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  The Battle for Tomorrow: A Fable




   Part I – Female Trouble




  




  Chapter 1




   





  Ange badly wanted to believe a miracle was still possible, that her period would come and she would just be more careful next time. Yet she never really doubted the blue line would be there—the flu-like fullness in her head and chemical feeling in her stomach were too familiar.




   





  After undergoing her first abortion at thirteen, she would make all the arrangements herself. Most of her classmates at Garfield High School would be more worried about telling their parents than the actual consequences. Neither was an issue for Ange. What she couldn’t stand was handing herself over to adults she didn’t respect and who didn’t respect her. Adults always exacted a price from teenagers. To punish her for engaging in unprotected intercourse, they would now subject her to hours of inane questions and patronizing condescension.




   





  They would insist on repeating the pregnancy test, of course. This time Ange knew she could demand a blood test, which was both faster and more reliable. They would also harangue her about being tested for HIV and swabbed for gonorrhea and Chlamydia. She had already decided not to tell them that her partner was a twenty-three-year-old nursing student and clean. Relationships with adults were like a chess game. Telling them about Reuben would only lead to more questions. What’s more, they would think they had scored points by getting into her head at all. All adults in the so-called helping profession were like that. You could almost see them adding up points in their head. Eventually they reached some magic number and decided they knew you better than you knew yourself.




   





  The worst part would be seeing a choice counselor, even though Ange had lots of practice with all the social workers from welfare and child protective services who tried to insinuate themselves into her life. Listening passively to their lectures and shrugging off their questions worked better than arguing with them. Ange would wait until they were just winding down, then ask, “Can I go now?” She could read their fury in their body language—none of them was immune. Only the blatantly incompetent ones actually vented their anger.




   





  Handling Reuben would be more difficult. She would make him pay for the abortion because the pregnancy was his fault. The relationship was over. She accepted that. What she hadn’t figured out was how to end it without making a scene, without giving him the satisfaction of making her lose it, yet again, with his mind games.




   





  ***




   





  Too stressed out to sleep properly, Ange was up at 5:15 the next morning. By 6:15 she was showered and dressed in a black turtleneck and her best black cords. The clinic was a forty-five minute bus ride from the three bedroom house on 44th and Wallingford that her mother inherited when her grandmother died. Her plan was to arrive a little before nine and convince the receptionist she was too upset to wait for an appointment.




   





  She used the mirror in the bathroom to apply a thin thread of eyeliner under both eyes and put her jewelry in. She decided to wear her full regalia, as Reuben called it—four double loops around the outer lobe of her left ear, three on the right with a pewter ear cuff, a tiny silver loop through her right eyebrow, and a tongue stud.




   





  Squirting a few drops of hair gel onto her fingertips, she rubbed her hands together and ran them through her hair. Despite all the hardware, her new Goth look made her look and feel pretty for the very first time. She loved the way Katherine, her first Nordstrom supervisor, had cut her hair. After her first pregnancy, she cut off her shoulder-length, peroxide-blond hair and made herself over by dying it jet black. She was wearing it in a shag when she started at Nordstrom. Katherine kept saying that it was too long. Ange held out for six months, concerned that a shorter cut would make her look too masculine. As it turned out, her supervisor’s skillful tapering gave her extra fullness and body that made Ange’s face much more feminine by softening her square jaw line.




   





  Finishing in the bathroom, Ange went down the hall to the kitchen, which was at the back of the house. She put two pieces of twelve-grain bread in the toaster, while she boiled water in the electric kettle and emptied a scoop of French roast coffee into her mother’s single-cup drip cone. While she waited for the water to filter through, she buttered the toast with a thin sliver of margarine and put it on a saucer. She placed the saucer, along with her mom’s coffee, on the tray her mother’s caregiver Irene kept in the center of the kitchen table. Carrying the tray, she returned to the front of the house and knocked softly on the door to her mother’s bedroom.




   





  Without waiting for an answer, she opened the door and set the tray on the antique hospital tray stand just inside the door. After wheeling it to the head of the bed, she went to the windows to open the floor length, reddish-brown thermal drapes. Then she quietly approached the enormous electric bed where her mother was curled up on her left side.




   





  Diane was paralyzed on her right side and virtually unable to speak after suffering a stroke a week past Ange’s thirteenth birthday. Ange stayed with her best friend Aleisha while her mom spent three months in a Mountlake Terrace rehabilitation center. After coming home, Diane went through five different caregivers in twelve weeks. Every time an agency nurse failed to show up on time, or quit without giving notice, it became Ange’s responsibility to feed, toilet, transfer, and bathe her mother, as well as to track down Diane’s elusive case manager to get a new caregiver assigned.




   





  The adults in her life blamed Ange’s first pregnancy on the massive stress of this responsibility. Ange herself disputed this. What had happened when she was thirteen was date rape, pure and simple. She was too naïve and inexperienced to know it at the time, which meant the boy was never prosecuted. Diane’s sister Beverley still lived in Seattle when it happened. After scheduling and paying for Ange’s first abortion, Beverley moved in with her sister and niece.




   





  That had lasted exactly three months. Ange, who knew it was down to her that Bev eventually left, would give anything to live that summer over again. By the time Ange recognized that her aunt was the only adult other than her grandmother to genuinely care for her, Bev had moved halfway around the world. And it was too late.




   





  She saw now that Bev had been teasing when she accused Ange of turning into “Diane Junior.” At the time the comment infuriated her. After her aunt moved in, Ange couldn’t help but notice how shallow and superficial Diane was compared to Bev and her grandmother. They were both self-sufficient, free-thinking feminists, whereas her mother was a perfect caricature of the idealized American beauty promoted by TV advertisers.




   





  Ange also rebelled against the house rules her aunt tried to set. Diane, whose life was centered exclusively around her own needs, had always allowed Ange to do as she pleased. After two months of dealing with Ange’s angry tirades and verbal abuse, Bev quit her job at K-Mart and went to Africa as a Peace Corps volunteer.




