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Dear reader,

I began writing this book in the summer of 2019, a summer in which I closed my eyes and imagined a dystopian future in which abortions were banned across America and pregnant people and their doctors thrown into jail—or onto death row—for even thinking about ending a pregnancy.

Then 2022 happened. A leaked draft decision of the Supreme Court of the United States showed a majority of the Court’s nine justices would vote to overturn Roe v. Wade, the landmark ruling that had legalized abortion in 1973.

On June 24, 2022, it became official. Five justices reversed Roe v. Wade. The constitutional right to abortion in America, a right upheld for nearly a half century, vanished. Just like that, the draft novel saved on my laptop was no longer speculative fiction. Laylah Khan’s worst nightmare had become our collective reality.

Where do we go from here? I grew up in England, a country with one of the highest teen pregnancy rates in Europe. I live in America, a country with one of the highest teen pregnancy and teen abortion rates in the developed world. Around seventeen hundred teenagers become pregnant in the United States every day; one in four of those teens has an abortion. While the rest of the world is generally on track to make pregnancy and ending a pregnancy safer, things are moving backwards in the United States. Americans are more likely to die during or soon after pregnancy compared to pregnant people in many parts of the developed world. Black Americans are four times more likely to die during or soon after pregnancy compared to White Americans.

And Texas, well, Texas is a story unto itself. As well as being Laylah’s home and my former home, Texas is the birthplace of Roe v. Wade. Jane Roe was a pregnant Texas woman, real name Norma McCorvey. (Jane was the name of Norma’s childhood imaginary friend, and Roe rhymed with Doe, the last name given to a woman whose name is not known or is being kept secret.)

Norma had two kids. Both of them were cared for by other people. When Norma was pregnant a third time in 1970, she decided the best thing to do would be to terminate her pregnancy. After a doctor refused to perform an abortion because it was illegal, Norma saved up $200 (equivalent to $1,600 in 2024), took a bus to the other side of Dallas, and tried to get an abortion at a dentist’s-office-turned-illegal-abortion-clinic. But the clinic had been shut down the previous week.

Norma’s other option was to deliver the baby and put the child up for adoption. It was this path that led her to Sara Weddington and Linda Coffee, two young lawyers fresh out of law school who were introduced to Norma by her adoption attorney. Sara and Linda took Norma’s case and went head-to-head against the abortion-hating district attorney of Dallas County, Henry Wade. They argued that Norma’s right to abortion was protected by the Constitution of the United States. The trio won the case and Roe v. Wade legalized abortion all across America on January 22, 1973. It was a huge milestone for America, but it was too late for Norma. She had already had her baby.

That was more than fifty years ago. Today, Texas is the most dangerous place in America to be pregnant. When I was a health and science reporter at the Dallas Morning News, I learned that because Texas was such an outrageous outlier, pregnancy researchers would delete Texas from their national calculations because Texas skewed the overall picture of the pregnancy death rate and made the national numbers look even worse.

But this isn’t a novel about numbers. This isn’t a story about statistics. Unbecoming is the story of Laylah, an ambitious, highly organized, emotionally messy teenager who is fighting to live the life she has meticulously planned. Laylah wants control of her body and her future. But in the world she lives in—the world we live in—this means taking extraordinary measures and crashing up against the truest meanings of friendship, family, and faith.

A heads-up: There are sex scenes in this book (yep, hijaabi girls get horny). There are scenes in backstreet abortion clinics, where desperate people take desperate measures. There is conflict around different people’s perspectives of “right” and “wrong”—I’ll let you be the judge—and there are twists and turns, especially regarding Islam’s perspective on abortion, which might surprise you.

One final thought: For every hour you spend reading this book, seventy American teens will become pregnant. That’s seventy Laylahs hurrying to figure out what to do next. It’s seventy Noors scrambling to help their best friends. It’s seventy Joshua Jacksons panicking or plotting or weeping—or all three at the same time. It’s all of us, really, because this is a story about a teenager, her best friend, her family, and their future. And whether you ever get pregnant or not, whether you think you care about pregnancy or not, this is a story about who gets to decide how you live your life.

I hope you always get to make that choice.

With faith and optimism,

Seema
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What would happen if one woman told the truth about her life?

The world would split open.

—MURIEL RUKEYSER








Medical Students Take a New Oath By NOOR AWAD


DALLAS—Khadijah Moore knew exactly the words she would have to utter on her first day as a medical student. Still, the 22-year-old was so shocked that she stumbled and messed up her words on Monday morning. In a hall filled with 350 fellow students, Moore was ordered to raise her right hand and swear on the Bible that she would report anyone trying to end a pregnancy to the Dallas Police Department and the Texas Ministry of Family Preservation—even if her future patients would die without an abortion. Moore and her classmates at the Collegiate University of North Texas were participating in a white coat ceremony, a rite of passage that symbolizes their entry into the medical profession. They are the first generation of medical students to take the new oath. “They already sent us the text in a welcome packet so I knew what it would say, but it’s a lot,” Moore told the Booker T. Washington High School Tribune. “I looked at the old oath from last year and it was all about doing no harm, protecting your patients’ secrets, and trying your hardest to help people. There was nothing in there about reporting pregnant patients to the government for tracking, or to the police so they could be taken to prison.”

