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Prologue: The Beginning
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Soon

​The patient sat on the examining table, but not alone. As soon as the obstetrician had let her sit up, her husband sat down beside her and put his arm around her shoulders, his stare defying any objection.

The obstetrician called up the information he needed on his tablet and said to them, “It’s too early to know whether this spotting means trouble. As we discussed, your risk of miscarriage is somewhat elevated, even though your lupus is under control. I’ll start you on a drug that may help. But there’s also some good news I want to give you, something very new that you may not have heard of or thought about.”

The patient lowered her chin and looked the doctor in the eye. “This would not be a good time to talk to me about adopting.”

The obstetrician put up his hands. “No, nothing like that! I wanted to tell you about a new procedure, new equipment . . .” He wasn’t sure what to call it. “The federal government has approved a trial of a new type of incubator. It’s really an artificial uterine environment. It can accept a fetus the age of yours, or even younger — even embryos.”

The husband put a protective hand over the patient’s abdomen. “You want to take the baby out and put it in some sort of tank?” The doctor’s hope that the man would be a calming influence receded into the distance.

“Hush, hon.” The patient patted her husband’s leg. “Are you suggesting we do this right away?”

“Not today. But if your spotting increases, or if it’s still happening a week from now, I’ll recommend it. Depending on the circumstances, we may be able to do an outpatient procedure. If this is something you’d consider, I’d better start on the red tape immediately.” And if the administrator in charge weren’t a medical school classmate he’d helped study for his boards, it might be impossible to get her enrolled in time. But there was no need to mention that.

The husband seemed about to object again; the wife went from patting his leg to applying pressure, and he subsided. “Where would this incubator be for the rest of —” She stopped, tearing up for the first time. “I can’t call it the rest of the pregnancy, can I?”

The obstetrician suppressed the urge to shift about on his stool. “As I said, this option was just recently approved. I believe the nearest hospital with a prenatal ward taking part in this trial is at Central Health.”

The patient blinked tears away; they were immediately replaced by new ones. “That’s two hours from here.”

The husband looked thoughtful, a welcome change. “We could probably stay with my sister. I can work anywhere, and you could commute.”

The doctor cut in. “By all means make some contingency plans. But that’s all they are, so far. Let’s see what happens.”

Three days later, the patient arrived at the local hospital by ambulance. After a four-hour wait in ER, at the end of which the receptionist was on the verge of calling security to handle the husband, she was examined, her chart reviewed, and the obstetrician consulted. Another ambulance ride, this time to Central Health, and another wait, during which the husband was too exhausted to make trouble.

The patient was finally prepped and taken to surgery; and an hour and a half later, the surgeon came out to the waiting room. As the husband jerked upright in his chair, crumpled coffee cups falling from his lap to the floor, she gave him her most reassuring smile and told him, “Your little boy is safe and sound. Your wife is in recovery, down that hallway. You can go see her. And then, when she’s up to it, you can both go see where the baby will be spending the next six months.”

It took the husband two tries to get to his feet before he walked, walked faster, ran down the hall. 

The surgeon fell into a chair and said to the obstetrician, who had arrived a few minutes before, “And now you can tell me what I’ve just taken part in. And whether anyone is likely to ask me to do it again.”

The obstetrician, almost bubbling over with a blend of relief and enthusiasm, did everything but show brochures. The new incubator design would maintain an artificial uterine environment for an embryo or fetus. Its features allowed for recreation of all the sensory stimuli available in the womb itself, even reproducing the mother’s likely routine shifts in position, and provided a significantly greater ability to monitor the occupant’s condition. At the appropriate time and in a safe environment, the incubator would be opened, and the newborn — or rather, newly delivered — infant would move on to whatever awaited it.

When he’d wound down, he added, as an afterthought: “I just hope the regulatory bureaucracy doesn’t hold up this technology for years. I’d hate to see more babies lost that could be saved.”

His hopes were, after a fashion, realized. Though not for a reason he had foreseen.

* * * * *
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The company’s Vice President for New Technology, the company’s patent attorney, and the company’s chief lobbyist gathered around the conference room table to share sandwiches and frustration. The lobbyist had the latest news. “Anyone else want a beer before I fill you in?”

After beers all round, the lobbyist took a swig and said briskly, “I’ve finally found out what the holdup was. To be blunt about it, they’ve been delaying in order to soften you up for what they have in mind. They know that the driving force behind this technology was to save pregnancies that were headed for disaster. But they have another goal in mind. And there’s no way we’re getting the patent, or full approval, unless we go along with it.”

