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JACOB KEEPS CALLING. The phone buzzes at inconvenient times, interrupting my morning meditation, a call with my therapist, my weekly team meeting. I silence the calls, but his name threads through my mind, interrupting my train of thought, demanding attention. 

Please answer. We need to talk. 

The text messages pile up as well, though I have muted notifications on his missives, protecting me from the onslaught. Dr. Novali notices my eyes darting to the screen midway through our Wednesday session, my voice catching mid-story, derailing me. She looks at the phone but doesn’t ask.

“Jacob,” I offer. The name is heavy with history and innuendo, and Dr. Novali raises her eyebrows.

“Have you been talking to Jacob again?”

I haven’t, I assure her, and I try not to read into her tone. Jacob has only recently stopped being the main character in my therapy sessions. I assume Dr. Novali is not eager to resurrect the topic of our failed relationship.

Before bed I scroll through dating apps on my phone, rereading long message chains I have started and abandoned with men I avoid meeting in real life. Dr. Novali says my engagement on these platforms counts as self-care, and so I swipe right and left, respond to direct messages, pretend I am interested in future moments. When Jacob calls, I am startled. Jacob’s familiar face—his smile, his stubble—displaces the profile of the man I had been considering (Brandon: he likes boats and beer). I throw the phone across the bed, panicked. 

“CeCe?” His voice is muffled, and I realize I have inadvertently answered the phone. I crawl from beneath the covers to retrieve it, planning to hang up, but I hear his voice. “Don’t hang up.”

His voice. His voice. Deep and throaty, as familiar as the voice of my mother, as distinct as any I have heard. He should record audiobooks, do voice-overs or movies or radio shows. Even two years later, his voice is intoxicating. I lift the phone to my ear, thirsty for more, but say nothing.

“CeCe, can you hear me? I don’t know if you can hear me.” I imagine him pulling the phone away to confirm the timer on the call is still going. I open my mouth to speak but find I cannot. “CeCe, we should talk. I think we should talk. I don’t know if you got the letter from Coastal, but if you did, you need to read it. We need to make some decisions, and I have a question for you.”

Still, I say nothing. I did get the letter. It was a bill, actually, accompanied by a letter. When it arrived, I set it aside, a problem for another day. It wasn’t the money. Six hundred dollars wouldn’t break the bank, though when I paid it each year, I wondered why I was continuing to do so, whether Jacob even knew I did. It was illogical to preserve these embryos for a future that wasn’t coming.

“I got it,” I say, and I hear him exhale.

“You’re there. Hi. Thanks for answering.”

“Hi.” My voice is higher than I intend, and I realize I haven’t spoken in several hours. I am surprised he receives the bills or the letters from Coastal Fertility. I wonder when he called them to update his address. The embryos are half his, I suppose, though I alone have funded them.

“How are you?”

I contemplate responses to this question. I am well. I was recently promoted at work. I am in therapy. I have morning rituals I follow with the devout rigor of a religious convert. I have my friends, my work, and my nephews nearby. I am well. If I tell him I am well he will be relieved to know he did not break me. I say nothing.

He allows a long moment to pass before he speaks. “You sound good. I’m good too. I’m back in Syracuse, you know.” I do know. I ran into Mitchell—once our friend, now Jacob’s friend—a year ago. Mitchell told me Jacob moved. Jacob met someone. Jacob was doing well.

“I heard.”

Silence expands and I try to imagine what I will do when this call ends. How will I put it out of my mind, calm down, find sleep? What ritual will keep my mind from spinning, my thoughts from spiraling down, down, down?

“What do you want?” I ask, and I hate the harshness in my voice. I want to be peaceful and magnanimous, not a raw open wound oozing through the phone. And yet, I sound angry. I am angry. Still.

“Did you pay the bill?”

“Not yet.”

“Are you going to?”

“I don’t know.”

