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PART ONE






1



The dream was always the same—a flood of babies dribbling out of her mouth, dozens, tumbling head over heels. It was like coming up from the sea sputtering a mouthful of water, salty and alive with life forms.


The dream was not frightening, not even unpleasant, but today Margo didn’t want to linger with it, with the strange images, the faint sensation on her lips and tongue. Better to get up, move about, dispel all traces of it. She opened her eyes, and the babies flickered and faded as they disintegrated into the room’s darkness.


Cautiously, she snaked her way to the edge of the bed. Steven savored his weekend morning sleep, and she didn’t want to deprive him of it. She swung her legs to the floor, leaned her weight forward, and lifted herself out and up.


That sequence of movement—bending, extending, stretching, releasing—stirred her bodily memory. It was a pattern from the modern dance class she had taken last year at the Y: contract, release, stretch, extend, move. She could almost hear the demands of the instructor and the monotonous beat of the drum measuring out the rhythms, almost feel her abdomen contracting deeply into itself, and her arms stretching almost out of their sockets to touch the air beyond their reach. It was so exhilarating, that total concentration on the body—the spinning, whirling, leaping, flying. And so brutally exhausting, too: calves burning and sore thighs trembling with fatigue, for while its aim was to achieve elegance of motion and perfection of form, dance was at bottom a grubby, sweaty business. Like sex, when two people churned and ground against each other to achieve that final ecstasy. Like labor, when a woman’s body groaned with effort and strained to deliver life.


No, not those thoughts either. No more this morning of babies and birthing, of unnatural dreams. Who knew what sorts of imaginings attracted bad luck?


Margo tiptoed toward the bedroom door and then descended the stairs, avoiding the loose-boarded places that set off creaks. From the front entry hall closet, she pulled out the underwear, jeans, and T-shirt she kept there to change into on weekend mornings so Steven could sleep without being disturbed by her dresser drawers squeaking open and shut. She tugged off her nightgown, grimacing disapprovingly as each level of her body was revealed in turn: thighs too flabby, hips too big, breasts too small. Never mind that Steven praised her figure and delighted in the curve of her waist. She had never approved of her body, and she disapproved of it even more now that her thirty-eight-year-old face also drooped a bit, her brown hair contained a bit of gray, and a few wrinkles had already etched fine paths around her eyes.


No, never mind, not today. Today, she must not think of her imperfect body. Today, she would think only of flawlessness, of competence, of normalcy.


In the kitchen, Margo brewed herself some coffee and sat down with her cup at the small table in front of the kitchen window. As she sipped, she studied how the residue of Connecticut rain that had fallen during the night clung to the needles of the pine trees that crowded against the kitchen window; in the early morning light, the drops glistened and the needles looked as if they had been dipped in sugar. The day was clear and bright, a boon in late winter, when the gloom of leaden skies was still to be expected.


She fixed herself another cup of steaming coffee and started the day’s work, warmed by the sunlight streaming through the yellow and white gingham-curtained windows and the cheerful company of a collection of brightly colored wooden and clay roosters that peered down at her from their high shelves. Cleaning the cluttered refrigerator of the bits and pieces remaining from the week’s menus, Margo saved or evicted leftovers like a judge dispensing pardons and sentences. “At least one side of you is still beautiful,” she said to a tomato half-blighted by mold as she wielded her knife to rescue the healthy half; “Sorry, spaghetti,” she apologized to the soggy mass drowned in week-old grayish-red sauce, tossing it down the disposal. By the time her husband came down for his breakfast—early brunch by then, really—she had completed a satisfying number of household tasks: two loads of laundry washed and dried, stacks of outdated magazines sifted through and pitched out, and half the bills paid.


Steven settled himself at the kitchen table, arranging his terrycloth bathrobe around his knees. “I can’t believe I slept that long.”


Margo came over to kiss his cheek. “My own Rip Van Winkle. So, what would you like?”


It was her habit on weekends to make breakfast for Steven. As a little girl too young yet for school, she had watched her father pour cold cereal into his bowl morning after morning while her mother stayed preoccupied with children or chores. “You know what would hit the spot on a cold morning like this?” he’d once asked her. “A hot breakfast,” he continued, as he poured the packaged cornflakes into a bowl. Sitting across from her father at the kitchen table, she had imagined the bountiful breakfast she would have prepared for him, could she only reach the pantry shelves and be allowed to touch the stove. It had never occurred to Margo not to make breakfast for Steven.


She watched as he sliced through his omelet with methodical precision. It was remarkable to her how precise Steven always was; even the part in his black hair was immaculately drawn this morning, never mind that today was simply a lazy and private Saturday.


“Excellent,” he said. “I like that grated nutmeg you added with the cheese.”


Margo smiled at him. She always enjoyed his praise, and today she was additionally glad that she had begun the day by pleasing him.