The graduate of Stanford University and Dallas’s Eddie Bernice Johnson STEM Academy said she felt she had to take the new oath because there is no way of matriculating without it. “Everyone in my family is a doctor,” said Moore, who has dreamed of becoming a pediatrician since she was eight. “My mom and dad actually met at Collegiate Med in the nineties. They both can’t believe how much being a doctor is changing.” The new Texas law makes abortion a crime punishable by a life sentence. People trying to get an abortion and anyone trying to help them by offering assistance, which includes giving a ride or walking with a pregnant person to an underground clinic, risk imprisonment. This applies if an abortion is carried out at less than twenty weeks or is needed to save the patient’s life. Doctors must also routinely test for pregnancy and report every pregnant patient to a state registry, or risk losing their medical license. The new law builds on the U.S. Supreme Court’s 2022 ruling, which overturned Roe v. Wade and ended the right to legal abortion. This opened the door for states to pass their own antiabortion laws. The Texas legislature is currently debating a new bill, SB 601, which would make abortion, or aiding and abetting abortion, a crime punishable by death. That bill is expected to pass.






The Texas Teen’s Guide to Safe Abortion

By

Noor Awad

&

Laylah Khan



AA Anonymous Armadillo

at 21:41

We really should keep our names off this. We’re getting in too deep







AS Anonymous Seahorse

at 21:42

This guide is going to SAVE LIVES!

You should be proud.







AA Anonymous Armadillo

at 21:44

Proud and NOT in prison, Noor! They’ll say we are aiding and abetting. This doc is extreeeeemely illegal!







AS Anonymous Seahorse

at 21:45

Ugh fine. But delete our names in like 20 minutes, OK? I want to show it to someone first.







AA Anonymous Armadillo

at 21:46

Which someone is it now? I thought we were saving LIVES! Not impressing your latest crush!!!







AS Anonymous Seahorse

at 22:21

You can delete the names now!! And cool it with the Bollywood drama, Laylah. If you were more worried about what we’re going through RIGHT NOW and not obsessed with getting into med school four years early, we’d have finished writing this whole thing already.







AA Anonymous Armadillo

at 22:30

It’s not four years early! That’s…not how it works :/ Swear to me you won’t tell ANYONE about this idc how hot they are







AS Anonymous Seahorse

at 22:32

Stop freaking out! What we’re doing is radical and revolutionary. I’m telling you, Laylah. You don’t get it. This guide is going to change the WORLD.
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STEP 1 KEEP CALM & GET MEDS
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LAYLAH

I CAN HEAR them whispering about me. The nurse and the doctor. They look at me and they think they know me.

What they see:


Brown face.

Lilac hijaab.

Pierced nose.



What they think:


Naïve.

Exotic.

Oppressed.



All they know are stereotypes pieced together from news headlines. Stories of ISIS brides and housewives, arranged marriages and girls controlled by other people. I am none of those things.

The nurse stares at me, her blond dreadlocks piled high on her small head like a bird’s nest. I think of Asma, who repeats the Texan mantra “The taller the hair, the closer to God” any time she peels back her scarf at a girls-only mosque event to reveal a bouncy, back-combed blowout or a shiny updo that somehow survived the hijaab-covered commute to the Richardson Islamic Cultural Center without displacing a single strand of that perfect brown hair. Miraculous.

If Asma were here, she would sneer at this nurse and attack her nest of matted hair with a detangling spray and brush. Then she would sneer at me for landing myself in this haraamy mess. How could anyone who calls me their role model do this to themselves? You’re supposed to be a representative of the RICC’s youth leadership program, Laylah. I was thinking of promoting you to head volunteer! I imagine her chastising me as she lifts the oversized Fendi sunglasses off her nose to reveal liquid eyeliner winged at a precise forty-five-degree angle.

Jesus H. Christ. If Asma were here, my life really would be over. How will I ever look her in the face?

The nurse looks down at her iPad, the edges of her unblended blue eyeshadow on display. She swipes the screen, looks at me, and looks back at the iPad as if none of this makes sense, which it doesn’t. The Laylah Life Plan (LLP) does not include lying in the back of a Tito’s Tacos food truck converted into a mobile clinic at the far end of an old Walmart parking lot off the George Bush Turnpike with my izzat puddled on the floor around a box labeled meat-tenderizing powders, my shirt pulled up to my bra, and my jeans around my knees while two White women prepare to poke around my private parts.

“Feel your butt go numb on an ice-cold metal gurney” is nowhere to be found on pages two to fourteen of the LLP. Not between “Achievement #4: Write the most inclusive, straightforward, and helpful guide for Texas teens on how to get a safe abortion since Texas made abortion beyond illegal” and “Achievement #11: Get into Brown University’s Liberal Medical Education Program,” which takes you straight from an undergraduate program into medical school. And absolutely nowhere before or after “Achievement #16: Get into a fellowship program to train in emergency obstetrics” does it say that I should squat in the corner of a food truck and try to angle my pitiful stream of pee into a plastic cup. “Sorry, we don’t have a toilet fitted yet,” the doctor had said a few minutes ago, turning her back while I closed my eyes and pictured waterfalls.