“Did you read the letter?” The letter, included in the envelope with the bill, informed me I could either pay the six-hundred-dollar annual fee to keep our seven embryos frozen, or I could opt to destroy them. The South Carolina legislature was considering a bill that would change IVF by categorizing embryos as human beings. The new law would make it a crime to destroy them. If that happens, I may be signing up to pay the six-hundred-dollar fee in perpetuity to avoid criminal charges. Or, of course, I could use them. Septo-mom. 

“I’m gonna have them destroyed,” I say, though I wasn’t sure of it before this moment. “We aren’t going to use them; I don’t know why I have even saved them this long.” Even as I speak, I am not sure whether I hope he will protest. 

Jacob is silent and I’m surprised. I do expect him to agree, to express gratitude for making this easy, letting him off the hook, once and for all.

“I can pay it,” Jacob says.

“Why?” 

“I just—I may want to use them someday.”

“What?” 

“I mean, I may want to use them. I do want to use them.”

“You want to use them? To have a baby? We haven’t spoken in two years.” And yet, a bubble of possibility is rising within me. I have let go of Jacob, of our life together, but with only one sentence he springs the hinge on the hope stowed deep down in my subconscious. 

“No, I mean. That’s not what I mean.”

The surge shifts into something else—confusion? rage?—as the possibilities of his meaning trickle into my brain. “What do you mean?”

“I mean...” He pauses and I wait. “I want to use them. I’m seeing someone. I’ve been seeing someone since I moved back up here, and... it’s serious. And we want kids. Someday. But, she can’t—she is older. But I think we want kids. And she is open to using our embryos.”

“Our embryos.” Somehow, in my wildest dreams, this hasn’t occurred to me. Jacob and I were together for six years before we froze the embryos. I was thirty-four, the realities of my biological clock settling over me. I wanted kids, and I wanted Jacob. I had a good, steady job and a man I loved. But he wasn’t ready. The reasons, those stated and those silent, were plentiful.

Jacob worked in construction, scraping together projects, bringing on bursts of cash followed by droughts between jobs. An injury could sideline him for weeks, and years of playing rugby had left him with a bad back. He needed to find something steady, a job with benefits. He needed to be worthy of me, of our potential children. He needed a cortisone shot, one big job, a new certification—and, it turned out, a different woman. Still, back then I heard reasons rather than excuses, and I pushed him to make the embryos. To preserve the option.

“Hopefully we won’t ever need them,” I had said. “When we are ready, hopefully, I’ll just get pregnant naturally. This is just a precaution, so we have the option.” I had watched my friends struggle through miscarriages and IVF, through cycles of hope and loss and pain. He listened to me describe it, of course, but his knowledge wasn’t intimate. Still, he agreed, and we went through the process, the hormone injections, the extraction, the insemination, and genetic testing. In the end, we got seven—a great yield—and I relaxed. The future could take its time. 

“No,” I say now. “You can’t use them.”

I try to conjure the woman Jacob is seeing. The woman he is ready to have children with. The woman he gets out of bed for each day. By the time we ended, Jacob hadn’t gotten out of bed or left the house in months. He wouldn’t see a therapist, wouldn’t go to physical therapy, or take medication. He was in quicksand, slipping beneath the grains with a resignation that seemed intentional. He would rather sink to the depths of the hole than rise to the heights of my expectations. 

Jacob had always struggled with depression. Years of therapy have helped me to see the darkness was a part of what made him attractive. My urge to save him, my satisfaction in being the light in someone’s life. I liked to be his one good thing. It was a role that made sense to me. Until it didn’t.

Dr. Novali would say I was repeating a pattern. I had seen my father make sacrifices to support my mother through her battle with cancer—a valiant, eight-year struggle that ended in defeat. And then it was me who learned to swallow my desires in the interest of the family. I needed to be home after school for Evan and Jade. I needed to stay close to home rather than flee far for college. My value was equal to my contributions. It never occurred to me that it should be different.

