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      This story is a work of fiction. Names, characters, institutions, events, and incidents in this book are either the product of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to a person living or deceased is purely coincidental. This book is not intended to give medical advice or describe the process of in vitro fertilization in a comprehensive manner.

    

  


  
    
      This book is dedicated to children who’ve come into the world through the miracle of in vitro fertilization. You are a blessing.
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      December 13, 2010: Breaking headline on the website of KTXR, Richmond, Virginia.

      
        
        PREMIER FERTILITY CENTER SHUT DOWN AMID RUMORS INVOLVING POSSIBLE ILLEGAL USE OF DONOR SPERM

      

      

      McArthur Fertility Institute, located in Richmond, Virginia, has been ordered to cease all operations by the Virginia Department of Health. Dr. Owen Hicks, the Institute’s director, had his medical license suspended pending an investigation into the Institute’s possible use of donor sperm without patient consent.

      Earlier this morning, the university released a statement saying, “All fertility services, including in vitro fertilization, are temporarily suspended pending an investigation into possible inconsistencies regarding use of donor sperm. We continue to have our patients’ safety and well-being as our primary focus.” Additionally, KTXR learned that more than one hundred patients who became pregnant during the previous year simultaneously received registered letters referencing “possible inconsistencies” and were directed to call and arrange counseling and/or genetic testing as appropriate.

      McArthur University recruited Dr. Hicks and his partner, Dr. Ajay Kumar, to start the Institute twelve years ago. Boasting a pregnancy rate 30 percent higher than the industry norm, it has become a premier center in the field of infertility treatment and cutting-edge technologies.

      Calls to McArthur were referred to their legal representative, Kirsten Clarke, of Powell, Siegel and Hill, LLC.

      Tune into the ten o’clock news as KTXR interviews two couples who received treatment at McArthur and are currently pregnant and facing some tough decisions.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        TWO MONTHS EARLIER

      

      

      The first time Evie and Leon Coleman entered the luxurious lobby of the McArthur Fertility Institute, she’d gone right to the fountain and gazed at the glittering coins littering the bottom. Beside her, Leon fished a shiny penny from his pocket and held it out to her. She’d tossed it toward the far side and watched her reflection in the disturbed water. Her large brown eyes stared back at her, shimmering with so much hope.

      Now they’d been coming here for months in an increasingly desperate attempt to have a baby. They’d spent most of their meager savings on one IVF cycle. If this didn’t work, they’d have to find another way. The procedure two weeks ago had been technically successful, and today they’d learn if they would finally become parents.

      A solemn hush surrounded them. The outside noise became a mere whisper. Leon turned her toward him, smoothed her curly black hair with his big hands, and then enveloped her in his strong arms.

      Standing outside the clinic’s door, she drew in a breath, momentarily closed her eyes for a quick prayer, and took Leon’s hand. As she moved to open the door, he tugged her to a stop.

      His tone was soft but urgent when he whispered, “Evie, I love you. No matter what.”
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        * * *

      

      Dr. Joyce Porter was running late. As she strode down the hall toward the conference room, her high heels clicked a nervous beat. She smiled, remembering how thrilled the young couple had been, plying her with questions about their barely begun pregnancy.

      Evie and Leon Coleman were one of her favorite couples. The whole process had been hard for them, both financially and emotionally. She’d taken her time answering their questions until her assistant knocked on the door to let her know the four o’clock meeting was about to begin.

      As she rushed along, she reminded herself why she loved her job.

      She’d been with the Institute for two years, following ten long years of medical school, residency, and fellowship training. She’d turned down two offers from other university programs and accepted the clinical director position at McArthur because of its outstanding reputation as a place of cutting-edge research and treatment. It also offered her the most generous salary and benefit package, which was important given her $150,000 student debt.

      Joyce would never admit it, except to her husband, but she often felt overwhelmed by the responsibilities and fast pace of the Institute. Some might call it imposter syndrome. At thirty-four years of age, she wondered if she would ever feel entirely comfortable in a place like McArthur, which pushed the boundaries of science in the service of advancing the field of reproductive medicine.

      During medical school, she’d fallen in love with Obstetrics and Gynecology, and chose to work in the evolving field of in vitro fertilization. Her mother, a staunch Roman Catholic, worried that most of what Joyce did each day was immoral. She told Joyce almost every time they spoke that her work was “definitely against the Church’s teaching.” But Joyce found great personal satisfaction in helping couples like Evie and Leon become parents.

      Her heel skidded on the polished floor.

      “Nice shoes, Dr. Porter,” said one of the OB residents who was hurrying in the opposite direction.

      She was embarrassed to admit, even to herself, that she wore high-heeled shoes to shore up her confidence. She was the youngest staff member, and at five foot two inches, she was also the shortest.

      Inhaling a deep breath, she pushed quietly into the room and took a seat at the far end of the long conference table. Dr. Owen Hicks was a stickler for starting meetings on time, and he never missed an opportunity to chide a tardy team member. Along with often being rude and arrogant, he was particularly hard on female staff, so it was no surprise to Joyce when he paused mid-sentence and fixed her with a steely-eyed glare.

      “You’re late, Dr. Porter,” he growled.

      “Sorry, sir. I got behind in the clinic and⁠—”

      He waved a hand and cut her off. “I don’t care. You should manage your time better, so you aren’t always late.”

      Heat rose to Joyce’s cheeks, and the rest of her colleagues averted their eyes. Only her friend Sally Cohen dared to look at her.

      Hicks wore expensive tailored suits and striped ties, and always combed his thick gray hair back from his forehead. He wasn’t a particularly tall man, and Joyce sometimes wondered if his aggressive manner was a result of insecurity about his height.

      Over the next thirty minutes, he grilled each of the staff members. He was headed to a conference and was always testy when he had to be off site for any length of time. He refused to accept that the staff was capable. They resented his micromanaging but put up with his behavior to remain part of the prestigious institute.

      Joyce caught Sally’s glance as Hicks droned on, and they both did a slight eye roll. Despite being good friends and colleagues, they were polar opposites in many ways. Sally was outgoing and gregarious, always the life of the party. Joyce tended to be quieter and more introspective. Sally came from a big loud New York family, while Joyce and her younger brother had grown up in a small rural town in Maryland. Sally had warm brown eyes and a mane of luscious chestnut-brown hair. Joyce’s eyes were a sapphire blue, and she wore her blond hair in a short messy bob.

      After the stuffy new-faculty reception during Joyce’s first week at McArthur, Sally had invited her for a drink. They’d bonded over gin and tonics, and since then, they’d made it a point to eat lunch together once a week and enjoy a glass of wine a few times a month.

      One evening, after a second glass of wine, Sally told Joyce that no one at McArthur really liked Owen Hicks. They admired his work and the fact that his department was one of the highest revenue generators at the university but found him to be pompous and cold. The McArthur Fertility Institute had one of the highest pregnancy rates per cycle in the country, a fact he never failed to work into most conversations. His patented technique for embryo culture and ongoing research into cryopreservation of sperm and embryos made him famous internationally, and researchers from all over the world flocked to collaborate with his team.

