertilization room, where the surrogate patients were evaluated.
Throughout the tour, Irene maintained the conversation low-key—no high-pressure sales tactics—and she spoke knowledgeably regarding all aspects of patient care and evaluation. She also inquired informally about Amoreena’s background— a happy childhood, raised by a single mother, presently no boyfriend though plenty in the past, no plans for marriage, schooling takes first priority, and yes, Amoreena thought the premed opportunities at Chapman University were excellent.
In turn, Irene revealed parts of her past. After graduating as an English major from an eastern university, she eventually went on to receive an MBA from Princeton. She worked for several of the pharmaceutical giants—Merck and Bristol-Myers to name two—and was eventually recruited to oversee Meechum Corporation’s medical services division. In her own words, it was a brilliant career move, and she enjoyed her work immensely. She was fifty-two and spoke Spanish and Portuguese fluently, the Portuguese an advantage in various locales in South America where they hoped to expand. On a more personal level, she revealed she’d never remarried after the death of her son.
“What interests you about becoming a surrogate?” Irene asked. They’d stopped outside one of the obstetrics procedure rooms.
“The money,” Amoreena answered candidly.
Irene reacted as if she’d expected this exact answer. “Financial incentives are the number one motivational factor in the vast majority of our cases. However, surrogacy is far too complex an issue to be relegated to a series of bank deposits. We’re not bartering books, automobiles, or computer software. We’re in the business of lives, Amoreena. Human lives. And I’m not just alluding to the babies involved, but also to the commissioning couple. And to you, dear. If you’re fortunate enough to be chosen as a Meechum surrogate, you’ll find yourself so deeply involved in the entire process, the money may even become secondary.”
Amoreena resisted rolling her eyes. “The money secondary?”
“No, it’s true,” Irene said, touching Amoreena’s arm. “You’ll find yourself asking questions about the baby. What does she look like? What color is his hair? Will she grow up pretty? Will he need glasses? Braces? Will she be smart? Will he be good at calculus? And there’ll be a thousand more thoughts inundating you at every turn. And you must be emotionally prepared to deal with these issues. Because that’s what surrogacy is all about. Raw emotions. Strip away the basic science and you’re left with love, caring, happiness. Even regret, though we do our best to mitigate this possibility by ensuring all our girls are mentally equipped to handle the emotional impact of surrogate motherhood.”
Amoreena experienced a moment of regret of her own for having been so blatantly honest with the clinic administrator.
Irene smiled. “Listen to me going on like that. It’s just that I feel so strongly about the Meechum family. In no way was I attempting to disparage your financial wishes, Amoreena. In fact, it’s no accident that one very important consideration in determining the location of our clinics is the economic status of the clientele we’ll serve. Indigent clients are hungrier, have more mouths to feed, and therefore have greater incentives to participate in our surrogacy programs. And demand has never been greater, what with the inordinate delays couples face through conventional adoption agencies. Our surrogacy programs work for all parties involved. We have happy clients on both sides.”
The obstetric procedure room door swung open, and an orderly wheeled a young Hispanic woman out in a wheelchair.
The first thing Amoreena noticed, other than the patient’s fifth- or sixth-month pregnancy, was that this girl did not look happy. She appeared frightened and on the verge of tears. Their eyes met momentarily, and Amoreena suddenly felt the urge to reach out and touch her. Just as quickly, the feeling passed and Amoreena realized that the girl’s emotional state could easily be explained by her physical condition. After all, pregnancy was frightening, especially if experiencing it for the first time. Irene hastily moved Amoreena down the hall.
“We have three delivery suites fully equipped to handle any conceivable emergency, including performing caesareans if necessary.” She saw Amoreena tense and quickly added, “C-sections are performed in less than five percent of our cases, far below the industry average.”
Irene steered them down a second hall leading to a conference room. She touched Amoreena lightly on the arm. “Our last stop. I want to introduce you to two people.”
She ushered Amoreena inside. Around a large oak office table were eight chairs, two of which were occupied by the second and third members of the clinic’s executive committee.
Irene introduced Dr. Ross Becker, Meechum Corporation’s medical director, and Mr. Tom Volkman, the attorney for medical affairs.
The two men sat directly across from Amoreena, and she immediately noted one of the men, Dr. Becker, was quick to smile while Mr. Volkman simply nodded dismissively and returned to a stack of notes before him.
Amoreena instantly liked Dr. Becker more. He was handsome, looking every bit like the quintessential television doctor actor—fiftyish, gray hair, nattily dressed, and exuding confidence and empathy with the slightest movement of his eyes.
In contrast, Mr. Volkman, though not unattractive, was dressed more slovenly, tie askew, sleeves rolled to his elbows, and his disquieting demeanor seemed to reach out to her across the table.
Reflexively, Amoreena pushed back against the spine of her chair.
In a reassuring show of support, Irene took the chair immediately to Amoreena’s right. “It’s not often we get a doctor and lawyer on the same side of the table,” she said, smiling at the two men.
Amoreena sensed the line sounded rehearsed, but there was little time to dwell on the thought before Mr. Volkman launched his first question.
“Ms. Daniels, you’ve never been married, is that correct?”
Quickly Irene intervened. “Amoreena, before answering I want to assure you this interview is strictly informal and entirely confidential. It just gives us a chance to get to know our girls a little better.”
“I understand,” Amoreena said, swallowing the lump that had suddenly bloomed in her throat. She inhaled, decided against asking for an ashtray, and met the attorney’s steady gaze. ‘That’s correct, Mr. Volkman.”
“And no children?” he asked.
“That’s correct.”
“Healthy?”
“Yes sir. Other than an appendectomy when I was ten.”
Mr. Volkman made a couple notes on a card. Then he asked, “Ever been pregnant?”
Amoreena felt Irene tap her leg with the tip of her shoe. It gave her a sense of camaraderie.
“Never,” she answered calmly.
“And your occupation?”
“I’m a student.”
“Major?”
“Premed. I want to become a doctor.”
Volkman gave a noncommittal grunt, then continued. “Your mother has metastatic cancer, correct?”
“Yes sir, cervical.”
“That’s unfortunate,” Volkman said, devoid of empathy. He touched his lower lip, studied a notation, then looked up. “Thank you, Ms. Daniels. I wish your mother a speedy recovery.”
“Dr. Becker,” Irene said.
The physician tacitly perused Amoreena a moment. “Ms. Daniels, how do you feel about children?”
Amoreena sensed a trick question but couldn’t determine the trap. Not wishing to show any hesitation, she answered as best she could. “I like children, and one day I’d like to have a family. But right now, my mother’s health and my education come first.” She finished with a forced smile.
Dr. Becker rubbed his chin, seemed on the verge of posing a second question, but instead left her with an approving nod.
“We appreciate you coming in, Ms. Daniels,” he said.
Back in the administrator’s office, Amoreena was handed a folder containing some papers, along with the promotional pamphlet.
“Read the questionnaire carefully and thoughtfully,” Irene instructed. “It’s designed to make you think. Will I be happy as a surrogate? What do I think of carrying another couple’s baby? Is this right for me? And study the contract. The compensation terms are spelled out on the back pages.”
Irene escorted Amoreena out the door.
In the reception area Amoreena saw Ramona Perez, who smiled and waved.
Irene placed a hand on Amoreena’s elbow. “I want you to be sure this is right for you, dear.”
“I understand, Ms. Leggett.”
“Irene.”
“Irene,” Amoreena corrected herself.
“That’s my girl,” Irene said. “We look forward to seeing you again. And we all wish your mother the best.”
After a brief embrace, she turned Amoreena over to the clinic coordinator.
“How’d it go?” Ramona asked on the way to the car.
“I’m impressed.”
“I’m glad.”
For a full two minutes after Ramona departed, Amoreena sat alone on the front seat of Silver with the engine idling. She’d actually done it. And she felt not just a little proud for having kept the appointment, though she was relieved the ordeal was over.
She reached for the folder and removed the contract. Recalling Irene’s words, she turned to the last pages where the terms of compensation were elucidated.
She read the numbers.
“Oh shit.”
Becker moved a stack of charts aside and swung one hip up on the corner of Irene’s desk. “Volkman’s concerned she’s too smart.”
“Who?” Irene asked, scrolling down a list of the clinic’s most recent patient census.
“Ms. Daniels.”
“She’s a second-year premedical student, not a Ph.D in biogenetics.”
“Whose uninsured mother is dying of cancer,” Becker added aloofly.
Irene tapped the mouse and the monitor went blank. “Our numbers are up ten percent this quarter.”
“Fifty thousand dollars!” Millie pushed aside a plate of cheese nachos. “It’s baby selling.”
“It’s not baby selling,” Daryl countered.
Amoreena yanked the contract from in front of both their faces. She’d picked a secluded table at Los Vacitos to break the news. Other than herself and her two close friends, there were no other college students present, only shift workers. Her mom had once celebrated a birthday at the local pub with some former employees of H&M Printing.
“I’m not selling a baby,” Amoreena said, settling the argument. “I’m performing a service.”
Millie eyed her roommate. “Maybe you should try prelaw instead. You’re beginning to sound like one.”
Letting the comment slide, Amoreena reviewed the specifics out loud.
“Ten thousand dollars when I’m fertilized. Another ten grand each at the successful conclusion of the first and second trimesters, and twenty big ones at delivery.”
Millie slid her chair over and finished reading. “The final fee will be disbursed upon delivery of a viable healthy infant to Meechum Medical Corporation.”
“Sounds legit to me,” Daryl said, finishing his beer.
Millie frowned. “I don’t know.”
Amoreena looked up.“What do you mean you don’t know?”
“I said I don’t know.”
Amoreena was beginning to feel just a little perturbed at her roommate’s attitude. Millie could at least be more understanding. It wasn’t her mother with metastatic cancer.
A vintage song by CCR began to play on the jukebox. Amoreena listened to a line. After Elton John, Creedence Clearwater Revival was probably her mother’s favorite vocal group.
She felt a hand on hers.