   





  ***




   





  Ange grasped her mother firmly by the shoulder and felt a slight shudder. Even without makeup, which Irene applied first thing every morning, Diane was much closer to Ange’s ideal of beauty than she herself was. Her mother had bemoaned Ange’s thick nose, square jaw line, and small, too-close-together eyes as far back as Ange could remember. In fact, prior to becoming a teenager, Ange blamed her ugliness for Diane’s inability to love her.




   





  Although she was pushing forty-five, Diane still had a heart-shaped, baby-doll face and fine, perfectly proportioned features. She always looked prettiest asleep because the scowl lines disappeared when her face relaxed. Ange had never seen Diane’s natural hair color; she assumed it must be totally gray now. Her grandmother’s had been nearly white by age forty. Diane had dyed her hair auburn before her stroke. For the past six months—since Irene had been using a DSHS van to take her to the beauty college—she was a copper blond.




   





  Diane hated being woken early, but the 911 autodial on her speakerphone made it too risky to let her wake up in an empty house. The last time Ange left before the caregiver arrived, her mom had called the police and Ange nearly ended up in a foster home.




   





  “I have to leave early, Mom,” Ange said softly in her ear. “I can’t wait for Irene to get here. We have debate practice.” It was a lie, but a minor white one because it was inconsequential. Ange had enough problems already without dealing with the hysterical crying jags Diane subjected her to when she found out about the first pregnancy.




   





  There was a large, black leather La-Z-Boy to the right of the bed, where Diane spent most of her day. To the right of the armchair was a commode with a stainless steel frame and a seat cover that was originally yellow, but which had degraded over time to dingy white with pink streaks. One the left side of the bed was a large oak bedside table fitted with three shelves for books, magazines, DVDs, and videotapes. On top of the table was a small, cut glass Tiffany lamp, along with a speakerphone and three remotes for the bed, TV, and DVD. The video equipment was on a lightweight, wheeled stand that normally stood at the foot of the bed. Reuben had rigged it up with rope pulleys that enabled Diane to pull it to the head of the bed and insert DVDs herself.




   





  Her mother lifted her head, which waggled ever so slightly. The movement, which would have been imperceptible to a stranger, meant “no.” Ange cocked her head toward the armchair. “Do you want me to help you transfer?” Diane bobbled her head again. She wanted Ange to transfer her.




   





  Carefully undoing the Velcro strips that attached Diane’s catheter bag to the bedrail, Ange pulled the covers back. Bending over to enable her mother to reach her good left arm around her neck, Ange wrapped her own arms around the small of Diane’s back as she gently shifted her to the La-Z-Boy. Her mother had lost nearly thirty pounds with the stroke, and Ange found the intimacy more difficult than the physical effort of lifting her. Prior to the stroke, Diane had been prone to melodramatic displays of physical affection to demonstrate a supposed mother-daughter bond which, in Ange’s mind, had never existed.




   





  Once Ange positioned her in the chair, she handed Diane both remotes and the two ropes Reuben had attached to the TV stand. Then she wheeled the tray stand into position over the La-Z-Boy, kissed her mother on the forehead, and left.




   





  ***




   





  She caught the 44 bus to Aurora and hurried up a long flight of concrete stairs to the 45th Street overpass, where she waited for the number six to Aurora Village. With no trees or homes to block the wind off Puget Sound, it was at least ten degrees colder on top of the overpass than at street level. She huddled out of the wind behind the bus shelter, mentally kicking herself for being in this predicament. A deeply superstitious part of herself, which still believed that her first pregnancy had been punishment for wild behavior, told her she could have prevented this one by staying home and doing her homework every night.




   





  Ironically, Bev had far more influence over Ange while in Africa than in Seattle. Determined to prove she was nothing like Diane, after her aunt left Ange totally swore off boys for two and a half years—except for two temporary relapses.




   





  Ever since the tell-tale symptoms started, Ange had been torturing herself with “if only’s.” If only she had used a diaphragm in the first place. If only she hadn’t allowed Reuben to sexualize the relationship. If only she could give up on love and men, as they only seemed to fuck her life up.




   





  For all practical purposes, her two and a half years of self-imposed celibacy ended when she met Reuben at Leavenworth Summer. Her world history teacher had nominated her for the special social studies camp the summer before her sophomore year. Reuben, a junior at University of Washington, was one of the counselors. On learning Ange had been accepted, an older girl in her French class had referred to Leavenworth Summer disparagingly as “commie camp.” This puzzled Ange: following the collapse of the Soviet Union and the conversion of China to capitalism, she couldn’t imagine there were more than a handful of communists on earth, much less in Washington State.




   





  To her surprise, it was the high point of her adolescence. Ange, who had never been east of Carnation, was enchanted by the high Cascades site chosen for the camp, which reminded her of the alpine shots in Heidi and The Sound of Music. She had expected to be surrounded by a bunch of geeks and nerds, but for the most part the other campers looked exactly like the preps and jocks she saw everyday at Garfield, only these kids weren’t into bragging about the music and videos they downloaded to their smart phones, Blackberries, and iPads. This was fine with Ange, who didn’t own an iPod or videophone, much less all the second generation gear her well-to-do classmates brought to school. The “freaks” at commie camp got off staying up all night talking about people, places, and world events Ange had never even heard of.




   





  In Leavenworth all camp activities were optional, although there was a strong expectation campers would attend a current events film every afternoon. The movies were geared to a level even someone like Ange, who had read perhaps three newspapers in her life, could follow. The first day they showed a cartoon about a mouse who snuck aboard one of Columbus’ ships, who explained how the world got divided into rich and poor people. The second movie was about country singer and working class hero Johnny Cash, and the third about an MIT linguist with an amazingly comforting and hypnotic voice. Most of the other campers had already heard of Noam Chomsky, who kept emphasizing that the government was deliberately misleading people—both about what they were doing and what was really happening in the world.