      Joyce squirmed in her seat and surreptitiously slipped off her shoe. Her feet were killing her. While massaging the ball of her sore foot, she thought about the research she would present next month in New Orleans. Although not nearly as prestigious as the Paris conference Hicks was attending, she was thrilled to have her article accepted for presentation and looked forward to participating on the speaker’s panel. She had ambitions to someday become a famous speaker who was invited to travel the world.

      Her daydreaming about New Orleans was interrupted when Hicks announced, “That’s it. We’re done. Dismissed.”

      The staff gathered their papers and swarmed toward the door.

      “Dr. Porter,” Hicks called before Joyce could follow her coworkers. “I need a word with you. Walk with me to my office.”
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        * * *

      

      In the small park across from the McArthur Institute, the bright afternoon sun illuminated cheerful rust and gold chrysanthemums in well-tended flower beds. Evie and Leon sat together on the ornamental bench, too excited to drive home. They couldn’t stop smiling and exclaiming, “We’re pregnant! We’re going to have a baby!”

      “Let’s go out to dinner and celebrate,” he suggested.

      “Leon, we can’t. We need to save our money for the next ultrasound. Dr. Porter said we’ll be able to see the heartbeat in a few weeks.” Evie impatiently pushed an errant strand of hair behind her ear. “Our health insurance didn’t cover any of the IVF treatment. Without that grant program Dr. Porter suggested, I don’t know how we could’ve afforded it. And don’t forget we have a $2,000 deductible for the prenatal care and delivery.”

      “You worry too much.” He sighed, but she could see in his face that he was worried too. Leon worked as a mechanic at their town’s Ford dealership, and Evie was a receptionist for small family-owned insurance agency. Money was tight, and Leon hoped to keep their medical expenses to a minimum before the baby was born. As it was, they’d had to borrow from his parents and her sister.

      “Maybe we’ll have twins,” she mused. “A boy and a girl.”

      Leon shook his head. “I want one healthy baby. That’s all. And I don’t care if it’s a girl or a boy.”

      “Should we tell anyone?”

      He grasped her hand in his large calloused one and kissed her palm. “Not today. Let’s keep it quiet for now. You heard Dr. Porter. It’s still really early.”

      “But she also said my hormone levels are excellent.”

      “I know, Evie, but I don’t want to jinx it.” He pointed to her abdomen. “How do you feel? Can you tell?”

      She rubbed the area with slow circles. “Not really. I feel the same as before, a little bloated and sore.” She turned to him beaming. “Oh Leon, I can’t wait to feel the baby move.”

      “But she said that’s months away.”

      “I know. But it’s all I can think about.”

      Leon put his arm around Evie’s waist and pulled her close. “You’re going to be a great mom.”

      “And you’re going to be a great dad,” she said, hugging him back. “Now, I’m hungry. Let’s get ice cream before that long drive home. Calcium is good for the baby, right?”

      As they stood up, a tired-looking woman pushing a twin baby stroller walked by. Inside the stroller were two sleeping infants, each wearing identical pink hats.

      Evie looked at Leon and grinned. “Maybe two scoops—in a waffle cone.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Joyce walked through the reception area and waved at Esmeralda. The administrative assistant offered an encouraging smile. As Joyce entered Hicks’s private office, the heavy oak door swung closed, and a twinge of anxiety rolled through her. She looked through the tall, mullioned windows at the late afternoon sky before taking in the spacious interior. The room was large for a faculty office, reflecting the place of privilege its owner held in the university hierarchy. It was meant to be intimidating, and she had to admit the old-fashioned grandeur was quite effective.

      Multiple diplomas lined the walls, along with awards for scientific achievements. Several pictures of Hicks and well-known scientists were prominently displayed. There was even a photo of two famous political figures with a smiling toddler. According to watercooler rumors, Hicks had helped them become pregnant.

      Flashing back to her first time in this office, she realized she’d never felt comfortable with Hicks. At the time, she’d attributed her discomfort to the normal awe at meeting someone of his stature for the first time. While the reverence was long gone, the discomfort remained, and if anything, the feeling had intensified. At staff meetings, his gaze often lingered on her in an appraising manner, one which always made her look away. She tried not to be overly sensitive, but she suspected he singled her out more than others for daily criticism. She momentarily tightened her lips as she remembered his earlier cutting remark.

      How unfair for him to call me out, she thought. I’m only late when it’s something important!

      Hicks settled into a leather wingback chair in the corner of the room like it was a throne and motioned for Joyce to sit on the adjacent couch. He looked her over with a gaze that felt predatory and sinister. For a moment, she imagined Hicks trying to kiss her and felt slightly sick.

      Sinking onto the luxurious couch, she took a deep breath and told herself to stop being dramatic. But, unbidden, she remembered a previous late afternoon meeting. At the end of that meeting, Hicks had followed her to the door and his hand had brushed her hip. She’d been embarrassed and confused but had ignored the gesture and exited in a hurry.

      Today, this sitting arrangement felt too intimate, their knees almost touching. She would have preferred it if he’d been seated behind his ostentatious desk, giving her plenty of distance.

      “So, Dr. Porter,” Hicks’s gravelly voice cut into her thoughts. “I understand you’re not planning to attend the Paris conference.”

      “That’s right. My paper was accepted for the Society of Reproductive Medicine conference in New Orleans next month. I don’t want to be away too much while our patient load is so heavy. We have over thirty couples scheduled to begin IVF in the next four weeks, and you know⁠—”

      “Yes, I know,” he interrupted. “But you have to understand that if your career is to advance, then you must make it a priority to attend these important meetings. I was looking forward to showing you Paris and introducing you to my esteemed colleagues. Who, by the way, will all be there.” This last comment was emphasized with raised eyebrows and a stern look. “My wife doesn’t enjoy these meetings anymore, so she stays home with our daughters. Since you won’t be in Paris, I expect you to attend several events in New Orleans with me.” As he spoke, his gaze traveled from her mouth to her breasts, then down her body. Finally, it rested on her legs which were crossed at the ankles. Joyce met his piercing hawk-like gaze and squeezed her knees closer together, wishing her pencil skirt was a little longer and a little less fitted. “Yes, well, I already have plans to attend the meeting with Dr. Cohen.”

      At this, Hicks’s expression turned glacial. “Dr. Porter, I don’t think you comprehend the importance of my continued support for your nascent academic career. I expect you to arrange your schedule to accompany me. Do you understand?”

      Her face warmed and she looked away. She took a deep breath before answering, “Yes, sir, I’ll do my best.”

      Rising from his chair, he held out his hand to her. She hesitantly gave him her own, and he squeezed it painfully. After holding it a moment too long, he commented, “See that you do.”

      As she rushed toward the exit, Hicks’s hand again casually brushed along her lower back and then down to her hip. She flushed and refused to look at him as she strode away.

      As Joyce left the office, she noticed Esmeralda was already gone for the day. Looking outside at the lowering angle of the sun, she realized it must be close to 6:30. She pushed Owen Hicks from her mind and remembered her tai chi class started in a half hour, and she’d have to hustle to not be late. Oh geez. Late again. Maybe Hicks is right. But there’s always so much to do and not enough time in the day.

