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FALSE CONCEPTION








CHAPTER 1


What do you know about surrogate motherhood?” he asked, his lush black brows raised in elaborate innocence, as if the question were as offhand as a query about oat bran or Coxey’s Army.


“What kind of motherhood?”


“Surrogate. You know, a woman having a baby for someone else.”


I thought about it and shrugged. “Mary Beth Whitehead. Baby M. Plus news reports of a couple of California superior court cases that have upheld the concept. That’s about it.”


“That’s all I knew, too, until a month ago.” Russell Jorgensen clambered out of his high-tech high-backed chair and began to pace the room, his shoes scraping the polished parquet like wire brushes sweeping soulfully across a snare.


We were sitting in Russell’s law office, on the northeast corner of the twenty-ninth floor of Embarcadero Four, with nothing but a sheet of lightly tinted safety glass between us and a view to the ends of the earth, or at least to the Sierras and the Trinity Alps. Cars streaked across the bridges, ships steamed across the bay, a string of cirrus clouds slipped through the sky like chiffon salmon swimming up an azure stream to spawn in the place of their birth. At one point in my life, having an office with a perspective like this one had been among the loftiest of my dreams. Now all my dreams are down to earth, which must mean they aren’t dreams at all.


Worrying the silken ends of his gaudy necktie, scratching the tip of his raptor’s beak, Russell was far less tranquil than the vision outside his windows. I’d known him for twenty years. He was a big man, with a big brain and a big heart and a big reputation for both courtroom theatrics and a social conscience, a combination not all that common in the world of highpriced lawyering, which I suppose was why I liked him. Like most lawyers, his ego and his temper staged a riot from time to time, and left casualties in their wake, but lately he’d seemed to mellow—I’d heard he had fallen in love, which must have also meant that he’d finally recovered from the death of his wife.


I’d worked for Russell a dozen times over the years—mostly tying up loose ends during the week before one of his trials when he was too frantic to handle minutiae himself—but this time he looked in need of more substantial assistance. “I never should have let this goddamned thing get so far along,” Russell scolded himself. “I should have put a stop to it a month ago.”


“Why didn’t you?”


When he shrugged, his shoulders bulged like a bison’s. “Stuart Colbert’s an important client, and even a bit of a friend. Despite all the money he’s got, and the swarms of women who hover over him down at the store, he’s kind of a pathetic character, what with his old man looking over his shoulder for the slightest slip and his sister being so imposing. And besides, it isn’t like they’re trying to commit a felony—they just want a fucking baby.” He looked at me with the swollen defiance he usually reserved for a hostile witness. “What’s wrong with that?”


“Nothing,” I said amiably. “Theoretically.”


My demeanor didn’t pacify him. “Right. And even the surrogate business. I mean hell, it’s not that big a deal—it’s been around since biblical times, for Christ’s sake. Abraham sired a son by his wife’s maid, didn’t he? When Sarah couldn’t have children? Hagar was her name, I think. The maid. Am I right?”


“Beats me, Russell. But I’ll check it out with Reverend Schuller if you want me to.”


He ignored my offer. “There’s been one surrogacy bill or another bouncing around the state legislature since 1982. I mean, this isn’t witchcraft we’re talking about, or even genetic engineering. It’s not like they’re some sort of satanists.”


“Absolutely,” I said, then laughed.


My chortle brought Russell up short and his skin baked even browner. “What’s so funny?”


“You are. You’re ranting and raving about this surrogate stuff, and looking to me for what sounds like moral support, and I don’t have the slightest idea what you’re talking about.” I stopped grinning. “Except I’m getting the impression that you’re afraid you screwed up.”


Russell swore once more and looked past me toward the door, as if he was afraid someone would come through it and catch him at something. “I did screw up,” he said quietly, running a hand through the hair that swept across his temples in a long black wave that was streaked with slats of gray. “It’ll probably work out in the end and I’ll skate by and so will the Colberts, but if not …” He tried for a smile but it twisted into a wince. “Disbarment isn’t the worst fate in the world, is it? I mean, you ought to know, right?”


I felt myself color as I was tipped toward a past I had worked long and hard to forget. “I wasn’t disbarred,” I countered. “I was suspended. And you’re right; it isn’t the worst fate in the world.” I decided not to tell him that it came close enough to cast a shadow.


I waited until he was paying more attention to me than to his doomsday projection. “Here’s an idea—why don’t you start at the beginning? When you’re finished, maybe I can let you know if I can help you out.”


Russell took one last look out the window, toward the jut of Mount Tam and the sling of the Golden Gate, then sat back down at his desk as gingerly as if he were taking a seat in a lawn chair. “This is totally work-product, Marsh,” he admonished as prologue. “Privileged inside and out. No one hears about this stuff. Ever. Not from either one of us.”