When he was done, Steven neatly set down his knife and fork. “Well, what did you think of Amanda’s young man at the party last night?”


His words were neutral, but from the down-turned set of his mouth, she could tell that his impression hadn’t been a favorable one.


“He seemed all right,” Margo replied as noncommittally as possible. She rose to clear off the table. “Seems like he’s going to be good for her.”


“Good how? Don’t you think it’s ridiculous? He’s barely out of college. He has no real job. She said he works at that ski resort, but I guess that’s a nicer way of saying he’s a ski bum.”


Margo cautioned herself not to leap to her friend’s defense. Her task today was to keep the mood pleasant and light and overlook any minor annoyances. She turned the tap on strong until the water made a gushing sound as it sped from the faucet, and let that be her reply.


He seemed to accept her silence as a sign of acquiescence, for he turned to the newspaper and said no more.


Margo picked up the now-cool omelet pan and reached for the Teflon-safe scouring pad. A hazy memory was coalescing, coming into clearer focus as she scrubbed, a memory from far back in time, when she herself had been in a May-September match—although hers was of the usual sort: she seventeen, and he thirty.


She hadn’t found any of the immature, often silly men-in-training at her school appealing. Arthur Meese was the manager at the supermarket where she clerked after school and during the summers. She admired the way he strode out of his small office, and the authority with which he communicated his instructions to the staff. She often found herself glancing at the solid square shape of his hands, and the full curve of his forearm, somehow both familiar and mysteriously attractive. In time, he noticed her interest, and began driving her home after work. The first day that he invited her into his car, her anxiety kept her mute for the entire journey, but she was thrilled by the confidences he shared with her—his plans for the store, his marriage going badly. The first time he reached over and took her hand from where it rested on her thigh, her nervousness was mingled with a sense of triumph. Weeks later, when he stopped the car in the deep woods near the pond, unbuttoned her blouse, and pressed himself against her, it seemed inevitable and good, no matter what Mrs. Byne had said in Sunday school about the fires of hell. Being with him became an obsession, and for a time her life centered on their late afternoon trysts. Yet, in the moments of stillness afterward, she held him tightly in her arms and knew, with sadness, that he was not really hers. It was never clear to her, though, why it ultimately ended; he stopped offering to drive her home, and a short time after that, she stopped clerking at the store. Months later, one Sunday afternoon, she saw him strolling on Central Street with his family, clasping his young son by the hand, while Polly, his wife, pushed a new baby in a shiny old-fashioned carriage, with a fancy hood and big chrome wheels. Margo remembered the way he had nodded his head in her direction and given her a small smile, which signaled acknowledgment but not affection. So things changed between us because his wife got pregnant, she’d thought.


And now, Steven was talking. “Remember her last one? A total bore. Why does she go out of her way to find these losers?”


Even the sports section hadn’t been able to dislodge Steven’s preoccupation with Amanda and her men. Again, she said nothing in reply.


There was no point in giving an answer that might potentially spark a disagreement, which might then turn into a lingering irritation with each other, so that by nightfall they would have little eagerness to lock their bodies together. This must not happen—since according to her calendar, today was the beginning of her fertile time.


No, Margo corrected herself. Fertile times were what other women had. She had only seeding times, times to be sprinkled with sperm. This entailed planning and effort and work, the way preparation of the field was work to the farmer. But for her, it seemed, there was little hope of a harvest.


Three years already since they had first achieved the title of “infertile couple.” The fertility specialist had insisted they meet the criteria to the letter: “a year of adequate exposure without the use of contraceptives.” At first they had found something amusing about it. Their eyes had locked in merriment.


“Adequate exposure? Does he want us to run naked in the street?” she’d said.


“He wants us to screw in public without a condom,” he’d said.


It was no longer amusing after a year and a half had gone by and they were a bona fide fertility failure.


Steven then had suffered the indignities of sperm counts, masturbating himself to orgasm, collecting the semen in a see-through jar, hiding it in a small brown paper bag to hand over to the receptionist in the doctor’s office. She herself had charted her body’s temperature as if she were an experimental animal, and given blood and urine samples for automated laboratory machines to scrutinize her monthly hormone rhythms. The gynecologist had tested her cervical mucus for its friendliness to sperm, and examined her uterus and ovarian follicles with multiple ultrasound exams. He had explored her reproductive tract by shooting it full of contrast dye and imaging its whitewashed contours; he had poked a tiny telescope through a tiny hole punched in her abdomen to look even more closely at her ovaries, peering into nooks and crannies in search of endometriosis.


There was no indication that pregnancy was totally impossible, but there were significant flaws in the delicate mechanisms required for ovulation. The biggest problem was that her ovaries weren’t producing normal follicles that could effectively nourish their eggs to maturity.