Everything happening right now is extremely anti–Laylah Life Plan.

The nurse flings a pink curtain across a rail and splits the tiny truck into halves. I’m stuck in the half with a cold, metal “bed.” A silver ventilation hood teeters from the opposite wall as if it might come crashing to the floor at any minute. Beneath it, a mounted rack is jammed with a box of latex gloves where I imagine there used to be bottles of red and green taco sauces.

The nurse and doctor stand on the other side of the pink curtain in the part of the truck they have tried to kit out like a medical office. The whole place smells less like iodine and bleach and more like chimichurri and carne asada. Bless their hearts.

Oh. My. God. They’re whispering about me, again, as if I can’t hear them! As if this cutesy curtain can block out the stupid shit they’re getting wrong.

Voice 1: “Yes. She is seventeen, barely. Do you think she’s really pregnant?” [I think that’s the nurse.]

Voice 2: “Run the test again.” [That must be the doctor. She pressed her icy fingers into my stomach two minutes ago, when I was writhing beneath a white paper sheet as thin as a dupatta. She smelled of dry shampoo and coffee. I focused on her blond highlights while she poked her icicle fingers into my groin. I gritted my teeth and squinted at the two-inch black roots ruining an otherwise decent haircut. She needs a touch-up ASAP. (Yes, I notice these things, even when my throat tastes like melted batteries and the ceiling is spinning in circles.)]

Nurse: “She wears that headscarf thing.”

Doctor: “But she says she’s pregnant.”

Nurse: “Do you think she’s married?”

Doctor: “I thought you said she was seventeen?”

Nurse: “She could be one of those child brides! I heard about them when I was serving in the Peace Corps in Darfur and then I saw this thing the other night on 60 Minutes. They said that Pakistani girls in New Jersey—right here in America!—are being married off to old men and having twelve babies before they turn thirty.”

[I am not Pakistani, at no point have I said I am Pakistani, and I am definitely not a “child bride” pushing out a dozen babies while preparing for med school essays and getting a four-year head start on the MCAT.]

Doctor: “Focus, Ali. It’s probably just period pain. You know how freaked out the kids get these days. Dip her urine sample again, just to be sure. She did say the pain radiates to the left iliac fossa, so we need to quickly rule out two things. One, pregnancy…”

Nurse Ali: “And they tie the girls to these tiny beds in the basement that are really just a mattress and they make them pop out baby after baby and then they do this thing where…”

Doctor: “And two, possible ectopic pregnancy.”

Nurse Ali: “Where these old women go to the houses to deliver the babies because they have to hide the child brides from the medical system because they’re all illegal and…”

Doctor: “Never mind. I’ll dip the urine. Grab the ultrasound machine. See if it’s working today.”

My two-ton MCAT textbook jammed with thousands of satisfying medical school prep questions pokes out of my tote bag. I hope the doctor spotted it earlier. Maybe she saw it and now understands that 1) I can comprehend that two lines on a damned pregnancy test means my life is over, and 2) I am not just Another Silly Girl who wound up desperately seeking help in the back of a truck because of One Bad Decision. My book should signal to her that I am driven, ambitious, and intellectual. I may have slipped up once but I plan on remedying this mess and I insist on Going Places. Okay?

I reach for the book and lug it onto my lap. Its heaviness on my thighs feels like one of my little brother’s weighted blankets. I open it to a random page, the familiar sentences a comforting antidote to the traitorous, disloyal organs clenching and twisting deep inside me. I flick past neon-green, yellow, and orange color-coded highlights, peel away a pink Post-it note, and take my first deep breath in hours.






Section 4, Page 182, MCAT Practice Questions

Structure and Integrative Functions of the Main Organ Systems

[image: Image]


	
Q: Which of the following statements best describes the electrical pathway through the heart?

	
A. Purkinje fibers → bundle of His → AV node → SA node.

	
B. AV node → SA node → bundle of His → Purkinje fibers.

	
C. JJ’s smile electrified my SA node → which sent a zap of energy to my AV node, which → especially when he did that thing where he placed his hand on the small of my back and rubbed in tender, counterclockwise circles while whispering a line from a Rumi poem about honey flowing from a lover’s lips [Ugh, that boy was good] → shocked into action my bundle of His and Purkinje fibers → and this is the electrical pathway that caused my heart to sizzle on that magical, impulsive afternoon, which made me forget the LLP and made me forget I wasn’t taking the pill because they freaking banned all hormone medicines the previous month and all of this made me forget forget forget → and this is why I am sitting inside a taco truck hidden beneath a piece of blue tarp flapping off a crumbling wall next to a Walmart parking lot in north Dallas, wondering if One Bad Decision will kill me, or if I can make all of this go away with two pills chased down by a swig of mocha Frappuccino.







So, next question. Please?




Section 4, Page 183, MCAT Practice Questions


	
Q. A 17-year-old hijaabi girl with huge dreams and even huger regrets presents to an undercover mobile clinic in a Republican state with acute left iliac fossa pain, vomiting, worsening disappointment, and intermittent dizziness, persisting for six days. What advice do you offer the girl in this new, post-abortion world?