The patent attorney shook his head in a slow, weary way, as if reminded of a familiar sorrow, and chewed away at his ham and Swiss. The VP just gritted her teeth and gestured for him to continue.

“First, there’d be a new federal bureau in charge of new clinics. They’re the only ones who’d be using the incubators. No one else.”

The VP drummed her fingers on the table. “Is this part of the latest plan to bring all medical practice under a federal umbrella?”

The lobbyist started to shake her head and then stopped. “That may actually be a secondary purpose. But there’s another reason, more topical and political.” She traded her beer for her soy loaf on rye, looked around to ensure the attention of his audience, and went on. “There are quite a few people, in Congress as well as in various departments, who see the incubators as providing the ideal solution to the problem of abortion. It’s still a highly contentious issue, with so many genuine hardship stories. You offer a way out. A woman no longer has to choose between terminating a pregnancy and carrying the baby to term. She can exercise her reproductive freedom by simply having the embryo or fetus removed. Once women have that option, it’s much easier for states or Congress to prohibit abortion and make it stick.”

The VP hit the table with her fist, almost spilling the two beer bottles not gripped in anyone’s hand. She grimaced an apology, regained control, and asked, “What about using the incubators to ensure that high-risk pregnancies make it to full term? Does that just — not happen?”

The lobbyist shrugged. “The clinics might be available for that purpose as well. If we cooperate, we might be able to push things in that direction. After all, the larger the role of the clinics, the greater the power accruing to the new bureau. But for now, using them for donation – that’s what they’re calling it – of unwanted ‘preborns’ has priority.”

“And then? What happens to the babies?”

The lobbyist considered confessing to ignorance on that point, and chose to wing it instead. “Adoption would be the obvious way to go. Placing babies for adoption hasn’t been a federal function in the past, but it would be if things go this route.”

They had not hired her to share her wilder speculations. But if every unwanted child became, in essence, a ward of the State, it struck her as likely that the choice of adoptive parents would acquire a political dimension. Sooner or later, some influential functionary would ask whether this new bureau should meekly hand over all those future citizens to be raised, willy-nilly, by those merely willing and able to care for them.
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ten years later

Toni Greene

Toni Greene uncurled herself enough to check the time. How much longer she could stay in her room, in the embrace of her giant stuffed panda, before she would have to put on shoes and leave? She could not afford to be late, not when every hour meant the embryo – not a fetus, not quite yet — grew larger. At least she was nowhere near the time for quickening. It was bad enough that she had, a few times, caught herself talking to it, almost as if it were a companion. To feel its movement would add an unbearable reality to that idea.

Five minutes before she needed to get ready.

She looked at her choices of footwear, the faded dark blue tennis shoes leaning against the legs of the flamingo and the combat boots nestled in the lap of the boa constrictor. Combat boots better suited the occasion. She would be confronting officialdom, not to mention the doubts that might ambush her, and would need any psychological boost available.

At least she no longer had a roommate. No need for explanations, no opposition to worry about, no consolation to put up with.

She slumped deeper into the fuzzy embrace of the panda. If she were going to have the baby, they could cuddle there together on mornings like this, cozy together . . . . No more of that! She had to think practically. For every moment like that, how many more would be poisoned with anxiety or even terror? The few commissions she was finding barely paid the rent. No, to be honest, they didn’t even cover that, not without the frequent infusions of support from her parents. And any other job she could get would mean someone else taking care of the baby, and then what would be the point? And how could she be anyone’s mother? Whatever transformation that required, she had not gone through it and couldn’t imagine it.

Instead, the baby would have its own bedroom, and toys of its own. And a mother, a real one who knew how to be one. Probably a father as well, or maybe a second mother, or one of each. While Toni moved at least a little further toward self-sufficiency.

Maybe she’d actually find someone to share her life with, someone loving and kind and reliable and not a self-centered jerk who’d drop her with no notice, and not even wonder if he’d left the beginning of a child behind.

No more time for stalling. Toni forced herself to roll off the panda, grab the combat boots, and pull them on. Then she got off the floor and walked heavy-footed through the kitchen, grabbing a banana and one of her mother’s brownies on the way. Not enough time for oatmeal. She could cook up a big bowl of it when she got home.

It would be warm enough later, but this early, she’d be chilly in shirtsleeves. Grabbing her well-patched denim jacket off the hook next to the door and shrugging into it, almost dropping the brownie, she managed to get out the door on time, second thoughts pushed aside. She crammed the brownie into her mouth on the way to the subway. She could eat the banana before the subway reached downtown.