So now, once again—and perhaps for the last time, if she understood her gynecologist’s innuendoes correctly—she was being dosed with the ovulation-inducing medications whose job it was to pry an egg out of her ungiving ovaries: to stimulate an ovarian follicle to grow and nurture its egg to maturity and then to stimulate that follicle to release its egg. An ovulation that must not be squandered, that must be perfectly timed with intercourse, so that precious egg could be bathed in sperm.


Margo quietly stacked the dishes in the dishwasher. Then, as Steven’s attention was still engaged by the newspaper, she went to the small stretch of recessed countertop that served as her kitchen desk and busied herself with writing out the weekend’s shopping list.


After a time, Steven walked the short distance from table to desk. He placed his hand atop her shoulder and caressed it as he spoke. “So, what are your plans for the day?”


Margo put her hand on his, rubbed it gently, and turned toward him. “A little shopping and then I have to drop by my office. Crazy computer was down again yesterday. And naturally, Rundell doesn’t give a damn about that. He expects a printout of the data analysis on his desk by the crack of dawn on Monday morning.”


Practically never did she abandon Steven for work on weekends. He was the one who brought home full briefcases on Friday nights and made visits to his office over the weekend. She tried to minimize her absence: “Shouldn’t take me more than a couple of hours, though.”


His face brightened. “That’s fine with me. I also need to go to my office for a while. Since we’ll both be in town, how about meeting up for an early dinner at Le Jardin?”


She nodded with enthusiasm. Tranquil, elegant, unfailingly delicious, it was his favorite restaurant and a promising way to begin the evening’s rites.
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MARGO DROVE HERSELF FIRST TO THE SHOPPING MALL nearest her neighborhood. She picked up the few items she actually needed, and then drifted from store to store, completely ignoring her morning’s resolution to spend some hours enjoying the sunlight. She meandered through the Sephora store aisles inspecting all the beauty products, and let herself be tempted into buying a tangerine-colored lip gloss. At Macy’s, she stopped at a counter heaped with big-brimmed hats, and tried on one for which she had no use. She picked up a long velvet fairy-tale cape and settled it over her shoulders. As soon as she was certain no one was looking, Margo twirled around and around to make it fly.


When she was a child, her family had been on too tight a budget for such fine clothes. Her mother wouldn’t even let her try on the delicate blouses with frilly lace-edged collars she craved. Only clothes made of sturdy, serviceable fabrics that inevitably came in dull colors or graceless prints were allowed, judged respectable and proper, as well as sufficiently durable to withstand the alterations and multiple washings necessary for them to serve as hand-me-downs for her sister.


After the time spent at the shops and among the finery, Margo’s feet began to ache. It hadn’t been very sensible to wear uncomfortable footwear for shopping, but she enjoyed wearing high-heeled, too-narrow leather boots, even though her toes had to pay the price.


Near the pattering fountain that was the mall’s architectural highlight, she found an empty seat. There seemed to be children everywhere. She watched little girls skipping about, and boisterous boys scrambling over benches and running along the fountain’s edge. The woman seated next to her grumbled about the racket they were making, but Margo did not mind their noisiness. The children’s songs and shouts enriched the air, and she enjoyed their energy.


Suddenly, she felt a stinging pain on her instep. Near her boot lay the missile that had crashed against her—a small metal car, now immobile and harmless. And a little farther, a boy of five or so, bracing himself for the sharp reprimand, or worse.


Margo saw the fear in his eyes and searched for a way to relieve it. She smiled as reassuringly as she could.


“Vroom vroom,” Margo chanted, and sent the little vehicle speeding back to its owner. The boy’s arm shot out to catch his car. His face full of surprise and relief, he grabbed it and wheeled away.


By five o’clock Margo was at her desk in the hospital’s administrative offices, and the printer began spitting out the data she had summoned up: that week’s counts of the number of patients admitted each day, their diagnoses, their lengths of stay, and the billable items of care. She collected each page as it emerged and scoured the numbers on it with interest. Is this a trend? she wondered, as she spotted an interesting pattern. Chasing the clues, she entered another command, and the new analysis confirmed the presence of a trend. It seemed a kind of power, to tease out associations hidden deep in what at first glance seemed only a dense forest of numbers. It was like being able to wrest small secrets from nature. Gratified, she strode toward Rundell’s office, six pages of satisfying printout in her hand.


In the chief administrator’s suite, a woman from Housekeeping with a dark glass bottle and a cloth in her rubber-gloved hands was buffing his walnut desk to an opulent shine, and the smell of furniture polish was strong. Margo stopped for a moment to greet her, thinking how lonely it must be in such deserted surroundings, and then placed her packet of printouts on his administrative assistant’s desk.