	
A. Make a playlist for your funeral.

	
B. Smile and shut up.

	
C. Never step foot in your mosque ever again.

	
D. Regret everything.

	
E. All of the above.









Nurse Ali pulls back the curtain and hoists an ancient ultrasound machine onto the gurney, completely ignoring the MCAT book spread open across my lap. She dusts off the beige plastic box. “Reminds me of the machine I used when I was seconded to the Sudan with the Peace Corps,” she says. “Didn’t have electricity. Or running water. Or food. We had only small packets of chopped peanuts to chew on for days. The air was so thick with dust, you could hardly breathe.” Her eyes mist up as she stares past me and into a daydream about all the Brown people she has saved.

I clear my throat.

“Your test,” she says, snapping back to reality. She turns to flap the world’s most useless curtain into place. “We ran a few. It turns out you actually are pregnant.” She cocks her head and wrinkles her nose as if she’s a curious puppy who wants to sniff out the foreign creature lying in front of her.

Actually pregnant? Is this a fucking joke? Tell me something I don’t already know, Ali. In fact, tell me something I told you when I pulled up to this parking lot and slid under a tarp ten minutes ago. Why on earth would I risk my life in the back of a roving taco-truck-turned-undercover-abortion-clinic that’s on the run from gun-toting vigilantes if 1) I wasn’t pregnant, and 2) I might possibly be one of the 2 percent of unlucky pregnant people who suffer an ectopic pregnancy, which attaches outside of the uterus and might explode inside my fallopian tubes and kill me?

Satisfied that the pink curtain has secured our privacy (from the only other person in the truck—the doctor—who is minutes away from poking her icy hands around my unwaxed vulva… Oh God, why didn’t I wax last night?), Nurse Ali presses a button to turn on the beige ultrasound machine. It looks like it was made when the Beatles were on the charts.

“Every student at the Warren Alpert Medical School at Brown University receives a handheld Butterfly ultrasound probe, which attaches to their smartphone and displays the images straight onto their screens,” I whisper, knowing that I, Laylah P. Khan, will never see the inside of a medical school, let alone own a portable ultrasound scanner.

“Hmm?” says Nurse Ali. But she’s too busy squinting at the flashing screen to understand me.

The machine exhales a long and pathetic pffffffttttttt. A spray of sparks flies toward Nurse Ali’s dreadlock nest. She flaps her arms around her head as the relic fizzles to a slow and whimpering death. “Wowzers!” she says, lifting the ultrasound machine and smacking it on the bottom as if it’s a naughty child. It responds to her punishment and rumbles into action.

“I got it working again!”

“Attagirl,” the doctor yells from the other side of the curtain.

“The doctor will take a look at what’s all going on inside of here, mmkay?” Nurse Ali waves a hand over my belly, which is covered with a white paper sheet. Then, without asking or explaining—which, technically, and medicine is always technical—makes this examination indecent exposure and assault, because you have to get a patient’s consent before uncovering them, Nurse Ali yanks the paper off me, exposes my belly, reaches beneath the metal gurney, which I’m starting to realize was a food-prep table, and pulls out a spray can as big as her arm. Is she about to tag me like a graffiti artist?

Nurse Ali pops the cap on a can of Kirkland Signature Canola Oil Cooking Spray as big as her forearm. She sprays above my belly button like I’m a skillet she’s getting ready to fry bacon. “We don’t get the blue jelly anymore. They track it,” she tells my belly button as she sprays. I squirm under the icy mist. “In Darfur, I had to smear the fat from a dead camel onto the belly of a teenager who was pregnant with triplets. No blue jelly there, either,” she says, shaking her head. Her eyes mist over again.

And the Texas Ministry of Family Preservation isn’t suspicious that you’re bulk buying cooking oil spray at Costco? I want to say. But I bite my bottom lip. I’ve never considered that canola oil coming out of a nozzle aimed straight at your uterus might be freezing cold. But everything in this metal box is icy, and I’m less worried about looking like a bacon-frying skillet and more worried about where Nurse Ali is spraying. I inch my head off the table and peer at her gloved hands. She’s so off target that she might as well be getting ready to scan the half-eaten poppy-seed bagel sloshing around in my stomach. I nudge the nozzle three inches down my exposed abdomen toward my fallopian tubes. Nurse Ali gawks at me as if I am an alien from another solar system, a whole different galaxy where Brown girls don’t need White saviors and where we actually know things about our bodies.

I angle the cover of the MCAT book wedged by my side toward her, but she’s too busy narrowing her eyes at the bangs beginning to creep out from beneath my hijaab. I don’t wear this because I’m bald! What the heck did they teach you about Muslim girls’ anatomy in nursing school?! But I don’t say anything; I just tuck the disobedient strands beneath the fabric while Nurse Ali disappears behind the pink curtain in a huff.

The doctor pops her head around just in time to catch me rolling my eyes. “Hello, Lila! Mind if I take a look?”

“It’s Laylah,” I whisper. She rubs alcohol gel along her icicle fingers and approaches my greasy abdomen. She doesn’t wear gloves, just picks up the probe, pushes it into the part of me that throbs, and furrows her brow as she peers into the black-and-white screen. “I introduced myself as Dr. Hogarth a minute ago, but you can call me Harriet,” she tells the screen. “Now, let’s see what’s going on in there, shall we?”