   





  Although Ange genuinely enjoyed the films, she dreaded the discussions afterwards. She felt such a total retard compared to the other campers that she didn’t dare open her mouth. Reuben, the oldest counselor, immediately recognized how out of place she felt. On day four he rescued her from a discussion about The Yes Men, a funny movie about a group of men pretending to be from the WTO. Ange had no idea what this was either, and it wasn’t really clear from the film. According to her fellow campers it was trying to destroy democracy.




   





  Ange eagerly accepted Reuben’s invitation to drive into Leavenworth’s town center for a latte, only to be totally blown away as they got in the car. “I just want you to know I’m not hitting on you,” he announced matter-of-factly. “This isn’t about that.” This was the last thing she expected to hear from a member of the opposite sex.




   





  She was even more unnerved by what he said next. She had never before met anyone who could read her inner thoughts and feelings. “I can’t quite put my finger on it, Ange,” he observed, his voice tentative and thoughtful. “But I get the sense your parents never talk about politics at home, that all this is quite new for you.”




   





  He went on to tell her about a film they were showing that afternoon called Who’s Counting by a New Zealand woman named Marilyn Waring. “We’re having a special type of discussion group afterwards called a ‘fishbowl.’ The women who don’t talk very much will sit in the center and talk about feminism, while the men and talkative women sit in a circle around them and listen. I’m sure you know what feminism is, don’t you?”




   





  Ange nodded. “My grandmother was a strong feminist, but my mother always felt she was too extreme. She hated the way she was always at meetings instead of taking care of her kids.”




   





  ***




   





  Ange thoroughly enjoyed the Marilyn Waring film, which focused on the vast amount of unpaid work women performed in different societies that wasn’t counted as economically productive. She made the immediate connection with the hundreds of hours she had spent looking after Diane. She couldn’t imagine any of her male classmates making their mothers’ breakfast or giving them bed baths or transferring them to the commode.




   





  As he had promised, Reuben put Ange and four other quiet girls in the center of the fishbowl. It was also their first time at Leavenworth Summer—and, as in Ange’s case, the first time anyone had asked their opinion about anything. It fact, this was the first thing they agreed on—they weren’t sure how they felt about feminism because no one ever asked how they felt about things. At home, it was assumed they felt the same as their parents did. And at school, they felt under constant pressure to conform to their friends’ views.




   





  Ange and the other girls inside the fishbowl never really talked about feminism, which was the topic Reuben asked them to discuss. Instead, they talked mostly about housework and chores, focusing on the drudgery and boredom of doing dishes without a dishwasher and cleaning toilets and shower stalls.




   





  “I’m never getting married or having children,” Ange volunteered. “I was leaning that way before, but now I’m absolutely sure. I know a scam when I see one. In modern society, women are no longer forced to take on that kind of unpaid work if they don’t want to.”




   





  ***




   





  Reuben continued to call and text Ange after she returned to Seattle. He took her to other political films and lectures about climate change and Peak Oil, as well as to meetings of a group called Socialist Action, which Ange previously had no idea existed. In September of her sophomore year he invited Ange to her first protest march. Then in March, when she turned sixteen, they became lovers.




  




  Chapter 2




   





  As it was rush hour, Ange only waited only seven minutes for the Number Six. A local, it stopped every other block to take on and let off passengers. It was a five-minute car trip to 130th and Aurora but took a little over twenty-five minutes by bus. The front door of Aurora Medical Services was open when Ange arrived at 8:50. The woman at the front counter was in her early fifties and at least seventy-five pounds overweight. She also had frizzy carrot-orange hair, oval gold-framed glasses, and dangling earrings of garishly-colored mixed fruit. The shapeless, pale yellow smock she wore over her black turtleneck reminded Ange of the cafeteria workers at her elementary school.




   





  The receptionist was engaged in a personal phone conversation with a close friend or family member as Ange walked up to the counter. She glanced up, gave Ange a quick once-over, then looked away dismissively. It was obvious that Punks and Goths rated very low in her priorities. Ange, who was used to this reaction, had learned to ignore it. She continued to stand at the counter, while the woman carried on her phone conversation concerning a DVD player she had just bought at Sears. Apparently, she couldn’t get it to record a second TV program when she was watching something else. She couldn’t tell if there was something wrong with it or if she was just operating it incorrectly. She wanted the person on the other end, obviously another woman, to send her husband over after work to look at it. Ange gathered her friend didn’t want to send her husband over and was trying to persuade her to take it back to Sears. The receptionist kept giving excuses why she couldn’t do so: she couldn’t afford the time off work (she said this twice), it had taken more than an hour to hook it up, and she had thrown away the packing.




   





  Ange watched the large Elgin clock on the wall behind the receptionist. Waiting until the second hand was a little past nine o’clock, she walked to the end of the counter to punch the clapper on a small mechanical bell. The woman on the phone looked up briefly, scowling. Then, getting nowhere with her friend, she hung up. She raised her eyebrows disapprovingly, leaving no doubt what she thought of Ange.




   





  “Yes?” Her voice was cold and antagonistic. She was angry about being interrupted and determined to make Ange pay for it.




   





  “I need to see a counselor, please. I need to see her today.”




   





  “I’m sorry,” the woman replied, not sounding a bit sorry as she picked up her phone to make another call. “Our counselors only see girls by appointment.”




   





  “I need to see someone today,” Ange insisted, as the woman began to dial. Ange heard the busy tone through the receiver before the receptionist disconnected by depressing the dial tone button. “I’ll wait. I’m not sure when my last period was.” This was a lie, but such a small one it wouldn’t occur to the woman to question it. “I’ve got to schedule the procedure before it’s too late.”




   





  “I’m sorry—” the woman started again.