      Briefly, she wondered if she should skip class and head home. She was tired and her feet hurt from the killer heels. A glass of wine and some leftover take-out while catching up on her journal reading sounded like a better plan. But she reminded herself, she always felt calm and focused after class. Deciding it was absolutely worth it, she race-walked to her office to change into her uniform. If the traffic was light, she’d be right on time.
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      Dr. Ajay Kumar, Director of the McArthur Institute’s Reproductive Endocrine Lab, met up with Hicks while he was preparing to lock his office door.

      “We have to talk,” Kumar whispered as he pushed the door open and stepped inside.

      Hicks looked at him with a curious gaze before following. “Go on,” he said, noting that Kumar looked uncharacteristically agitated.

      Kumar shut the outer office door. “Something is wrong with our sperm preservation process. You know how we always freeze some in case the husband can’t provide a sample on the day of the retrieval? The last few vials of several different husbands’ sperm have all been non-motile. Not one swimmer—just dead or quivering.”

      Hicks snorted dismissively. “Ajay, it isn’t like we haven’t had issues before. Figure out what’s going on and fix it.”

      “I’ve been trying, but we have a substantial number of couples in cycle right now. I’m not sure what’s going to happen in the next few weeks. And we’re also having some problems with the embryos not properly developing after fertilization, so you can see that it’s not one simple problem or fix. And we’re almost out of the frozen samples we’ve banked for emergencies.” Kumar paused, taking a nervous breath. “And of course, you’re going out of town next week, again.” This last statement ended in a long-suffering whine.

      “Oh, for God’s sake, Ajay! Stop complaining. You know what to do until the problem is fixed. Stay the course and keep those pregnancy rates up.” With that admonition, Hicks pushed Kumar back into the hallway, slammed the heavy door, and marched off.
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        * * *

      

      Joyce entered her office and changed into loose-fitting black tai chi pants and a long-sleeved tee emblazoned with the martial arts logo, taking care not to bang her elbow or knee in the cramped space. Unlike Hicks’s office, hers was barely big enough for a desk, coat rack, and bookshelf. Her gaze rested on a picture of her husband, Bill, taken years ago when they’d been on their honeymoon in Hilton Head, South Carolina. He was wearing his favorite Pittsburgh Pirates ball cap. He looked tanned and fit and gazed at the camera with a confident smile.

      Looking past the picture on her desk, she noticed the African violet that was growing lopsided toward the small window, seeking light. She shrugged into her coat and grabbed her tote, both recent brand-name finds at her favorite discount store. Stuffing the new tote with the monthly financial reports for the clinic and the latest Journal of Reproductive Endocrinology, she headed out the side door to the staff parking lot.

      She waved at Dr. Ajay Kumar as he exited from the opposite side of the clinic, and he nodded distractedly as he opened the door of his older model sedan. She wondered about his late departure but figured his workload must be as overwhelming as hers.

      Kumar was an enigma. After two years, she barely knew him. As the director of the Reproductive Endocrine Lab, he was tasked with overseeing all technical aspects of the in vitro process, which were vital to the program’s success. Professionally, they got along, and Joyce found him pleasant but distant. He was a small man, dark and compact, who moved energetically and always seemed to be in a hurry.

      Sally had told her he emigrated from India as a teen with his parents, both university professors, and attended college and graduate school in the United States. Kumar and Hicks had gone to the same medical school and had been recruited together to start the Institute. The Institute’s success was attributed to the dedication and brilliance of their team, as well as the novel techniques they perfected for processing sperm and storing embryos.

      She wondered if Kumar ever felt jealous, forever lost in the shadow of Hicks’s oversize personality and success. After all, Hicks was the one who was asked to speak at international conferences, who wrote the oft-cited textbook, and who had the biggest office at the university, after the president.

      Not my problem, she thought, as she threw her purse in the backseat, climbed into her well-loved Honda, and sped away.
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        * * *

      

      Driving home after tai chi class, Joyce mentally reviewed her day. She savored the image of delight tinged with fragile hope in the faces of Leon and Evie. They had borrowed money to afford their IVF cycle despite the assistance they received from the university. The grant program, designed to help financially challenged patients, was something Joyce had proposed and fought for when she’d first arrived at McArthur. Hicks had been firmly against it, but with unexpected support from the university’s president, who liked the optics of helping the needy, the McArthur Foundation agreed to fund the program for three years. She was thrilled Evie and Leon had applied. And then Hicks intruded into her thoughts.

      She grudgingly admitted to herself that he was right about her career. His support and introductions to important people in the field could indeed help her advance. She dreamed of becoming part of the “elite” inner academic circle, the ones who were invited to write articles and received plum speaker invitations.

      But the man gave her the creeps. She needed to find a way to let him know that his insinuations and casual touches were unwelcome. Maybe she’d talk about it with Sally at their next lunch.

      She wondered who else in the department might be able to help advance her career and thought about approaching Ajay Kumar. She considered Kumar and his team the magicians behind the curtain who deftly utilized modern technology that was merely dreamed about decades earlier.

      If I can shadow him for a few days while Hicks is away, she thought, maybe I’ll have a better understanding about what actually happens in that lab.
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        * * *

      

      Ajay motored through the sluggish evening traffic with a scowl on his face. His meeting with Hicks had gone as expected, but he was tired of the stress and the expectation that they maintain their unusually high pregnancy rate. From the time they’d met in medical school, Hicks had been driven to exceed expectations, and he felt completely justified in using any means to achieve his ends.

      Hicks was at the top of his game and had it all, power, prestige, and fame. Ajay realized he too enjoyed a measure of recognition from the success of the clinic, but the lion’s share went to Owen Hicks.

      And it always has, he thought resentfully. Once again, Hicks was traveling, all expenses paid, to an international conference, and Ajay was left behind, expected to solve all problems with quick discretion.

      As he maneuvered through the evening traffic, Ajay ruminated about his own career. He had turned down several offers from other universities and even briefly considered returning to India with his family. However, he felt compelled to stay at McArthur because of his daughter. Riya was only five and had cerebral palsy. Her associated medical conditions required nearly constant care on the part of Nita, his wife.

      Riya had a team of doctors, therapists, and caregivers who knew her. Overall, she was doing remarkably well. Last week, she’d contracted pneumonia and landed in the ICU, but the pediatric team quickly recognized the problem, and she was now back home.

      I can’t leave anytime soon. he thought. It would be too hard on my family.

      Pulling into the driveway, Ajay realized he needed to watch his back. Hicks didn’t understand that the current problems weren’t going to be easily solved, and what they were doing to cover it up wasn’t exactly ethical or legal. As the past had demonstrated, when anything went awry, Hicks had a way of pushing the responsibility off on others and emerging as the hero rather than the villain.

      Turning off the car, Ajay gathered his thoughts while listening to the ticking of the cooling engine. Before opening the kitchen door, he pasted a smile on his face and pushed aside all nagging thoughts of work.