​Whatever she had expected, this wasn’t it. Toni started to relax as she stepped through the doors and smelled something almost like fresh air. The light had the quality of sunlight; the walls were painted in light pastel colors. The small waiting room just inside the door had flowering plants, or maybe very good artificial ones, in the window sills. And the young male receptionist had blue hair. She might try that color when she got tired of pink.

She had thought they would take her right away to wherever the procedure would be performed, but instead the receptionist called over another young man to give her a tour. Not that the facility was all that large, as it turned out: a short wide corridor with large abstract photographs, streaks and blobs of fuzzy colored light; a larger waiting room with upholstered armchairs, and tablets for anyone who hadn’t brought one; more of the roomy and well-lighted corridors; and finally, up an elevator to a large room full of incubators. They were smooth cylinders with rounded edges, more than twice as long as a typical full-grown baby, and about two-thirds as high as they were long. She’d expected metal, but they looked more like plastic, their colors like the colors of the walls except a little richer. Each one had a couple of hoses attached, and a control panel with lights twinkling like overactive fireflies. Toni bit her lip and asked, “What if the power goes out?”

“Each incubator has a fully charged backup battery that can last for days, and we have three generators, all inspected weekly. Nothing’s going to happen to these little darlings. They’re safer than any of us, or any child a woman is carrying around. And by the way, we don’t just leave them sitting in one position all the time. The inner chamber is programmed to reproduce all sorts of movements a fetus would experience . . . otherwise.”

Toni had never thought about the details of reproducing a uterine environment. Was it comforting or chilling to think of a machine mimicking the movements she would have made, carrying the developing fetus through the day, lying down with it at night? Both, maybe.

Her guide opened the door to the room so she could hear the music playing inside. “Classical guitar right now, but we play all sorts of instrumental music, and some choral, and some pop. Nothing jangly or loud — we alternate soothing and upbeat.” He closed the door again and turned toward her. “Ready to get this done?”

There must be something else to see first. “What about the delivery rooms, and wherever the parents — the adoptive parents — get the babies?”

“I’m sorry, but that isn’t part of the tour. I’ll take you to the procedure room, then, shall I?”

She bit her trembling lower lip and nodded.

It smelled different here, more like what she had expected — almost aggressively clean.

The nurse who came in and gave her a gown — cloth, not paper, with crude flower shapes on it — also told her to take off her phone patch, for no obvious reason. If it could withstand wood dust, saw vibrations, and sweat, it should be close enough to indestructible. But maybe it interfered with the equipment somehow. She peeled off the patch and felt even more naked. She pulled the gown over her head.

The nurse might have thought she needed reassurance, or she might make the same speech to everyone who came in. “You came here in plenty of time — the incision will be quite small. And it shouldn’t hurt a bit. Later on, you will have some soreness, but we’ll provide you with medication for it. We won’t even have to put you out. We just spray your back, there —” She pointed near Toni’s spine. “— and you’ll start to feel very relaxed and comfortable.” She pointed next to a monitor nearby. “You can watch, but most of our visitors choose to watch the ceiling instead. The controller’s right there.” The ceiling had a large screen, currently showing a series of nature photos. Some included animals, but none, Toni noticed, showed puppies or kittens or cubs.

“You already know that today’s services are free, right? And if you want one of the latest birth control implants, that’s free as well.”

Toni ground her teeth before she answered, “The shot I got doesn’t always work — I found that out. These implants are more foolproof?”

“Just about 100 percent. And if you get the shot also, I don’t know of anyone who’s conceived after both. And you can get the implant removed any time — though you’d have to pay a doctor for that — and get medicine to counteract the shot for good measure.”

And that was apparently all there was to it. The nurse handed her a tablet. “You’ll need to put your thumbprint at the bottom of the screen before the doctor gets started. The technicalities, you know.” She slid out the door, leaving Toni to make her way through the stilted and confusing language. She would be giving up any “parental rights,” whatever those were. That made sense. She was giving up being a parent — letting someone else, better able to do the job, raise her baby.

Her baby, except that by the time it was a baby, it would no longer be hers.

Maybe this was why they had people change into gowns. So they wouldn’t yield to any last-minute urge to run out the door.

The nurse came back in, one hand out to receive the tablet, a hypno-spray in the other. No going back now.

​In another hour, Toni was dressed in her own comfortable clothes and her boots, phone back on her wrist, and out the door, instructions on how much to limit her physical activity saved on her own tablet for reading later. The street, its noises and crowds, came as something of a shock after the soothing colors and controlled sounds of the clinic. Almost like being born . . . .

She hadn’t yet started to show. Nothing about her would look different to the old man on the subway, to the young man in charge of the robot street sweeper, to the squabbling neighbors in the yard next door. And she felt perfectly healthy. In a few more hours, she’d feel at least a little sore, but for now the anesthetic protected her even from that.