She probes deeper, stops to spray more canola oil, and smiles.

“Well, that is good news.”

“Good news?” I sit up and pray that I will see an unpregnant abdomen beaming in the full glory of its emptiness on the screen. But the doctor pushes me back down. “Lie flat.” She digs the probe deeper, squints into the screen, and right then a loud brrrrzaaaaaap! rattles the machine and the image of my insides disappears. White and red sparks burst out of the ultrasound and send the doctor jumping back. We both scream.

“Well, shit. It’s finally a goner,” Nurse Ali says, poking her head around the curtain. “I might have some tools from my time in the desert that I can use to patch it up.” She flings back the pink curtain, lowers the sizzling machine to the floor, and slides it with her foot into the corner of the truck. The doctor sits on the edge of the gurney/food-prep table, pulls a brown napkin from a metal dispenser emblazoned with TACOS EL SABOR! and drops it onto my belly button. The edge of the napkin grows wet as the thin brown paper soaks up the cooking grease.

The doctor speaks in one long sentence without stopping to catch her breath. “So there is some good news. Your pregnancy isn’t ectopic and the cramps you say you’re having are what we call implantation pain, which is pain associated with the fertilized egg attaching to the uterine wall. I know you said it hurts, but trust me, you’d be in agony if this was an ectopic pregnancy. The kind of lesser pain you have is actually a good sign. It means the pregnancy is happening in the right place inside your body.”

Good sign? Lesser pain? Right place? There is NO right place anywhere inside my body for a pregnancy this side of my thirty-third birthday!

“So that’s the good news.”

She’s said “good” three times. One more g-word and this bubbling pressure inside my head will explode through my ears, nostrils, and mouth in thick streams of hot smoke and I will blow this taco-truck-clinic-whatever-it-is into pieces.

“Is that clear? Okay, good. So, it’s not an ectopic, plus it’s earlyish, which means you can have a medical abortion, which requires taking two pills twenty-four hours apart. You can do that at home. Okay? Any questions? No? Good.”

She doesn’t let me get a word in.

“But I do have some bad news.”

As if things could get worse. As if the LLP could swing any further off track. I stop wiping my belly with the scratchy napkin, look up at the doctor, and will her to speak and shut up at the same time.

“We don’t have the pills.”

“Oh, okay. That’s okay. Who does?”

“No one.”

“What? No—? No!” I knock the MCAT book off the gurney/food-prep table as I try to sit up.

“Studying to go to med school?” she says, bending down to pick up my textbook and finally noticing what’s been in front of her the whole time. She narrows her eyes. “How old are you really?”

“I’m getting a head start.” I snatch the book and clutch it to my chest. Bile rises up from my stomach like an acid fountain threatening to gush out of my mouth.

“You can get the pills. Right?”

The doctor shakes her head.

“Nobody has the pills?”

“Nobody has the pills.”

“And you can’t order the pills?”

“I can’t order the pills.”

“But why?”

“Because they’ve stepped up their game and found all the medication entry routes into the country. So right now no one has them. No one in Texas, Oklahoma, Arkansas, Nebraska. Not even in California and Oregon. We just did another round of calls last night to check.”

“So what do I do? Where do I go? Can I call someone?” I flop back on the table, smacking my head on scuffed metal, where I imagine a sharp knife sliced avocados, red onions, and thin strips of beef and laid them to rest between fluffy taco shells. “I’m dead. Right?” I say to the silver ceiling. “Like, I’m actually dead.”

That’s when it happens. The last thing I remember is the doctor’s face hovering over mine, the whites of her eyes growing bigger, her mouth forming a gaping black hole, and the clang of something metal crashing to the floor.


UNBECOMING!

THE BOLLYWOOD MUSICAL

FEATURING: Laylah Khan as Hapless Maiden! And Joshua Jackson as Dashing Fil-um Star!

FADE IN:

EXT. FIELD OF BLUEBONNETS - DAY

Hapless Maiden runs into a field of bluebonnets, twirls her red-white-and-blue lehenga, and dances into the middle of a Texas-shaped flower bed. A dozen maidens, played by her classmates on the fated school trip, run to surround her. They dance along the outline of the state of Texas in a traditional kathak style as Hapless Maiden sings in the middle. Dashing Fil-um Star, dressed in a blue sherwani, cowboy hat, and cowboy boots, leans against a nearby tree.

HAPLESS MAIDEN

(singing throughout)

I was driving toward my futuuuure,

textbook open, legs closed,

fantasizing ’bout my big dreeeeams,

when he strolled in from the rodeo.

He said—

Dashing Fil-um Star runs from the tree into the middle of the flower bed.

DASHING FIL-UM STAR

(singing throughout)

I can be your study buddy,

show you some anatomy.

HAPLESS MAIDEN

I said ain’t got time for no love, boy.

I’ve got my eyes on bigger things.

    
        
            	
                HAPLESS MAIDEN

                But we got drunk on Blue Bell.

            
            	
                DASHING FIL-UM STAR

                But we got drunk on Blue Bell.

            
        

    

HAPLESS MAIDEN

He said don’t make me wait.

We rolled around in bluebonnets.

Next thing we know, I said I’m late.