   





  “I’m not leaving, ma’am,” Ange interrupted, stressing the “ma’am” sarcastically.




   





  Leaning forward until their faces were barely two feet apart, Ange fixed her eyes intently on the woman’s. She hadn’t noticed before how small and pig-like they were in the fleshy, fat folds that surrounded them. “Just so we’re clear: I’m very happy to sit here all day. I’m not leaving without talking to someone.”




   





  The receptionist hesitated briefly, aware she might be blamed for forcing Ange to carry an unwanted pregnancy. Then slowly, and with obvious reluctance, she placed both palms flat on the work space in front of her and pushed her enormous frame out of her chair.




   





  “Take a seat,” she ordered dismissively. Then she turned and disappeared through a high archway to the records room behind the reception counter.




   





  The clinic waiting room, the first Ange had ever visited devoid of any health-related material whatsoever, looked more like a living room. It was furnished with two immaculate, full-sized black leather sofas with a half dozen matching black leather armchairs. At the front, next to the entrance, was a magazine rack overflowing with popular magazines and a small play area with a child-sized table, two matching chairs, and three two-foot-square plastic storage containers filled with multicolored plastic toys. Between the sofas, which were at right angles where the side and back wall intersected, was an artificial ficus in a giant plastic pot. The walls were decorated with three large Jacob Lawrence reproductions and two enormous African prints with black stylized stick figures playing drums.




   





  Ange helped herself to two People magazines and plopped down on one of the sofas. Reuben scolded her for reading People, claiming all women’s magazines were a form of mass hypnosis intended to lull women into accepting their oppressed state. Though Ange would never shell out hard-earned money for her own copy, she could never resist when she saw them in waiting rooms. Reuben also disapproved of the espionage novels and murder mysteries she read. She didn’t care. Thanks to her grandmother’s patient persistence in teaching her to read at four, getting into bed with a good book had always been a special place she could go to when everything else fell apart. She refused to let anyone ruin that by insisting she read books about class struggle and Marxist theory.




   





  The receptionist returned after approximately three minutes. By this time, two other women, both in their early twenties, were waiting at the front desk. After taking her name and checking her appointment book, she asked the first woman to take a seat. She smiled at the second woman, recognizing her.




   





  “Frances, you can go right in. Trudy is waiting for you.”




   





  It was obvious that Frances, a slightly overweight brunette who wore her hair pulled back in a French braid, had been there before. Without hesitating, she opened a large blue door to the right of the counter with a small laminated sign that read “Clinic,” and disappeared.




   





  In a regular doctor’s office, the receptionist might have informed Ange at that point how long she would have to wait. It was clear from the woman’s feigned indifference that they were still at war. She wasn’t about to give Ange the satisfaction of knowing what was going on.




   





  Over the next forty-five minutes, three more women arrived for their appointments and were called in one by one. After reading both People magazines cover to cover, Ange experienced a familiar early sign of pregnancy: a sudden, urgent need to pee. She hurriedly removed her parka, leaving it on the sofa with her backpack. Then she made a beeline for the women’s restroom to the right of the blue door. Here, for some reason, was where clinic staff posted all their health promotion posters. Immediately inside the bathroom door was an eleven by seventeen laminated notice for a domestic violence hotline: “If someone is hurting you at home, contact our 24-hour service immediately.” Inside the door to Ange’s stall was another notice reminding women to contact the Northgate Community Service Office to determine if they were eligible for Medicaid benefits to pay for their clinic visit. There was also a small shiny sticker next to the toilet paper holder reminding her to prevent cervical cancer by having a pap smear every three years.




   





  Returning to the waiting room to discover that four new patients had arrived, Ange walked over to the reading rack to exchange her People magazines for two older issues. She was engrossed in a story about a tiff between Angelina Jolie and Brad Pitt and rumors that Brad had gone on another secret date with Jennifer Aniston, when she suddenly heard her name.




   





  “Angela?” The counselor, a tiny woman who couldn’t have been more than five feet, stood in front of the blue door leading to the clinic consultation rooms. The woman had black hair with enough brown highlights to make it look natural, styled in a tapered razor cut that just covered the nape of her neck. Otherwise, her look was one Ange and her friends disparagingly referred to as “collegiate.” The counselor, who had to be a perfect size four, was wearing a cable knit ski sweater with black and white horizontal stripes over a white cotton blouse with an oversized collar, expensive black cords, and black crushed leather tie shoes.




   





  Reminding herself she didn’t have to like the counselor to persuade her to schedule an abortion, Ange stood up, grabbed her backpack and parka, and followed her through the blue door into the corridor behind it. The counselor escorted her to an office at the far end of the hall. Shutting the door behind them, the woman offered Ange her hand. “My name is Catherine. Please sit down.” She gestured toward an overstuffed armchair that was upholstered in bottle green velour.




   





  Like the waiting room, the windowless office was furnished to look like someone’s living room. The light beige walls were decorated with four black and white Japanese ink drawings. There was a live palm tree nearly as tall as Ange between the armchair and the desk, which was empty except for an avocado green phone console, a large desk-sized appointment book, and a small stand-up calendar. The calendar was emblazoned with a gold naked leaping woman next to an enormous red Y, followed by the name “Yasmin.” This, Ange recognized, was a new brand of birth control pills her family doctor wanted her to take.




   





  Catherine sat at the desk, opening what Ange assumed was her medical file because there were multicolored tabs along the edge designating the file number. She turned to Ange.




   





  “How can I help?” It was only then, sitting just six feet from her, that Ange realized how young Catherine was. Her face had a slight olive cast—Ange couldn’t tell if she was mixed race or Mediterranean—and was perfectly unlined. There was nothing at the corners of her eyes and no trace of scowl lines above her nose or fine webbing on her upper lids. Diane, who always maintained that Caucasian women were cursed with the driest skin on earth, said you could always tell a white woman’s age from her eyelids, even if she wore concealer.