“Look, Amy,” Millie said. “I’m rooting for you and your mom as much as anyone, and if I had the money, we wouldn’t even be discussing this damn contract. I just don’t want you to do anything foolish or something you might regret later. I love you and Geneva and…” A smile began to break at the corners of her mouth. “Plus, Daryl and I don’t want to see you get fat.”
Amoreena feigned a punch. “You jerks.”
Early-afternoon traffic was lining up around the Orange Circle when they emerged from the pub. Across the street, mariachi music blared from a Mexican restaurant. The air carried the savory scents of corn tortillas and quesadillas.
“I appreciate the embryo notes,” Amoreena said, pecking Daryl on the cheek.
“Anytime.” They began to walk.
Millie saw the feathers first, splayed against Silver’s windshield. “Shit,” she groaned.
Amoreena walked to the driver’s side of the Mustang. “It looks like a pigeon.”
The dead bird lay with one wing wedged down under a wiper blade. A single drop of coagulated blood clung to its beak.
“It must’ve been blinded by the sun’s glare and flown into the glass,” Daryl said.
Millie stepped closer. “How odd.”
Daryl disengaged the bird. “I think its neck’s broken.”
Amoreena watched him discard the pigeon along the curb.
“Poor thing,” she said. She was glad she didn’t believe in omens.
After dinner, Amoreena studied for an hour before setting her notes aside. She dug up the surrogacy questionnaire and wandered out to the kitchen table. She found a CD of Matchbox 20, turned the volume to low, and hit PLAY.
She poured herself a glass of wine, grabbed an open box of cookies, and returned to the table. Earlier she’d called Jerry Fallwell, who’d eagerly given her the name of a friend who practiced family law. She would call the attorney, a Mr. Stein, first thing tomorrow regarding her surrogacy contract.
She consumed two cookies before embarking on the questionnaire. Do you consider yourself in good health? Do you have any siblings? How is their health? Most of the questions were straightforward. She breezed through the first two pages.
Page three began with an inquiry into past psychiatric care. Amoreena scribbled a no. Ask me again in six months.
From that point on the questions required a modicum of thought. When you were a child did you ever find a baby bird and attempt to raise it as your own rather than return it to its nest? Amoreena thought of the dead pigeon. She wrote no. More questions dealt with the period of childhood. Were you adopted? No. Ever reside in a foster home? No. Did you know both your parents? Yes. Did you love both your parents? No.
“When are you going to tell Geneva?” Millie stood in the hall, wearing a Lakers T-shirt that hung to her knees.
Amoreena yawned. “Have you ever been required to give up a family pet and been unable to do so?”
“What?”
“Some of these questions are really stupid.”
Millie took a seat and pulled the questionnaire to her side of the table. She read briefly before looking up. “Well, have you?”
“Have I what?”
“Been unable to give up a family pet?”
Amoreena reached for another cookie. “I remember I once had this turtle, one of those little green ones with the red ears. One weekend, Mom and I took a trip to San Diego, and I had to leave it with a neighbor. I cried the entire trip worried how poor Herman would survive without me.”
“And?”
“The lady’s son who was supposed to watch Herman ended up letting it go in Irvine Lake. When I found out, Mom had to hold me back from kicking the shit out of the little bastard. Girl, I was the angriest eight-year-old around for about two weeks.”
Amoreena pulled the page back and jotted an answer.
Millie stretched across the table. “You put no. I thought you said you cried.”
“But I was never officially unable to give up Herman,” Amoreena said with a trace of defensiveness.
“True.” Millie went to the refrig and returned with a cup of nonfat yogurt. “Ever thought of getting a dog?”
“What for? They eat and then go out in the yard and make a mess.”
“Just an idea.” Millie said, walking toward her bedroom.
Amoreena waited until her roommate’s door was closed. “You clean up after it?” she called out. “And any pet sleeps outside unless the weather’s bad.”
Millie stuck her head out. “Deal.”
Jacob Stein leased a converted three-room bungalow several blocks from the Orange Mission in old Orange. The placard posted on the front lawn indicated his practice specialized in family law and personal injury.
For fifteen minutes, Amoreena waited impatiently, seated in a rusty brown leather chair in an unpretentious office of wood-paneled walls and oak-beamed ceilings. If Mr. Stein didn’t hurry, she would be late for her morning’s ethics class, which started at nine-thirty.
A glance upward from her coffee cup met Mr. Stein’s intense gaze.
“You’ve indicated you’re an acquaintance of Jerry’s, Ms. Daniels?” His tone was noncommital.
“I consulted him on another issue,” Amoreena said. “He spoke highly of you.”
Mr. Stein grunted indifferently and returned to perusing the Meechum Corporation contract. She wondered if he would have grunted similarly if this initial visit had been for a wrenched back or twisted ankle.
“You mentioned this is for a friend,” he said without looking up.
“Yes.”
Amoreena watched him reevaluate one particular paragraph before setting the paperwork aside.
“It’s your standard business contract, Ms. Daniels.” Stein tapped the paper as he reeled off specifics. “Natural father is married, desires his sperm inseminated in surrogate by means of artificial insemination. Surrogate represents she is capable of conceiving child. Surrogate understands and agrees not to attempt to form a parent-child relationship with any child she conceives, carries, and delivers, pursuant to the aforementioned.” He stopped tapping. “Where this contract varies from the norm pertains to two points.”
Amoreena leaned forward in her chair.
“Typically,” Stein began, “any compensation for services shall be paid upon surrender of the child. Not so here. Moneys begin distribution at inception.
“Also, the father usually agrees to pay all expenses incurred by surrogate pursuant to the pregnancy. However in this case, Meechum Corporation, acting as the intermediary, assumes all financial responsibility, which I might add exceeds the upper limits of what has been standard and customary in the surrogacy business in terms of direct compensation.”
“Is that cause for concern?” Amoreena asked.
“Actually, both points benefit the surrogate.” Stein gathered the contract and handed it across the desk. “Good luck, Ms. Daniels,” he said. Then with a sly grin, he added, “And I wish the same for your friend.”
“Thank you, Mr. Stein.”
* * *
Amoreena had just parked Silver in the student lot when her cell phone rang.
“Damn,” she said, reading the number to her mom’s apartment.
Amoreena mouthed a silent entreaty and called.
“What’s wrong?” she asked as soon as Geneva answered.
“Amy, can you talk?”
Amoreena immediately picked up on the distress in her mother’s voice. “I’ll be right over.” She hung up before her mom could protest. She hated missing another class but as long as she could scrounge notes off someone she’d survive.
Geneva Daniels rented a small two-bedroom unit at the Terrace Apartments.
As soon as the door opened, Amoreena noticed her mother’s red eyes and tear-streaked cheeks.
“Should I call Gillespie?” she asked, stepping inside.
“No, no dear, I’m feeling okay.”
“You don’t look so hot.”
“Look at this.” Geneva handed over the written notice. Amoreena walked to a chair and read the two neatly typed lines.
“The bastards are raising your rent.”
“Amy, please.”
“What do you want me to do, call up management and thank them for gouging you two hundred dollars more each month?” Amoreena folded the paper and deposited it under the kitchen sink with the rest of the trash. “This really sucks.”
“What are we going to do?”
Amoreena shrugged and opened the refrigerator. The quart of Gatorade she’d bought her mom was three-quarters empty and two eggs were missing from the dozen that were there two days ago. She checked a cabinet. Two cans of soup were gone.
“What are you doing?” Geneva asked.
“Making sure you’re eating.”
“You think I’d lie about my appetite?”
“Yes,” Amoreena said without hesitation. She turned for the door. “Mom, I don’t want you worrying about the money. Use what you have to out of the savings account, and I’ll come up with the rest.”
“I don’t want you working.”
“Nothing I do will affect my grades.”
“You promised.”
“I know.”
Amoreena felt her mother take her arm as they walked out to the car.
“One day,” Geneva said, “this will all be behind us. You’ll be a successful physician, married, and I’ll be the proudest grandmother in my bridge group.”
“You don’t play bridge.” Amoreena adjusted her mother’s scarf. “Blue really looks good on you. It highlights the color in your eyes.”
“How are your classes?” Geneva asked suddenly, changing the subject.
“Fine.”
“You always say fine.”
“You’ve seen my grades.”
“All right, Ms. Einstein,” Geneva said, embracing her daughter.
Amoreena unlocked the car and climbed in. “I’ll call you tonight.”
“Love you.”
Silver’s engine backfired once before idling roughly.
Geneva frowned. “What’s that smell?”
“Silver’s burning a little oil.”
“How long have you been driving like this? Is it safe?”
“It’s safe. Now go back inside and rest. I’ll have a mechanic take a look under the hood.” She began to pull away. “And don’t forget to eat. Plenty of fluids. And I want you increasing your activity some. Don’t lie in bed all day.”
Geneva waved. “My daughter, the doctor.”
Amoreena honked a good-bye, wondering if it was just the rearview mirror that made her mother appear more frail.
She found Daryl and Millie on the steps of the Science Center.
“Ah, Chapman’s famous student la absentia,” he said, surrendering his ethics notes.
“Miss anything important?” she asked.
“It’s all there.”
Amoreena made a short detour to the library, where she Xeroxed the lecture notes. She’d just made it back to the exit when she heard her name called.
She froze, recognizing the voice. Turning, she saw Dr. Sheffield homing in on her like a heat-seeking missile. Millie and Daryl politely excused themselves.
“I tried to catch you after ethics class,” the premed advisor said.
“Morning, Dr. Sheffield,” she said, hoping he didn’t have bad news regarding the Pike Hypertension Study. She’d been told her scheduled start date would be early November.
“I was wondering if we might talk,” he said pleasantly.
“Sure.”
“My office?”
Amoreena nodded through an avalanche of thoughts, all bad. Could the university have found out about her mom’s medical condition and the possible untoward financial repercussions for one of their scholarship recipients? Surely, Sheffield knew nothing of her visit to the Women’s Clinic. Maybe Stein had spoken to Fallwell. But then Fallwell wasn’t acquainted with Sheffield. Was he?
Doing her best cool and composed imitation, Amoreena sat and waited for Sheffield to make himself comfortable behind his desk. She was sure a bomb was about to detonate. The only unknown pertained to her chances of survival.
