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Lacy Armitage shifted upon the cream leather chair again. She had been instructed to sit upon entering the waiting room almost half an hour ago, and had not enjoyed the time at all. The clinic’s cavernous foyer, tastefully decorated in pastel green, cream and blue was filled with, perhaps, a dozen other patients all at various stages of treatment, though it was difficult to tell if they were as nervous as she.

She had attended several appointments over the past months, but this one would either make or break her.

She had also ignored all the literature providing success rates, arrogantly believing her age and excellent health would set her apart, but was anything really guaranteed?

Is that why the doctor was late?

Had she taken everything for granted?

The sound of quick steps tapping along the corridor leading from the bay of offices echoed loudly in the silent hall. She leant forward, ready to rise.

‘Mr. and Mrs. Somerset, if you will please come this way?’

The elderly doctor was not her doctor, so Lacy sat back again.

Soft, calming music tingled from speakers placed upon shelves dotted about the large round room and the receptionist answered the phone before it rang twice, the girl was very efficient.

A minute ... or ten ... or half an hour later, the next couple was called in. Lacy lost track of time. She was so full of the hormone drugs that were designed to stimulate her ovaries, it was important to keep her heightened emotions under control.

Would it be easier to go and buy a test from the pharmacy?

It was tempting to leave, but Lacy had paid a high price for this treatment, she wouldn’t cheat now.

‘Miss Armitage? The pathologist can see you now.’

A clinic nurse gently touched her shoulder, waking Lacy from a light nap.

‘Sorry, didn’t realize how tired I was.’ Lacy apologized hurriedly as she moved to her feet.

‘Don’t worry about it, you’re not the first and definitely won’t be the last.’ The nurse chuckled kindly. The cheerful old lady with thick rimmed glasses and wispy greying hair led her down another corridor until she reached an open door with Pathology Room One painted across the high door frame.

‘Miss Armitage, I’m sorry to keep you waiting. I was called to another clinic to fill in for a time.’ Another nurse greeted her, this one middle-aged with her tawny brown hair pulled up tightly into a bun at the very top of her head.

‘Not a problem, really,’ Lacy responded, if this was all a test to her patience, she’d pass.

‘Have a seat and lift up the sleeve of your shirt.’ The other instructed while reaching for a silver tray holding a rainbow elastic torniquet with a bright yellow buckle, three long skinny tubes with purple caps and a frighteningly long needle. Lacy complied quickly, laying her bare arm down the fat padded surface of the highchair; the soft white flesh of the inside elbow facing up, ready for the sharp prick.

‘How long with it take to get the answer?’

‘Not long for the actual result, then we send the sample to the lab for analysis on cell count, iron levels, glucose and other blood screening.’ The pathologist answered brightly continuing as she tightened the rainbow strap around the upper arm, ‘squeeze your hand a few times.’

Lacy did so, stilling when the needle’s point pushed through the skin into the vein beneath. The cylindrical vial began to fill with a rich-red liquid that was swapped for another when full. 

The needle was removed and a cotton swap in a Band-Aid was pushed over the little hole to stop the small dribble of blood. The clinician efficiently removed the medical waste and began her quick testing process with a drop of blood onto a thin sheet of magnifying glass.

Silence held.

Lacy unconsciously looped strands of her heavy auburn hair behind her ears before clasping her hands together on her lap.

This was a wait that felt ten times worse than when her mother died.

‘If you’d head back to the waiting room, your doctor will call you when the results are through.’

The woman spared her a quick look before returning her focus to the sample and microscope, and Lacy accepted the dismissal with only the slightest degree of disappointment. After all, it would not be this lady’s job to break her heart.

Her sneakers squeaked as she paced back into the large reception, she’d not noticed the high-pitched noise before. The room was almost empty now, only two people seated along the far wall were left, their heads bent together in a quiet conversation.

From the nervous looks they exchanged, Lacy guessed they were here for the first consultation. She wished them luck in her thoughts while sitting herself in a chair closer to the reception desk. The music kept up its constant chimes of soft harp tunes, the gentle beat almost lulling her to sleep again.

‘Lacy?’ Her doctor Kate Sedgwick called her name and beckoned for her to follow. Doctor Kate was a lovely young doctor, barely into her thirties but held a well-respected reputation in fertility in the Chicago area. Her chocolate-tinged hair was pinned up into a long-curved clip with the ends popping from the top, forming a loose bird’s nest with the exposed strands. Her amber eyes glittered from underneath well-shaped eyebrows darker than her eyes.

As they entered the doctor’s office, Lacy saw the ‘expectant mum’s’ sample bag sitting in the middle of the heavy oak desk and squealed with delight. She hugged Kate tightly in her happiness.

‘Congratulations,’ Kate offered, returning the embrace momentarily before turning professional again. ‘Your sample returned elevated HCG to the level of a successful conception over that of the stimulation medication we have used for the implantation process.’