“Check.”


“Okay. The client is Stuart Colbert.”


“This is the Stuart Colbert we’re talking about?”


Russell nodded. “Our firm represents the Colbert stores, Stuart’s and his sister’s both, and has since the old man founded the business after the war. We handled Stuart’s prénuptial agreement and his divorce, wrote his will, and drafted the details of the compensation arrangement when he took over half the business. Bottom line is, Stuart Colbert writes this firm a pretty big check every year.”


“Which means you cut him some slack.”


Russell seemed relieved at what he assumed was an endorsement. “It’s only natural, right, Marsh?”


“Right, Russell.”


Luckily, he didn’t test for sarcasm. “But Stuart’s not the problem, actually. Mainly I let this thing get too far along because of Millicent.”


“Who is?”


“Stuart’s wife. Spouse number two. A great kid, will make a great mother, which is what she wants to be in the worst way. Problem is, she can’t have children. Had an ectopic pregnancy some years back—some kind of infection had clogged up her tubes. Apparently the sepsis was so widespread that by the time they went in to take a look, they had to cut out most of the reproductive machinery to save her life—uterus, tubes, everything but the ovaries.”


“Tough deal.”


Russell nodded. “Especially when you’re Millicent’s age and think having a kid is crucial to fulfilling your role as a woman or whatever. She was crushed by this, believe me.”


“So you cooked up an option for her.”


Russell shook his head. “Not me, Marsh; I didn’t come on the scene till the wheels were already rolling. By the time I got into it, all they needed was a contract.”


“For what?”


“An agreement between them and the surrogate, A contract for a woman to carry their baby to term, then hand it over to the Colberts and exit their lives ever after.”


Russell put his hands behind his head and leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes. On the wall behind him, a smear of graphic art made light of his predicament without knowing what it was. Beyond the windows, a 747 took another load of haoles to Hawaii. Over in Oakland, something was on fire. Something’s always on fire in Oakland.


“Frankly,” Russell was explaining softly, “the reason I didn’t get involved with the surrogate thing more intimately was because I thought the legislature would take care of the situation for me. Which it did, temporarily.”


“How do you mean?”


“The pols passed an Alternative Reproduction Act in Sacramento last year. Regulated this surrogate stuff up one side and down the other—insurance arrangements, psychological testing, payment terms, health exams, the whole works. I figured the law would tell the Colberts what they could and couldn’t do, and I’d just incorporate the statutory requirements in the contract and that would take care of it; I just had to follow the code.”


“What happened?”


“The governor fucking vetoed the thing.”


“Why?”


“The veto message claimed that since the moral and psychological dimensions of surrogacy aren’t clear at this point, the courts should deal with it on a case-by-case basis, the way they have in the past. But from what I hear, a big reason for the veto was the religious stuff—interfering with God’s plan and all that. Some outfit called the Committee for Moral Concerns was lobbying pretty hard against the thing. They’re worried about a domino effect—if they let people change the reproductive rules at all, the next thing you know the state will be promoting abortion and even genetic engineering. But it was also a chance for the gov to make points with the feminists, since some of them don’t like surrogacy, either.”


“Seems like they’d come out the other way on the issue.”


“Some do, but lots of them see it as just one more instance of exploitation of poor women for the benefit of wealthy men. Although why they feel that a woman is capable of choosing whether to have an abortion but not whether she wants to be a surrogate mother is beyond me.”


“Consistency and evangelism seldom occupy the same space.”


“Yeah, well, the philosophical bullshit is all well and good, except it leaves me high and dry with two people who’ve lined up a woman who says she’s willing to get pregnant with their kid, and I’m not sure what I can do about it. Except to have the contract track the proposed legislation as closely as possible, in case another bill goes through while the Colberts’ child is getting born.”


I thought about what he’d said, then held up my hand to reverse his direction. “Back up a minute, Russell. How does this surrogacy thing work, exactly?”


As though there was some spirit out there to advise him, Russell swiveled toward the window and looked out. “To make a baby, you need a sperm and an ovum. One fertilizes the other and presto, you get conception. Nine months later, you get a kid. Birds and bees and all that—propagation of the frigging species.”


“I think they covered that in the Army, Russell. I seem to remember a training film.”


He twirled back toward me. “Then let me bring you up to date. With the new methods of reproduction they’ve developed in the past decade—artificial insemination, in vitro fertilization, and the like—a baby can have six different parents on the day of its birth: the donors of the sperm and the egg, the mother who carries the fetus during gestation and her husband if she has one, and the man and woman who will nurture the child after it’s born.”