Dr. Sheffield imbibed a long drink of coffee. “Amoreena,” he began slowly, “have you given much thought to graduating in three years?”
The question took her by complete surprise. “No,” she said taken aback. “I mean, it’d be nice, but…”
“I’ve been reviewing the curriculum for the beginning junior premeds. I wasn’t aware you’d undertaken such heavy loads your freshman and sophomore years. Now if you were able to squeeze pathophysiology and neuroanatomy into your spring semester, you’d satisfy the requirements for a three-year graduate.”
Momentarily stunned, Amoreena sat mesmerized by the possibilities. She could enter medical school a year early, become a doctor a year early, and, most significantly, the chances of her mother being present at her graduation would increase by one entire year.
One whole year. Unbelievable.
“What would this entail?” Amoreena asked. “Besides the two additional courses.”
“Nothing major. Just wanted to get your feelings on the issue before I place your name alongside Gladys Peterson’s on the list of students taking the Medical College Admission Test this fall. The date is”—he checked a calendar—“December fifteen, a Saturday. That is if you concur.”
“I concur,” Amoreena said, unable to disguise her eager anticipation.
Dr. Sheffield escorted her to the door. “I want you to understand three-year students are judged more stringently than the typical four-year college applicant. Your grades are your ticket, Amoreena.”
Almost as an afterthought, he added, “And let’s not neglect class attendance.”
The entire afternoon blew by Amoreena like a stiff breeze. The prospect of graduating in three years had energized her to a new level. There was no doubt in her mind she could handle the added stress and workload. Next week, she would shop at the campus bookstore for a study guide on taking the MCAT, the standardized Medical College Admission Test by which all premed applicants were ranked. A high score would guarantee her acceptance.
Deciding the oil leak could wait, Amoreena parked Silver under the carport and ran inside, where she found Millie’s hand-scribbled note by the phone to call Dr. Gillespie.
Fortunately, the oncologist was still at his office.
“Amoreena,” he said, his voice animated. “A spot has become available on the advanced cervical cancer investigational protocol. I’ve convinced the Utilization Review Committee that Geneva Daniels should be offered this option.”
“That’s fantastic.”
“It gives us a fighting chance,” Dr. Gillespie continued. “On the negative side, since this is classified as an experimental model, no insurance will cover the treatments, including Medi-Cal. I didn’t discuss the actual cost with your mother for fear she might refuse the treatment since there is only a predicted twenty-five percent five-year survival rate.”
“That’s twenty-five more percent than we had before.”
“That’s the only way to look at it.”
Bracing herself, Amoreena asked, “Dr. Gillespie, what are the actual costs?”
There was a moment’s hesitation.
“Thirty thousand dollars.”
“Welcome aboard,” Irene said with a wide grin.
Amoreena watched the clinic administrator examine the signatures on four different pages. The turning point in the decision-making process had been Dr. Gillespie’s news that the investagational cancer treatment protocol had become available for her mother—sequential cisplatin and 5-Fluorouracil in combination with radiotherapy. The hospital bills would escalate rapidly.
When she’d turned in the psychological profile, a part of her had secretly hoped she wouldn’t be accepted, perhaps the clinic psychologists would unearth an aberration in her mental makeup nonconducive to surrogating. But when Ramona called yesterday evening, an immediate sense of relief rolled over Amoreena. She could almost see the check for that first ten thousand.
Irene stamped the contract with the official Meechum Corporation seal, made a copy, and handed the original to Amoreena.
“For your records, dear. Don’t lose it.”
Folding it quickly, Amoreena slid it down into her purse.
“Nervous?” Irene asked.
“Some.”
“I’d be somewhat concerned if you weren’t.” She stood and held out her hand. “We’re proud to have you as a member of our organization.”
Almost reluctantly, Amoreena asked, “What’s next?”
Irene smiled. “Your physical.”
Ever since her first gynecologic examination when she was fifteen, Amoreena had hated placing her feet in the metal stirrups. But with each exam, she’d grown to realize the importance of the annual checkup.
If only her mother had submitted to more regular…
“Ms. Daniels.” A nurse removed the thermometer sensor from Amoreena’s ear. “Your temperature is normal.” She completed the blood pressure, pulse, and respirations and noted the findings in a chart. “Doctor will be in shortly.”
After a polite knock, the door opened and a man in a white lab coat entered.
“I’m Dr. Louis Rafael,” he said. The introduction involved a brief handshake, and, though his accent was Spanish, the enunciation was precise. He must’ve picked up on the change in Amoreena’s expression because he added, “I realize you were expecting Dr. Becker; unfortunately he’s involved in another case. I’m an associate. If you’d prefer to wait…”
“I trust you,” Amoreena said. She watched Dr. Rafael check the instrument tray. He was a handsome man, tall, and built like a triathlete. With thick black hair that touched his collar, he was much younger than Dr. Becker, possibly in his early thirties.
When he turned, she was immediately attracted to his brown eyes. They were both bold and friendly. She could almost hear them saying relax. Amoreena decided she liked him.
Dr. Rafael stretched on a pair of latex gloves. “There’s an old Spanish saying. Dios hizo desnudes, nosotros nos avergonzamos. Roughly translated, God made us naked, man made us ashamed, which roughly means, take it easy, Amoreena, this portion of the exam will be very brief.”
Amoreena lay back. “I hope everything’s in order,” she said. “Roughly translated, let’s get this over with.”
Minutes later, Amoreena sat dressed in the laboratory while a technician drew her blood and ran a urinalysis. When she inquired regarding results, he simply smiled with hollow eyes and escorted her past a procedure room to a cramped office.
Dr. Rafael motioned her inside. “I apologize for the disorder. Please, sit.”
Amoreena waited for him to slide behind a small desk piled high with charts, before saying, “What’s the verdict, Doc? Do I pass?”
He smiled affably. “You’re in excellent health.”
“That means I’m acceptable.”
“Yes.”
“Thank you.” Amoreena held his steady gaze for a few awkward moments until her attention diverted to a framed photograph on the desk. She leaned closer. “Where was this taken? It’s beautiful.”
Dr. Rafael moved aside a stack of charts. “Guatemala. The lost Maya city of Tikal slept for over a thousand years until its discovery in 1848.” He picked up the photo. “I took the picture when I was eleven.”
“The couple are your parents?”
“Yes, my mother was English, my father full-blooded Indian. The English ruled in our household,” he said.
“They still live in Central America?”
He repositioned the photo. “They’re deceased.”
“I’m sorry.”
Without further elaboration, he opened a file drawer and retrieved an envelope.
“Amoreena, this contains your temperature chart, calendar, and instructions. Your last menstrual cycle was when?”
“One week ago. It ended September ninth.”
Dr. Rafael removed the calendar and placed an “x” on the appropriate date. “All set then. You’re familiar with how to use this?”
Taking the packet, Amoreena concisely reviewed what she’d learned during the history and physical. “I monitor my temperature every day at the same time. Morning is best. And I record it here.” She pointed to the correct area on the ovula-tion chart. “When I see a half degree drop in my basal body temperature, I schedule an appointment for that day.”
“You learn fast.” Dr. Rafael walked her into the hall. “Don’t worry, Amoreena, you’ll do just fine.”
After directing her to the elevators, he returned to his desk and picked up the phone.
Speaking in fluent Spanish, he said, “The American is on her way.”
Standing outside Irene Leggett’s office, Amoreena smoothed her skirt and shoved the pack of Montclairs deeper into her purse.
I did it. Almost on the verge of being light-headed, she took a few deep breaths to calm her nerves. Though her sense of accomplishment was less than when she aced an exam, just the idea that she’d come a step closer to financial security for her mom made her feel as if a lead weight had been removed from her neck. She’d never been so close to fifty thousand dollars.
She was just about to knock when the door opened.
Tom Volkman stepped around her. “Hello, Ms. Daniels.”
“Hello.”
He passed without another word.
“Amoreena, please come in.” Irene sat behind her desk, reading over some documents.
“Is he always so controlled?” Amoreena asked, finding her chair.
Irene continued to read. “Who, Tom?” She looked up with an amused pose. “I think, yes. However, his legal mind is brilliant so we excuse his apparent aloofness.” She set the file down. “And as for you, dear, it appears everything’s a go. The corporation has agreed to hire you as a surrogate. If at any time during the coming months you have any questions or problems concerning your role, please call either me or Dr. Becker. One of us is always available. Concerns?”
“Just one.”
Irene’s eyes narrowed.
“Will I ever meet the prospective parents?” Amoreena asked.
“Section six, paragraph two,” Irene paraphrased. “At no time will surrogate come in contact with or attempt to establish contact with future parents.”
“That sounds like a no.”
The administrator’s expression softened. “Dear, as callous and impersonal as this may sound, it’s extremely important you understand that you’re being hired as one party in a business transaction. Nothing more. At no time will you attempt to form a relationship with either the parents or the baby. Given the voluminous amount of press devoted to past legal battles pitting surrogates against parents, I hope you can accept our position. This includes discouraging any personal bonding with the infant as well, though recently I have relented somewhat and allowed viewing of the baby’s sonograms. I might add,” the administrator said, raising her index finger, “by avoiding any potential legal problems, Meechum is able to offer our surrogates more financially satisfying contracts.”
On the way out, the administrator paused. “One final comment. Section fourteen. Surrogate agrees not—”
Amoreena finished, “agrees not to smoke, drink alcoholic beverages, use illegal drugs, or take medications without written consent.”
Irene stepped back. “I’m impressed. That was verbatim.”
Opening her purse, Amoreena pulled out the open pack of Montclairs and dropped them in a wastebasket. “Mom wanted me to quit anyway.”
The lobby was virtually deserted when Amoreena strode to the exit.
Las Canas, Guatemala
The two-month-old scars stood out as thin white lines against her bronze skin, creating ugly latticelike patterns over her lower legs and ankles. A few remained fiery red and elevated, an indication the infectious process from the toxic thorns and insect bites had not yet totally abated.