She opened her front door and stood in the doorway for a moment. The day yawned before her. Her only commissions were not due for several weeks — just as well, with the need to avoid stretching high or hauling heavy weight. And the pieces were massive enough that she was working on them in her studio downtown. All she had in the house were the drawings and studies the clients had approved, with nothing left to be done to them.

She could make that oatmeal. Or some hot tomato soup, and grilled cheese. Comfort food. Because damn it, she did need comforting. Hormones at work, probably. No point in fighting them. She may as well feed them instead.

Soup drunk, sandwich reduced to crumbs, she trudged without enthusiasm to the sink. If she had a cat, the cat might want to lick up the remnants. . . . Oh, too obvious. Now, suddenly, she thought of having something to care for, something soft and needy? She would put aside any such thoughts for a month, at least.

She could call her mother, or even go visit. But that would mean telling Mom what she’d done. The donation. “Donation.” Such a benign, bloodless word.

At least Toni had already told her mother about the pregnancy. If she had to face revealing both the pregnancy and the conclusion of it in one conversation, she might prefer to find a port, change her name, and take a slow boat to China. Or wherever boats went to. Not that changing one’s name would be effective these days, with all the ways of tracking people and tracking them down.

If she’d expected advice when she confided in her mother, she should have known better. Mom had just listened, and consoled, and expressed confidence that Toni would find a solution. Come to think of it, she hadn’t said it would be a good solution, let alone the best. If anything, though, she would probably consider Toni’s decision inevitable. How could Toni, living on her own for the first time, so fiercely eager to try that independence despite shaky finances, manage motherhood? And there had been no chance Mom would have wanted to raise the child herself. As a mother, she had been thorough and conscientious and affectionate, but there was no missing her relief at finally bringing both children to adulthood. And if she’d been willing, surely she would have said so.

At least Mom wasn’t one to haul out old lectures and repeat them. Toni couldn’t have stood to listen to another round of Mom-about-Finn. “If you’re going to have casual lovers, they may as well be men or women you could imagine staying with. Learn what’ll work for you longterm by practicing. Why waste your time with a man who’d never measure up?” Toni hadn’t wanted to argue about whether Finn might measure up better than Mom figured. Two points to Mom . . . .

Maybe she’d call tomorrow. Now, the soreness was kicking in. She would take a hot bath, and then a nap. She hadn’t slept well last night. She was tired enough to sleep, surely. Then she could go out for something spicy and exotic, as long as it was cheap.

And then on to the studio! She could imagine herself already there, breathing its special odor of clay and sawdust, a smell that meant work and inspiration, the smell of her future. She could work all night, if she wanted, as long as she didn’t lift or shove too much weight around. She owed diligence to her clients, and no one had any greater claim on her. Not now.

​She got home from the studio at two in the morning, had a late night snack of avocado dip and vegetable sticks, followed it up with another brownie, and fell into bed, fully expecting to sleep until noon. So when she awoke at seven, still exhausted, she was furious at her traitor of a body, or brain, or whatever had double-crossed her.

Where her father lived, she could have gone outside, walked half a mile, and shouted curses at the top of her lungs. A great stress reliever, and no one close enough to mind or care. At her mother’s, there was a time she could have gone out back and cussed at the chickens, as long as she didn’t use a volume or tone that would put them off laying. But Mom had had to get rid of the chickens the year before, when the county decided they made too much noise. Never mind revving motorcycles, leaf blowers . . . .

Here, there were only the stuffed animals. She jumped out of bed, stalked over to the grizzly bear, and pounded its belly, then stuck her face in it and yelled muffled yells until the anger wore down enough for her to feel silly instead. Shoving herself to her feet, she blew an apology kiss at the bear and sat back down on the bed.

Yelling and pounding a stuffed animal hadn’t been enough when she found out she was pregnant. If she’d been at her father’s and could have walked into the woods, cursing Finn’s thoughtlessness and the sadistic workings of fate, would it have helped her arrive at a better frame of mind for making decisions?

Not that she could see a better decision she might have made.

But now, finally, exhaustion turned friendly, pulling her back down toward the warm embrace of her bed. She fell sideways against the mattress, pulled the nearest edge of blanket over herself, and went back to sleep.

​When she woke again, early afternoon sun warming her pillow, she looked around disoriented. Dreams did that to her sometimes. It could take her several minutes to disentangle the dream’s reality from her own.

What had she dreamed? She had been talking to someone. And she had been amused, and relaxed, and happy.

Then she remembered, and the smile froze on her face.