‘So, I am pregnant?’

‘Yes, now sit down and listen carefully.’

Lacy did so quickly and calmed herself to pay attention.

‘Keep taking the prenatal vitamins and avoid alcohol and smoking ... even passive smoking.’

‘Not a problem, I can promise you that.’ She’d never been one for either habit and avoided the passive side of anything through personal distaste.

‘We will start with monthly appointments to monitor growth and make sure you read through the do’s and don’ts carefully.’ Kate pointed to a folder under the sample pack. ‘It has a good list of foods to remove from your diet and in many cases the reason why.’

Lacy nodded.

‘Keep an eye out for spotting or stomach pains but don’t panic if you do get them, just call the clinic, there’s an after-hours number as well.’

‘I’ll try to remember to keep it cool,’ she replied, but knew it was easier said than done with the risk of losing this baby.

If the worst happened, she would try again and again ... as many times as she could. That was why she’d sold her mother’s home, so she could afford the treatments but a part of her wanted to make sure her baby had a brother or a sister in future. 

‘Your risks are no different to a naturally achieved pregnancy, but I would still caution against stress, over-exercising and unusual sports activities.’

‘Again, no problem there.’

‘Are you happy to stay with the day and time for you to come back in four weeks?’

‘You tell me when to be here and I will work with that.’ It was becoming difficult to sit still rather than jump with joy.

Kate keyed a few words into the computer and rolled her mouse over the displayed calendar. A few clicks later, the appointment had been booked, and she received the text message to confirm. 

‘Perfect, I’ll see you on the seventeenth.’ Lacy stood and accepted the offered bag and black folder before bidding the doctor goodbye. Her comfort with the clinic was explained by the research she’d done, and the reviews posted by other happy mothers, but she had been surprised at how easily Doctor Sedgwick had turned into her friend Kate. She didn’t have many friends, adults normally pissed her off, but Kate had been different. They’d formed a strong connection from the moment they’d met. It was like having an older sister to talk to and been a bonus she’d never expected.

The drive back to her third floor, two-bedroom apartment in Oak Park took over an hour with the peak hour traffic. The hour was late, bordering on dusk and the flow of cars was constantly against her as they travelled out of the central city. It was something Lacy had become used to, as all her appointments had been after school hours. Changing back to once a month would be a welcome relief compared to the every three days of late. She pushed the roller door remote as she approached her building, the sheltered space lit brightly with the car’s headlights as she drove in and parked. 

What was she to do now?

It was far too early to set the baby’s room up ... too early to even begin planning just in case something was to happen. She would have called her mother if ... if she hadn’t died.

Automatically, she began the preparation of her dinner and what would be leftovers for her lunch at work tomorrow. The pokey little kitchenette was barely even that, since all it had was the gas cooker, a single stainless-steel sink next to the small row of bench cupboards and a power point for a tiny fridge. Since her fridge was far too large for that space, it was filled with a side table that held a microwave with a white kettle sitting on its surface now and the two-door fridge and freezer unit was along a wall in the main living area. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to suit her simple needs.

While the pot of vegetables over the flame slowly started to bubble, Lacy reached for a pen and pad to note some errant thoughts for what she’d need in the months to come. The baby furniture was quick to form and although she would not tempt fate by buying something too soon, she would still just look and see what was available. Her palm flattened out over her equally flat belly, as the list formed, her excitement was difficult to control.
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The weeks passed quickly. Her first real check-up was a success in that Kate could feel the tell-tale sign of a tiny bump as she’d pushed gently on the flat plains of her stomach and there had been no sign of the spotting or cramping she’d been watching for. The blood pressure reading had been normal, her temperature a little high marking her as the human incubator with a life growing inside.  

‘Do you think it’s okay to start telling people?’ Lacy asked hesitantly.

‘Well, I’m confident things are as they should be, but it might be wise to wait until you’ve passed the first trimester.’ Kate replied, returning the medical equipment to their places.

‘I guess I can wait. I don’t have too many people to tell.’ She had really only thought of it to sort her maternity leave out with work, but it was probably better to wait and give her more time to research the process and her entitlements. 

‘It will go quickly, Lacy, it won’t be long until you can scream it to the world. I’ve been working with expectant moms for a while now and they all say the same thing about the first months going quickly.’

‘I want this baby so badly, Kate.’

‘I know, just as I know you will be an amazing mom. It all starts with being patient now.’ 

And with that sound advice, Lacy had to be content.

It was the same a month later, when she ticked into the ten-week timeframe. Still in the first trimester, many of her fears had fallen into the darkest recesses of her mind.

‘I might even say,’ Kate admitted, stringing the stethoscope around her neck, ‘it is safe to start telling people.’

‘Apart from my principal, who else would I tell?’