“Sounds like it could get complicated.”


“Sure it can. Mary Beth Whitehead refused to give up the child to the contracting parents; another surrogate aborted the child without warning; another gave birth to twins and there was a lawsuit over what to do with the extra one. All kinds of problems can crop up.”


“So what are the problems in your case?”


Russell rubbed his nose. “First some background. There are two basic situations. In the first, the sperm of the contracting father is artificially inseminated into the surrogate. It fertilizes her egg, and she carries the baby to term, then yields the child to the couple who hired her and they all live happily ever after.”


“Theoretically,” I said again.


“Right. Theoretically. Most states that accept surrogacy don’t even require an adoption procedure—the surrogate’s rights in the child terminate at birth. But the process varies from state to state, and several states ban surrogacy entirely. In California, at least at this point, the surrogate isn’t considered the mother in the legal sense at any time, even in cases like the one I mentioned, where her own egg has been fertilized so she’s both the biological and birth mother. The courts generally hold the surrogate’s rights end at birth unless there are weird circumstances, such as the future nurturing mother dies during pregnancy or there’s some kind of fraud involved in connection with the contract. But like I said, that’s one type of case. With the Colberts, there are variations.”


“Such as?”


“For one thing, Stuart Colbert had a vasectomy after his first marriage ended, so he can’t conceive by normal means. Luckily, it’s not a major problem.”


“Why not?”


“Because even before he got married, Stuart had some sperm put in cryopreservation storage at a sperm bank over in Berkeley.”


“Why do that before he got married?”


“Because his daddy told him to after he found out that the average sperm count of the American male has fallen 50 percent in the last fifty years. The old man got worried about his legacy, so he did some checking. The medical people told Stuart that if he and his wife ever had problems conceiving, the lab guys could intensify his potency by whipping up an industrial-strength solution of some sort, a double shot of spermatozoa, as it were. And they can do that, as it turns out, although nowadays, if a man can produce even one sperm, they can inject that into the egg directly, so whole vials of the stuff aren’t going to be needed anymore. The point is, the sperm that’s going to make this kid isn’t fresh from the tap—it’s out of a jar in the sperm bank.”


“Does that make any difference?”


“Supposedly not. Supposedly the risks to the fetus from using frozen sperm aren’t that much greater than doing it the normal way.”


“And what about the egg?”


“Despite the infection, Millicent’s ovaries can produce eggs just fine; it’s just that they don’t have a place to go to get fertilized—no tubes, no uterus. So when they decided they’d try to have a kid, she went to the Coastal Fertility Center and they gave her a drug to make her super-ovulate—make a whole bunch of eggs at one time—then did something called a laparoscopy, which is when they go in with a tiny camera and look around, then suck up the eggs with a vacuum cleaner-type thing. Then the folks at the fertility center put Millicent’s eggs and Stuart’s sperm side by side in a petri dish—in vitro fertilization—and lo and behold they got an embryo. Three of them, to be exact.”


“Not very romantic,” I said.


“That’s the nineties for you—the only romance is in Madison County. It’s interesting, by the way, that for couples whose religious convictions prohibit the in vitro process, something called a gamete intrafallopian transfer can happen so fertilization can take place in the fallopian tubes of women even if they’ve had a hysterectomy. Conception occurs inside the biological mother, to track with whatever the Bible has to say on the subject, then the embryo gets transferred to the surrogate for gestation.” Russell looked at me puckishly. “It’s also interesting that this transfer process suggests that some day it may be possible for embryos to be implanted in the abdominal cavities of males.”


I blinked. “A man could be pregnant?”


“Conceivably.” He grinned. “No pun intended.”


I didn’t want to think about it. “An embryo is a what? A fetus?”


“More like a prefetus; it’s only a fetus when it’s recognizable as human, which is at about the eighth week of gestation. The Colberts’ embryos are at the eight-cell stage of division, frozen at minus 196 degrees Centigrade in liquid nitrogen, ready to be thawed and implanted in the surrogate’s womb the next time she’s scheduled to ovulate.” Russell looked at his watch. “Which is exactly five days from now.”


I recapitulated. “Five days from now, one of their embryos goes in the surrogate, and from then on she’s pregnant with the Colberts’ kid.”


“If the implant takes, as they say.”


“It’s spooky, sort of.”


He shrugged. “The governor evidently thought so. But it’s a godsend to people like the Colberts.” Russell looked at me quizzically. “You got an objection to any of this, Marsh? In principle, I mean?”


I shook my head. “I haven’t thought about it before today, but I don’t think so.”


“Good.”


“How about the surrogate?” I asked. “How does she benefit in all this?”


“The biggest benefit is that she enables two people who are desperate to have children to realize their dream.”