Not everyone in the hospital was pleased by the sumptuous surroundings of Rundell’s suite, Margo knew. The doctors never ceased complaining. “Walnut and leather,” they grumbled, “while we all have to economize.” What the doctors didn’t understand was that such furnishings were not simply luxuries, but badges of achievement in an administrative career. When shared assistants were supplanted by designated personal administrative assistants, when paint was replaced by expensive wallpaper, when industrial-grade flooring was exchanged for plush wool carpeting, it was the equivalent of adding stars and stripes to a military person’s uniform. She herself shared an assistant and had only cloth-covered chairs in her office.


It was only a short wait for the elevator that would take her to her parking floor. Hospital activity was quite slow on Saturdays, with office workers off for the weekend, outpatient clinics closed, and elective new admissions not scheduled to arrive until Sunday afternoon. So, when the elevator doors slid open, she was surprised to find, instead of an empty elevator, a huge box that barred her way. A stocky male transporter stood behind it, squeezed against the back of the elevator. It was an incubator, she realized, the kind for premature babies, probably fresh from a cleaning or mechanical overhaul. Margo slid around the machine and slipped into the small space remaining at its side.


An artificial womb. She examined it closely. A heavy metal base, stolid and dull, and on top, a clear plastic dome punctured by pleated armholes that let in doctors’ hands to examine, nurses’ hands to cleanse and stroke. The tiny baby to be placed there would be so separate, so alone. Enclosed in so hard a shell, when once there had been the familiar comfort of a liquid hammock. In place of the sturdy, steady beat of a mother’s heart, the baby would hear only hospital sounds: muffled words, mechanical beeps. Margo accompanied the machine until the elevator jolted as it halted at the fourth floor: the Obstetrics Wing and Newborn Nursery.


The transporter pushed at the incubator, grunting; it was obviously even heavier than it looked. The machine bumped over the elevator’s edge and then began to roll fast, faster, its wheels on shiny vinyl now. Farther and farther it receded, into the corridor ahead. To where the babies were.


The elevator doors hesitated for a second and began to slide together, blotting the incubator from her sight. At the last fraction of a second, just before the doors shut entirely, she jammed her hands between the rubber gaskets and spread them open. Her feet moved quickly, hurrying to pick up the incubator’s trail.


The transporter swiped his ID across the face of the electronic monitor guarding the door to the Obstetrics Wing. It opened for him, and Margo, directly behind, slipped through.


In their rooms, Margo knew, new mothers would be resting, recouping their energy after the arduous process of birthing, while their babies were parked for a time in the Newborn Nursery; in other rooms, mothers were hosting visitors and proudly showing off their newborns. Meanwhile, the lumbering incubator had the corridor’s width all to itself. Margo followed closely behind as it rumbled along farther and farther down the hall. Until there it was, the Newborn Nursery, high plate glass almost to the ceiling. And inside, a blur of pink and white and blue.


She stepped up close to the big window and pressed her nose against the glass. Babies everywhere. A sea of little faces, mostly puckered, mostly red. All kinds of hair, some stuck up in tufts, some thick across foreheads. Bodies swaddled in flannel blankets, stretched tight and tucked firm. One little elbow suddenly stuck itself up, pushing swiftly and assertively against the taut blanket. Had it practiced that in the womb? To heave up so, like a little mountain? And here, one lay quietly awake. Clear blue eyes, mouth so pink and fine. Every so often, the round fists waved and fell on its lips, and then the face suddenly became all action, all mouth. So sweet in its desperate clumsiness. So dear.


The transporter’s rubber-soled running shoes squeaked against the vinyl flooring. Margo watched as from the stacked cart parked outside the nursing station he took a clean blue paper gown, shook it loose, slipped it over his flannel shirt and blue jeans, and tied its strings. Then, with a grunt, he began to push the incubator toward the nursery door.


She stared at his feet as they plodded along, attaching, then detaching in turn from the vinyl floor. Left. Right. Left.


It would be so lovely to be immersed in that sea of little faces. The breaths and sighs must be so delicious to hear, and that new-baby fragrance to sniff.


Her feet began to inch forward, left, right, left, tracing the transporter’s footsteps across the shiny polished flooring, over to the stacked cart. She pulled down a blue gown, shook it out, and slipped her arms into the full sleeves. Why not? Just for a few minutes. What harm could it do?


She tied the loose strings to the back and continued trailing the transporter as he swiped his security ID card and the doors opened for them.


Inside, she tiptoed between the babies, admiring now this one’s pointy nose, now that one’s delicately sculpted ears, until she reached the dear one. In repose now, the closed eyes were like slits, the eyelashes dark fringes on the pale face, the mouth a pinch of rose red, the skin so pearly, so fine. It must be soft as velvet, she thought.


“Get away from there! Who are you? You’re not one of our staff!”


The nurse walked closer, her face grim as she maneuvered around the other babies toward Margo. “Carol!” the nurse called out sharply to the clerk outside at the nursing station.