‘That I don’t know, but the fact that your morning sickness has virtually stopped assures me that ... striking an unpredicted accident, you will carry to term.’

‘I’ve always had that faith in your abilities, Kate.’

‘Thank you for that, but I’m not God. I have to take cases on each of their merits and although you always ranked as a low risk, I don’t normally take cases where infertility is not the issue.’

‘I never said thank you for that either.’ Lacy said softly, she knew that it was only because she could pay the full treatment immediately that she’d been accepted into the program. ‘I should kiss your feet every day.’

‘And I should let you ... until you’re too fat to bend.’

Lacy laughed and left. Her happiness set a lively pace back to her car, her steps clicking on the pavement as quickly as her baby’s heartbeat as she’d heard it for the first time only minutes before. 

Should she jump the gun on the first trimester?

Was that pushing or tempting fate?

As the engine turned over, Lacy realized it couldn’t be even remotely tempting fate when only one person would care and that was only professionally because Mr. Patterson would need to approve the maternity leave and find a temporary replacement. 

It would not be like he would scream it from the rooftop.

If anything, Kate’s admission made her more willing to buy the mahogany cot she’d seen advertised in the local furniture retailer over actually telling anyone she was having a baby.

The music leaking from the radio had the same quick beat that had echoed from the doppler and lasted until she pulled into the garage an hour later.

Her baby was just over an inch big, feet and toes starting to form. Life was a miracle.

That night, Lacy filled in her leave application and started to review temporary teacher resumes from the state database. When she approached the principal, she would never be accused of failing her students.

It was two weeks later, she knew she’d made a mistake. The librarian Miss Davis knocked on her classroom door and didn’t wait for the customary invite before entering. 

‘Miss Davis, how can we help you?’

The old woman’s frown implied more than just a missing textbook.

‘I am sorry for interrupting. Mr. Patterson told me to come and fill in for you as you have a personal call in the office. A Doctor Sedgwick for you and she says it is very urgent she speak with you now, Miss Armitage.’

‘Oh, God!’

‘I’m to watch your class for as long as you need.’

‘Thank you. Tara, can you give Miss Davis a summary of today’s lesson and Ben can tell you where we are up to.’ A deep groan filled the class as Ben had not been paying any attention.

Lacy hurried down the corridor to the wide stairwell, forcing her steps to slow in case of a fall.

‘Oh God! Oh God! Oh God,’ repeated over and over, sounding far longer in her head than what she actually spoke.

The principal, Geoffrey Patterson, was waiting by the glass door of the administration office, holding it open for her. As she burst in, he closed the door with a click and spoke. ‘My office, line three.’ 

She never paused or offered a smile of thanks in her panic. One hand lifted the receiver while the other pushed against the flashing light.

‘Kate?’

‘I apologize to have to call you at work, but I did try your mobile several times.’ Kate’s voice sounded stressed adding to Lacy’s angst.

‘It’s okay, what’s wrong?’

‘I need you to come in right now.’

‘Is it my baby? Did something show up on the last round of tests?’

‘I can’t tell you over the phone. I need you to come in now.’ Kate repeated, her tone had changed from stressed to professional in the space of a heartbeat.

‘I’ll leave as soon as I can.’

‘Thank you, I’ll see you soon but Lacy ... please don’t drive recklessly.’ The warning was welcome and gave Lacy something else to focus on for the immediate future.

‘I’ll be there as quickly as I can.’ Lacy replied, before she hung up the phone. 

Mr. Patterson was at the door instantly. ‘Go, we will get the last class covered, but call me as soon as you find out what is going on.’

‘I ... I will, thank you.’ She responded softly, her mind already gone from school.

Lacy drove to the closest pharmacy first though, buying the first home pregnancy test kit her fingers touched and rushing into the public toilet attached to the shopping plaza. She hadn’t felt anything different with her body and breathed a deep sigh of relief as two bars showed after the allotted time had expired.

She was still pregnant.

Everything else was just a small hiccup.

And finding out her baby was struggling or disabled now meant she could change whatever needed to still be the best mother she could be.

The waiting room was empty as she entered. The only person in the large space was a receptionist and she stood at once as Lacy approached the rounded desk.

‘Go straight in Miss Armitage, the doctor is expecting you.’

‘Thank ... thank you.’ The panic that had eased after taking the test resurfaced in the urgency the receptionist had acted. The office door was open, and Lacy entered without knocking, but halted abruptly as she registered two gentlemen sitting opposite Kate’s desk. They turned at her startled gasp.

‘Sorry, Doctor, the receptionist told me to come in ... I didn’t realize you were busy.’

‘Please, Miss Armitage, sit.’ Everyone was being so formal, she was truly frightened now but Lacy sat in the spare chair, her gaze constantly moving between the three.