She had still been pregnant, farther along than before, and the baby had been moving, wriggling around, poking her with an elbow or a knee or maybe a foot. And she had been talking to it, saying something like, Hey, watch with the gymnastics already! Plenty of time for that later! And as if teasing her, it had seemed to flip entirely over. How had she managed to, literally, dream up so peculiar a sensation?

Some dreams seemed so normal, however strange, until you woke up and thought about them and shivered from the creepiness. This was one of . . . . no, it wasn’t.

It should have been creepy to dream of something living inside her and shoving at her and pushing her belly out of shape. She wanted it to chill her, now that she was awake. But the dream had been, still was, so . . . sweet.

Toni found herself humming a tune, something old and seldom heard. They might have been playing it at the clinic, in the waiting room. What was it? She fumbled with her phone and sang the tune wordlessly at it, clicking for an identification. The phone answered her immediately, along with a helpful translation.

“Je Regrette Rien. French title, meaning I Regret Nothing, more commonly known as No Regrets.”

If only she were sure that was true.
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​Chapter 2
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​Toni

Toni would visit Mom, rather than call. It was easier to fake calm by phone, though she wouldn’t bet on fooling Mom any — but a phone couldn’t give you a hug. And neither could her stuffed animals, at least not enough of one.

She sent a short message. Could I come see you today?

The “bing” of the reply came almost at once. Lovely! Come any time.

Toni inspected herself in the mirror. No obvious stains, eyes barely pink. She’d do. Coming over now.

It was obvious where Toni had acquired her love of comfort food. Mom greeted her first with the longed-for hug, and then with a tall, steaming mug of cocoa — a year-round treat in their family — and a plate of freshly baked oatmeal cookies. With chocolate chips. YUM.

Mom put the plate on the table in the breakfast nook and sat in her chair, too big for her but made comfortable by plenty of cushions. Toni took the seat cushion out of the other chair, leaned it against the wall, and sat on the floor, warming her hands on her mug and then warming her face with her hands. Mom smiled with nostalgia for a habit Toni had had as long as she could remember.

Mom did the talking at first, updating Toni on her garden and garden pests while Toni drank half the mugful of cocoa and ate a cookie. When Toni sat back and sighed in satisfied greed, her mother finally asked, “How are you doing, sweetheart?”

Toni picked up another cookie, took a smaller bite than before, and tried to smile. “Kind of shaky.”

Mom studied her face. “I can think of a few different reasons for that. Want to tell me which it is?”

Toni took a deep breath, as shaky as the rest of her. “I had that procedure. The donation. I’m not —” It was hard to say, as hard as it had been to confess the pregnancy in the first place. “I’m not pregnant any more.”

Mom reached out to take her hand and squeeze it. “Are you in any pain? Do you have medication for it?”

That was Mom, always practical. “I’m fine. They gave me pills. Just don’t ask me to transplant any trees.”

Mom sipped her own cocoa, then got up to fetch the pot and refill Toni’s mug. She patted Toni’s shoulder, sat down again, and said, “So you have your life back. Now what can you do to make it more satisfying?”

Toni tried to remember the visions that had filled her mind as she contemplated her options so recently. “I can bid on bigger projects. By the time I get any, if I do, I’ll be up to managing them, physically. And in between, I can do more traveling. I still haven’t been to Thailand, and you know I’ve always wanted to.”

Her mother arched an eyebrow. “And?”

Toni huffed in frustration. “Meeting someone isn’t something I can just arrange. And I am not going to try any of those match sites. Not even if you pay for them.”

Mom nodded vigorously. “No danger of that. I learned my lesson. If I’d met your father in some more natural way, maybe at a gardening club or a professional conference, things might have worked out better.”

A chance to change the subject! “Didn’t you just get back from a conference? Was it interesting? Did you learn anything?”

Mom’s mouth twitched in a way that said I know what you’re up to, but she answered. “More than I expected. I got some great questions from the audience when I gave my own presentation, and the updates I attended about the new federal rules will keep me from making embarrassing blunders in my latest case.”

Toni looked down in an attempt to hide her blush. She tended to forget just how well respected Mom had become in the legal profession, and that she was more likely to give presentations than attend them. At least she’d done some of each, this time.

Mom’s gaze went unfocused as she pondered something or other. Toni finished her cookie, contemplated another, held off for the moment, and finally asked, “What are you thinking about?”

Mom shook her head. “Just something that occurred to me. I might go into it later, if it seems pertinent. But for now, tell me about how your sculptures are coming along. Show me pictures!”

Toni called up the photos on her phone, peeling it off and handing it over so she could sink back into the chair with another cookie. She tried to think of nothing but cookies and cocoa and her mother’s eager interest, and almost succeeded.