“Please. I work here, in the hospital,” Margo protested, fumbling at her neck for the plastic-coated identification card. “I’m in Administration.”


“That doesn’t give you license to walk in wherever you want.”


“You’re right. Of course it doesn’t. I really shouldn’t be here. It’s just that I came in the elevator with the incubator.”


“So?” The nurse hesitated, weighing the circumstances, the possibilities.


“Do you want me to call security?” the clerk asked. “Shall I start filling out an incident report?”


“Please, no. It won’t happen again, I promise,” Margo begged.
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THAT EVENING, AT LE JARDIN, MARGO ATE HER DINNER without much enthusiasm while praising the food as she always did to please Steven, who was as proud of the chef as if he himself were the proprietor of the restaurant. At all the conversational crossroads where her input was required, she responded appropriately to keep up her end of the conversation. In between, though, she felt slightly dazed and terribly worried. The nurse had written down her name after inspecting her ID badge thoroughly. What would she do then? Would Margo soon find herself without a job?


Let it go for now, she advised herself, let it go. No use brooding over behavior she could not undo. All her energy had to be preserved for the important work yet to be done during the night.


The remainder of Saturday evening they spent quietly at home. At one minute to ten, Steven reached for the remote to turn on the evening television news. It was his ritual without fail—every night by nine forty-five he was already checking his watch.


Margo walked upstairs to prepare for her own rites. From the bed, she removed the throw pillows with their green unicorns prancing across fern forests, and folded up the quilted bedspread. She turned the shower on full strength and very warm, and with a cap to keep her hair dry, let the soothing stream of water wash over her. After toweling dry, she selected from her bedroom dresser the pale blue satin nightgown Steven loved to run his fingers down, and slipped it on. She returned to the bathroom to brush her hair, and lingered there so that she could time her walk into the bedroom just when he came up.


The tinkle of coins on wood as Steven emptied his pockets out onto the bureau top announced his arrival. Margo opened the bathroom door and walked straight into his line of vision.


He saw her and his eyes grew solemn. “Whenever I see that gown, I know it’s the time of the month for mating,” he said quietly, a tinge of bitterness in his voice.


“Don’t you want to anyway?” She was taken aback by his response. He’d never seemed to resent or refuse her subtle invitation for sex, either for pleasure or reproductive purposes.


“Of course I do. But right now, I’m thinking about women complaining about men just wanting them for their bodies. It seems like it’s not even my body you want. It’s what comes through it.”


Now it was Margo who felt irritated. Yes, that was true, but wasn’t he forgetting that the baby they were trying to make would be his child, too? He’d heartily welcomed the idea that it was time for them to try for a baby.


Then, deep in his eyes, she saw the pain. She suddenly understood how he must feel—like a stallion led to stud, his sexuality controlled by doctor, date, and a woman’s monthly rhythm. In a way, he really was unmanned.


Steven must have seen her soften, for he reached out then and pulled her close. And soon, he ran his fingers down her satin gown, grasped her waist tightly, and pulled her to the bed.
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It was a day of transition. The earth’s hard winter crust had softened, and the wet fresh smell of early spring was in the air. As Margo left for work, she searched the planting beds near her front door for crocuses, but none were to be seen.


Each month, she noted on her calendar the date that her next period should begin, hoping each time that the day would come and go without the scarlet sign of defeat. It was now two weeks past the night she had worn the ice-blue nightgown, and the date on her calendar was one day past the red-circled one, so there was still reason for hope.


As always, her office today was in genteel disarray. Here, she enjoyed some relief from the spit-and-polish tidiness she practiced at home to alleviate Steven’s discomfort when objects were not in their usual and expectable place. Here, she kept things wherever they suited her: the backs of chairs occasionally served as hangers for sweaters and scarves, and the seats served when necessary as auxiliary bookshelves. The slight mess mattered little, since no one of any importance entered her tiny quarters; she was low enough on the administrative totem pole so that it was always she who made the trek to everyone else’s offices for meetings.


Her desk she did keep in order, with neat piles of computer printouts sorted according to topic: patient flow, billings, Medicaid reimbursements, expenditures, and the like, as well as the correlations and extrapolations she derived from them. A pleasant avalanche of numbers.


This morning, though, Margo had not yet attacked the piles. Instead, she was studying the memo that Sylvia, the assistant she shared with two colleagues, had wordlessly handed her in its sealed envelope labeled “Immediate Attention.”


“The hospital’s nurses have printed a list of grievances against the hospital administration,” she read. “Today they will distribute them throughout the medical center. Tomorrow, they will give an interview to the local cable channel and the newspaper. At least they were responsible enough to notify me of that in advance.”


She could almost hear Rundell’s voice spitting out the words.


“We have heard rumors they are considering a strike. To counter this challenge, an all-staff administrative meeting will be held this morning at nine. Highest priority. Full attendance. No exceptions.”