The doctor had been correct in his diagnosis, Gabriella thought ruefully. Just not aggressive enough in his treatment. He should have prescribed the little white pills earlier and in larger doses. But then who was she to question the actions and motives of the local medical personnel. She was but a vaca. Now she was a marked vaca, scarred for life because of a foolish and futile romp through the jungle. Next time, she’d have a better plan.
The line began to move, and Gabriella looked up in time to see another girl disappear into the vampire room. The room, really a small cubicle attached to the main laboratory, was where all the routine blood work was collected, thus the macabre christening. The column of females numbered close to fifty women and Gabriella stood at the forty-eighth position, near one end of the narrow corridor.
She moved one girl closer. Beneath her bare feet the tile felt cool and comfortable, as did the air, courtesy of the building’s efficient air-purification system. The doctors and nurses of Las Canas would never tolerate the sticky humid outside heat that smothered the compound from sunrise to sunset—the very same heat the girls bathed in, ate in, and at night, slept in.
No one spoke. One guard stood rigidly just outside the vampire room entrance, another leaned against the wall at Gabriella’s end of the line. Both sported military fatigues rife with perspiration stains and AK-47 assault rifles. Both were unshaven, reeked of body odor, and neither smiled.
Gabriella averted her eyes from the closer guard’s gaze and checked the crook of her arm. She hoped this technician was more adept at finding her veins. The two previous times since her aborted escape, her skin had been left bruised and tender.
The line moved once more, and Gabriella slid farther along the wall. Every month it was the same. Blood work, a urinalysis, and then back to the laboratory supply room to count bags of solutions, boxes of syringes, and glass collection tubes. Once the leg infections resolved, she’d be returned to housekeeping, her permanent station.
Today, though, she was not so averse to having her blood examined. This past month, the baby had been acting strange. At first she thought the ordeal of her capture had affected the fetus. But now, at almost sixteen weeks, the baby’s movements had become jerky, at times causing extreme abdominal distress. She’d heard similar complaints from the other girls. When she brought her concerns before the medical personnel, they told her not to worry. Everything was fine. Gabriella didn’t believe them. Something was wrong, and she hoped the blood tests would provide an answer.
“You.” The muzzle of the guard’s rifle touched her shoulder.
Gabriella flinched.
“This one?” he asked a nurse standing beside him. A crisp clean surgical mask hung around her neck. Gabriella hadn’t heard her approach.
The nurse pushed Gabriella’s hair away from the side of her neck and compared a six-digit number tattooed onto her skin and the number on a computer printout. “Please follow us, Gabriella,” she said.
“My blood.”
“Not today.”
“But my baby’s acting funny.”
“We’ll take care of it.”
The guard escorted them down two different halls, neither of which was familiar to Gabriella.
“Where are we going?”
“Please relax,” the nurse said.
“You’re not thinking of running again?” the guard hissed.
“Quiet,” the woman ordered.
Gabriella noticed the jerky movements in her abdomen increase. She guessed the baby was sensing her own fear. Using one hand, she wiped some perspiration from her forehead. This part of the building was warmer.
With a side glance, she saw the guard leering at her with that all-too-familiar look. But she knew she was safe from his hands. An unwritten rule stated the guards could not touch any of the girls if they were carrying. Vincinio, the Las Canas security chief, was the lone exception. But then Vincinio was a monster.
The corridor ended in two swinging doors. No sign indicated what lay beyond.
The woman pushed through first.
“Move,” the guard said.
Gabriella stepped inside and felt her legs go weak. She’d heard about this room from the others. It was near the nursery.
“No,” she said, her skin pallid.
The nurse took her by one wrist. “It’s okay.”
Two orderlies in green led her to an examination table. From the ceiling hung three high-intensity surgical lights and next to a wall of cabinets filled with medical supplies sat two trays of sterile instruments. The air smelled of sweat and disinfectant.
“Will it hurt?” Gabriella asked.
“No,” the nurse said, pulling her mask over her face. She motioned to the guard. “Get the doctor.”
Gabriella felt a tiny prick in one arm as the nurse started an intravenous line.
“This is to help calm you,” she said, injecting a clear liquid into her vein.
Gabriella winced. The baby was rocking and rolling now. She could taste her own bile in her mouth. She wanted some water but was afraid to ask. The room was spinning. No longer able to resist, she watched her arms and legs tethered with leather restraints.
The cramps began ten minutes later. And with the first sharp sensations of discomfort, Gabriella knew the nurse had lied.
It was going to hurt. And hurt horribly.
Even before Amoreena checked the thermometer, she felt the twinge in her lower abdomen. The half degree drop in temperature confirmed what she already knew. She scribbled a small “yes” in the September 16 square of her calendar and called the clinic. The operator instructed her to be in the lobby at 7:30 A.M.
“Ovulating means never having to say you’re sorry,” Millie said, watching Amoreena rush to get dressed.
“Oh that’s original.”
“What class you going to miss?”
“Evolution.” Amoreena gulped down a glass of juice and ran for the door. “Don’t say nothing.”
“Good luck, roomie. Love you.”
The Mustang stalled backing out. “Don’t screw with me, Silver,” Amoreena screamed. She punched the accelerator twice, turned the ignition, and the engine fired, belching a cloud of gray smoke. Ignoring the smell of burning oil, she shifted into drive and sped away.
Ramona Perez had already opened the doors when Amoreena parked.
“Welcome back,” the clinic coordinator greeted her.
“You guys are efficient.”
“We’ve done this many times.”
Undressed and gowned, Amoreena waited on the examination table. She watched a nurse arrange a tray of instruments. The speculum she recognized, but the others were unfamiliar. One looked particularly threatening, a long needle-nosed pliers with teeth.
The door opened and Dr. Becker and a technician entered. After a cordial hello, the physician explained the procedure while checking the instrument tray. He paid close attention to a tiny opaque vial propped upright in a Styrofoam container.
“The actual insemination process,” he said, “takes less than two minutes, and the only discomfort might be some mild cramping. First, we’re going to dilate your cervix.”
He said something in Spanish to the technician, who positioned the tray near the table. Amoreena would have preferred his speaking English, but she refrained from making her request. Both the nurse and technician appeared tense.
Positioned and stirrupped, Amoreena waited. Staring at the ceiling, she thought of her mother. It’d been a struggle, but Geneva had finally hit the magic number of ninety-five pounds, the weight requirement for entering Dr. Gillespie’s research protocol. They’d celebrated last night with dinner at a small restaurant overlooking Newport Bay. Geneva’s only concern, other than what scarf to wear, had been whether the three-year graduation program would be placing too much stress on her daughter.
My mom. Amoreena grinned.
“You’re going to feel a warm solution,” Dr. Becker began. “This is a disinfectant. Now I’m going to conduct a brief exam. Then the dilatation.”
Amoreena felt the warm liquid followed by Dr. Becker’s probing hands. They were larger and coarser than Dr. Rafael’s. The first dilation caused no discomfort; however, with the subsequent ones, she noted a mild ache.
Dr. Becker spoke again and she heard shuffling near her feet.
“We’re ready to commence with the insemination,” the medical director said. “You might be a little uncomfortable while I manipulate your cervix. Please try not to move.” He grabbed the long single-toothed tenaculum.
Amoreena felt something inserted into her vagina and then a brief, sharp stabbing pain. Visualizing the pliers at work, she resisted the urge to pull away.
Minutes later, the ordeal was complete.
“You did fine, my dear,” Dr. Becker said, removing his gown and gloves. “Twenty minutes on your back and you’ll be free to go. Tylenol’s okay for any pain but nothing else.”
“Activities?”
The director paused at the door. “Other than weight-lifting and intercourse, your normal routine.” He flashed a smile and stepped out.
After getting dressed, Amoreena met with Ramona Perez in her office. Except for a mild queasy sensation, she felt good.
The coordinator explained what to look for—bleeding, cramping, painful urination, fever. She said in two or three weeks they’d know the outcome of today’s procedure.
“Good luck,” Ramona wished.
A flood of emotions coursed through Amoreena as she crossed the lobby’s marble floor. Trepidation, fear, relief, elation, and even pride—she’d accomplished what she’d set out to do. Also shock, what had she really done?
Momentarily distracted, she almost collided with a patient entering the clinic.
“Excuse me,” she said.
The young woman held Amoreena’s gaze for only a second but long enough for the recognition to click. It was the same patient she’d seen being wheeled from a procedure room during her initial interview. At that time, she’d guessed the girl to be about five months along. Amoreena easily recalled the fear registered in the patient’s face then. Now the woman exhibited no real emotion at all. Her eyes were dull and her expression listless. If anything, she looked ashamed.
There was another major difference in the patient’s appearance as well, but a second commotion distracted Amoreena’s attention.
An Hispanic man, neatly dressed in a sport shirt and slacks, had broken into a heated argument with the burly guard manning the information booth. Though the angry exchange was in Spanish, Amoreena recognized Dr. Becker’s name. For a moment, she feared the confrontation might turn physical. When the guard reached for the phone, the man quieted. A second security guard appeared and led the man through the double doors of the administration suite.
Relieved the disagreement had been settled amicably, Amoreena looked around for the female patient she’d recognized. She found the woman waiting by the elevators. Alone and wearing a bright calico dress and sandals, she was staring Amoreena’s way.
Amoreena took a step in her direction but stopped when she saw the woman slowly shake her head. The elevator door opened, and the patient stepped out of view.
Only after the door slid shut did it dawn on Amoreena what was so obviously different about the patient.
The girl was no longer pregnant.
The day her mother was scheduled to begin Phase I of the experimental cancer research protocol, Amoreena bled.
She prayed she hadn’t started her period. The bleeding was scant, and it certainly didn’t feel like a normal period. She experienced no cramping or bloated sensation.
She called the clinic and a nurse recommended she come in for a blood test. Reluctantly, Amoreena agreed, though it would mean missing another lecture. She wondered how long Daryl and Millie would continue collecting her notes.
Geneva was waiting outside her apartment door when Amoreena pulled up. Miraculously, her mother’s weight had peaked at ninety-seven pounds and she looked almost healthy, dressed in her white slacks, a blue blouse, and matching scarf.