      After entering with a confident stride, he leaned over to kiss his daughter, who was sitting at the table in her custom-made wheelchair. His wife, standing at the stove, was stirring a fragrant pot of vegetable curry. He gazed into her tired, loving eyes and enveloped her in a warm hug.
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        * * *

      

      After finishing her leftover mandarin chicken, Joyce settled down in her small living room with a glass of wine. Her fat tabby, Mittens, vaulted into her lap. She called Bill, and he answered on the second ring. “Hi, it’s me.”

      “Hey, sweetie, what’s up?”

      “Nothing much. I was late for my tai chi class. I really hate that! You know me, I’m the person who arrives three hours early at the airport, but today I couldn’t keep up. Hicks even made a snide remark about it at our staff meeting.”

      “Hmm, sounds like there was a lot going on. But I do remember you being late for our first date,” he teased.

      “I wasn’t late! You were early. Anyway, we’re learning a new style. It even has some kicks and spins. Oh, and my favorite couple—the really cute ones who always have lots of questions—is pregnant. How about you?”

      “Pretty routine day. I’m almost done with my Advanced Statistics class, thank goodness, and I met with my advisor. She has some good ideas for how I can establish a control group for my study.”

      As they chatted about the details of their days, Joyce realized how much she needed these phone calls. Although they’d made the decision together to live apart for a few years so each could pursue their dream career, she really missed him.

      He’d been fortunate to land a spot in the Public Health and Policy doctoral program at Johns Hopkins. She counted the days until they would live together again in the same city and worried that he kept mentioning the possibility of a post-doc fellowship at the Center for Disease Control. Atlanta was a lot farther away from Richmond than Baltimore.

      Talking to Bill daily kept her grounded, even though some evenings they only spoke for a few moments, each of them too exhausted from the stress of work or classes. Their nightly phone calls showed commitment to their marriage. They prioritized seeing each other every weekend, but that didn’t always happen, especially if she was on call or Bill was on a research deadline.

      “I’m really looking forward to this weekend,” she said. “I’ve made reservations at our favorite bed and breakfast in Williamsburg. When do you think you can get there?”

      “Well, I’ll try to leave a little early, but you know the Friday traffic around DC can be a bear.”

      She pictured the new sexy silk pajamas she’d found on sale at Victoria’s Secret. She really hoped Bill would leave his books and papers behind so they could sleep late, take long walks, and have plenty of sex. They hadn’t been together in almost two weeks, and she wondered if he missed their physical intimacy as much as she did. She pictured them making love in a large four-poster bed in a candlelit room and felt a tingle of anticipation. The weekend couldn’t come soon enough.

      “So, what does the rest of your week look like?” he asked.

      “Not too bad. I see patients in the afternoons, and Hicks leaves next week for Paris. He’ll be gone for two weeks. Thank God!”

      “Good news. That guy sounds like a jerk. I’m glad you won’t have to put up with his nasty remarks for a while.”

      If only it was just nasty remarks, Joyce thought, but instead she said, “Everyone is looking forward to a little break. We are still crazy busy, but we all work better when he’s not peering over our shoulders. I’m thinking of asking our IVF lab director if I can spend a few days with him learning the technical protocols.”

      “Sounds like a great idea. Okay, gotta run. Early seminar tomorrow morning, and I’m presenting.”

      “Good luck. Love you.”

      “Love you too. Bye.”
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        * * *

      

      Evie and Leon stood next to each other in their tiny bathroom, brushing their teeth over the single bowl sink. Earlier in the evening, they’d gone to the library and checked out several books on pregnancy and newborn care. Evie planned to stock up on yogurt, raisins, and lots of fiber-containing fruits and vegetables because she’d read that pregnant women sometimes got constipated. She wished she could afford organic, but produce was expensive.

      She’d make an appointment with her local OB the next morning and transfer care in a couple of months. As much as she liked Dr. Porter, she was ready to go back to her doctor and feel like a “normal” expectant mother.

      As they prepared for bed, their black-and-white rescue cat, Daisy, jumped on the comforter and prepared to settle in. Leon shooed her away.

      “What are you doing?” Evie asked.

      “Getting Daisy off the bed. Now that you’re pregnant, she can’t sleep up here.”

      “What do you mean? Why not?”

      “Didn’t you read that cats can carry some kind of germ that is bad for pregnancies—toxo something.”

      “Toxoplasmosis. Yes, I know about it. But, Leon, I won’t get it from Daisy sleeping on the bed.”

      “I don’t want to take any chances,” he insisted.

      She patted him on the arm before sitting down on the bed. “Great. That means you’ll change the litter box every day, right?”

      With a dramatic groan as he climbed in on the other side, he retorted, “Well, if I have to.” He turned out the light and they snuggled together with Daisy at their feet. “Love you, Evie,” he said, caressing her still flat abdomen, “and love you, baby boy or girl.”

      She sighed contentedly. “We love you too, Leon.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

        

      

    

    
      Monday morning was dark and chilly, and Joyce moaned when the alarm buzzed at 5:35, hitting the snooze button for the second time. She nudged the cat off her feet and burrowed into the pillow for a few more moments of slumber.

      With Hicks in Paris, she hoped the week would be more relaxed. Standing under a blistering hot shower, Joyce closed her eyes and let the water sluice over her shoulders, back, and pubis. She was a little sore from the weekend, and she smiled thinking about her time with Bill.

      Maybe absence does make the heart grow fonder, she mused, happy the weekend getaway in Williamsburg had been everything she’d hoped. Their time together had felt like a second honeymoon. In between taking long walks to enjoy the fall sunshine and perusing the charming shops, much of the time had been spent in bed “making up for lost time,” as Bill put it.

      Joyce had arrived first at their bed and breakfast on Friday evening and spent an hour soaking in a bubble bath. After putting on her new lingerie and the luxurious robe she found hanging in the closet, she lit the scented candles thoughtfully provided by the innkeeper. They gave the room an intimate glow. The eiderdown comforter on the antique canopy bed was turned down and the pillows were fluffed. A bottle of their favorite cabernet was breathing, and she thought it all looked very romantic. She’d even sprinkled a few pink rose petals on the pillow, their floral scent reminding her of her wedding bouquet.

      When Bill arrived much later, things got off to a rocky start. He was tired and irritable after battling the Friday evening rush-hour traffic, prolonged by a fender bender on the interstate. However, after emerging from the bathroom and finding Joyce in her red silk pajamas, her smile sultry and warm, his mood quickly improved.

      As their lips crushed together, they reached out hungrily and immediately moved to the plush bed where their lovemaking was quick and urgent, sans tender caresses or romantic murmurings. Afterward, they shared the wine and devoured the gourmet cheeses, crackers, and olives Joyce had purchased from a nearby upscale epicurean shop.

      “God, I’ve missed you,” he murmured.

      “Me too,” she agreed. “How much longer do you think you’ll have to stay in Baltimore?”

      “Not too long. Maybe a year, year and a half at most.”

      Gently swirling the wine and admiring its legs, Joyce set the glass down before snuggling closer to Bill. “Any chance you could move to Richmond sooner to do the writing and commute weekly for your seminar?”