The only person in the conference room when Margo arrived was Mike Sherman, who’d been hired three years ago during the same month as she. Once, over an after-work drink, they’d wondered if they’d both been hired in a spasm of affirmative action: a woman and an African-American coming in to fill a quota. Margo took the seat nearest Mike’s, grateful to stay close to his always supportive and reassuring presence.


“Doesn’t this setup remind you of those old World War II movies?” he asked, with a broad smile. “You know, where the generals gather with their aides in the war room around tables covered with little tanks and toy soldiers to hear intelligence reports and plan attacks? It’s sad, though, to think of planning attacks against our own nurses.”


“You think it’ll come to that? You don’t think there’s still a chance to cool things down?”


“Nope. Rundell won’t give an inch. You know him—it would go against his grain. And right now, he can’t afford to give any impression of weakness, not with the past quarter’s revenues showing the hospital is heading for a big operating loss. The trustees are breathing down his neck to economize, and that doesn’t include making expensive concessions.”


The room began to fill with their colleagues, and they gave greetings and made light conversation until a sharp cracking sound pierced the buzz of voices. Rundell had slammed the door shut with unusual force.


He was a tall, thin man, almost gaunt, with a quick walk, though once he sat down he looked much smaller, since much of his height was in his long legs. His pale blue eyes were encircled by silver wire-rimmed glasses. His manner was as contained and taut as his body. His abilities commanded Margo’s respect but not her affection; she did not particularly like him.


Without preamble, Rundell launched into an evaluation of the nurses’ manifesto, summarizing their grievances.


“This is what they contend: One, the hospital administration interferes with their ability to fully practice the profession as they define it. Two, the reason the administration wants to redefine their role is in order to make the hospital more fiscally productive. Three, salaries are inadequate. Four, work shift schedules, particularly mandatory double shifts and weekend shifts, are highly disruptive and too rigidly enforced.”


Margo quickly typed the gist of these points into her iPad. Salaries and work shifts, while difficult to adjust, would be the simpler problems to resolve. The other issues, the ones that touched on the nurses’ sense of identity, self-image, and autonomy would be the ones Rundell would least understand, and simple remedies would not easily be found.


“What the nurses want,” Rundell continued, “is to practice according to some new vision of their profession being promulgated by activist faculty in the nursing schools. What they fail to recognize is that this vision is impossible to reconcile with nursing care needs in real hospitals. In addition to being an outlet for their anger, the nurses will see a strike as something to make these instructors proud. My prediction is that the nurses will find this irresistible. In my judgment a strike is inevitable, though still a few months away.”


“Told you,” mumbled Mike under his breath.


“During the coming months, we must prepare well. We’ll try to avert a strike, but every position we take, every minor concession we make, will be designed to strengthen our field position.”


With each point he made, he jabbed his index finger in the air.


“I myself will not take a forward position, since that could push them into action before we ourselves are sufficiently prepared. My plan is for each of you to interact with them.”


Margo pictured Rundell as a giant spider, spinning a thick web and positioning himself out of sight to watch the trap in silence.


“Listen carefully,” he said, as he instructed them on strategy and tactics. “Argue little. Concede nothing.” Finally, he folded his hands primly on the table, a signal that he was ready to listen to their comments. Margo’s colleagues around the table soon weighed in, all agreeing with Rundell.


“No question, we have to hang tough.”


“Buckling in to them would destroy the hospital’s capacity to survive.”


“If the strike occurs, we must stand fast.”


They all sounded like Roman centurions bracing against the barbarians. Margo pictured the nurses confronted by a wall of implacable armed soldiers.


Men’s language, filled with metaphors of physical competition, often sounded so bellicose. When her colleagues boasted with fierce pride of having hung tough, or taken their opponents to the mat, she often imagined them as bear cubs tussling in front of a forest cave. They’re large little boys, she would sometimes think.


But maybe she was wrong. Suppose this was indeed the language and behavior of success? If she spoke up now and challenged the wisdom of adopting an aggressive strategy to destroy the nurses’ morale and will, would they simply exchange knowing smiles at this pitiful demonstration of female naïveté? And would they be correct?


As she ruminated on this riddle, Rundell dismissed the meeting. “That’s all. Thank you.”


“Ready to man your battle station?” Mike said to Margo as they walked out. She shook her head grimly. As she pictured a battlefield, the only nurse Margo saw standing upon it was her best friend, Kate, whose warm companionship made Margo feel more solid, more sound, strengthened in a way she could not exactly put into words.
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BACK IN HER OFFICE, MARGO TACKLED THE MORNING’S mail. Inside one of the larger envelopes, string-closed in the back like much of the in-hospital mail, was a missive quite unlike any other piece of mail that had ever crossed her desk. “Incident Report” was written in a bold black font at the top, with the date and time prominently displayed directly below. As she began to read, Margo felt her body tighten and her fingers chill.