It didn’t start that way with Jacob. When we met, I was working in publishing, eager to climb the ladder, thrilled to work in the literary world with so many others whose lives had also been shaped more by characters and plots than actual human interaction. When we met, he was happy and hopeful, planning a home remodeling business that would give him financial and creative freedom. We could see our futures unfolding, side-by-side, a gorgeous pursuit of our separate dreams. Jacob didn’t have a bad day for the first year we were together, and when the first one arrived, my response was a reflex. A work trip canceled, a conference missed, emails delayed. It felt good to take care of him. It felt good to be needed, for a while.

Eventually, his needs grew heavy. I was not a young girl trapped in my childhood home. I had glimpsed another version of life, experienced joy derived from dreams and talent. His bad days were repeated, sometimes growing into weeks and months, a crushing heaviness I bore with silent fury, tallying the friendships, the plans, the future we were losing. Still, I said nothing. I longed for change; I was terrified of losing him. 

Jacob is talking again. “I know it’s a big deal, and it’s probably a surprise, and—we can talk. We should talk. I want you to meet Adrienne. You’ll like her. And we can work out whatever you want; we can work it out.”

“No.”

“CeCe, please consider it. Please think about it.”

“No. No. Those are mine. You can’t use them.”

“But you’ve been paying to keep them frozen. Were you thinking you would use them someday?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. I didn’t think about it.”

“Well. But. I mean. You did keep them.” He says it as though this is evidence to support some theory. The truth rises in me and I swallow it. I don’t say: I kept them for us. I don’t tell him I am keeping them frozen to keep the ember alive. It is too sad. Too pathetic.

“So you’re ready to have kids now?” I hear the bite in my tone, and it sounds petty. Resentful. 

“Yeah. I’m sorry, CeCe. I’m sorry.”

I hang up the phone, simmering with the indignity of the conversation, of the entire situation. Jacob is doing well. I had imagined him across town, living in a dim basement apartment, eating ramen and Cheetos and cans of peas, playing Call of Duty late into the night. I had pictured him gaining weight, losing money, feeling miserable. Sometimes I had imagined his funeral, myself—grieving—embraced by his family and friends. I pictured him realizing, one day, what he had lost, and coming to claim it. Even when Mitchell told me Jacob moved and met someone, I resisted the reality.

Now I imagine Adrienne. How old could she be? I am thirty-eight. Jacob is forty. Adrienne wants to implant my young egg into her body. How old is she? I picture crow's-feet and gray roots, his strong hands massaging her slackening skin. No. I haul myself out of bed and down the stairs, unearthing the Coastal letter and the bill.

Did you think of using them? I haven’t. But I have taken comfort in their existence. Their existence allows me to turn down dates, to brand the last two years as “rebuilding years” for focusing on myself. It’s the year of Cecelia, I say each January, as though I am in charge of my life. As though I am alone by choice.

I lift the Coastal Fertility envelope from the mail tray on the marble countertop and reread the letter, considering my options. Seven embryos. If it were an even number, perhaps we could split them, each able to do what we wish. A friend once pointed out all seven of our embryos are technically twins, conceived at the same time. We could birth a basketball team of siblings, raised in different states, different homes. It would be a scientific study of nature versus nurture. Would they be depressives and martyrs like Jacob and I? Or could we nurture that out of them?

I could use them myself—have the baby Jacob and I had intended, raise him or her on my own. It wouldn’t be a betrayal of Jacob. I wouldn’t do it with another man, implant the embryo into someone else’s body, pretend a third person plays some part in the biology of our creation. I would do it alone. Would it bring Jacob back to me—a creature made from our two halves, a baby sleeping in the sunlit second-floor back bedroom we always said would be a nursery?

I put the letter down again and wedge my feet into the sneakers near the front door. It is late but I need to move, to sweat the conversation with Jacob out of my mind. My phone dings while I am running, my heart racing, perspiration pouring down my face and chest. I ignore it, not ready to see any more from Jacob.