“You look nice,” Amoreena complimented her. “How do you feel?”
“Like a slave being thrown to the lions. I’ve accepted the fact the next four months are going to be hell.” Geneva frowned. “I still don’t know how we’re going to pay for all this hullabaloo.”
“This hullabaloo just might save your life,” Amoreena said, reaching for her mother’s small suitcase. “It’s never as bad as you imagine “
“When was your last chemotherapy session?” Geneva huffed.
“You know what I mean.” Amoreena hoped she didn’t sound too acerbic. With all that was going on, plus quitting the cigarettes cold turkey, her mood index was fast approaching a ten on the irritability scale.
Stretching from the passenger side, Geneva touched a hand to her daughter’s cheek. “You feeling all right, dear? You look kind of pale.”
“I’m fine.”
“Still taking your vitamins?”
“Yes,” Amoreena lied, thereby avoiding the confrontation the truth would have precipitated.
The outpatient oncology clinic, a single-story red brick building, resembled more an elementary school than an infirmary where the very ill waged daily pyrrhic battles against insurmountable odds.
While Dr. Gillespie explained the protocol again, this time stressing a list of potential complications that Amoreena thought would never end, a nurse brought in the consent forms to sign.
A wheelchair appeared, and Geneva waved good-bye as she and the oncologist vanished down a hall in a mix of lab coats, patients, and medical staff.
“I love you,” Amoreena called after her.
She felt a touch on her arm, and her mood soured considerably when she turned to face Ms. Cates. The utilization chairwoman led her to an adjoining office.
“Ms. Daniels,” she said, motioning to a chair.
Amoreena sat, doubting the purpose of this little powwow was to wish the Daniels family good luck.
Ms. Cates pulled a folder from her stout briefcase. “I’m sure you’re aware that any experimental therapeutic interventions will not be covered by any insurance programs, most definitely not Medi-Cal.”
Amoreena responded with an icy stare.
“You and your mother will be one hundred percent responsible for all hospital costs up to and including any costs secondary to complications of treatment.” She slid a form across the desk. ‘This is a financial liability form, Ms. Daniels. In essence, it states the signee, in this case you, will be fully responsible for all expenses incurred.”
Jerking the form around, Amoreena scanned the single paragraph. The wording was straightforward. There were two places for signatures. One said PATIENT, the other GUARDIAN/RESPONSIBLE PARTY. Something didn’t jibe.
“Why doesn’t Mom sign it?” Amoreena asked.
“We will have your mother sign it. We require your signature, too.”
“Is this routine?”
“In a few cases.”
Amoreena felt warm. She needed a damn cigarette. “But I’m not her guardian, I’m her daughter.”
“You’re twenty-one, Ms. Daniels. The hospital will accept you as the responsible party.”
“And if I refuse?”
Ms. Cates reached for a phone. “All treatment will be postponed until this matter can be resolved.”
“I can hire an attorney.”
“That’s your right.”
The bitch is jerking me off. Sure, I can hire a lawyer. And pay him with what? And how long will that take? In a wave of realization, Amoreena suddenly understood the purpose of this charade. The utilization committee didn’t think her mother would survive. And because Geneva Daniels’s estate would not cover the costs of treatment, the hospital needed a recourse. I'm their goddamned recourse.
“You have me by the proverbial balls, Ms. Cates,” Amoreena said.
“I beg your pardon.”
Amoreena reread the form in silence, line by line. She felt the chairwoman’s eyes burning the top of her head. She signs, and Mom gets treated. She doesn’t sign, and there’s no treatment. She didn’t like the rules, but it wasn’t her game. And her mother sure as hell hadn’t asked to participate in this ugly game of bad chance.
Amoreena looked up slowly. “May I borrow your pen?”
She found her mother lying semierect in a ward similar to a dialysis unit. A curtain separated each bed.
Amoreena bent down and kissed her mother on the forehead. “I’ve gotta run. You’ll be okay?”
Geneva scowled at the yellow infusion of cisplatin. “It looks like urine.”
In the next bed, a man vomited. Amoreena wished her mom didn’t have to hear it. Cisplatin and 5-Fluorouracil were legal poisons. In a short time, her mother would be suffering the same fate.
She felt Geneva touch her hand.
“Go, Amy, I’ll be fine.”
“You sure?”
“I love you, baby.”
One bed over, the man vomited again.
Amoreena squeezed her mother’s hand and left.
Still an hour away from her scheduled appointment at the Women’s Clinic, she dropped by the campus bookstore to purchase a study guide for the MCAT. With midterm exams fast approaching and Pike’s Hypertension Study to begin next month, she’d need to set aside some time to prepare for the Medical College Admission Test, no doubt the most important singular event in determining her future. She’d never bombed an exam before, and she was determined to maintain her perfect record.
Since her mother’s diagnosis she’d learned to compartmentalize the significant factors affecting her life. It was the only way she could survive and continue to excel, by concentrating on one compartment at a time. The MCAT was an additional compartment. So was three-year graduation. There was her mother’s cancer. And now a separate surrogacy compartment. Wonderful. Before long, her personal page would resemble a honeycomb.
From the bookstore, she walked to the library. Classes were in session, and she enjoyed the brief solitude. One day, she vowed, all the stresses would be behind her. She hoped the pressure didn’t rise to intolerable levels before that time arrived. She removed several medical journals from her pack and slid them toward the librarian. She’d researched everything she could about her mother’s illness, and all she’d read seemed to confirm what the oncologist had told her. It was a steep uphill battle, but steep uphill battles had been won before.
The librarian examined the titles. “Are you a medical student?” she asked.
“Soon.” Amoreena turned to leave, but paused in mid-turn. If she hurried, she had just enough time to research one other subject that had only recently climbed to the forefront of her “must read” list.
Aware of the clerk’s inquisitive stare, she went to the computer index and typed in the subject. She doubted Chapman Library would have anything pertaining to the topic but was mildly surprised when the monitor indicated one text.
She found the book on the second floor. Far from being a tome, Martha Field’s Surrogate Motherhood was under two hundred pages. Scanning the inside back cover, Amoreena found it amusing that the book had been checked out only two times in the past, the most recent eight months ago. Probably for a research paper, she assumed.
“Due in four weeks,” the librarian said, stamping the return slip.
Imagining a cloud of suspicion shading the staff woman’s eyes, Amoreena mumbled something about a sociology assignment and shoved the book into her pack. Was she being paranoid?
With minutes to spare, she made the drive to the Women’s Clinic and reported to the guard. Again, she was impressed by the efficiency of the medical staff. A nurse led her to the laboratory, where the same technician who had drawn her blood for her initial physical applied a rubber tourniquet just above her elbow. Amoreena watched her own blood fill two tubes.
As the tech whisked them to a centrifuge, she sensed a presence behind her. She turned just as Dr. Rafael closed a chart and stepped toward her.
Amoreena smiled awkwardly.
“How do you feel?” he asked. He seemed to look past her eyes in a way Amoreena found charming and a little scary.
“You heard?”
“A nurse reported to me as soon as you called.”
“You requested the blood work?”
“Yes, and a brief physical. Dr. Becker’s already set up in the exam room.”
Amoreena suppressed a stab of disappointment that Dr. Rafael would not be more involved in her care.
“Any more bleeding?” he asked.
She shook her head.
“Cramping?”
“None.”
“You should be fine.” He patted her lightly on the shoulder, issued an order to the tech standing by the centrifuge, and disappeared behind a vaultlike door at the rear of the laboratory, but not before exchanging a few words with an older woman housekeeper collecting trash.
Amoreena watched another man and woman in lab coats follow Dr. Rafael inside and only when she looked away did she notice a tall guard stationed behind a nearby counter. His vantage allowed him a commanding view of the entire lab. She recognized him as the guard who’d escorted the angry Hispanic man from the clinic lobby after her insemination procedure. An ugly red burn scar punctuated his neck and one ear.
“Doctor is waiting,” the nurse said, motioning Amoreena down a corridor of examination rooms. The few other pregnant patients she passed averted her gaze. It struck her as odd that none of the women patients appeared genuinely happy. She began to wonder if dour expressions were a requisite to becoming a surrogate.
“Tell me about the bleeding,” the medical director said, once Amoreena was draped and gowned.
“It wasn’t much” she said. “Didn’t feel like a normal period.”
“Any abdominal distress?”
“No.”
He finished the exam quickly. “You’re okay. I find no evidence of miscarriage or active bleeding. Let’s see what the blood shows.”
A nurse returned with a white laboratory slip. She handed it to Dr. Becker. He scanned the results, then handed the paper back to the nurse, saying something in Spanish.
Amoreena almost snatched the slip from the woman’s hand as she whisked out of the room.
Cognizant of her restlessness, Dr. Becker said, “Those belonged to another patient.”
Amoreena let her breath escape in a long whistle. “I guess I’m just a little anxious.”
He smiled and began to scribble a note in Amoreena’s chart.
“Can I ask you a question?” she asked.
He nodded but continued to write.
“Dr. Becker, during my interview here, I saw a young woman coming out of a procedure room. She appeared really frightened. She was pregnant.”
He stopped writing and looked up.
“Then on the day I ovulated,” Amoreena went on, “I saw her again down by the elevators. But this time, she wasn’t pregnant.”
“And.”
“It just struck me as odd. She didn’t seem that far along…” Amoreena paused, suddenly regretting bringing up the subject. Becker’s expression indicated it was none of her business, and he was right. It wasn’t.
She shrugged. “I just wondered what went wrong. I felt sort of sorry for her. I guess I shouldn’t have asked.”
Becker sat on a stool, closing the chart in his lap. “Amoreena, gestational age can be very difficult for a layperson to judge. This woman you mention may have in fact been much further along than you believed, and she simply delivered. That’s the most direct explanation. I hope this was the case. However many things can occur during a nine-month period. Unfortunately, not all are good.”
Detecting nothing behind the intense blue of his eyes, hidden or otherwise, Amoreena watched Dr. Becker reopen the chart. He began to write again, indicating the topic was closed.