DANCERS

You’re late?

I’m late!

You’re late?

She’s laaaaaate!

HAPLESS MAIDEN

I was speeding toward my futuuuure,

to live a life all mine,

fantasizing ’bout my big dreeeeams,

but RBG would not step down.

Ruth Bader Ginsburg appears in the center of the flowerbed.

RUTH BADER GINSBURG

I said I want to keep my seat!

HAPLESS MAIDEN

We said that’s selfish as hell.

And because she didn’t step down,

Roe v. Wade is dead.

DANCERS

Roe v. Wade is dead?

It’s dead!

You’re dead?

I’m dead!

She’s deeeeeeeead!

    
        
            	
                HAPLESS MAIDEN

                Cuz we got drunk on Blue Bell.

            
            	
                DASHING FIL-UM STAR

                Cuz we got drunk on Blue Bell.

            
        

    

HAPLESS MAIDEN

He said don’t make me wait.

We rolled around in bluebonnets.

Next thing we know, I said I’m late.

DANCERS

You’re late?

I’m late!

You’re late?

She’s laaaaaaaaate!

Wall calendars, bullet journals, and a copy of The Texas Teen’s Guide to Safe Abortion fall from the sky and fly around Hapless Maiden as she dances in the middle of the flower bed with Dashing Fil-um Star.

HAPLESS MAIDEN

But with my planners and my Guide

and all the knowledge in my head,

I can be my own hero.

My dreams don’t have to be dead

just because I was horny.

And no one has to know why,

because here come the pills

falling from the sky.

Abortion pill packets fall from the sky. Hapless Maiden places a pill on her tongue as a bottle of Topo Chico magically appears in Dashing Fil-um Star’s hands. School bell rings. A smiling Hapless Maiden faints into the middle of the flower bed. Asma appears with a perfect blowout, waving her hijaab and dancing. RBG and Dashing Fil-um Star scatter birth-control-pill packets and copper IUDs over Hapless Maiden and into the air like wedding confetti as the chorus girls dance around the perimeter of the Texas-shaped flower bed.



“Lila? Lila!” The doctor hovers over me, shaking my shoulders. Nurse Ali stands behind her, jaw practically touching the ground. Okay, so I do this thing when I’m really, really stressed. I’ve been doing it since Mom and Dad divorced four years ago. The technical term for it is Dissociative Disorder (ICD-10 code F44.9), but it’s not that serious to need an actual medical code, and you know how Western doctors love to pathologize everything—even (intense) daydreaming. They just don’t understand that I come from a dramatic culture.

I haven’t told Noor that my brain still does the weird Bollywood thing—I haven’t told anyone. I should tell Noor because she tells me everything, but I don’t want her judging me. It’s not like it’s a big secret anyway. Everyone saw me faint and disappear into the weird blackouts when I was twelve and thirteen. I learned to hide them so that they wouldn’t think that I was really strange—even stranger than they already think I am, on account of the way I must write down multistep plans for Big Future Goals on calendars half the size of my bedroom wall, or the way I like to color-code my bullet journal with pink, orange, gray, blue, lilac, yellow, and green time blocks for: schoolwork, RICC youth club volunteering, MCAT prep, college essay research, weekly baking sessions with my nanima, and working on the Guide.

If they knew that I still have the blackout-Bollywood daydreams from time to time, I know they’d try to take away my driver’s license. Not to mention the million ways a medical diagnosis could jeopardize my chances of becoming a doctor. Who wants an obstetrician standing between their legs one minute and laid out on the floor fantasizing that she’s shimmying in a sari the next?

It’s becoming more difficult to hide. I had figured out a way to manage it by avoiding caffeine after 11:00 a.m., doing four rounds of sun salutations every morning, chugging three cups of chamomile tea starting at around five-ish, and taking at least one nap a day. But last Friday, the same day I peed on the first damned pregnancy test, I was lying on the sofa and working on the Guide at Noor’s house and she swears I blacked out with my eyes half open.

“So. Creepy. Dude,” she said. “I was shouting at you, but you didn’t even blink. It was only when I threw the cushion at your face that you sat up screaming.”

I told her I had fallen asleep. “With your eyes open? Weirdo. You need to go to bed earlier. And give that massive book a rest.”

Nurse Ali peers over the doctor’s shoulder. “You blacked out!” she says. Always stating the obvious, that one.

“I needed a power nap. I’m just really tired.” I look around for my MCAT book, lug it onto my lap, and squeeze my knees toward my chest.

The doctor pats my shoulder awkwardly. “We lost you for a second. Let’s get you back up here. Look, I know this is a lot to take in. But the situation might change.”

“Might change? Like I might magically unbecome pregnant?”

“Like, we might get a shipment of pills next week or next month. Who knows?”

“Who knows? I need to know! How many days do I have before the pills don’t work and I have to figure out some way of getting a surgical abortion?”

“Ooh, you’d have to go to Mexico for a surgical abortion,” Nurse Ali says, shaking her head. “I heard it’s super pricey and they mix their meds with cocaine, and excuse me for saying this, but I do know quite a lot about Muslamic things because of my deployment in Sudan, and isn’t all of this”—she waves her hand in what I imagine is the general direction of my uterus—“isn’t all of this against the Shakira Law?”