   





  Ange was surprised by how confident and business-like this woman was compared to the counselors at Garfield. Her demeanor was serious, but at the same time warm and respectful. Moreover, she seemed to have no agenda other than eliciting as much information about Ange’s situation as she was willing to disclose. This caught Ange off-guard, with the result that she revealed more about herself than she intended to. Ange told her about the positive pregnancy test that morning. She added that she was absolutely certain she didn’t want children, but that girls had to be eighteen to have their tubes tied.




   





  “When was your last period, Angela?”




   





  “Ange,” she corrected. “I go by my nickname ‘Ange.’”




   





  The counselor corrected herself. “Sorry, Ange.”




   





  Ange said she wasn’t sure. “I had some spotting five weeks ago but it only lasted half a day. My last real period was February twenty-first.”




   





  Catherine glanced at the file. “And you have had a previous abortion?”




   





  Taking this as implied criticism, Ange felt she had to justify herself. “I can’t take the pill. It makes me too depressed. We always use condoms, though. I don’t know what happened. I know how to get the morning-after pill if something happens to the condom.” Ange was sure Reuben knew what happened. The condom either broke or slipped off as he withdrew and he hadn’t bothered to tell her. That was why he was going to pay for the abortion.




   





  As if reading her mind, Catherine’s next question was about the father—whether they were in a committed relationship and if he knew she was pregnant. Ange shook her head. “I’m telling him tonight.”




   





  The counselor went on to ask how Diane was doing, and Ange assumed the file also contained information about her mother’s stroke.




   





  “It’s just us now. My aunt moved out two and a half years ago to join the Peace Corps in Ethiopia.” Ange anticipated the counselor’s next question. “And I don’t qualify for Medicaid because our income is too high. I get dependent benefits from my mom’s Social Security account and survivor benefits from my dad’s.” Ange still found this odd. Diane had no photos of her father, who Ange had met only once when she was seven. She could no longer recall what he looked like. “And I also work fifteen hours a week at Nordstrom.”




   





  “You seem like a girl who knows her own mind, Ange,” Catherine observed, “I admire that.” She then launched into the standard spiel about what a hard process abortion was for any woman. Sensing Ange’s impatience, she paused. “What’s the father’s first name, Ange?” she asked gently.




   





  Ange felt herself bristle. “I don’t have to tell you that,” she snapped, immediately regretting it. She hated losing her temper with adults because they always found some way to use it against you.




   





  “No, of course you don’t,” the woman soothed. “It’s just that a name makes it easier to keep track of who we’re talking about.” Ange could feel Catherine studying her, trying to read her state of mind. Let her try, she decided, meeting Catherine’s eyes defiantly. Go ahead, she said silently in her head, tell me what I’m thinking.




   





  “Will the father be with you during the procedure?” the counselor asked. Ange shook her head. “And you say your aunt is in Africa?” Ange nodded. “We just need to know you have someone to take you home afterward.”




   





  Ange shrugged. There was another long silence, as Ange braced herself for what she knew was coming: some truism about teenagers being incapable of knowing what they thought or felt, much less what was good for them.




   





  When Catherine spoke again, her voice had gone all quiet and serious—this was her bottom line. “This is how it is, Ange. You are a very strong, resilient girl, but at sixteen, we can’t allow you to go through this totally on your own. The sudden hormone changes make women very vulnerable. That’s not using good sense.”




   





  Despite herself, Ange felt tears form in the corners of her eyes. She looked at the floor, hoping the woman across from her wouldn’t see them. Catherine did notice but gave Ange several moments to compose herself before handing her a small plastic cup.




   





  “We will need some urine from you, of course.”




   





  Ange shook her head defiantly, fixing the counselor with her gaze. “I want a blood pregnancy test.”




   





  Wordlessly, Catherine lifted her receiver and asked the nurse to come in with a blood draw kit. She hung up and opened her king-size appointment book. “I can tentatively schedule you for a physical on Monday at three with one of our nurse practitioners. She will do an internal exam to date the pregnancy, check your heart and lungs, and make sure there are no sexually-transmitted diseases.” She paused, her eyes meeting Ange’s. “However, we do have an absolute requirement that women under eighteen must have an adult here to pick them up and take them home after the procedure. When girls can’t or don’t wish to involve their families, we arrange for one of our volunteers to take them home overnight.”




   





  The counselor must have seen the look of panic in Ange’s eyes, because she stopped. “Don’t worry. They have nothing to do with Child Protective Services or welfare. Our clinic operates under the strictest confidentiality.”




   





  Catherine handed her an appointment card for her physical. Ange tried to keep her personal and political life totally separate – she couldn’t bear the thought of casual acquaintances finding out about Diane and feeling sorry for her. Now she would have no choice but to call Trish and ask for a ride home after the procedure.




   





  Ange thanked the counselor, out of habit. “I will also need a letter excusing me from my morning classes. If it’s not too much trouble.” Ange wanted to kick herself for being so apologetic. Unused to dealing with adults without an overt agenda, she felt a growing sense of admiration for the Catherine. Worse still, Ange wanted her to like her. These were very dangerous emotions.




  




  Chapter 3




   





  Ange had to transfer twice to get from Aurora Village to Garfield High School, a trip that took a little under two hours. She texted Reuben three times with no response. Instead of addressing the tension between them, they had been avoiding each other. Ange deeply regretted she hadn’t stood her ground when the condom issue first arose.




   





  Although Reuben was very responsible in providing and using condoms, she had to continually remind him to pull out and take them off before he got soft. She hated reminding him and she hated looking at the translucent latex filled with cum. More often than not it led to arguments. He always asked for a few minutes more. When she objected, he accused her of ruining the sex act by being too clinical. Besides, she didn’t want to remind him. She wanted him to love her enough and be concerned enough about her welfare to remember on his own.