When I slow to a walk near my house, I look at my phone and see the notification was not from Jacob after all. It was Matt R., from my dating app. Matt R. wants to meet. Matt R. thinks we have a lot in common.

“Sure Matt,” I type, though Matt and I surely do not have anything in common. “Let’s have coffee tomorrow.”

“How about I make you dinner at my place?”

The exchange—the push and pull of plans and power—is already exhausting. How do people do this? “How about coffee?” I reiterate, and he relents. I hope he drinks coffee. In our last year together, Jacob renounced caffeine, blaming it for the rise and fall of his psyche. Coffee became my guilty pleasure, sipped furtively at work, scrubbed from my breath before I walked in the door. 

“Coffee sounds good. See you tomorrow.”

I shower and then crawl back into bed to indulge in my worst habit: getting drunk on nostalgia. On my phone, I scroll through pictures of Jacob and me from years ago, searching for signs of what would come. But, as usual, there are no signs. There are no photos of the piles of laundry, the unwashed dishes, the disappointment I felt when I walked in the door at the end of each and every day, month after month. The pictures are bright, a portrait of a happy couple.

Why her? I text Jacob before I can help myself. It is embarrassing to ask and yet, it is all I can think of. Who is this Adrienne? What about her lets him rise each day with hope for the future?

He doesn’t reply, and I think this is a gift. Or maybe he’s just gone to sleep.

* * *

[image: ]


WHEN I MEET MATT FOR coffee the next morning, I am pleasantly surprised to find he is a clean-shaven freelance journalist who was previously married to his college girlfriend. (I have found divorcees are better than bachelors, at my age.) He orders a black coffee and swallows it like medicine. Like me, he has been on the apps for three years, and like me, he appears bored by the predictability of each question and each answer.

“Do you want kids?” he asks as though he already knows my response.

I nod, because I have always wanted kids. It isn’t a hard question. It’s just become hard to say it out loud, as the years have passed, the possibility dimming.

Matt says he wants kids someday, a familiar code indicating he is no different than the hundred dates that preceded him. Nonetheless, his sense of humor is self-deprecating and disarming, he pauses to consider before answering my questions and leans in to listen intently when I speak. He tells me he started cycling as a way to release tension, a recommendation from his therapist, and I am intrigued by this man who is curious and confident enough to seek help. We plan to meet for dinner the following weekend, giving each of us four days to formulate a plausible reason to cancel.

It is two days later when Jacob’s reply to my question arrives. I don’t know. And although I am in the middle of a meeting with my team, I read it and then go off camera, surprised by the tears that fall. I don’t know what I wanted him to say. I don’t know what words would be a salve. 

Later that evening, alone in my house, I see I have a new email from Coastal Fertility.

Please complete the attached form to indicate your consent to destroy Embryos #74832, #27483, #37281...

I read it several times. I have not yet asked for the embryos to be destroyed. This must be Jacob’s doing, and it feels like an act of love. One last kindness, a concession to my wishes. How do they destroy embryos? I imagine them thawing, softening, becoming vulnerable. I close the email, not sure whether I am ready to give up on the potential those blobs of DNA represent.

I think of Matt’s question, of the clarity I felt when I nodded my head. I want kids. I am just afraid it won’t happen for me. Wanting has become a dangerous, vulnerable thing.

In the morning, I call Coastal Fertility and wait on hold for a surprisingly long time before a woman answers, her voice strained. She introduces herself as Susan and apologizes for the wait. “Obviously we are experiencing a much higher than usual call volume.” I imagine the other women calling in—the women desperate for babies, the women who froze embryos before going through chemo, the women who had tried everything else before emptying their savings for Coastal Fertility—somehow, I never thought of them before.

“I wanted to know whether it was possible to preserve some of my embryos but not all of them,” I say, and Susan explains the change it will cause in my billing, the method they use to select which to preserve, the timing for destruction. It echoes the roadmap that guided my past experience: a literal application of survival of the fittest. Four years earlier nineteen eggs were harvested from my thirty-four-year-old uterus, thirteen of which survived insemination. After genetic testing, only seven remained viable, deemed optimal specimens. The others were destroyed, though it hadn’t felt like murder.