“I have a feeling there’s more to it than that.”


“Plus, she gets paid,” he added crisply. “In this case, the surrogate will benefit to the tune of one hundred thousand dollars.”


I whistled.


Russell’s voice lowered to a portentous buzz. “Which brings me to why you’re here.”


“And why is that?”


“This woman they’ve come up with—this surrogate. I need you to check her out for me, Marsh. I need you to tell me she’s fit for the job. I need you to tell me she’s not some kind of nut who’s going to do something dreadful, either to the fetus or to my clients. And I need you to do it by Monday.”





CHAPTER 2


Is that all?” I grinned. “I was afraid you figured me for a cheap source of day care from someone who isn’t an illegal alien. I come cheap, but not Zoë Baird cheap.”


Russell was irked at my flippancy, “This is serious, Marsh. If this woman turns out to be a charlatan, she could wreak all sorts of emotional havoc. For the Colberts and for me.”


“Tell me about her,” I said.


Although it was almost chilly in his office, Russell began to sweat. “This part is unusual, too,” he murmured.


“How so?”


“In the normal situation, the surrogate and the parents start out as strangers. They meet through the auspices of a place like the Center for Surrogate Parenting in Beverly Hills, or the Center for Reproductive Alternatives in Pleasant Hill, and a screening process takes place—both the surrogate and the contracting parents undergo a psychological evaluation and a background check, to make sure no one’s a weirdo. If the initial indications are favorable, the surrogate and the parents meet to see how they get along. If they like each other and want to go ahead with the project, they execute a contract. From then on it’s a collaboration, a joint venture in which all three parties participate together, seeing each other regularly to provide mutual counsel and support until the baby is born and given over to the nurturing mother. Sometimes the venture continues afterward, as well. The surrogate sees the child periodically, keeps tabs on its development, that kind of thing.”


“But that’s not what’s happening in your case,” I guessed.


Russell shook his head. “A year or so ago, the Colberts consulted both of the centers I mentioned, but they weren’t happy with the candidates they screened. They’re leery, Marsh—horrible things have happened in these surrogate things, as I mentioned, and the Colberts, especially Mrs. Colbert, want to do all they can to ensure that nothing remotely like that will happen to them.”


“How are they going about it?”


Russell hesitated, then fiddled with his tie once again, then looked at me with what appeared to be trepidation. “The main thing they did was dig up a surrogate themselves.”


I raised a brow. “How?”


“It’s a woman who used to work as Stuart’s secretary when he started in the clothing business.” Russell paused. “You know the Colbert story, don’t you, Marsh? The stores and all that?”


“Some of it,” I said.


What I knew was that if you lived in San Francisco in the middle years of this century, and decided to buy a fashionable frock or a fine suit of clothing, the odds were that you would patronize a local dry goods dynasty. If you were a businessman, the Roos brothers or the Grodins could meet your needs. If you were a stylish matron or a professional woman, the Magnins or the Livingstons would fill the bill. Over the years, these and other mercantile families became rich and powerful and prestigious, and their members contributed mightily to the legend that was the lifeblood of the city.


But as the years went by, the great retailing families began to subdivide, or feud, or go bankrupt, or all three simultaneously. The younger generation was more fascinated with cash than tradition and, under the pressure of partnership partitions and economic recessions, the dynasties began to crumble and a succession of carpetbaggers moved in to usurp them: Macy’s and Saks from the East; Neiman-Marcus out of Texas; most recently the Nordstrom brothers slipping down from Seattle. It didn’t take long before most of the local dry goods empires vanished, often in the wake of lawsuits and resentments, and oncevibrant buildings stood empty for decades, awaiting a commercial revival.


But somehow the Colberts held on. The flagship store on Market Street continued to hawk its wares in style and abundance despite the foreign and domestic competition, and a string of Colbert satellite stores sprang up to serve neighborhoods from the Mission to the Marina, keeping both the name and the good will alive. Several years ago, the family patriarch—Rutherford B. Colbert—had come down with some health problems and management had devolved to his kids—Stuart and Cynthia—at least it did so in name. But even though the old man is breathing with the aid of a canister of oxygen somewhere in St. Francis Wood, the word was that he still made the major decisions unilaterally, giving the children no choice but to acquiesce in public and grumble behind closed doors at the extent of the old man’s continued interference in the business.