​The clinic had sent more material after Toni left, and Toni had been putting off reading it. But it was time.

The message seemed to be intended to reassure mothers like her — donors — who might be coping with regrets. It talked up the adoption process, the care with which adoptive parents were screened and the paragons of virtue that got picked. It reeked of bureaucratic happy talk. Toni moved to toss her tablet into the grizzly’s lap, then reconsidered and opened the search program. “Adoption of donated fetuses.”

More detail, here, though the usual mishmash of sources. Most of them agreed on a few points. People applied for adoption in general, not for particular fetuses. The Bureau gave the applicants a preliminary review and then, if they passed, kept their names on file, to be considered when fetuses became available. Applicants were immediately disqualified for felony convictions within twenty years, misdemeanor convictions within ten years, psychiatric hospitalization within ten years, ongoing medical problems requiring more than fifteen doctor visits per year or involving a prognosis of death or certain kinds of disability within five years, donation of an embryo or fetus within ten years —

Toni dropped the tablet on the bed and got up to pace. It made sense, in a way. It wouldn’t be fair to the child if someone adopted it out of guilt. Guilt might not last — the day to day frustrations and burdens of parenthood might wear through it all too soon.

She picked up the tablet again, too tense to sit, and read standing up.

The point at which adoptive parents were assigned a pre-born child depended on the embryo’s or fetus’s stage of development at donation. There was speculation about what might happen if somehow, no parent had been approved by the date of delivery — but nothing even rising to the level of rumor. Apparently this had not been an actual problem.

Next topic. Some adoptions were “open,” with the donor getting various updates and sometimes playing a part in the child’s life, but it was up to the adoptive parents whether to go that route. The department didn’t do anything to encourage it, though it provided a way for the parents to contact donors if they chose.

Toni left the tablet on her bed and headed for the kitchen. Time to finally make that big pot of oatmeal. There was nothing wrong with oatmeal for lunch. And maybe cocoa to go with it.

Stirring the oatmeal, she imagined adoptive parents getting the hoped-for message, turning to each other, clutching each other in joy . . . . Were any of her friends likely to want families soon? And if so, would they have any interest in adoption as a way to do it?

She stirred harder, splashing a little oatmeal out of the pot. What a stupid idea. Even if she found someone, the odds that they’d get her baby were less than tiny. Some couple or triad, on the list for months, might already be visiting it, talking to it, singing to it or reading it stories.

She turned the heat down on the stove and picked up her tablet again. Had the information from the clinic said whether the baby was, would be, a boy or a girl?

No, not even that. She could have asked. They might have told her. Now she’d never know.

She clenched her teeth on her lower lip and went back to the stove. Hot, filling oatmeal couldn’t come too soon.

​Six days after the procedure, Toni headed in to see her doctor, as per the clinic’s instructions. She had explained why when she made the appointment. And she was probably imagining things when she thought the receptionist gave her a longer look than usual at the check-in window. There was no stigma about donating. It was, in fact, a socially useful and public-spirited thing to do.

All true. Even if it felt like rationalizing.

Her doctor did various sorts of imaging and then examined her by touch. “Tender there?”

Ouch. “A little.”

“That’s only natural. It took me a few weeks before all the surface soreness went away. Though of course I had to be careful for longer about lifting heavy objects.” The doctor peeled off her gloves and studied the images on her monitor. “All looking fine.”

Toni stared at the doctor. “You donated?”

The doctor bit her lip and then released it. “No. My apologies, that was careless of me. I should have said, it took that long after my C-section. Which took place when the baby was only six months along, so the incision wasn’t as large as for many, though much larger than yours.”

She hadn’t known how much she wanted the reassurance of another woman, someone respected and successful, having made the same choice until it was dangled in front of her and snatched away. She gritted her teeth and breathed through her nose until she was sure she wouldn’t cry.

The question popped into her head and out her mouth. “What would happen if someone had a fetus implanted?”

The doctor’s head jerked around. She got up from the monitor, came over to Toni, and took her hand. “Your uterus has already reverted to its pre-pregnancy condition. It would take months of preparatory hormone treatment before you could possibly have a fetus transplanted into you, and it would be significantly more risky. Not that any doctor would be allowed to perform such a transplant.”

Months. Her own baby would be too big to fit, by then. Unless there was some way to stretch the uterus in advance. And no one would consider helping her do anything of the kind.