“Margo Kerber entered the Newborn Nursery, having followed a transporter who was bringing in an incubator. She did have her hospital identification badge with her, but she is not authorized to be in this area. Kerber admitted that she should not have entered the space, and said it would never happen again.” The report was signed by a person identifying herself as the head nurse of the Newborn Nursery.


Also enclosed was another memo: “This report will be placed in your permanent staff file.”


For days, she’d been half-expecting such an incident report. But now she held the paper in her hands, a tangible thing, no longer simply a wisp of worry that could easily be brushed away.


Margo’s heart raced as she considered several unnerving possibilities. Suppose a copy had also been sent to Rundell, her immediate supervisor? Suppose he soon would summon her for an interrogation? Or a firing?


Her mind sped to construct convincing arguments. “It was a momentary impulse,” she could explain. “I’m not usually an impulsive person, but once in a while I do go over the line.”


She was thinking of the time she’d grabbed a coloring book from the store. Whenever Margo had been sick in bed with an earache or sore throat, she could request a coloring book or a book of paper doll cutouts, and Mama would buy it for her from Kmart without a grumble about the cost or the trouble. It was the one good thing about being sick. Sometimes, though, too long a period of time went by without her falling ill. Once, she’d made her own visit to Kmart. In the children’s section in the back of the store, she’d held a clutch of coloring books close to her chest. When a customer came by and kept the salesclerk busy, she slid one of them underneath her buttoned-up cardigan sweater, put the remaining books back in their place, and walked toward the door, her heart pounding harder than she’d thought possible.


“It was foolish,” she’d say to Rundell, “but don’t most people act on impulse at some point?” How likely was it, though, that he ever did so?


She began to search for another, better scenario—and found one. Although many incidents went unreported, a significant number were submitted, even for exceedingly minor events. So why would it not be possible that some harried office worker had made a copy to send to Margo Kerber, the staff person named, and then slipped the original into a file labeled Kerber M., a staff file among hundreds, a paper among thousands sleeping in dozens of office cabinets, a paper that would not be seen until it was time for her annual performance review, when it would be something long past, just water under the bridge.


Yes. This was the outcome she would focus on. The other, the image of the stern, judgmental, unforgiving Rundell, faded and dispersed into shredding fragments in her imagination.


With an exhale that carried away the stress, Margo pushed her chair away from the desk and headed down the corridor to the small staff kitchen to treat herself to a comforting cup of hot chocolate.


Almost there, she felt the shock of sudden wetness and ducked into the nearby bathroom. She cleaned herself, looked at the gush of red, and flushed the toilet. It was impossible to generate any soothing alternative possibility for this, and her forehead began to throb. This month, as every other month, she had foolishly allowed hope to flourish despite the odds.


Anger joined despair. Each time her period flowed, each month her sentence as a barren woman was extended, this surge of frustration pulsed through her body, its sharpness not attenuated by familiarity. She felt angry at the body which once again had failed both herself and Steven. She felt angry at the uselessness of all the visits and tests. She felt angry at all that temperature taking, all that fornication without feeling—and for what? She ripped off the paper covering the tampon she had purchased from the dispenser on the bathroom wall and inserted it roughly.


[image: image]


BACK IN HER OFFICE, MARGO CALLED HER DOCTOR AND reported her status to the receptionist. Her tone was matter-of-fact and businesslike, for screams, curses, or threats of malpractice suits would not cause her empty womb to fill. She simply scheduled another appointment.


After the call, Margo’s body still felt tight and her breath still came shallow and fast. She yanked a folder of work squarely in front of herself and willed her attention to the material inside. Long ago, she had discovered how to shut out unwanted feelings: stare at something hard enough and you could disappear to somewhere else, like Alice down the rabbit hole. So Margo burrowed herself into the words and numbers before her—deep, deeper, deeper still.


And soon enough the tightness in her muscles eased, and there was only the dependable solidity of crisp numbers and letters on the page.
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The following Sunday—which preceded the Monday she was scheduled to see her gynecologist—Margo found it difficult to stay in her house. Everything was overly familiar, unable to peak her interest or grab her attention. Nothing here was novel enough to distract her from the gnawing anxiety fueled by her upcoming doctor’s appointment.


The solution: another shopping expedition.


She served and cleared brunch, and then told Steven of her plan. “I don’t suppose you want to come with me,” she said with a knowing smile. “Right!” he replied, laughing. They did not do well shopping together. She preferred to browse, enjoying the rush of surprise and triumph when she happened upon an unanticipated and perfect find. Steven’s method was quite different: he shopped only when necessary, with a very specific goal in mind, and quickly purchased the first prospect that met his minimum requirements. The female gatherer, the male hunter.