As his health continued to decline, Rutherford’s children wrestled with each other for primacy, providing fodder for the local media and panic among the employees in the stores, who were in fear of a total collapse. Finally, the old man decided to make like Solomon and, in an odd experiment in crosspollination, divided the empire in two: men’s wear went to Cynthia; women’s wear and haute couture to brother Stuart


Surprisingly, the partition seemed to be working. The business page of the Chronicle declared the Colbert for Men and Colbert for Women chains were thriving, even while the gossip columns painted Stuart as a petty tyrant and Cynthia as a raging harridan. I had no way of separating the truth from its opposite, and since I do most of my shopping by catalog to avoid the fluorescent reality of dressing rooms, I hadn’t paid it much mind. But apparently that was about to change.


“Stuart and Millicent have known each other since they were kids,” Russell was saying. “Stuart was older, so they didn’t travel in the same crowd, but they were raised in the same block out in St. Francis Wood. After Stuart got married and Millicent went back East to school and then to work in publishing, they lost contact. Just before Stuart’s divorce, they met at the mansion at the Colberts’ Christmas party and started seeing each other socially. Then they fell in love, or whatever it is you fall into at that age—they were married four years ago.”


“Where does the surrogate come in?”


“Apparently the woman made such an impression during the years Stuart knew her, they decided to hunt her up and ask her to be their surrogate when the other alternatives were lackluster.”


“What’s this woman’s name?”


“Greta. Greta Hammond.”


“How old?”


“Thirty-seven.”


“How old are the Colberts?”


“She’s thirty-five; he’s forty.”


“Is Greta married?”


“Most surrogates are; she’s not. But she was; she’s been divorced for years.”


“Kids?”


“Apparently she has a daughter.”


“Where?”


“The daughter? No idea.”


“Where does Greta live?”


“Kirkham Street.” He gave me the number.


“Does she have a job?”


“She’s some sort of technician at the medical center. Glorified orderly, it sounds like.”


“Let’s see if I get it,” I said after a moment’s thought. “The Colberts start thinking about this surrogate stuff but they don’t like the women they see at the reproductive centers, so they give Stuart’s old secretary a call out of the blue and ask if she wants to be implanted with an embryo that will grow to be their kid?”


By the time I was finished, Russell was shaking his head. “No call from the Colberts, Marsh. And no visit—I made the contact myself.”


“How long ago?”


“Three weeks.”


“That’s when you laid the surrogate thing out to her?”


“Yes.”


“And she was willing to do it?”


“Not at first.” Russell smiled halfheartedly. “I summoned my legendary powers of persuasion.”


“It probably helped when she heard it was the Colberts who wanted to hire her.”


Russell’s eyes focused and his tone grew insistent. “No, Marsh. That’s the thing you have to understand—the Colberts absolutely must remain anonymous in this. Greta Hammond is not to know who the contracting parents are—not now; not ever. I’ll sign the surrogacy contract on the Colberts’ behalf under a power of attorney—their names won’t appear on the documents, not even on the birth certificate.”


I frowned. “Why all the secrecy?”


Russell rubbed his brow. “The Colberts have a high regard for Greta, or they wouldn’t have picked her as their surrogate. But they want to make absolutely certain that she can’t contact either them or the child once it’s born. They want no interference from her at any time—no chance that the surrogate will try to void the contract and no chance that she’ll try to make a claim of parental rights in the boy.”


“Boy?”


Russell nodded. “This thing has been planned down to the last genetic dot—they know the sex of the child already.”


“Even though it’s only an embryo? How?”


“Some sort of sperm sifting procedure—apparently the lab people can isolate the sperm with the Y chromosomes and put only those in the petri dish, so a male offspring is pretty much guaranteed.” Russell’s look was sheepish. “It’s not as sexist as it sounds—if everything works out, the Colberts want to have another one the same way, only next time they’ll make it a girl.”


“Sounds a lot like animal husbandry. Or maybe 1984.”


Russell darkened. “Don’t say anything like that to the Colberts, Marsh. Not even as a joke. Besides, 1984 was ten years ago. The next stop is 2001.”


“I think I sort of hope that science fiction stays fiction,” I said uneasily. “Let’s talk about me for a minute. I latch on to Greta Hammond. Then what?”


“You check her out, you evaluate her, you establish her bona fides, but by no means do you disclose what you’re doing or who you’re doing it for. What I need you to give me is a rundown on her habits, good and bad. Her friends and associates. Reputation in the neighborhood and at work. Extracurricular activities, including her dealings with men. Anything that might indicate a problem that would make her do something dumb. Which is to say, something harmful to the Colberts or the child.”


I indicated my understanding of the task.


“There’s one thing more,” Russell said heavily.


“What’s that?”


“The fact that the Colberts are using a surrogate must remain absolutely confidential. From everyone, and particularly from the media and from other members of the Colbert family. I don’t suppose you’ll have reason to be in contact with any of them, but if you do, not one word of this can leak out. The word will get out that Millicent’s expecting a child, but no one will know of the surrogacy situation. Is that clear?”