She’d made her choice. There was no taking it back. She could only move on. But move on in what direction?
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Poloma

​Poloma Clark relished days like this one. Whatever the demands on her, she almost always made time two or three times a month to put aside managerial duties and do the work that felt more important, helping distraught women and their future offspring and society all at the same time. She dropped her briefcase on the reception desk, smiled at the security guard, made sure the Open sign was illuminated, and went back to the desk to extract her tablet. One of her cousins, a software maven, had sent her a new puzzle program for her last birthday; she could work on it between arrivals, and perhaps get past the “expert” level. 

Almost immediately, a girl and an older woman — from the resemblance, probably her mother — came through the door and approached the desk, the girl tugging the mother along. Interesting family dynamic there. The girl bounced a little as she walked, full of energy, fit and muscular — probably active in sports, in pursuit of a championship or medal. The mother might have wanted the girl to keep the child, but realized there was no way to force the issue, not with social services and the courts ready to support the girl’s decision. Poloma greeted them, invited them to sit, reassured them, took down the necessary information, and summarized what would happen next.

As she had expected, the girl had no questions except “How long will it take?” and “Can I do whatever I want to afterwards?” The mother looked as if she had questions aplenty, but no hope of liking the answers. She opened her mouth a couple of times, once looking at Poloma and once at the girl, but closed it again, her face sagging further into sadness.

When she was sure no more questions were forthcoming, Poloma summoned a guide. The daughter looked the young man up and down, and followed him with that same spring in her step, already looking forward to the freedom she was about to regain. The mother trudged after.

There was a lull after the two of them vanished inside. Poloma opened her puzzle, racing her previous record. She was almost annoyed for a moment when the door slid open again, but she shook off the inappropriate feeling, paused the program, and turned toward the newcomer with a smile. Young, a few years out of the nest; medium to tall; short pink hair that used to be blonde, a light pink Poloma could not have attempted without bleaching her hair first; lean, if not so thin as Poloma. Boots so bulky they must be some kind of ironic statement. Loosely fitting clothes in various colors of faded denim — not Poloma’s style, but an aesthetically agreeable effect. And smart. Smart showed, in the eyes and even the posture. Overall, potentially simpatico. It would feel especially good to help someone like this, help her preserve and pursue what was probably an interesting life.

Poloma was already welcoming the woman while she sized her up. She was prepared for the woman’s first words to be a little different, original. She listened with a sense of pleasant anticipation.

“I’m not — I don’t need a tour.”

Was she a repeat client? Poloma would not let herself frown. There might have been some good reason for the woman not to accept an implant. Though two unplanned pregnancies, even without an implant, suggested carelessness. It would be a shame if this woman was careless.

“I was here nine days ago.”

She couldn’t possibly be pregnant again that soon. Not carelessness, then, good.

“I was wondering whether I could see it. The — baby.”

One of those. Not what Poloma had taken this shift for. But it would be a useful exercise, and would help her train receptionists in dealing with these awkward situations. And at least the woman cared. That smug teenager would never reappear with such a request. “I’m sorry. We’ve found that any further contact isn’t helpful in the donor’s adjustment process.”

The woman stood up straighter and lifted her head a little. She probably didn’t like the bland social-worker language. Understandable. If they ever got to know each other, maybe she could give Poloma some ideas on a less cookie-cutter response. But their getting to know each other was looking less likely.

Some reassurance was indicated. “I assure you the embryo —” A guess, but if the pregnancy had been far enough along for “fetus” to be accurate, the woman would probably show more signs of the pregnancy. “— is doing just fine, developing every bit as well as before the procedure.” With some reluctance — Poloma thought this policy ill-advised — she added, “And if you look at the literature we sent you, you’ll see that when the baby is delivered, you’ll receive a thank-you note from all of us here.” At least the actual date wouldn’t be included for donors to obsess over.

Would the woman give up and go home? No, she wouldn’t. If anything, she would probe further. Yes, there she went: “Do adoptive parents get to visit, before the baby is, is . . .”

“Once applicants for adoption go through an extensive process and are approved, they’re allowed to visit before the delivery, most often once a week. The incubators are mobile and can be taken to visiting rooms, so the parents can talk to the fetus more freely. A microphone system lets their voices pass through to the fetus much as a biological mother’s and even other family members’ voices would if the fetus were still in utero.”

Poloma’s fondness for detail had led her into a misstep. The woman winced at the words “biological mother,” or the reference to hearing a mother’s voice, or both. Poloma softened her tone. “I’m sorry. What I was going to say is that only approved adoptive parents have visiting privileges. It’s better not to raise anyone’s hopes prematurely. Or to confuse the fetus with extraneous voices.”

The woman flinched again at “extraneous.” Poloma’s sure touch with clients had somehow gone missing this morning. What else could go wrong?

“What if I, if I wanted to adopt my own baby?”