   





  They went back and forth about this until it affected everything. Eventually they couldn’t say one word to each other without starting an argument. Reuben always made Ange feel it was her fault he couldn’t love her enough to make her feelings and needs as important as his own. He said couples proved their love by surrendering some of their individuality—by changing, in essence, to create a shared life together. Their last argument resulted from his comment that she had to have a soft and vulnerable side, but she just refused to let him see it. She had totally lost it, for reasons she didn’t fully understand.




   





  When the tension began to impact their method of contraception, they should have talked and resolved the matter, even if it meant staying up all night arguing. Instead, Ange stopped bringing it up. And Reuben stayed inside her longer and longer, until one night she whispered. “You would tell me, wouldn’t you, if it came off? There’s a morning-after pill I can take.”




   





  “Of course, baby.” Ange hated it when Reuben called her that. Her other big mistake was ignoring a faraway tone in his voice that made the hairs prickle on the back of her neck. She racked her brains for two days before recalling where she had heard it before. She finally remembered Jerry had the same funny tone—as if he were breathing and talking simultaneously—the night he walked in on her in the bathtub.




   





  The recollection unnerved her enough that she went to Aurora Medical Services to be fitted for a diaphragm. But by that time it was too late.




   





  ***




   





  Ange had sent a fourth text, adding for the first time that she was pregnant, when the 43 let her off at Garfield. The response was immediate. Reuben’s text said to meet him at the Segway Coffee House on University Ave at six p.m. She was scheduled to work, as Thursday was a late shoppers’ night. Clearly, confronting Reuben took precedence, so she texted her manager to tell him she was sick.




   





  Reuben was waiting for her at a table near the back when she arrived. Her boyfriend had perfectly straight, brownish blond hair that reached his shoulder blades. He was incredibly vain about his hair and liked to jerk his head to flounce it like a horse’s mane. Reuben, who was actually quite effeminate in a lot of ways, also had a girlish way of sweeping it out of his eyes. He was quite vain about his hands, using his long, hairless, perfectly tapered fingers a lot when he talked. In the eleven months they were best friends and then lovers, Ange did her best to put these imperfections out of mind. However, once she decided to break up, she could allow herself a full inventory of his flaws. This included his straight, perfectly white teeth, which Ange was convinced he secretly bleached, and his affected blue-collar look complete with a faddish two-day stubble, plaid Pendleton work shirt, and unscuffed, crease-free Wolverine work boots.




   





  Reuben gave her a half-hearted smile as she dumped her backpack and parka on the chair across from him. “I have to admit your text was quite unexpected,” he said as she returned from the counter, where she had ordered a chai latte. His tone was superficially pleasant, with a strong undertone of accusation that characterized most of their recent conversations. “It seems to me we’ve been extremely careful.”




   





  Ange bit her lip, determined to keep a lid on her anger. They both knew the relationship was over. It was up to one of them to say it. “It’s your kid, Reuben. I haven’t been with anyone else.”




   





  “I wasn’t suggesting it was someone else’s. I was merely expressing surprise. How long have you known?”




   





  “Since last night. I recognized the feeling about a week ago. You get this continual burning in your stomach. They say it’s heartburn from the pressure of the fetus.”




   





  “You seem to be taking it pretty well.”




   





  She shrugged. “I’m not happy about it. But no point getting bent out of shape.”




   





  “Well, it’s my first time, and I can tell you what I feel. It feels like an enormous decision.”




   





  “What enormous decision, Reuben?” Ange struggled to contain herself. “I’m not having it.”




   





  “Ange, we’ve created life.”




   





  “What the fuck are you talking about? I’m sixteen years old!” she exploded. Reuben made such a big issue of her not confiding in him. But how could she possibly share her private feelings with someone who came out with such bullshit? Was her boyfriend seriously entertaining the possibility of keeping it? Worse still, had he had messed up on purpose to keep from losing her? She was learning men did that stuff without being fully conscious of what they were doing.




   





  “Reuben, we are finished. I think we both know that.” The truth was that Ange had become quite bored with the relationship, especially the pressure of continually thinking of things to do together. Reuben had seduced her by convincing her he was the first man on earth to understand her inner thoughts and feelings. It had been an enormous letdown to realize he didn’t understand her any better than any of the other boys she had dated. All he really did was constantly reframe her feelings, like all the counselors they made her see. At first she naively interpreted this as empathy and understanding. Now she hated him for it.




   





  Even the sex had become boring. As the first man to go down on her, Reuben was also the first to make her come. But as the conflict between them grew, Ange lost her ability to respond. Reuben’s solution—that they watch pornography and try new positions and techniques—struck her as obscene and a deliberate avoidance of the real issue: his desire to mould Ange into some preconceived image he had in his head. She believed a man should love her for who and what she was.




   





  “Reuben, there is no fucking way I’m keeping this baby. The only reason I’m telling you about the pregnancy is because I need $350 for the abortion.”




   





  Ange knew that Reuben—who had three part-time jobs at the UW computer lab, the Indy Media Center, and a pet store in Ballard—had the money. Aside from a twenty sack of weed a week, he had no vices and would never buy a book, CD, DVD, or software when he could download it or borrow a copy from a friend.




   





  There was a long silence as he used his spoon to daintily scoop out the cappuccino foam that clung to the cup. “I guess we have nothing to talk about then. I would like to think you found our relationship important enough to work at it. But I guess you don’t.”




   





  He seemed to think this would get a reaction but they had already had this argument too many times. Ange knew exactly what working at a relationship meant because she had seen her mom do it so often—investing so much time in pretending to enjoy a man’s company until eventually she fooled herself.




   





  “And I already know you will make my life absolutely miserable if I don’t come up with the money. You would ask my mom for it, wouldn’t you?”