      Looking annoyed, his eyebrows drawing together in a scowl, Bill jerked away and retorted, “Well, maybe. But Joyce, we’ve talked about this. I’ve explained I need to have all my data collected before I start writing. And that will take at least another year. Why do you keep bringing this up?”

      “I know,” she sighed, sorry she’d mentioned it and worried it might ruin their weekend. “But I really miss you, and so does the cat.”

      “Well, then,” he teased, his mood improving. “I’ll see if I can put a rush on things.” With their previous loving intimacy restored, Bill pulled Joyce into his lap and began kissing her neck while his hands caressed her breasts. She leaned into him and stroked his cheek, then her lips found his, their conversation clearly over.

      Joyce was jerked out of her romantic weekend reverie when the shower water began to cool. She turned the faucet off and reached for an oversized towel. While drying herself, her phone buzzed.

      Oh no, she thought. Too early. Not good. Just as it was about to switch to voicemail, she answered breathlessly.

      It was Dr. Ajay Kumar. “Dr. Porter, I have some bad news.” After a long pause, he added in his soft lilting voice, “There are no viable embryos to transfer this morning.”

      “No!” Joyce exclaimed, closing her eyes and feeling slightly sick. “That can’t be right. Everything was fine yesterday. You told me so last night. What happened?”

      “I’m not sure,” Kumar said, “but I was hoping you would notify the Goldschmidts and cancel the transfer. Maybe they won’t want to make a long trip in for nothing.”

      “I’m sure they’ll still want to come, and they’ll have questions about what happened. And so do I! I’ll need some kind of explanation by the time I see them later this morning.”

      “I’ll get back to you after I check a few more things,” Kumar promised.

      Another thought struck Joyce, “Do we have to worry about the other procedures scheduled for later this week?”

      “No, those should be fine.”

      “Good. I’d like to go over all the lab procedures with you as soon as possible. How about today after the staff meeting?”

      Kumar hesitated. “All right,” he finally said. “I’ll get back to you once I’ve spoken with the weekend technician.”

      They hung up and Joyce dressed, choosing a comfortable corduroy skirt, a cozy cowl-neck sweater, and well-worn Frye boots. The cream-colored sweater and chocolate brown skirt complimented her fair skin. She smiled at herself in the mirror as she added whimsical ceramic cat earrings she’d purchased at a craft fair the previous autumn.

      Sitting in the small apartment kitchen, a relic from the ’70s with its ancient avocado- colored appliances, Joyce munched on a piece of toast and drank her French roast coffee. Even though money was tight, gourmet coffee was one small luxury she allowed herself. She figured she’d earned it, especially since she was driving an old Honda and shopping at discount clothing stores. She dreamed of the day when their student-loan debt was erased, and she and Bill were finally living in their first real home.

      Sipping the fragrant coffee, Joyce considered how devastating Kumar’s news would be to the Goldschmidts. She dreaded speaking with them. She struggled with this part of her job, but the emotional highs and lows were as much a part of the daily routine as were the patient consultations, ultrasounds, and surgeries. Sally often warned her about becoming too emotionally involved, and Joyce knew she was right. Still, it was hard not to become attached to couples during their treatment.

      Gulping the last dregs of her coffee, Joyce donned her raincoat, shouldered her oversized tote stuffed with work, and headed off.
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        * * *

      

      In Paris, Dr. Hicks was finishing an excellent lunch. He always enjoyed attending conferences in France, as the French considered the two-hour midday repast a mandatory part of conference events. While they weren’t much on breakfast—a stale croissant and a miniature cup of coffee, lunch was always a memorable meal and included wine selected to complement each course. He had dined on an entrée of smoked herring with potatoes and roasted almonds, followed by Le Plat Principal burgundy beef Bourguignon with mashed potatoes and petite green beans. The fromage, featuring a selection of ripe local cheeses, was followed by the most exquisite crème brulé he’d ever tasted.

      How civilized, he thought. Wine with lunch.

      He wished Joyce Porter had come. Thinking about her made him pause and consider their last conversation. He’d thought she was ambitious and driven to move up in the academic world, and yet she didn’t seem to understand how the game was played. He hoped she wouldn’t continue to be so prudish.

      He indulged in a quick but vivid fantasy of unbuttoning her blouse, unhooking her brassiere, and grasping her full breasts. Then he would bury his face in her cleavage before taking a firm nipple into his mouth and giving it a quick bite. She would perhaps struggle a bit, but that would make it even more satisfying. He thought she might be married, but since her husband lived in another city, he dismissed any concern.

      Sipping the last of a fine dessert sauternes while barely listening to a colleague bloviate about his latest research, Hicks checked his phone when it chimed with a message. He scowled at the text from Kumar. He was sick and tired of Ajay’s whining.

      Hicks debated when to return the call, but with the time difference, it was better to call now and get it over with. Excusing himself to his colleagues, he headed toward a secluded hallway niche. He thumbed in the number and tapped his fingers on the table while the trans-Atlantic call connected.

      Finally, he heard the accented voice of Dr. Ajay Kumar, “Hello.”

      “Ajay, what in the hell is going on? What do you mean there were no viable embryos for transfer this morning? That’s unacceptable.” After a few more moments of ranting, Hicks paused for a breath and Kumar began to speak.

      “I told you last week I was concerned about the new sperm processing, and now it appears it may not be producing embryos that grow into viable blastocysts. If we continue with this, the whole next cycle of patients may fail. I think we have to stop and go back to our old process.”

      “Nonsense,” Hicks whispered, not wanting to be overheard by the conference attendees milling in the hall. “That would mean going back to dismal results for those couples who have male-factor infertility, which is half our patients. More than half. They come from all over the world because we get them pregnant when no one else can. I want you to continue using the new method but do a backup for each couple with donor sperm. Use donor B-007, like we do for the charity cases funded by Porter’s stupid grant so we don’t have to fund more than one free IVF cycle.”

      After a long silence, Kumar spoke, “I’ll talk with Dr. Porter and let her know our concerns and the backup plan. Then she can get the patient’s consent at the time of egg retrieval and⁠—”

      “Are you crazy?” he hissed. “Don’t tell her anything! With her holier-than-thou attitude, it would be a disaster.”

      “I don’t know how I can keep it from her. She’s coming by today to go over all our procedures, and she plans to spend time working with me this week. She said she wants to be more hands on for the laboratory part of things.”

      “Well, think of something to keep her hands off. She can’t know. Now, I must go. I’m introducing the next speaker.” With that, Hicks disconnected and stormed down the hall toward Une Grande Salle.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you ready, Dr. Porter?” asked Selena in her musical Jamaican accent. “Mr. and Mrs. Goldschmidt are in the first conference room. She’s crying and he looks like he wants to punch something. I gave them some water and a box of tissues.”

      Joyce glanced into Selena’s sympathetic brown eyes. Selena’s calm demeanor and warm compassion made her a favorite with patients and staff. She’d been a nurse with the Institute since its opening day, and Joyce felt Selena was what made the place tick.