To think she had felt an initial interest in, even kinship with, this troublesome client! Poloma’s disappointment had a sharp edge almost like betrayal. “Such an application would not be considered.”

Not that she actually knew as much. But she couldn’t imagine any such thing being permitted.

The woman, thank goodness, was finally in retreat. “That’s what I thought. I saw something in the paperwork . . . but it was about adopting any baby. I thought it, it might be different if . . . I’m sorry. I’ve had trouble sleeping, and I keep thinking instead.” She dropped her eyes, light brown lashes obscuring the green, and said again, “I’m sorry.”

Back on familiar ground, and what a relief that was. “Such symptoms aren’t uncommon. You should have been provided with instructions about what to expect, and some sample medication.” Poloma rummaged in her desk drawer. “I may have some additional samples here . . . .”

The woman stepped back, hands up as if fending off the offer. “No, they gave me all that. I just forgot about it. Thank you.” And she turned and walked slowly out the door.

Poloma blew out accumulated tension in a long whistling breath. “Well. Life on the front lines.” She shook her head and settled back in her chair.

She made a hash of the puzzle.

​​​Poloma was on her way to lunch, still unsettled, when the tableau at the reception desk caught her ear and her eye. A new hire, more girl than woman but stylish and sure of herself, sat behind the desk. The woman across from her made for quite a contrast, positively unkempt from her dirty tangled hair to her too-tight, fraying sweater to her too-small spangled pumps. The girl at the desk was not effectively hiding – or not trying to hide — her contempt.

Poloma skidded to a halt and approached the desk, smiling at the woman with practiced ease before telling the girl, “I’ll take over here. Please wait for me in my office.”

The girl, obviously not in the habit of concealing her feelings, shoved her chair back sharply and stalked off in a huff. Probably hungry. Poloma certainly was. But treating a client properly took precedence. She sat down and smiled again. “Have you already been thanked for coming in today? I hope so.”

The woman looked bewildered and gave no answer beyond a twitch of her shoulder, possibly meant as a shrug. Poloma glanced at the screen to see how far the girl had gotten. She completed the intake interview in her most soothing tones, taking her time, waiting for the guide to arrive before thanking the woman again and heading back up to her office.

The new hire was waiting, fidgeting in a chair. Instead of sitting behind her desk, Poloma took the other visitor chair and pulled it to face the girl. She began by asking, “Have you been through the new hire orientation?”

The girl rolled her eyes, with some excuse given that the orientation was mandatory. Poloma ignored it and went on. “Do you remember the demonstration of how to treat incoming clients? And the role play exercises?”

The girl’s affirmative response was as close to surly as she could have gotten away with. Poloma held tight to her patience. It was crucial to make this young woman understand. And she knew the story most likely to get through her resistance.

“I can understand how the woman with whom you were dealing this morning might have rubbed you the wrong way. I’ll admit she had the same effect on me.” Reluctantly, Poloma decided the occasion called for revealing personal information. “In fact, she reminded me of a couple of my least favorite neighbors, from where I lived as a child and adolescent.”

The girl sat up abruptly, almost as if Poloma had stuck her with a pin.

“When I was relatively new here, I had a client come in who was even younger than I was, and several months into her pregnancy. She sat in the chair cracking her gum and checking her nails, paying me no attention. It irritated me. I wanted to get to her somehow, to make her treat me seriously. I started asking her questions about how she came to be pregnant.”

The girl’s eyes went wide.

“Yes, it was against the rules, then as much as now. But her attitude had gotten under my skin, and I didn’t much care if I made her uncomfortable. Naturally, she was embarrassed. She didn’t want to answer me.” It was hard to tell this story. It never got easier. “And then I said that if she was ashamed to talk about it, she should have been ashamed to do it.”

The girl’s jaw dropped a little.

“She burst into tears and ran out of the building. By the time I could get out from behind the desk and follow her, she was lost in the crowd.”

The girl was breathing a little faster now, caught in the suspense of the story. “Did you find her? Did she come back?”

Poloma swallowed the sour taste in her mouth. “I never found her, and she didn’t come back. But I did see her again — or rather, a picture of her, on the news. She had been arrested for getting an abortion. The clinics hadn’t been open that long, then, and abortion had been legal here until a year or so before this happened. Abortionists weren’t as hard to find.”

She had accomplished her goal. The girl stared at her, upper lip quivering a little, on the verge of tears.

“I expected to be fired. I certainly deserved to be fired. But they let me stay on, after some more training. And I have tried my best, ever since, to make up for that day, that tragedy. To make sure that every woman who comes through that door is thanked for coming to us, and for giving her baby a future.”
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