Ole, ole, ole, hips don’t lie, I want to sing, in my best Shakira voice. But I do not have the energy to educate this woman about the difference between a Colombian-Lebanese pop singer and Islamic jurisprudence. Not right now. Not in a taco truck. Don’t nurses get cultural sensitivity training?

Nurse Ali unfolds her arms and leans in. “I know this must be so scary for you, what with your culture and the way it treats women and everything, but you can tell us. Is anyone coming after you?”

You mean other than the Texas Ministry of Family Preservation, the politicians who made abortion a criminal act, the hypocrite doctors who fought to make abortion completely illegal, and the gun-toting, Confederate-flag-waving vigilantes who want to kill anyone trying to get her life in order? I’d probably be safer in Pakistan, where you think every hijaabi is from and where abortion is actually legal in early pregnancy, I want to scream. But I don’t. I squeeze my eyes shut to push back the tears. Must appear to be a Strong Brown Girl. I cannot let them see me cry. The last thing I want is to give them the satisfaction of rescuing a Pathetic Brown Girl.

The doctor clears her throat to interrupt the intervention. “The pills only work for a set amount of time.” She looks over at Nurse Ali. “And that all depends on when she had her last period. Which was…?”

Nurse Ali scrolls the iPad. “Last menstrual period began… Let me see here.… She said it was on March first.”

“Bluebonnet season,” I whisper.

“Huh?” says the doctor.

“Nothing. Look. I already told you when I had my last period. Just tell me how much time I have.”

Nurse Ali mouths the numbers as she swipes the days on the iPad calendar and counts, “One, two, three, four.” The doctor rakes her fingers through her urgently-in-need-of-a-touch-up hair and stares at me blankly.

“What do I do now? Where do I go next? Who controls the supply?”

She sighs. “Days like this, I wish I had a direct line to The Controller. Ultrasound on the fritz. Again. No pills. Only three disposable speculums and two boxes of gloves left.”

“No, ma’am. We’re down to one box of gloves.” Nurse Ali corrects the doctor, which means she has to swipe the iPad calendar back to March and begin counting all over again.

“You probably know this,” the doctor says, leaning forward and tapping my MCAT prep book, “but medical abortion using the two pills works up to seventy days after the first day of your LMP.”

“That stands for last menstrual period,” says Nurse Ali, pausing between each word, completely unaware that I, Laylah P. Khan, am the QOA: Queen of Acronyms. I swear to God I want to hurl my MCAT book at her head to see if I can dislodge the pile of culturally appropriated dreadlocks.

I take a deep breath and muster the courage to say something awkward but necessary. “I think you’re actually… that’s actually… inaccurate.” I sort of whisper it as I look away toward the rack where taco sauces once hung. I want to tell them that I know for a fact that they are wrong because I have been knee-deep in research for weeks to write The Texas Teen’s Guide to Safe Abortion. There’s nothing like it out there. Not written for us, by us. There’s nothing that really takes your hand and guides you, step-by-step, through the whole process from realizing you’re screwed (pregnant) to figuring out how to track down a safe clinic, to avoiding the fake clinics called crisis pregnancy centers, and getting proper help. Most people don’t think about abortion until they need one. So I know what Noor means when she goes on and on about how the Guide is radical and revolutionary, because even though everyone’s an activist these days, no one’s there to get down in the trenches with you and help when you need it most, especially if you’re a teenager.

There’s been a heavy price to pay for working on the Guide, and it’s not even published yet. That’s when the shit might really hit the fan. Studying for exams and writing college essays and volunteering and doing research have left me feeling suffocated. Some nights I crank up my desk fan and blast my face with cold air because it feels as if I am drowning in research papers, choking on medical statistics, and sinking into quicksand thick with textbooks. Not to mention the lead balls of anxiety that churn in my stomach when I think about cop cars pulling up outside the house, confiscating my laptop and textbooks, and dragging me out in handcuffs while Mom clings to my ankles and Adam screams noooooo. I bury those thoughts by jumping deeper into the data. My eyeballs scan pages and pages of depressing data about desperate people willing to do dangerous things. My heart aches. My brain wants to explode. Those are the days I drift into Bollywood-land.

The doctor and nurse stare at me as if I had been speaking in Gujarati. “It’s based on the latest evidence. According to the most recent guidelines from the American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists and the World Health Organization, yes, medical termination using the two-pill combination is successful up to seventy days’ gestation. However, according to the Guttmacher Institute, ‘medication abortion is approved for use up to ten weeks of gestational age, but it is used safely off label at later gestation.’ ”

I sound like the Guide because I am literally repeating a line I typed in section 2C. I worked on that part a week ago when I was already pregnant—but also delusional. I brushed off the nausea as a symptom of yet more anxiety and the cramps as indigestion. I had eaten way too much vanilla Blue Bell, emptied an entire bottle of caramel sauce, and gone a little over the top with the bottles of Topo Chico, all of which had left me as gassy and bloated as a beached whale. I had to switch out my jeans for sweatpants, leave the drawstrings untied, and burn Mom’s special-occasion incense.