Though she could have sworn this patient had not been nine months pregnant, or even eight, she chose not to press the subject. It really was none of her concern.
Thankfully, before the silence became too oppressive, the nurse returned, carrying another laboratory slip.
“Well?” Amoreena asked with some trepidation.
Dr. Becker surrendered the yellow paper. “This makes it official, young lady.”
She read the results in disbelief. “I’m pregnant!”
“Congratulations.”
It had been that simple. Unbelievable. Amoreena sat through both her afternoon lectures, shrouded in a daze, oblivious to the discourses from the podium. At one point, she caught Daryl watching her. She turned away.
Today, she’d reached the first milestone and tomorrow she’d collect tangible proof. A check for ten thousand dollars made out in her name. She ran one hand over her belly, wondering how many weeks would pass before the flat contour began to change. Physically she felt the same. Mentally and emotionally, she was floating in a cloud of anticipation, suspended by the realization that a new life was growing within her. And it had been so incredibly easy.
Daryl caught up with her on the steps of Roosevelt Hall. “What’s with you?”
Amoreena didn’t look at him. “What do you mean?”
“Back there in anatomy, you looked like the Cheshire cat that swallowed a canary.”
She gave him a quizzical glance.
“I know,” he said. “I never liked Alice in Lalaland either. So you want my bio notes or not?”
Amoreena stopped. “I forgot,” she said, placing the notes in her pack.
“Amoreena Daniels, the darling of Chapman’s premed program, forget?” Daryl was watching her with an intense gaze. “Something’s brewing. You never forget. Anything. Hey, I heard a nasty rumor.”
She felt her face flush.
“Says you’re going to be a three-year graduate.”
“If I pass the MCAT.”
Daryl smirked. “You’ve never not passed a test in your entire life.”
“I suppose that’s true,” Amoreena said. The banter was growing tedious, and she wasn’t in the mood for small talk.
Her tenseness wasn’t lost on Daryl.
“Whoa, the girl’s flying today.” He swung his books to the opposite arm and moved away. “Enjoy my notes.”
“Thanks, Daryl,” she mumbled, though she doubted he’d heard her.
With no time to feel guilty, Amoreena rushed to the student lot. She’d already received permission to skip out of the afternoon’s fetal pig dissection in biology lab. All it took was an ingratiating smile and a fake dental appointment for the male graduate student to grant her request. She’d collected a review handout and promised to be ready for the midterm practical.
Geneva Daniels was waiting in a wheelchair when Amoreena entered the radiation oncology suite.
The IV had been disconnected, and she was sipping from a glass of juice. “Am I glowing yet?” she asked, seeing her daughter approach.
Amoreena touched her mother’s cheek. “She feels hot,” she said to the nurse standing nearby.
“Temp’s normal,” the oncology nurse said.
“You sure?”
The nurse forced a smile at Geneva before using a handheld gauge to retake the temperature. After a few seconds, she removed the sensor from Geneva’s ear. “Ninety-eight point six,” she said.
Amoreena nodded, checking the digital readout.
“How’d it go?” she asked her mom, adjusting the colored scarf.
“Besides the vomiting, cramping, and feeling like my veins were filled with hot acid, it went well.”
“It wasn’t that bad. You look good. Dr. Gillespie says you tolerated the chemo well.” Amoreena had spoken to the oncologist before picking up her mother.
“Do I get a prize?” Geneva asked.
“Yeah, you get to return tomorrow.”
“Wonderful.”
With an orderly’s assistance, Amoreena helped her mother into the car.
“Hi ho, Silver,” Geneva said, as they pulled away.
Braking at a red light, Amoreena looked over and felt a sudden surge of adrenaline. Her mother had opened her pack and was rummaging through its contents, partially exposing the Marsha Field text on surrogating.
“What are you doing?” She jerked the pack away and tossed it in the backseat.
“You’re quite surly today,” Geneva said. “What are you afraid of? All I wanted was to smell one of your Montclairs. At least, I deserve that.”
“I don’t smoke anymore.”
“You quit. Just like that.”
“Yup.”
Geneva put a frail hand on Amoreena’s shoulder. “I’m so proud of you. It took a death sentence for me to give it up. You’re so much better than me.”
“I’m not any better than you. It was just bad for my skin, that’s all.”
“You have flawless skin.”
Amoreena glanced across the seat. Her mother really did look proud. She wondered how proud she’d be if she knew the real reason she’d quit.
The rest of the drive to Geneva’s apartment remained subdued, and when Amoreena pulled next to the curb and parked, she noticed her mother staring oddly out the windshield.
“What are you looking at?” she asked.
Confusion marred her mother’s expression. “I saw a flash. It looked like a shooting star.”
“Mom, it’s daylight. And overcast.”
“It sounds strange, I know.”
“Yes, it does.”
Geneva continued scanning the sky as Amoreena helped her inside.
The apartment smelled of stale potpourri. Opening a window helped, and while Geneva reclined on the couch, Amoreena carried some trash from under the kitchen sink out to a Dumpster in the alley behind the unit. Before she returned, she’d already decided what her mother needed.
“Let’s go out for dinner tonight,” she said cheerfully.
Geneva remained still, staring at an etagere of knickknacks from past vacations and weekend trips.
“Dr. Gillespie said it’d be fine,” Amoreena coaxed. “Pasta’s good, and soup, whatever you want. My treat.”
“I'm not really up to it.”
“We don’t have to dress up.”
Geneva shook her head. In the gloom, her mother’s tears appeared suddenly as if painted on by a child’s hand, uneven streaks coursing haphazardly down her skin.
“What is it, Mom?”
“Amy, look at me.”
“You look fine.”
“No, look at me.” Geneva ripped the scarf from her head. Her voice had taken on a plaintive tone.
Amoreena stopped halfway across the living room, letting a Kleenex drop to the floor.
Deep shadows circled her mother’s eyes, and what little hair had survived the initial treatments had been decimated by today’s combination session of chemo and radiation therapy. It took very little imagination to see her mother’s scalp as smooth and white as a billiard ball within a week.
“I’ll buy you a new scarf,” Amoreena said futilely.
“I don’t want a new scarf. I want my hair back.”
In thick gulping sobs, Geneva’s emotions roiled to the surface. The plaster cast had fractured, showering the tiny apartment with sharp fragments of pain and suffering.
Retrieving the Kleenex, Amoreena sat beside her, pulling her close. Her mother’s trembling chipped and nicked at her own tough exterior, but the mortar and bricks remained strong.
“Stick it out, Mom,” she whispered. “One day at a time.”
Later that evening, lying on her own bed, Amoreena cried. And strangely, she didn’t know why. She hadn’t cried earlier at her mother’s. Dinner had gone well enough, chicken noodle soup and a salad. They’d watched Wheel of Fortune together, and her mother had even laughed.
And though tonight’s studies hadn’t been easy, and the anticipation of meeting with Irene Leggett hung over her like a starter’s pistol, she wasn’t too concerned. This weekend she’d have plenty of time to catch up. And frankly, she didn’t feel that upset. Her mother was enrolled in an advanced research protocol, the Daniels family would be ten grand richer tomorrow, and she’d graduate in three years. She was in total control of all her life’s compartments. So…
“Toughen up, girl,” Amoreena said aloud. The house was empty, lending her voice a sinister quality.
A key turning the lock and the front door opening caused her to tense.
“You hibernating or what?” Millie called from the hall. In succession, the lights in the kitchen, den, and finally her roommate’s room came on.
Millie stopped in the doorway. “Sick?” she asked, seeing Amoreena in bed.
“Just resting.”
“With all the lights out? It’s not even ten.”
Amoreena kicked the sheets aside. “Where were you?”
“Daryl’s, studying. Said he saw you today. Used the B word.”
Stretching, Amoreena went into the kitchen.
Millie followed her. “So what’s wrong?”
“I’m hungry.” She scanned the fridge but nothing looked appetizing. She wanted a beer and cigarette.
“What’s really wrong, roomie?” Millie stood at the counter, her arms folded across her chest. “It’s Geneva.”
Amoreena shook her head. “I’m pregnant.”
“Oh shit.”
It was well past midnight before Amoreena finally drifted off to sleep. She dreamed of trees. Lots and lots of trees.
Friday morning arrived with a chill in the air. The overcast sky and unseasonably cooler temperatures sent a shiver through Amoreena as she dropped her mother off at the oncology clinic. Geneva was in better spirits; perhaps it was the new sweater she’d purchased last spring and was finally able to wear. Regardless, her mother’s uplifting mood was contagious, which only added to Amoreena’s verve.
She sped away from the medical center, for the first time feeling invigorated. She had one more appointment before classes began, and this one she was determined to be on time for.
Upon seeing her enter the lobby, the security guard immediately passed Amoreena through to the administration suite. The cubicles that had been so abuzz with activity during her interview sat idle and quiet. The computer monitors sat blankly staring at her and when she pressed the keypad on one there was no response. She stepped away when she heard a door open.
Dr. Rafael exited Irene’s office with a small stack of charts under one arm. Without his lab coat he appeared thinner, but no less handsome. His face was drawn up in an expression of consternation; however, when he saw Amoreena, the lines of worry vanished, replaced by a wide grin.
“Good morning, Ms. Daniels,” he said, shifting the charts so he could extend his arm.
“And to you.” Amoreena took his hand briefly.
“I heard the news,” Dr. Rafael said.
“Exciting, yes.”
“How do you feel?”
“Like an Olympic athlete.”
“I’m glad.” He moved aside so she could pass. “Don’t neglect the prenatal vitamins.”
“No way.”
Amoreena watched him back away a few paces, before turning to leave. Though she hadn’t been aware of it on their initial encounter, now she noticed Dr. Rafael had a barely perceptible limp; so mild, in fact, she couldn’t discern which leg he favored.
“He’s a fine physician,” Irene said.
Amoreena swung around, wondering how long the administrator had been standing behind her.
“He seems nice,” she said.
Irene touched Amoreena’s arm. “Shall we?”
Beyond the section of computers, they passed a series of offices, all closed up and locked. Briefly Amoreena thought she and Irene had the entire administration suite to themselves.