He was so intense that it was tempting to toy with him, but I resisted. “Absolutely,” I said.


Despite my assurance, Russell looked increasingly distressed. “I’ve gone out on a limb letting this thing get so far along without getting some assurances, Marsh. I want to know anything at all that could pop up and bite me. And I need to know it in time to put a stop to it, no matter what it is.”


“Roger, Russell.”


“We’re talking kids here, Marsh. Families. Even dynasties, if you will. So don’t fuck it up.”


“Other people’s lives I can deal with, Russell. It’s only my own that I can’t get a handle on.”





CHAPTER 3


By the time I got back to the office, I’d decided the Colbert case had too many roots—too many entanglements with everything from Freud to families to the frontiers of biotechnology—and I was getting strangely nervous. My foreboding was almost as weighty as if I were deciding whether to have a child myself, and that was an issue I’d been warring with for twenty years. If I warred with it much longer, the battle would end by default.


Part of my problem was the surrogate concept—the more I thought about it, the more complicated it got. Some people saw the idea as sinful, I knew, a blasphemous abandonment of the divine design of propagation. Others saw it in feminist terms, a degradation of the bond between mother and child, a perversion of the concept of womanhood. Others viewed it from socio-economic perspectives, as part and parcel of an age-old pattern of exploitation akin to prostitution—a needful young woman persuaded to sell her body not for sex but for its by-product: impregnated artificially, then forced to endure the discomfort and inelegance of pregnancy and emerge nine months hence with a child much the way farmers emerge in the fall with a crop, the gestation in both cases financed up front by those who would enjoy the lion’s share of the profits. And still others were outraged on moral grounds—womb for hire, baby-maker, child-seller, were some of the less spiteful terms that groups like the National Coalition Against Surrogacy called women who sought to be surrogates. Cast in such harsh and unforgiving lights, surrogacy was not a pretty picture.


But seen from the side of the Colberts, the concept looked quite different. Surrogacy was unquestionably a blessing for reproductively impaired or infertile people, a chance at biological parenthood for those blocked from achieving it through usual channels and unwilling to risk the uncertainties of adoption. As for the surrogates themselves, surely many—if not most—of them were motivated not by financial desperation but by the desire to help others achieve what they considered to be the species’ greatest blessing, a blessing they had already enjoyed themselves.


As with debates over other emotional issues like the death penalty and abortion, people of good will were lined up on both sides—people desperate for a child versus those convinced the process was crass and unscrupulous. Righteousness ran rampant; lawsuits raged over surrogate arrangements gone bad. Did I want to be involved in such a volatile and delicate thing? Not really.


Maybe I was reluctant because my toughest cases—the toughest on me at least—were the ones involving kids. My most frequent assignment involves a runaway, a young girl who has run off the reservation and whose parents engage me to bring her back. Even when I get the job done, which isn’t always, I seldom feel good about it, because kids usually run off for reasons and often those reasons linger in their absence, or even intensify. Which is why sometimes after I find them, I decide to leave them be.


Kids are always kids, in my experience, and I imagine it’s true even in the embryonic stage. When their welfare is at issue, it raises the stakes exponentially. So for reasons of inclination and history, my urge was to reject the assignment. But the imploring clutch in Russ Jorgensen’s voice, and the pounding panic that had reddened his face when he voiced his fears of fiasco, made me grope for an enabling rationale.


All I really had to do was run a check on the Hammond woman, after all. If I dropped out, someone would take my place, and even if I gave her my imprimatur, I was hardly the ultimate arbiter—at most I would second a decision already reached by the Colberts. So my participation was preliminary; the trials and triumphs of parenting—the feeding and nurturing, the caring and forgiving—the rest was up to others. Just my cup of tea, in other words: when the tough stuff gets started, the stuff that makes the world go round, I make a hasty exit.


Cursing such psychic maneuverings, I fixed myself a drink and diverted myself with three chapters of the new Jon Hassler novel. Two hours and three drinks later, I drove off to pick up my date.


I’ve been seeing Betty Fontaine for more than two years. It’s the second time around for us—the first, some dozen years back, had foundered on my reluctance to make a long-term commitment and Betty’s reactive rush into the arms of an ostensibly more willing mate. The aftermath had been a brief and unfortunate marriage for her and a series of mostly unmemorable couplings for me.


When I’d had occasion to consult her on a case that involved some sexual shenanigans at an exclusive private school, we’d started seeing each other again. Now, the issues that had been nettlesome the first time around were poking their thorny canes up through the soil once again. So far, what we seemed to be doing was stepping carefully around them while pretending not to notice that if we were going to make real progress, we needed to come to terms with such obstacles. But neither of us was inclined to be that sensible.