All of these facts and figures about pills, protocols, and success rates have been renting out space in my gray matter for weeks. But now they have bought the real estate, hammered a white picket fence into the lawn, and officially taken up permanent residence inside my cortex. Especially that wild fact that I explain in section 1B of the Guide, the part that lays out how pregnancy is calculated. It makes no sense.


Even though you can’t get pregnant until you release an egg, which can happen about 2 weeks after you start your period (if you have a pretty regular ~28-day cycle), doctors still count the beginning of pregnancy (what they call “gestational age”) from the first day of your period, not from the day you ovulated and probably got pregnant. This means that everyone who is told they are 20 weeks pregnant is truly a walking incubator for an 18-week-old fetus. The Texas Teen’s Guide to Safe Abortion, Section 1B



Wild.

Nurse Ali is gawking, again. I know I sound like a freaking know-it-all—and I try so hard not to sound like a know-it-all—but damn it, this is my life, and I need this nurse to count properly. I need every single day I can get.

“So, how long has she got?” The doctor turns to the nurse, who is so mesmerized by the fact that there is a brain rich with electrical signals pulsing beneath my hijaab that she’s stopped counting and is staring in my direction. I can’t help that I have this effect on people.

Dr. Hogarth reaches over and grabs the iPad from Nurse Ali. I clutch my textbook tighter and look up at the taco truck ceiling. I did the math early this morning. I’ve been doing the math every day since Friday. But in the back of this truck, with my butt numb on an icy table and my izzat puddled somewhere in the corner between a sizzling ultrasound machine and the place I had to squat and pee into a cup, my head is a swirl of numbers and months and dates. I got my period the day the bluebonnets first bloomed… March 1… which means I would have ovulated on or around March 15, the day of the bluebonnet school trip. Sperm can survive for up to five days inside the uterus, but let’s say I conceived at the earliest possible date. Okay. That would mean I got pregnant on March 15. But they still count “gestational age” from the first day of my last period so that means I can take the pills up until…

“I have to tell you something, Laylah.” The doctor interrupts my calculations. “The Googmaker Institution might say you can take the pills after seventy days, but it gets more dangerous the later you leave it.”

“Guttmacher. Institute,” I whisper.

The doctor leans in and speaks in a quieter tone. “It starts to get very dangerous, my dear. I want you to understand this. I don’t want you taking the medical abortion pills any later than seventy days’ gestation, and I doubt any provider in the state who is illegally procuring these pills will even give them to you after that. They don’t want those problems on their hands. Nobody does.”

Hot tears burn behind my eyes, but I will not let these strangers see me cry.

The doctor swipes the iPad screen. “Gestation began March 1. Today is May 4, so you’ve still got… three, four, five… six days to get your pills. Six days!”

She looks up at me. It’s my turn to gawk. The doctor shrugs. “I’ve learned to be optimistic in these times,” she says.

And I get it. I mean, thank goodness that Icicle Fingers and Gawking Bird’s Nest are even here, because without them I’d be completely lost. They were the only underground safe clinic from the long list of safe clinics currently in the draft version of the Guide that I could actually track down. What a joke! The others switch cell phone numbers and change their encrypted internet handles every other day, sometimes twice a day. By the time I had located a different clinic, Seas the Day Seafood Truck, which I thought was stationed an hour outside of Fort Worth, the truck was six hundred miles away at the other end of Texas—practically in Mexico. I wouldn’t be able to sneak away that far without Mom noticing, let alone Noor. Shit. Should I tell Noor? I don’t want to tell anyone, not even my best friend. I just want to make this go away and never have to mention it at all.

“Try us again on Wednesday. I can’t guarantee we’ll still be in North Texas, but I promise we’ll try to help if we can.”

I cannot believe my life. A nurse armed with Costco spray oil and a doctor with grown-out roots who doesn’t seem to know about the Guttmacher Institute are my last hope. And even they are coming up empty.

I pull down my shirt, button up my jeans, and rest my hands over my ovaries. My disloyal, traitorous, spoilsport, party pooper ovaries. We had a plan, I whisper to my organs. We had a plan to make it out of Dallas and into the Ivy League. Do you want me to give up on my dreams?

Nurse Ali pulls back the curtain and slowly unlatches one of the back doors. Her head disappears outside. “Coast is clear!” she says cheerily. I step down and out of the truck. The nurse reaches into her hair, pulls out a white card, and drops it into my tote bag. I just stand there for a second. Pill-less. I have failed Step 1 of my own damned Guide. It said: “Keep Calm & Get Meds.” Not: “Have a Bollywood Blackout & Leave Still Pregnant.”

Nurse Ali slams the door behind me before I can even crawl under the tarp.

By the time I walk to my car, the tarp has vanished and the silver truck is hurtling toward the George Bush Turnpike.
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STEP 2 HANG ON TO YOUR DREAMS






To: The Program in Liberal Medical Education

Brown University

Providence, Rhode Island

Monday, May 4

Dear Dean Williams:

My name is Laylah Khan. I am a second-generation Indian American, a proud, practicing Muslim, and a firm believer that science holds the power to change the world. I am applying to Brown University’s unique Program in Liberal Medical Education because the combination of a four-year liberal arts program with guaranteed entry into Brown’s medical school will arm me with the skills I need to save the lives of people from medically underserved communities.
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