“It’s so quiet,” she commented.
“Nice, isn’t it,” Irene said, looking over one shoulder. “The ancillary staff aren’t due in until nine. By then, it can become quite hectic.”
Hectic wasn’t what came to mind when Amoreena recalled the buzz of activity she’d witnessed several weeks before, emanating from each partitioned workstation. Efficient would have been a better description.
“What do they do?” Amoreena asked, referring to the employees she’d seen manning the computer terminals.
“They handle the inquiries.”
“Inquiries?”
“You cannot imagine the volume of calls. And this clinic is relatively new. The demand for our services worldwide is at a record pace.”
“That’s good.”
“Indeed.”
An office adjacent to Irene’s was open, and inside, partially hidden behind a cluttered desk, Amoreena saw Tom Volkman. Though talking on the phone, he acknowledged their presence with a cursory wave. This was the office she’d seen Dr. Rafael exit, mistaking it for Irene’s. She had no difficulty imagining the Meechum Corporation attorney creating looks of consternation in all those he interacted with. Just doing his job.
Upon entering the administrator’s office, Amoreena instantly detected the sweetly delicious scent of flowers. The small bouquet of roses, orchids, and several unfamiliar tropical species filled a wicker basket sitting on Irene’s desk. Propped against the bouquet was an envelope.
Irene reached for the envelope. “To paraphrase a great American writer, ‘within every child born, the potential for the human race is born again.’ Amoreena, there’s a tremendous obligation on both our parts to carry this through to a successful conclusion. Though the responsibilities may at times seem daunting, I don’t want you ever feeling that you’re alone in this endeavor.” She leaned back against the desk’s edge. “At the risk of sounding overly sentimental, I want to assure you, dear, anything you need is only a phone call away. You’re part of us now. And we’re a part of you.”
Amoreena received the envelope. Turning it over in her hands, it felt as light as a feather and as heavy as a lead dumbbell.
“Go ahead, open it,” Irene said.
Tearing open the seal, Amoreena removed the contents. Though she’d already known what lay inside, actually seeing the check gave her an unexpected warm sensation. She wanted to giggle as she read her name and the amount.
Ten thousand dollars and no/100.
She studied each letter of her name again, ensuring correctness of spelling. It was.
“Shit,” she murmured under her breath. She looked up meeting Irene’s gaze. “Thank you.”
“You’re very welcome.”
Exhaling, Amoreena sat down, her legs suddenly weak. “You cannot begin to understand what this means.” She softly chuckled. “I feel like I’ve been delivered. I mean, it’s so incredible. It really is, Irene.” Abruptly, she rose and embraced the clinic administrator. “You may have saved my mother’s life.”
“Not me, dear,” Irene said. “You’re the player. We just supplied the playing field.”
“Do the parents know?” Amoreena asked.
“They’re quite pleased. And yes, you can cash it today,” she said, as if predicting Amoreena’s next question.
“Now.”
“Right this moment.”
Amoreena carefully folded the check and placed it in her purse. She couldn’t remember a day starting out this promising in years. “I appreciate all you’ve done,” she said.
“The flowers.”
Amoreena grinned. “I wasn’t going to forget. Do you mind if I give them to my mother?”
“That would be nice.”
Retrieving the basket and setting it in the chair with her purse, Amoreena could hear more activity from outside. She guessed the other employees were getting settled in front of their computer terminals.
“There is one other point,” Irene said, her tone giving Amoreena reason to pause. “Dr. Becker mentioned you’d been concerned yesterday about another patient’s welfare here at the clinic.”
“I just asked,” Amoreena said, not understanding why she suddenly felt the need to defend herself.
“No harm done. However the doctors have very busy schedules, so in the future, if you observe or hear anything that makes you uncomfortable, I’d like you to voice those concerns to me. Consider me a confidante. Anything unsettling to you is unsettling to me. Do we have a deal?”
“Deal,” Amoreena said, searching the administrator’s eyes but seeing only green.
Remotely feeling as if she’d just been gratuitously blind-sided, she gathered her belongings and started for the door. The warm sensation had evaporated.
“Remember, dear,” Irene called after her. “First prenatal checkup in one month.”
All the way through the lobby, Amoreena tried to dispel the notion she’d just been subtly threatened. Do we have a deal? Yes, or what? She was sure she was reading too much behind the administrator’s simple question. But she couldn’t refute the fact it had come across sounding almost like a warning.
Exiting the lobby, Amoreena spied the note from halfway across the clinic parking lot. Initially, she thought it was one of those flyers hawking cheap stereo systems or free car washes. But Silver was the only car marked.
Amoreena pulled the scrap of plain white paper from her driver’s side window. Unfolding it, she studied the six words, though their meaning was incomprehensible.
Lo siento por tus bebés, vaca
Though Amoreena didn’t speak a word, she recognized the language as Spanish. She looked around, but saw nothing suspicious. Across the street in the park, a group of children played. The note had not been written by a child.
She read the words once more, and though already deciding Silver had been erroneously targeted, she neatly folded the paper once and slid it inside her purse.
The shuttle proved to be a bonanza in time saving. The van ran daily Monday through Saturday and provided transportation for the outpatient oncology patients receiving therapy at the medical center. Inexpensive and reliable, Amoreena had heard about the service from a social worker. She’d immediately signed Geneva up.
With some much-needed financial breathing room on the horizon (the Meechum check had cleared the same day it had been deposited) Amoreena once again attacked her studies with all the determination and vigor of a fighter in training. Thirty minutes extra each evening she devoted to her MCAT preparation. She was astounded at the amount of material the Medical School Admission Test covered. In addition to a science section emphasizing biology, chemistry, physics, and mathematics, there was a verbal reasoning portion and a written essay. Amoreena was confident she’d score well in the six-hour exam.
She imagined the prenatal vitamins giving her an energy boost, and she took them religiously.
One week before midterms the Pike Hypertension Study began. That morning Amoreena awoke with a mild stomachache, which she attributed to nerves. When she looked in the mirror, she thought her eyes appeared puffy. However, as soon as she stepped foot on the UCLA Medical Center grounds, any anxiety lessened.
An associate of Dr. Pike’s, Dr. Erin Laslow, conducted the initial orientation. An immunologist by training, her alacrity for teaching made Amoreena completely forget her Saturday morning jitters.
“Dr. Sheffield mentioned you plan to graduate in three years,” Dr. Laslow said while making sure Amoreena was comfortably situated at the research station. There was a small desk, two sphygmomanometers, and a data entry logbook.
“That’s the plan,” Amoreena said. Silently she rehashed the instructions she’d been given earlier. After logging in each patient’s height and weight, she was to take blood pressure readings in each arm and record the findings in the logbook. A piece of cake. Because the study was double-blind, neither she nor the patient would know if a placebo or active medicine had been dispensed.
“The clinic ends at three,” Dr. Laslow said. “It shouldn’t be too busy today. The first Saturday is usually slow. All set?”
“It’s pretty straightforward.”
“Dr. Sheffield said you were bright. Any problems, page me.”
The first patient was an obese African-American male. Amoreena used the large sphygmomanometer cuff and recorded the pertinent readings. He politely thanked her and departed. This is a breeze, she thought. Only an idiot could screw this up.
Sixteen patients later, her opinion had not wavered. She looked forward to meeting with Dr. Pike next week.
Ten minutes before the clinic’s scheduled closing time, the last patient plunked himself down in the chair. Amoreena reached for the normal adult-sized cuff.
“I’m not in the study,” he said.
He was Hispanic, and the large bruise coalescing under his right eye reminded her of an overripe plum. From the vermilion border of his lower lip, two black sutures hung like errant hairs. He didn’t attempt to smile.
Amoreena felt her own blood pressure begin to rise. Despite his facial trauma, she recognized him. He was the same man she’d seen arguing with the security guard at the Women’s Clinic over a month ago.
“Can I help you?” she asked.
“No,” he said with an appraising gaze.
His breath smelled faintly of alcohol, and Amoreena didn’t like him in spite of his neatly dressed appearance and precise English. The face didn’t match the slacks, sports coat, and Jerry Garcia tie.
“Are you a patient at La Clínica de la Mujer?” he asked.
She didn’t answer. She looked up and down the hall, but saw no one. She debated calling for security.
He must’ve seen the look of disquiet in her eyes because he raised one hand. “Relax, I only stopped because I’d seen you at the clinic in Santa Ana.”
“What happened to your face?”
“Would you believe I was sweeping my apartment and the broom hit me?”
“Twice?”
“Actually I had a little problem with the locals in Ensenada, Mexico.”
“What do you want?”
He reached over and tore a blank page from the logbook. He scribbled a number. “Call me if you feel the baby move before the third month.” He folded the paper and set it on the desk.
Amoreena examined the note. The number was a 310 area code. Los Angeles. She noted the funny way he’d written the 0 with a line drawn diagonally through it. “From what I’ve read, quickening doesn’t usually begin until after sixteen weeks,” she said.
“Behold the young informed mother. I’m impressed.” Standing, he turned to leave.
“What’s your name?” Amoreena asked.
“Dr. Godinez!” However the voice belonged to Dr. Laslow, who stood in the hall opposite the research station. Her expression conveyed disgust.
The man gestured as if beginning a statement, but instead, made an awkward salute to the immunologist and departed down the hall. Amoreena thought his gait less steady than when she’d witnessed his tirade with the guard in Santa Ana.
Dr. Laslow watched until he rounded a comer, then stepped up to the station desk. “Did that man bother you?”
Amoreena shook her head. “Not really. He was only here a few minutes.”
“Good.”
“You called him a doctor.”
Dr. Laslow pulled the logbook her way and made a cursory review, nodding approvingly. “Dr. Ron Godinez was an intern in the internal medicine program here, actually a very astute one, until about six months ago, when he began missing morning rounds. For reasons unknown to me, his behavior became more erratic—absences, prescription errors—resulting in not just a few patient complaints. When he failed a drug screen, Dr. Pike asked him to enter a drug rehab program. He refused and was removed from all patient care.” The immunologist closed the log book. “Records look fine. Any difficulties?”