‘Are you doctors too?’ she asked, both men wore tailored suits and wide, dull colored ties. If her little one was disabled, then specialists would be part of her medical team going forward.

‘No, Mr. Mayfair and Mr. Lyon are both lawyers.’ Kate introduced, ‘Mr. Lyon represents the clinic in all legal matters and ...’

‘Why does the clinic need a lawyer now?’

‘We received notice this morning that your donor withdrew his consent to use his sample in any treatment.’

‘That’s too late ... isn’t it?’ Panic was now absolute terror! ‘I’m already pregnant.’

‘As we have informed Mr. Mayfair, who is representing the donor. The issue is the withdrawal request was signed six months ago and for whatever reason was not provided to us until today via registered mail. As soon as I read it, I called Tobias for legal advice and how we are to proceed.’

‘Mr. Lyon was then obligated to inform me of your successful insemination.’ Mayfair added, at least, he was the one that spoke, giving Lacy the knowledge of who was who. Mr. Mayfair coughed once into his palm as his other hand turned a page of his black leather-bound portfolio. ‘I have discussed it with my client ...’

‘Does this mean I have ... I have to terminate ... abort my baby?’ her hand went protectively to her belly; every instinct told her ... screamed at her to run.

‘God, no,’ the thirty something lawyer said quickly. ‘I am still to receive instructions from my client, but I can assure you ... that action will never cross his mind.’

Lacy studied Mr. Mayfair closely, his brown hair cut closely to his scalp hid the spattering of grey strands reasonably well, there was the beginning of his afternoon stubble shadowing his jawline and down his wide neck, disappearing into the white collar of his crisp, clean business shirt, the glint of gold from his expensive watch peeped out from below the cuff.

Then she turned to the other man, his shirt just as dry-cleaned, his watch just as expensive but his age appeared to be more then several years older, likely past fifty.

‘Do I need a lawyer?’

Mayfair was quick to say no, but Kate’s nod was more noticeable.

‘Miss Armitage, it would be beneficial to find your own council,’ Mr. Lyon affirmed.

‘I disagree,’ Mayfair contradicted, ‘you and I are surely qualified enough to guide Miss Armitage.’ But at this, his mobile chimed. ‘Oh!’

The word was disconcerting.

‘My client has chosen to proceed with custody.’

‘Your client has ...‘ Lacy stood and walked to the door, ‘more chance of kissing my arse!’

The slam of that same door echoed loudly.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3






[image: ]




‘Your Honor, we respectfully request ...’

‘Do not bullshit me, Mayfair. This has no respect in it at all.’

Damian Van Laatum sat beside his family’s trusted solicitor as Emmett presented his petition for the order that would force the fertility clinic to give them the name, number and address of the girl that was carrying his child. The judge’s chamber was as large as his apartment, the broad wooden desk seemed as large as a bed and the old man on the other side was dwarfed by it. Framed degrees and accolades hung over the walls and the room was tastefully furnished in dark brown leather chairs to match the desk.  

‘Forgive me, your Honor, I do not mean to ...’

Again, the judge interrupted. ‘You might not mean to bullshit me with your fancy words and well-connected client sitting beside you, but I see further than your fake platitudes. I chose to see you in chambers rather than in the courtroom to give you the chance to revoke this ... crap! I see the need for doctor/patient privilege, and I will not force anyone to betray it. This poor woman has done nothing wrong save protect the unborn babe.’

‘Your Honor, that is what we are contesting. Miss Armitage failed to attend her last appointment, and my client is only interested in the health of his child.’

The judge considered, shuffling the pieces of paper on his desk. ‘And your response to that, Mr. Lyon?’ the judge asked the silent opposing council. Apart from saying his name when they all entered, he’d not said another word until that point.

‘How can I respond, your Honor? It is not my world that has been turned upside down, but I remind you I am representing the fertility clinic not Miss Armitage.’

‘Your opinion then?’

‘Miss Armitage underwent a full round of assessments to qualify for the fertility treatment. I have faith that when she passed each stage, she proved to a federally dictated standard that she would never endanger herself or a child.’

This was not going the way Damien had wanted.

The damn judge appeared to be more progressive than the family first personality that Mayfair had thought him to be. They had been counting on the residing magistrate having clear values of a traditional family being important and protected. 

‘If I may, sir, Judge ... your Honor?’

‘Speak!’

‘I ... my brother was experiencing some health issues and his doctor recommended to .. well .. save his sperm for future. I wanted to help him in any way I could, so I went with him to the sperm bank hoping he didn’t feel ... I ...’ 

‘I know how a sperm bank works.’

‘But you don’t know how my family does.’ Indeed, even Damien couldn’t really say how that day ended up with him masturbating into a specimen jar. All he could remember was how Justin had cried when he confessed that the family’s doctor gave a prognosis of cancer. 
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