Woodchester was a midsize city with a population close to ninety thousand people, and located less than sixty miles from New Haven and Yale University. It was compact enough so that the drive to Margo’s favorite shopping mall —through her suburban neighborhood to the contemporary commercial district that girdled the old central core —could be done in less than fifteen minutes. Today, she drove this route in a particularly leisurely fashion, since her aim was not efficiency but to run out the clock until the next day dawned. At the mall she trekked from end to end, avoiding only the wing containing the maternity shop. She immersed herself in the cheerful busyness and the people-watching: clusters of blue-jeaned teenagers gossiping together, running-shoed seniors pacing out the miles, and shoppers like herself trekking in and out of specialty stores. A few things she didn’t actually need caught her fancy, and she purchased a bracelet constructed of glass beads that matched one of her favorite pullovers.


Late in the afternoon, satiated with shopping, Margo sought out her car, searching for the landmarks she had memorized in order to find it in the uniformity of the mall’s parking lot. Her limited navigational skills served her well today, and she came across the car after only a brief reconnaissance. She did not, however, set a course toward home as she had originally intended. Instead, she steered her car toward the center of the city.


Share House was a group home for developmentally disabled teenagers where Margo volunteered for a few hours on the second and fourth Sundays of each month. This was an alternate Sunday, and Margo hadn’t planned—at least not consciously—to visit Share House today, but the children’s cookbook she’d just purchased at Barnes & Noble, so full of step-by-easy-step photographs and pared-down procedures, was perfect for young kitchen helpers who required simplicity. So why, she reasoned, let a schedule keep them from having the pleasure of it now? Why not provide herself with another diversion to keep anxiety at bay?


And so it was that she gifted herself with an additional opportunity to spend time with Janie, who had become the recipient of Margo’s motherly affection, motherly tenderness, and motherly concern.


She rang the bell and, in the gathering dusk, patiently waited on the threshold.


“Margo! Sorry it took a while. I was in the middle of thickening the sauce.” Cecilia, supervisor of the home, stood with potholder in hand. “It’s lovely to see you, but weren’t you here just last week?”


“I was out shopping and found this absolutely perfect cookbook.” Margo held it up as proof. “And I thought, why wait to bring it?”


“And see Janie, hmm?” said Cecilia in a teasing tone of voice.


Margo, from the first, had diligently tried to obey Cecilia’s orientation instruction: “Try not to make favorites. They all need somebody.” And she had succeeded in finding something lovable in each one of the young residents. But there was no denying the special affection Margo had developed for Janie, and Cecilia both recognized and accepted it.


In the kitchen, a large pot of water boiled, wisps of steam escaping from underneath the vibrating lid. Cecilia placed the new cookbook on the counter and flipped through its pages with one hand as she stirred tomato sauce with the other. Her alibi accepted, Margo slipped away to the living room.


There, several young people were stretched out on the floor completely mesmerized by the sweet, animated video streaming across the television screen. Margo threaded her way through the room between the mismatched sofas and flea-market chairs, greeting each young person as she passed. In the far corner of the room, where she sat at a sagging fiberboard card table, fourteen-year-old Janie looked up and a warm smile of welcome crossed her face. “Come see, Margo, come see,” she called, beckoning with both hands.


A glow always emanated from Janie’s face, which Margo had quickly experienced as a sign of Janie’s ability to love, a quality that transcended her inability to learn. Being the special recipient of Janie’s gentle affection Margo felt as a great privilege. She so cherished every opportunity to give Janie love, to nurture her and guide her.


“I’m coming, Janie,” she said. “But I can’t stay for long.”


Janie’s hands were dabbing paste and sticking colored pieces of construction paper on a cardboard mat. Janie pointed to her work with a paste-encrusted finger, her eyes shining with pride. “See? See?”


Margo praised, and re-praised, the colors and the shapes.


As Margo watched Janie pound with her fists yet more pieces of colored paper sticky with the white glue that seeped out from underneath their edges, she admired the near-platinum hair, the fine-boned delicate profile. How lovely Janie was.


It was Kate who’d first discovered Share House, when Arnie, a spindly sixteen-year-old boy, was recovering from severe pneumonia on her unit. Every day, a troop of young people from Arnie’s group home visited him, bringing gifts of paper chains flecked with spots of glue or plates of misshapen cookies. Kate chatted with them when they came, and soon looked forward to their visits almost as much as Arnie clearly did.


After Arnie was well again and discharged home, Kate called to ask the staff director of Share House if she could volunteer there, and when the answer was an enthusiastic “yes,” she enlisted Margo to volunteer as well. Kate was certain of Margo’s interest, since this was one of the few commonalities they’d discovered in their childhoods, there being otherwise few given Kate’s upbringing in a diverse city neighborhood and Margo’s in an almost entirely Protestant Ohio small town: each of them had witnessed close up the dreary childhood of a mentally retarded cousin living in an uninspiring parental home.
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