“None.”
“Fine.” Dr. Laslow gazed in the direction Ron Godinez had taken. “Seeing him here today tells me he’s at least attempting to get his life back on an even keel. UCLA’s Substance Abuse Clinic is held on Wednesdays and Saturdays. I hope so. He held a lot of promise.”
Amoreena didn’t mention the man’s alcohol breath. She could have been mistaken.
The staff physician stood and shook Amoreena’s hand. “Excellent first day. Dr. Pike will greet you officially next weekend.” She stepped away, then paused. “Amoreena, I’m not one to make suggestions on a personal level, but Ron Godinez would not be a favorable influence on a premedical student’s application process.”
Amoreena saw the brief downward shift of the immunologist’s eyes to the paper with Godinez’s scrawled phone number and immediately understood where the staff physician was coming from.
She scooped up the paper and crushed it into a tiny ball.
Dropping it in the trash, Amoreena said, “Don’t worry, Dr. Laslow, he’s not my type.”
As she’d promised her mother, Amoreena scored well on all her midsemester tests, actually acing her biology and embryology examinations. Her overall average was high enough to maintain her number one position in the junior class, just beating out Gladys Peterson, the daughter of a well-to-do cardiovascular surgeon in Newport Beach. Dissatisfied with the results, Gladys and several friends challenged the final numbers, as they’d done each semester before, and came up short.
Unperturbed by their petty complaints, Amoreena increased the time each day devoted to her MCAT preparation. December 15 would be upon her before she knew it. And it couldn’t come at a worse time. Right before the grueling week of final exams.
“How do I look?” Millie leaped from her bedroom adorned in a yellow oversize sweatshirt emblazoned with the Disney’s Mighty Ducks’ logo, jeans, and a Bill Gates mask.
“Like a hundred billion dollars,” Amoreena said. She sat at the kitchen table tabulating the most recent hospital charges.
Millie pretended to fly down the hall. “Come on, roomie. Halloween’s only once a year. You need to get out.”
“I need to study.” Amoreena totaled the numbers and groaned. Her head remained above water, but just barely. She looked up, critically appraising Millie’s costume. “You were someone else last year.”
“I wore Andy Grove.”
“Who’s Andy Grove?”
“He runs Intel.” Millie removed the mask, sticking two fingers through the eyeholes. “You think these guys get royalties for this shit?”
“Like hell they need ‘em.” Amoreena switched off the calculator and rubbed her eyes.
“You still taking your vitamins?” Millie asked.
Amoreena nodded.
Millie’s expression grew more serious. “I heard you talking in your sleep the other night.”
“What was I saying?”
“Couldn’t tell.”
“Was it in Spanish?” Amoreena smirked.
“What?”
“Nothing.” She yawned. “I’ve been having these weird dreams lately. I see vivid colors, and there’s always plenty of trees, almost like a jungle.”
“Weird. Think it’s stress?”
Amoreena feigned a wide-eyed innocence. “Who me, stressed?”
Both girls smiled and touched hands.
“I called last week to make my first prenatal checkup,” Amoreena said, “and the nurse said Dr. Becker was out of town. They postponed it until next week.”
“So that’s what’s bothering you.”
“What’s bothering me is I’ve gained seven pounds.”
“Hell, roomie, you could gain twenty pounds and still make a drop-dead-beautiful vampiress. The Chapman Halloweenfest won’t be the same without an auburn Elvira.”
“Not this year.”
“The entire male student body’s going to starve.”
“They’ll have the hundred-billion-dollar woman.”
“Oh yeah, right.” Millie went to the refrigerator and removed a Corona. “Daryl and I thought we’d run by the animal shelter sometime.”
“Choose one that cleans up its own poop.” Amoreena wasn’t too high on getting a pet, but she couldn’t very well refuse her roommate the right.
A horn honked outside followed by several pseudoscreams of agony. Millie donned her mask. “Last chance.”
Amoreena waved. “Elvira, Mistress of the Dark, wishes you a haunting night.”
“Now that’s a scary thought,” Millie said, and slammed the door.
Halloween had transformed the residential streets into a maze teeming with little goblins, ghosts, and action figures. Amoreena negotiated the drive to her mother’s place cautiously, careful to avoid all the howling and squealing creatures of the evening.
A plastic pumpkin by the front door was barren except for one caramel. Not usually a sweet-tooth addict, nevertheless Amoreena unwrapped the candy and popped the caramel in her mouth just as her mother opened the door. “Amy, those are for the children.”
“Sorry,” Amoreena said sheepishly. “I had a sudden craving.”
Geneva retrieved the pumpkin. “Well, it’s late anyway.” She stood, pecking her daughter’s cheek. “You didn’t have a party to attend?”
“Millie went. I was sort of tired.” She followed her mother inside, locking the door after them. “It’s starting to grow,” she said, touching the fine hair on her mother’s scalp.
Geneva smiled ruefully. “Now I just look like a fuzzy billiard ball.”
Amoreena fixed them some tea and when they were both settled on the couch, she asked. “Did you ever mention to Dr. Gillespie those weird flashes you’ve been seeing?” Over the past two weeks, Geneva had experienced two other strange episodes involving her vision. She had called them “shooting stars.”
“I forgot.”
“It might be significant.”
“Next time, I promise.”
From the sidewalk rose the laughter of trick-or-treaters.
“I’m out of candy,” Geneva said, suddenly concerned.
“Don’t worry, I shut off the porch light. They won’t bother you.”
After replenishing their tea, Amoreena set the recliner back and listened to a CD. This was much better than some wildass Halloween party, though she did miss Millie and Daryl. She pictured Daryl as Frankenstein and chuckled. Besides, she couldn’t drink anyway.
She watched her mother working on an afghan. Since the end of Phase I, her mom’s energy level had increased significantly. It helped that throughout the entire four-week ordeal, her weight had not dropped below ninety pounds. Only the other day, Dr. Gillespie had informed them Geneva’s latest laboratory results were within normal limits and after a short hiatus, she could begin Phase II.
Her mother’s disability checks were coming in finally, which also helped. The total bill for the investigational protocol thus far amounted to just under seven thousand dollars. Amoreena felt good about promptly paying it all off but realized another unforeseen emergency would put them behind the eight ball again.
She let her eyes drift closed. Her meeting with Dr. Pike during her second visit to the UCLA campus had gone well, too. He’d been pleased with her work, and her brief prior encounter with Ronald Godinez never came up, which was a relief. If the ex-intern was on the admissions committee chairman’s blacklist, Dr. Godinez was the last person she wanted to be associated with.
If the baby moves before three months.…
His words still haunted her. What had he meant by if she felt any fetal activity in less than three months? She’d researched the numbers again, and the average time for “quickening,” the term for fetal movement, was between eighteen and twenty-two weeks. What was so special about twelve weeks?
At one point she’d been tempted to look Godinez up at the drug rehab clinic, if in fact he was even in attendance, but decided against it. If someone looked and smelled like trouble, he probably was. Even so, a small part of her regretted having discarded his number.
Another option would be to discuss the entire episode with Irene Leggett. But for some ill-defined reason, she didn’t feel quite comfortable with the clinic administrator as her confidante either. Perhaps…
Amoreena snapped alert. Her mother was talking, and she hadn’t heard her.
“I’m sorry,” she said sitting up.
“If you want to doze…”
“No, I’m fine.”
“I was just wondering,” Geneva said, pushing the afghan aside, “why I haven’t received any of the hospital bills, yet.”
“Because I’m having them all sent to my address.”
“Amoreena.”
“Don’t argue, Mom. It’s the only way I can keep track of all the separate items. You worry about getting well, I’ll handle the finances. I thought we were settled on that issue.”
“We were.”
“Good, then.” Amoreena saw her mother was still bothered by something. “I’m listening.”
“Well,” Geneva started. “A man called yesterday asking for Ms. Daniels. I said that’s me, and he said he had some additional information on the clinic. I asked him what information; I assumed it related to my oncology clinic bills, since I hadn’t received any.”
Amoreena felt her chest tighten. “Go on.”
“Anyway, he said, ‘Ms. Daniels,’ then he paused and asked if I was the Ms. Daniels at the Santa Ana clinic.”
“What did you tell him?”
“I said I think you have the wrong Ms. Daniels.”
“And.”
“He apologized and hung up.”
“That’s it.”
Geneva shrugged.
“Must’ve been a wrong number,” Amoreena said, feeling as if she’d just dodged a bullet.
“I tend to agree, except for one thing.”
“Yes?”
“Before hanging up, he asked if I had a daughter.”
The nurse checked the urinalysis dipstick a second time. She shook her head. “No infection.”
Amoreena frowned. She’d been positive she had a bladder infection. Since her midterms, she’d awoken two or three times a night and gone to the bathroom. No burning, just frequency. One day last week it’d been so bad she’d barely been able to sit through an hour lecture.
“Diabetes?” she asked.
The nurse indicated no while assembling a series of glass tubes. Amoreena watched her unsheathe a needle attached to a syringe.
“More tests?”
“Doctor’s orders.” The nurse arranged the various lab forms on the counter.
Amoreena hadn’t expected this first prenatal checkup to be so thorough. Just a blood pressure, weight, a few questions, but not an extensive laboratory workup.
She picked up one of the lab requisition slips. Across the top, she read La Clínica de la Baja. Ensenada, Mexico. Two lines down, a box was X’ed out—human leukocyte antigen.
“What’s this one for?” Amoreena asked.
“To check on the baby,” the nurse said, politely taking the slip from Amoreena’s hand.
“And all the others are for the baby, too?”
“Some are for you.” The nurse positioned Amoreena’s arm and applied the tourniquet. “You must save your questions for the doctor.”
Amoreena barely felt the needle penetrate a plump vein. Adroitly the nurse filled six tubes of blood, packaged them along with the appropriate requisition slips into an insulated container, and motioned to an orderly, who set the container on a tray with four more similar containers. The man scribbled in a chart, then wheeled the tray away.
“Where’s my blood going?” Amoreena asked, while the nurse applied a Band-Aid.
She smiled, and said, “I take you to the doctor now.”
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