Betty was an administrator at Jefferson, the largest public high school in the city: First Assistant Vice Principal was her official moniker. She was what amounted to the attendance cop and the job was so frustrating and dispiriting that she resisted it mightily in her head, yet couldn’t bring herself to withdraw her heart from the dozens of kids that she cared about. Betty hoped to get out of the front office and back to the classroom next term, but since she’d been hoping that for five years, it didn’t seem a likely prospect.


High school is hazardous duty these days, not far removed from guerrilla warfare for students and teachers alike, so when Betty and I got together I tried to lighten her mood and lessen her stress. But it wasn’t always possible, and I wasn’t always in shape to make the effort, because I go to war once in a while myself.


Two minutes after we’d taken our usual booth in our usual trattoria, I asked what was bothering her. She looked up from the menu and tried to look jaded. “I’m still not sure what I think about veal. Animal rights and all that.”


Betty brushed her hair away from her face and dug out her glasses to decipher the menu more closely. Her lanky, often awkward, body was ensconced in a “school suit,” as she called it, a beige linen jacket worn over a white silk blouse and above a pair of brown twill slacks with an ink spot in the shape of a strawberry high on the left thigh. The sleeves of the jacket were pushed to her elbows and the spectacles on her nose had slipped toward its tip. Most of the time Betty looked like the schoolmarm she was, and I liked the look as much as I liked the physical and intellectual endowments that it packaged.


“Don’t kid a kidder, First Assistant Vice Principal Fontaine,” I chided. “Something’s on your mind besides the ethical underpinnings of scaloppine.”


She paused long enough for me to decide the subject was closed, then blurted a single word. “Geranium.”


She wasn’t referring to a plant, she was referring to a student: Geranium Jackson—a junior from Hunters Point. Betty was in the third year of a love/hate relationship with the girl, whose IQ was as august as her domestic environment was woeful.


“What happened to her?” I asked.


“She’s pregnant.”


Given the realities for kids in the inner city, where suicide and homicide are leading causes of death I’d expected worse. “How long?”


“Too long.” She elaborated: “Four months.”


“Who’s the daddy?”


“A gangsta. Cool Brutha B—head of the Army Street Angolans. I know three other girls at Jeff he’s impregnated, and that’s without asking. But being pregnant isn’t what bothers me.”


I looked at her. “Not AIDS, I hope.”


Betty shook her head quickly. “No, thank God. She’s tested negative so far, at least. But Geranium obviously didn’t protect herself, even though she knows Brutha B has stuck his Johnson in half the girls in school, including some who turn tricks on weekends to earn money for clothes, which means … well, you know what it means. So the worst part is’ Geranium got pregnant on purpose.”


“’You can’t be sure of that, can you?”


“She carries condoms, Marsh. I’ve seen them in her purse. Hell, I’ve even bought them for her And I know she’s made other guys use them—wear a hat, she calls it. But not this time. Which means she’s given up.”


“On what?”


“On having a normal life.”


“Is she dropping out of school?”


“Not yet, thank God, but only because we’ve got a parenting skills program she wants to complete. But I know Geranium—she’s so damned conscientious, once she has that baby in her lap she’ll spend so much time with it, her grades will go straight down the toilet Our new principal doesn’t cut kids much slack—it won’t take much of a drop for him to flunk her out.”


“Can’t you keep her in line? With her grades, I mean?”


“I’ve been trying for three years, Marsh. Not just with grades, but with life. You see how successful I’ve been.”


I laughed and Betty misunderstood its source, “It’s not funny,” she scolded. “Geranium Jackson could have gone a long way in the world. When I was tutoring in Basic English, she wrote a story about the first day she was bused to Jefferson from Hunters Point that was so timid and hopeful and poignant it brought tears to my eyes—she made it sound as though aliens had come down and whisked her off to Pluto, and I’m sure that’s how she saw it. And now she’s sliding down the ghetto sewer—first the baby then AFDC, the projects, food stamps, and some stud who beats her up ’cause he’s got no other way to prove his manhood. God. She’s smart enough to know how awful it is, and how much further she could have gone if she’d given herself a chance, so sooner or later she 11 hate herself even more than she does already. And who knows what will happen then.”


“Maybe she’ll keep things together for the child,” I offered easily, careful not to rile her further.


“It’s hard enough for any black girl to make it these days, what with the recession on top of parental neglect and racism, but for girls in Geranium’s position it’s almost impossible. People will punish her for what they perceive to be promiscuity.”


I didn’t know what to say to that so I didn’t say anything. “I wasn’t laughing at Geranium,” I explained instead. “I was laughing because you’re seeing pregnancy as a curse, and a couple I heard about today would consider it divine intervention.”