   





  ***




   





  Because her battery was running low, Ange waited until she got home to call Trish, who worked in IT at UW. She had met the older woman at an ANSWER film night, where Trish had staffed a Food Not Bombs table. ANSWER, which stood for Act Now to Stop War and End Racism, showed monthly films in the Three Dollar Bill Cinema near Seattle Central. The film that night concerned the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina. Food Not Bombs had played a major role in feeding the thousands of people made homeless when the levee burst. Ange had put her name and number on their contact sheet, and Trish texted her a week later to invite her to the October homeless feed in Pioneer Square.




   





  The experience was very different from the Socialist Action meetings Reuben took her to, where people mostly sat around debating Marxist theory and whether “single issue” groups organized around the war, climate change, and Wall Street bailouts were ideologically pure enough to deserve their support. Ange arrived at First and Yesler to find Trish, another woman, and three men, all in casual, well-worn jeans and faded sweatshirts, unloading three enormous stainless steel kettles of hot vegetarian curry onto three six-by-three folding tables. Ange immediately pitched in, helping to unload twenty loaves of homemade bread and several hundred biodegradable soup bowls and plastic spoons. Then she helped to fill a hundred biodegradable cups from two five-gallon water bottles.




   





  Once they finished setting up, Trish took her to the other side of the square to talk to her alone. “Ange, I need to let you know the police may arrest us. They claim we need a permit to do this, and the city won’t give us one. Minors have to have written consent to be arrested because of the big hassle it causes with social services.”




   





  There were already five disheveled men and five somewhat more respectable-looking women lined up when they began serving at noon. They had handed out only twenty bowls of curry when, as Trish predicted, three squad cars pulled up on the Yesler side of the square. Grabbing her own and Ange’s backpacks, Trish walked her quickly up the hill to Second Avenue, waiting with her until she caught the 28 to the University District.




   





  Ange also helped with the November feed, which went off without police interference. In December she worked every Saturday, due to the Christmas rush. After that it was easier not to go with Trish than to fight with Reuben about it. He strongly disapproved of her involvement with Food Not Bombs, because of what he described as its “basic anarchist tendency.” Socialist Action disapproved of anarchists because they were undisciplined, and any association with them would only postpone true socialist revolution.




   





  ***




   





  Trish answered after two rings. She knew something was wrong from the way Ange hesitated. “Ange, what’s wrong?”




   





  “I need your help with something. I’m afraid it’s very personal.”




   





  There was another lengthy pause. Ange still couldn’t come out with the dreaded word.




   





  “What is it, Ange? I can’t promise to help without knowing what it is. I will certainly try.”




   





  “I’m pregnant.” Ange paused, waiting a few seconds, hoping Trish would draw her out. Eventually she had no choice but to say it. “I’m trying to get scheduled for an abortion next week. But I have to give them a phone number of someone who will drive me home.”




   





  “No problem, Ange. When is your appointment?”




   





  “I don’t have one yet. I asked for something at the end of the day. I think I still have a choice of four p.m. Thursday or Friday.”




   





  “Either day, Ange, is fine. I’m happy to be there for you.”




   





  It was an offer Ange, who felt a sudden sense of panic in her upper abdomen, couldn’t accept. “Thank you for the offer, Trish. I’m very grateful. But it isn’t really necessary. I’ve been through this once before. I just need someone to pick me up. Or they won’t do it.”




   





  “I understand, Ange, totally.” Trish’s tone sounded both apologetic and mildly perplexed at Ange’s sudden defensiveness. “Just let me know. I’ll be there to pick you up.”




   





  Trish was totally different from all the adults she knew. Any other grownup would have gushed with sympathy and unwanted support. Trish, on the other hand, seemed to understand Ange’s need to treat the whole matter like a simple business transaction.




   





  ***




   





  Ange waited for her first study period the next morning to go to the girl’s room to call Catherine’s direct line at the clinic. She was relieved when the counselor picked up after two rings. After taking down Trish’s home, work, and cell phone numbers, she gave Ange an appointment at four o’clock Thursday for the abortion.




   





  Ange, who had been doing her best not to think or feel anything, felt an enormous weight lift off her shoulders. Her immediate inclination, like any teenage girl with a positive pregnancy test, was to get into bed, pull the covers over her head, and wait for someone else to solve the problem for her. If she lived in a halfway normal house, this would have been a perfectly safe reaction. She tried to visualize what it would be like to live with her best friend Aleisha and have Doreen for a mom. If Aleisha even spent half a day isolated in her bedroom, Doreen would be all over her, making her cups of tea and stroking her forehead until Aleisha came out with what was bothering her.




   





  In her own home, where neither Diane nor Irene noticed whether she even came home at night, Ange would starve to death if she locked herself in her room. Even before her stroke, Ange could not recall a time that Diane wasn’t totally focused on the men in her life and the lengths a woman had to go to—at least according to Diane—to keep a man interested. Diane, who worked as a personal trainer prior to her stroke, talked about women becoming “high maintenance” after thirty-five. She spent nearly all her leisure time on the equipment at the fitness center or at the hairdresser or esthetician for weekly waxing, facials, manicures, and pedicures.




   





  In the year before Diane’s stroke, Ange began to question whether her mom’s boyfriends really expected all this perfection from her. Except for Jerry, the last one, they were even more fixated on their boyish good looks than her mother. It was a type she seemed particularly drawn to, and Ange preferred to have as little to do with them as possible. Especially when her mom started apologizing to her boyfriends for her unattractive daughter. For a long time, Ange genuinely believed it was her fault that she hadn’t inherited her mom’s good looks. By the time she reached puberty, she knew intellectually that she was in no way responsible for her facial imperfections, her enormous butt, or her thin, perfectly straight hair. However, on an emotional level, it was hard not to be preoccupied with her physical flaws when her mother and a handful of school bullies continually reminded her of them.