      “I know,” Joyce said. “That was how they sounded on the phone. This is their third cycle, and they were so hopeful.” Shaking her head slowly, she continued, “Sometimes I don’t know how our patients manage to keep going. Their disappointment after a failed cycle is crushing.”

      Looking serious, Selena said, “Good luck, Dr. Porter. I know you’ll say the right thing.” With a wink, she added, “And I’ll have an ice pack waiting in case Mr. Goldschmidt connects with your nose.”

      Joyce walked down the hallway. The walls were painted a muted sage green, its soothing color intended to help patients feel calm and relaxed. She glanced at the abstract art, which vaguely reminded her of a Georgia O’Keefe painting with its squiggling figures that looked like sperm swimming toward a vagina. It was a suitable theme, she supposed, for a fertility clinic. Except here, the sperm swam in a dish and the whole act of procreation was sterile and devoid of loving intimacy.

      She appreciated Selena’s encouragement and humor. It meant a lot that the nursing staff liked and trusted her. But every time one of her couples failed to conceive, Joyce felt like a failure. She needed to get a grip or risk professional burnout. Having to talk with disappointed couples who asked pointed questions about the hard science of IVF reinforced her feelings of inadequacy. She looked forward to spending time with Dr. Kumar and hoped it would silence her nagging doubts.

      After inhaling a deep breath and mumbling a quick prayer, Joyce squared her shoulders and entered the sunlit conference room where the couple sat at a small round table. They were professional people: he, a successful financial analyst, and she, the owner of a well-known event-planning firm.

      Neil, clothed in a charcoal-gray suit, starched white shirt, and conservative red-striped tie, had probably come from work. His hair was cut short with a bit of gray at the temples. Joyce thought he’d developed more gray over the last few months.

      His wife, who’d taken the day off expecting to have an embryo transfer, was dressed casually in black leggings, Vans slip-ons, and a mauve knit tunic top. Her wavy blond hair was pulled back in a loose ponytail, and she wore no makeup. Her eyes were puffy and red. Immediately, they both looked up as she entered.

      “Hello, Cassidy. Hello, Neil. Thank you for coming,” she greeted them. “I know you have a lot of questions, but first let me say how sorry I am about this cycle. Please understand, it’s not your fault. You didn’t do anything wrong. It’s just that sometimes the whole process of fertilization and early embryo development doesn’t go smoothly. There are a lot of possible reasons. Something might have been wrong with the embryos. Or it might have to do with the eggs or the sperm or something else. There’s still a lot we don’t understand.”

      Cassidy continued to weep quietly, while Neil gently rubbed her back. Several emotions flitted across his face, which finally settled into an unnatural calm.

      After a moment, he looked directly at Joyce and challenged, “Are you sure there hasn’t been some mistake? This is our third cycle, and this is the first time there have been no embryos to transfer. The only time.” Neil’s face flushed as he raised his voice. “Our first cycle, we had two good ones. The second, there was one, and we really had our hopes up when the pregnancy test came back positive. Then Cassi had the early miscarriage. This time, you told us there were four viable embryos. You even talked about freezing a couple for a future cycle.” With a flash of anger, he continued more loudly, “Maybe there’s something wrong with you and your lab!”

      Choosing to ignore the last comment, Joyce calmly replied, “You’re right. We did talk about freezing embryos for a future cycle. I wish I could tell you exactly what went wrong. I spoke earlier with our embryologist, Dr. Kumar. Two of the embryos stopped dividing, and the other two completely disintegrated. I can’t explain it—Cassidy’s hormone levels were good, and the fertilization and initial embryo growth were all fine. All our lab processes are carefully monitored, and we have stringent quality control measures. Dr. Kumar and his team are very experienced, and McArthur prides itself on excellent care and high pregnancy rates.”

      She paused to give the couple time to process this news.

      Neil turned to his wife. “Cassi,” he said gently. “I’m so sorry. I know it’s my fault. My sperm aren’t strong enough.”

      “Neil,” Joyce said with a reassuring tone, “many men have male-factor infertility, and we’ve seen many successful pregnancies at McArthur. Your sperm have successfully fertilized your wife’s eggs in the past. You shouldn’t assume this is your fault.”

      Neil’s anger returned. “I can’t take it anymore! I’m a failure! I have three brothers, and they all have kids. Lots of kids. In fact, my brother Jacob said he smiles at his wife, and she gets pregnant.” He shook his head as the anger drained away and the grief set in. “It isn’t fair.”

      He blew out a breath and asked hesitantly. “So, what’s next? Is there anything else, or does this mean we’ll never have a baby?”

      For the first time, Cassidy spoke softly, “Dr. Porter, what about donor sperm? Is that something we should try?”

      Almost before she completed the sentence, Neil burst out, “Never, no way!” His eyes blazed. “Cassidy, we’ve talked about this. You know how I feel. I don’t like it.” Standing up so quickly that the chair crashed sideways to the floor, he raked his fingers through his short hair. Turning to face his wife, he continued, “I won’t agree to it! I’d rather adopt than have some unknown college kid donor.”

      Absently rubbing the wedding band on her fourth finger, Cassidy raised tearful eyes. “And I’d like to have the joy of carrying our child and giving birth. It would still be our baby, Neil. Don’t you want that for us?”

      Joyce took a deep breath as Cassidy reached for another Kleenex to dab her moist eyes and Neil righted the chair. He sat down, his shoulders slumped and his head in his hands.

      Looking at the grieving couple, Joyce felt completely inadequate. She hated this part of her job, especially when she had no good explanation or advice. This couple had already spent almost $60,000 and had nothing to show for it. Their marriage was strained, and they both looked like they couldn’t bear much more.

      The conversation lasted another thirty minutes as Joyce tried to help them process their anger and grief and move toward options. They were conflicted, so she recommended taking a few months off and seeing a counselor who specialized in supporting couples undergoing infertility treatment. Both worried that by waiting, their chances decreased even further. Cassidy was thirty-eight years old, and Neil would turn fifty soon.

      As Joyce rose to end the meeting, she said, “Let’s make an appointment for you in two months. That will give Cassidy’s body time to recover from the strain of these cycles and give you time to discuss how you would like to proceed. We can also repeat the blood work testing her ovarian reserve. Many couples move toward adoption at this point, but we can certainly consider one more cycle if that’s what you want.”

      She watched the couple make their way toward the reception area, stopping off to hug Selena as they said good-bye. The other clients in the waiting room looked uneasily at their sorrowful expressions and then glanced away, as if the couple’s failure to conceive might be contagious.
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        * * *

      

      Joyce took her time walking back to her office, her hands in the pockets of her white lab coat. Although she had remained calm and professional while speaking with the Goldschmidts, she felt physically and emotionally drained after witnessing their raw grief. She wondered if there were any chocolate-chip cookies left in the staff lounge. She knew better than to deal with stress by eating, but chocolate-chip cookies were the perfect combination of fat, sugar and salt, and they always made her feel better. Her stomach growled, and she realized she hadn’t really had lunch, just a container of low-fat yogurt eaten at her desk while catching up.