I explained the outlines of the Colberts’ case without naming names.


“Takes all kinds,” Betty said when I was finished. “What’s the closest you ever came to becoming a father, Marsh?”


“The discussions you and I had ten years ago.”


Her lip curled and her eyes faded to vacuous blots. “Ah, yes. The merits and demerits of bringing a child into this cold cruel world. We were so fucking rational and mature, and look where it got us.”


“Where is that?”


“Nowhere.”


Her look dared me to offer a more promising location. “Sounds like the alarm on your biological clock just went off,” I said instead.


“Happens once a day, whether I heed it or not,” she answered sourly.


“What do you plan to do about it?”


She shrugged. “Same thing I’ve always done I imagine.”


“If nothing else you can act unilaterally if you want to right? I mean, sing parenting is an option, isn’t it?”


She gave me a look that made me wish I’d kept quiet, then questioned me with her eyes.


“I don’t know,” I answered truthfully.


“Same as last time, you mean.”


“I suppose so.”


My ambivalence incensed her. “You’re so damned casual about it. I suppose it’s because men don’t have biological clocks. That’s why it’s never been urgent for you.”


“The average sperm count of the American male has dropped 50 percent in this century,” I said, repeating a statistic I’d learned that afternoon. “That’s a biological clock of some sort.”


“A biological hourglass, maybe. It’s certainly not a siren like mine.”


I shrugged. “Nature isn’t equitable.”


“The word you’re looking for is fair. Nature isn’t fair. Nothing for women is fair. I—” She cut off her philippic and sighed. “Sorry. The thing with Geranium makes me feel like I’ve lost a child myself. It makes me covet a new one, as some sort of demographic replacement.”


I let her anguish dwindle before I responded. “I’m willing to discuss it, Betty.”


Her laugh was brief and dubious. “We haven’t even talked about us that much. Not in any way that’s constructive. We’ve just been … skating along.”


“Skating’s a smooth way to travel.”


“For a while, maybe, but then you get used to it, and when the road gets rough, you fall on your butt.”


I smiled at our circumlocution. “Are we going to get into this, or what?”


“Get into which?”


“Us. Kids. Whatever.”


“I’m pretty much always ready to get into it.”


“That’s not true,” I said with surprising heat. “You want to at first, but whenever we start to discuss it, you throw up your hands in frustration the first time we get to where we need to talk about compromise. For example, you’re around schoolkids all day. You’d think you’d know whether you want one of your own by now.”


Her anger swelled red and round like a blood blister. “That’s not fair and you know it—other people’s kids are different from your own kids And I don’t give up, I just … postpone.”


“You’ve been postponing for twenty years, Betty.”


“I suppose you haven’t,” she countered roughly. “I mean, it’s not like you’re a beacon in the wilderness in this thing. Every time I hint that I might want to make it legal, and have a church wedding and a honeymoon in Greece and come back here and start a family, you start talking about how set in your ways you are. And how many times marriage screws up a relationship.”


I shrugged. “A kid might make a difference.”


“We couldn’t stand it by ourselves, but maybe if we had a child m the house we could tolerate each other? Does that sound like something two sane people should do? Use a child as a tranquilizer?”


“No. But that’s not what I meant.”


She smiled artificially, the pain in her eyes and heart as palpable as the smell of garlic that seeped to us from the kitchen. “Back to postponement,” she concluded ruefully. “So what else is on your mind Mr. Tanner?”


“Cannelloni,” I said, and stayed still while she slugged my shoulder.





CHAPTER 4


She rounded the corner at five forty-five, and from the moment I laid eyes on her, I was certain she was the woman I wanted. Walking with brisk assurance, smiling at the acquaintances she encountered, carrying in one hand a plastic bag that bulged with cans and boxes and sprouted a sprig of celery, and in the other a thin red sweater, she ambled down the street with far more buoyancy than I’d ever felt at the end of a working day, looking eager to move on to the next one. I don’t know what sort of aura she radiated normally, but the prospect of serving as a surrogate mother to the Colberts’ nascent child certainly didn’t seem to depress her. If I could have harnessed the euphoric sheen that enlivened her ample eyes, I could have powered my apartment for weeks.


Athletic, even brawny, she was garbed in white synthetics from her high stiff collar to her silent soft-soled shoes: on her, the uniform looked less clinical than expedient. Her straight brown hair was cut short around the base of her neck and pinked in a jagged hem across her forehead. She was strong in the arms and square in the shoulders, broad in the hips and thighs, full in the neck and breast. In terms of physics and physique, therefore, the Colberts had selected a Madonna from the templates of Raphael and Titian.
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