   





  Jerry, who was bald and had a beer belly, was the first adult after her grandmother’s death to take an interest in her. He had taught Ange to play gin rummy. Her aunt Beverley was the second, but Ange had blown that relationship by being a smartass. Like the conflict with Reuben over rubbers, it was a part of her life she would give anything to take back and live over again. But girls like Ange didn’t get a second chance.




   





  ***




   





  It should have put her mind at ease when Catherine gave her a definite appointment time. Unfortunately, Ange’s mind didn’t work that way. Something could still go wrong. The only way she could get her brain to switch off was by engaging in totally passive activity that made absolutely no mental demands. She did no homework at all that weekend and mostly played Tetris or watched movies and old British sitcoms Reuben had downloaded to the secondhand laptop he gave her for her birthday.




   





  She used her clinic appointment Monday morning as an excuse to cut a whole day of school. That night she stayed up until four a.m. watching, for the third time, a DVD Reuben had burned containing every single episode of The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy. The next day and Wednesday afternoon, she went to bed for three hours the moment she got home after school. Both nights, she got up at seven to make herself Top Ramen noodles for supper. Then she stayed up until two or three watching videos on her laptop.




  




  Chapter 4




   





  On Thursday Ange arrived at Aurora Medical Services a little before four. She was surprised and a little angry to find Trish already there in the waiting room. Trish, like the other women in Socialist Action and Food Not Bombs, wore no makeup. She and Ange had never discussed her age, which Ange guessed was on the near side of thirty. Her older friend, standing nearly five eleven, was a large-boned, slightly awkward woman with thick, shoulder-length curls that she pulled back from her forehead with a single tortoise shell barrette. Owing to a receding chin and square jaw line, most women would have rated her looks as average. However when she smiled, her whole face lit up in a way Ange sensed men found really attractive.




   





  Refusing to make eye contact, Ange slouched in the seat next to her. “I know you’re really annoyed with me, Ange,” she said. “And I fully acknowledge your right to do this by yourself.” Ange shrugged, still too angry to speak. “Catherine told me I had to be here by four. She said it was a condition of doing a termination on a sixteen-year-old.”




   





  The term, which Ange had never heard before, took a few seconds to register. “If you want me to remain in the waiting room,” Trish continued, “I will. We don’t really know each other that well, and I have absolutely no intention of forcing myself on you.”




   





  There was a long silence. Ange knew she had to say something. Touched by her friend’s honesty, she felt her anger soften slightly. “All right. You can come in with me. But no hand-holding or hugging. I don’t go in for sissy stuff like that.”




   





  This was a private joke and they both laughed. At the November feed, Trish had jokingly commented about a male volunteer being a “hugger.” This referred to his and other progressives’ tendency to indiscriminately hug fellow activists, even ones they hardly knew.




   





  ***




   





  Exactly at four, a young African American woman in a shapeless light blue uniform smock, collar-length relaxed curls, and a name badge identifying her as “Candy” came out to escort them to the examining room. She pointed to a chair next to the head of the exam table for Trish to sit in. She then steered Ange to a second chair underneath a wall-mounted blood pressure apparatus. Ange examined the nurse’s face as she bent over to put the cuff on her arm. All she could detect was a faint hint of gold eye liner. She loved working on black women but rarely had the chance anymore. They had stopped buying cosmetics, at least from Nordstrom, when the recession started. Any color looked good on brown skin. Ange especially loved the way pink blusher gave their cheeks a tawny, magenta hue like a dark peach.




   





  Candy handed Ange a gown and a sheet, told her to remove everything below the waist, and left the room. Ange, who had been through the drill on Monday, removed her Huskies sweatshirt, which she folded neatly and left on her chair, before putting the gown on. Then turning her back to Trish, she slipped out of her jeans and panties and folded them inside her jeans before laying them on top of her sweatshirt. Then she climbed up on the examining table and covered her lower half with the sheet.




   





  It was only then that she noticed the instrument cart in the corner next to the door, which was covered with a white sheet, presumably to keep its contents from freaking women out while they were waiting. There was a yellow heavy-duty electrical cord running from the bottom shelf of the cart to the outlet behind it. Ange knew the procedure was performed with a suction pump. During her first abortion she had heard but never seen it. She could only guess what it looked like. The image in her mind was of a metal container the size and shape of a garbage disposal unit.




   





  Trish, who was obviously trying to distract her, broke the silence by asking if Garfield still had an Amnesty International chapter. Ms. Wilson, Ange’s freshman world history teacher, had encouraged her to get a Garfield chapter going when she came back from Leavenworth. Before she could answer there was a brief knock at the door. It was Candy, with a small blue tray the size of a microwave container lined with absorbent white paper. On it was a tiny needle attached to some blue plastic wings and a coil of thin plastic tubing. Candy had Ange lie back on the table while she started the intravenous line on the back of her right hand. Ange had refused pain medication the first time, terrified of anything that might make her feel out of control, but had regretted it. After recoiling and taping the tubing to her forearm, Candy explained that the doctor would give Ange two different medications: one to relax her and the other to make her forget.




   





  A few minutes later the doctor came in, a tall woman in a white coat with a distinct German accent and a thick blond braid down her back. Ange steeled herself as the doctor stuck a fat hypodermic needle into a tiny nipple at the end of the tubing. Unlike the antihistamines her mother used to make her take for hay fever, these drugs didn’t space her out or make the room spin. All Ange noticed was the gradual onset of a sluggish, lackadaisical feeling.




   





  Before she realized it, the doctor had started. The initial pain, like the worst period she had ever had, came from the gradually widening probes she inserted into Ange’s cervix. It could have been five or six, Ange’s head was too hazy to count. Then there was the noise of the pump starting. Then the searing pain, which was just as bad as the first time, despite the anesthesia. It felt like someone was violently ripping out her internal organs. When it didn’t stop, she let out an involuntary moan, a high-pitched wild animal sound that came from a place over which she had no control. Trish immediately grabbed her hand, squeezing so tightly Ange’s knuckles hurt.
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