      Neil’s comment really bothered her. It had been personal and accusatory. “What if there’s something wrong with you and your lab?” She understood his emotions—anger and grief lashing out at the only person in the room who had any power, but it still hurt. And oddly, his remark mirrored her own thoughts. What if something was wrong in the lab? How would she even know?

      Selena moved toward Joyce. “Are you okay?” she asked with concern. Pointing to her face, she joked, “It doesn’t look like you need an ice pack. Maybe some chocolate?”

      Joyce tried to smile. “I’m okay. But that was rough. Cassidy is devastated, and Neil is angry because he feels so helpless, like it’s his fault. They’re going to take a few months off, and I suggested they see our counselor.”

      “Are you ready for your next patient, or do you need a few minutes?” Selena asked. “They’re in Consult Room 2. It’s a new couple, the Millers. They came all the way from Cedar Rapids, Iowa. Have you ever been to Iowa? I hear they have a great state fair.”

      “You know, I think I will take a few minutes. Are there any cookies left?”

      Selena smiled and said, “No chocolate-chip, but we do have those peanut butter ones with the chocolate kiss on top. And there’s fresh coffee. Take your time, honey. The Millers have family in the area who told them about McArthur. They’ve already been to one other IVF clinic for a consult, and they have lots of questions. Maybe you should have two cookies.”

      Joyce slipped into the staff lounge and poured a cup of coffee into her favorite blue mug. Selena’s coffee, thick and dark, was almost like espresso. Sitting at the round table, she sipped the rejuvenating beverage while munching on a cookie, eating the chocolate kiss first. She perused the couple’s medical record on her laptop as Selena entered the room.

      “I’m almost ready. I reviewed their history this weekend, and it looks like their evaluation is complete. IVF is the next step for them. Did you give them our brochure and the protocol handout?”

      “Just the brochure. The handout is in the folder on the desk. They’re nice folks. You’ll like them.”

      After Selena’s coffee and the rich cookie, she felt ready to continue. Carrying the laptop and an “old school” legal pad and pen, she knocked gently on the door of Consult Room 2 and stepped inside. The room was almost identical to the one where she’d met with the Goldschmidts.

      She glanced through the partially open blinds and saw the sun-dappled park opposite the Institute. The couple was seated at the table, just as the Goldschmidts had been, and they looked up as Joyce gently closed the door. But the atmosphere felt completely different. This room was filled with hope and possibility, not anger and despair.

      Joyce smiled as she looked into the expectant eyes of the couple from Iowa and extended her hand in greeting.

      “Good afternoon. I’m Dr. Joyce Porter. Welcome to McArthur Institute. How can we help you?”
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        * * *

      

      The staff meeting that afternoon was mercifully short, and everyone seemed more relaxed with Hicks away. After the meeting, Joyce walked to the Embryology lab with Kumar. He moved a few steps ahead of her and seemed lost in thought.

      Kumar paused to let Joyce enter the lab in front of him. A pungent medicinal smell greeted them. The technicians were wiping the counters and preparing to leave for the evening. They nodded to her as she and Kumar entered his small windowless office. Leaving the door ajar, he gestured to a chair and asked, “Where would you like to begin?”

      “As you know,” Joyce said, settling onto the chair, “I met with the Goldschmidts today, and you can imagine how extremely upset they were. Neil asked a lot of very specific questions, especially about our lab procedures. Why don’t you begin by explaining what types of testing you did to determine what might have gone wrong?”

      Kumar’s gaze drifted to the picture of his daughter while drumming his fingers on the desk. He let the silence stretch, then finally said, “Well, we have a standard process for inseminating the ova with the sperm. As you are aware, we’ve had good success with pretreating the eggs to facilitate greater sperm penetration, particularly when dealing with male factor infertility. Following any pre-treatment, we culture them overnight in a special solution that is pH balanced and contains specific nutrients that sustain the dividing embryo. The first thing I did was look at the log from yesterday to determine which batch of culture solution was used, and then I spoke with the technician to confirm that it was properly prepared.”

      “What were you looking for?”

      “I wanted to verify that he used the proper filtered water, tested the pH accurately, and maintained sterile technique. One of our most experienced technicians, Richard Carnegie, was on call this weekend, and I am confident in his work.”

      “Then what?” Joyce asked.

      “I checked the incubator to make sure the temperature and humidity were constant. And all that checked out.”

      “Okay. Anything else?”

      “I retested the culture solution myself, and it was completely normal. All the parameters were completely within normal limits.”

      “Can I look at the culture plates?”

      Kumar’s mouth tightened and he exhaled sharply. “Well, there isn’t anything to see. The embryos in those plates disintegrated. As for the other two, they arrested their development at the two-cell stage.”

      “Didn’t you keep them? Why didn’t you allow them to incubate for another twenty-four hours? Haven’t we sometimes had embryos that divide more slowly?”

      “Yes, that’s true. But these had already been at that stage for twice the normal time. I’m sorry, but they’ve been disposed of.”

      She leaned forward. “Dr. Kumar, we have three more egg retrievals this week. I need you to assure me there are no problems in the lab. These patients are depending on us, and I’m depending on you and your team.”

      He glanced down at the floor before looking her in the eye. “Everything is fine. It is very sad for the Goldschmidts, but in my opinion, it is bad luck and not anyone’s fault.”

      “All right,” she answered. “I’ll have Dr. Cohen do the egg retrievals later this week, so I can be with you in the lab and watch the whole process from start to finish.”

      “As you wish. Now, do you have any other questions?”

      “I would like to review all current lab protocols.”

      “Of course. Shall I email them, or do you want hard copies?”

      “Email is fine. Thank you, Dr. Kumar. I know you and your team are doing their best. It’s so hard when we must give patients unexpected bad news.”

      She rose and left the office.

      Once she was gone, Kumar slowly exhaled. He wasn’t sure how he was going to deal with her dogging his every step this week. He turned off his computer and prepared to leave for the day. As it powered down, he hoped between now and the next egg retrieval, he could devise a way to keep her out of the lab.
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        * * *

      

      Joyce and Sally sat in Joyce’s office eating a hasty lunch. Every Tuesday, they ordered Greek salads from the local deli and caught up on each other’s lives and the latest university gossip.

      “Did you see today’s email from Hicks?” asked Sally, as she stabbed a piece of cucumber. “It said we have a visiting professor coming next month.”

      “I read that. Some guy from France named Dominique DuPage.”

      Sally cocked her head. “Maybe it’s a woman. Hard to tell with a name like Dominique.”

      Joyce made a non-committal sound. After forking a piece of juicy tomato glistening with Greek dressing, she continued, “Did you have a chance to look at the attached resume? Pretty impressive.”

      “I agree,” Sally said. “He—I really hope it’s a he—is currently working at St. Roche IVF Center in Montpellier. I think that’s in southern France.” Waving her hands, she continued. “Maybe this is the man of my dreams! He’ll sweep me off my feet and take me back to Montpellier where we’ll have a chic apartment in town. On weekends in the summer, we’ll visit his family’s chateau which will, of course, be in the middle of a vineyard. And during the winter, we’ll ski in the Alps.”

      “Sounds like you have it all worked out.” Joyce laughed.

      Sally continued spinning her fantasy. “I can see him now. Dark wavy hair, a little long so it brushes his collar. Dreamy brown eyes with thick lashes, a deep dimple in his left cheek, and a smile that shows a slightly crooked front tooth.”

      “Why a slightly crooked front tooth?” Joyce asked, caught up for the moment in Sally’s make-believe doctor.

      “So he’s not too perfect.”

      They munched on their salads and pondered this mystery man.

      Finally, Sally broke the silence. “Well, enough of that. How was your weekend with Bill?”

      “Wonderful, once we got past the initial awkward phase. This long-distance marriage thing is really tough. We’re both so caught up in our work during the week that it’s hard to unwind and just be together on the weekends. By Friday, we’re both really beat.”

      “Tell me again how you ended up in two different places.”

      “We got married the summer before our third year of medical school. After graduation, we were lucky and both landed positions in Pittsburgh. I knew I wanted Ob/Gyn and Bill was set on Internal Medicine. After our internships, we both stayed on for residency. He finished the year before me and then worked a year at the VA until I was done. By then, we realized we both wanted academic careers, so that meant more training.”

      She nibbled a black olive. “Bill was very lucky he was accepted into the Public Health Program at Johns Hopkins, and I applied for Reproductive Endocrine fellowships in Maryland, Virginia, and DC so I could be close. But once I finished, I had to get a job. We both have student loans, and McArthur was the best offer. So now we take turns commuting on the weekends.”

      “Well, I’m glad you’re here. It’s nice to have a friend in the department. What do you think you’ll do once Bill finishes?”

      “I’m not sure. We talked about it some this weekend. I really want him to move here while he finishes his dissertation, but he says that’s at least a year off. To be honest, this is a sore spot for us right now. And I’m worried because he’s talking about applying for a fellowship at the CDC in Atlanta once he finishes his Ph.D. He’s really into this epidemiology stuff and wants to be at the center of the big policy discussions.”

      Sally looked sympathetic when Joyce added, “Bill thinks I’m pushing him too hard to finish his research and move to Richmond while he writes his dissertation. He gets angry every time I bring it up. But I really miss him, and the drive every weekend is such a pain. I can’t imagine what we’ll do if he goes to Atlanta.”

      “Yeah, I guess I can see that. Don’t you think you’d move with him and find a job there?”

      Joyce nodded. “Yeah, probably.”

      “Well, at least you have your weekends to look forward to. Some of us spend them alone doing laundry, going shopping, or reading journals.”

      “Hey, I thought you were seeing that guy from the business office—you know, the one who helped change your flat tire last month.”

      “You mean Doug Westover? We are, sort of. But he has a three-year-old son from his first marriage, so he’s tied up some weekends.”

      Selena appeared and their conversation stopped.

      “Okay, ladies,” she said. “Lunch break is over. You have patients to see, and the daily test results are ready for review.” They both nodded, and she withdrew.

      “Sally, before we go, would you do me a favor.”

      “Sure.”

      “I want to spend some time in the lab this week with Kumar—you know, really get some hands-on experience with the lab techniques. Would you be willing to staff the egg retrievals for the rest of the week?”

      “Okay, but I’m also back-up for the residents. It should be fine unless there’s an emergency.”

      “Great. Thanks,” Joyce said as they gathered their salad containers and headed down the hall toward the staff fridge with their leftovers. “See you later.”
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        * * *

      

      Selena handed Joyce a list of patient test results, and she was pleased to see three patients were having very good responses to hormone stimulation and would likely be ready for egg retrieval soon. The others were still early in their cycle. At the bottom of the stack, there was an interoffice mail envelope addressed to Joyce.

      “What’s this?” she asked Selena.

      “I’m not sure. I didn’t open it because it looks sort of official.”

      Joyce unfurled the red twine and opened the top flap. Inside was a sealed envelope with the university logo embossed in the left upper corner. After slitting the envelope with her finger, Joyce unfolded a letter printed on thick university stationery. It was from Vice President of Patient Quality, Mary Francis Welch.

      Joyce had met Mary Francis once about a year ago when she hosted a new faculty gathering. She was a former Army nurse who’d been with the university for twenty years and was well respected. She was tough but kind and had a reputation for standing up to the other administrators when she felt they were heading in the wrong direction. Under her leadership, the university hospital and outpatient clinics had established a comprehensive quality assurance program that garnered accolades from patients and regulatory agencies. The letter from Mary Francis commended Joyce on the excellent patient satisfaction scores, which she noted were in the ninetieth percentile. Joyce finished the short letter and decided it was nice to get a compliment from an administrator. It stood in contrast to her recent interactions with Hicks.

      Joyce turned back to Selena. “The letter was from VP Welch. She’s pleased with our clinic scores. I’m glad someone in administration notices how hard we work.”

      Looking up from the stack of phone messages, Selena said, “I called the lab about the pregnancy tests, and they said we’d have them within the hour.” Then she grinned and added, “Brooke Petro and Kaitlyn DeFranco have both called already—twice!”

      Joyce smiled. “Selena, you have the patience of a saint. Those two have been making me crazy.” She eyed the row of closed exam room doors, “What’s next?”

      “An ultrasound. Sue Li is right at six weeks, and she’s so excited to see the heartbeat.”

      “Did her husband come with her?”

      “No, he’s away this week on a business trip to China, but her mother is with her.”

      “Oh no, not the dragon lady.”

      “The very one. But she’s mellowed a lot since they found out Sue Li is pregnant. And she likes you. She only gives Dr. Cohen a hard time. Do you want me to come in with you?”

      “No, thanks. I’ve got it. I’ll let you know if I need anything.”

      Joyce tapped on the door and entered. In the semi-darkness, the ultrasound machine gave off a pearly gray light. Sue Li smiled shyly in greeting.

      As Joyce’s eyes adjusted to the decreased light, she checked the patient information listed in the ultrasound record. Turning to Sue Li, she inquired, “How are you feeling?”

      Beaming, the patient’s mother proudly informed Joyce that Sue Li had gained two pounds and only had “a little bit” of morning sickness. Joyce looked questioningly at Sue Li who nodded her head in agreement.

      As Joyce applied warmed gel to the ultrasound wand, she explained, “I’m going to do the same kind of transvaginal ultrasound that you had when we monitored your ovaries during the IFV cycle. This allows us to see the early development of the baby in the uterus. By six weeks, we can get a very accurate measurement of growth and see the fetal heartbeat. Are you ready?”

      Sue Li nodded, and her mother almost bounced off her chair with anticipation. Joyce gently placed the probe into Sue Li’s vagina and maneuvered it until the uterus was in the center of the screen. Everyone in the room held their breath until a definite flutter came into view. Joyce adjusted the volume, and Sue Li heard her baby’s heartbeat for the first time. “Is that it—the baby?” she asked.

      “Yes,” Joyce said. “The heartbeat is nice and strong and regular.”

      Then Sue Li began to laugh, reaching out to her mother. Grasping her daughter’s hand, the “dragon lady” began to cry. Honored to share their joy, Joyce savored the moment.
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