“My ex requested that all seven embryos be destroyed. If I consent, but decide to retain one or two, will he be notified that some have been retained?”

“He will be notified if you attempt to use the embryos while they are in our care because his name is on the account, but honestly, if I were you, I would transfer whichever ones you want to keep out of the state. I don’t know how long we will be able to stay open with the way the laws are changing. The doctors are worried about their own liability.”

“How would that work?”

She explains the intricacies of exporting the embryos and it is clear she has given the speech many times. 

I tell her I will think it over and hang up, letting the possibilities settle over me. I look again at the email requesting my consent. I imagine Jacob’s conversation with Adrienne, the way he settles into his chair before delivering bad news, looking down while he speaks and then looking up, into my—her—eyes to gauge the reaction. Had Adrienne really wanted this—to carry his ex-girlfriend’s baby in her body? We’d never even met. What did she know of me—who was I in the story Jacob told? Maybe a part of her would be relieved to take this option off the table. Maybe not. Would she show her dismay? My disappointment used to deflate him, so I hid my desires, my successes, my expectations. I buried myself in the hope of resurrecting him.

When Jacob left, I was bereft. For two years, I have inventoried the opportunities I missed, the ways I went wrong, the love I let slip through my fingers. I’ve relived the day he left—the day he rallied himself to pack bags, to say goodbye—countless times, imagining the fierce pressure of his arms around me, the hug I didn’t believe would be our last. I had waited and begged and promised I would change. I had committed to demanding less, accepting his depression, his limitations. But still he left.

I imagine Adrienne—whoever she is—now bearing the burden of Jacob’s emotions. I feel a heaviness that may be jealousy or may be something else. Empathy? Maybe. For a moment I am Adrienne, sitting on a sofa in a room far north of here, the sky outside eternally gray. I hold my breath as I consider my response, measure my reaction before revealing it, a habit too entrenched to erase. I see myself cross the room to Jacob, sit on his lap, collapse into the hard warmth of him, luxuriate in his embrace. I feel his release, relief. But when the Adrienne version of me stands, she is heavy with all that went unsaid. She must wonder whether he will be happy without children. Wonder how he can love her and also want children who are half of me. She must yearn for him to see the feelings she cannot voice.

I look at the phone in front of me. I could call Jacob and talk it through. I could explain my reservations, my fears, my need to keep a sliver of hope alive for the future I once thought I owned. He would listen and sigh deeply, unable to make a decision, unable to give me what I want. He will not surprise me. I don’t call him.

With a blue pen, I mark up the consent form before I sign it, modifying it to reflect my own preferences—the only ones that matter anymore. I use my phone to scan and email it back to Coastal Fertility. I find I am relieved. Almost grateful for the unilateral decision. I don’t have to live in reaction to him anymore. I don’t have to accept his open arms, his broad chest—his good intentions—as consolation for his shortcomings. I can make a choice without apology or explanation. This is the silver lining to my loss: when Jacob left, he released me. He gifted me a freedom I have refused to see, my back to the door for all this time.

I hesitate before I text Jacob, indulging in a fantasy of defiance. If I didn’t text him, would he ever ask? Probably not. But I reach out anyway, another pesky habit, the need for a period at the end of a paragraph.

All done. I write. Because what’s done is done.

* * *
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I AM REVIEWING A PRESENTATION for work when my personal email dings. Coastal Fertility has sent me an extraction form for the two remaining embryos. I open the PDF and fill it out. Both embryos will be transferred to a clinic in Pennsylvania. When I sign, I release the clinic from liability in the event the embryos are damaged during their transition. Susan assured me the embryos would remain in a deep freeze through the transfer, unscathed by the shifting landscape, but now I contemplate car crashes and broken cooling systems.

I have a date with Matt the next evening. We meet for dinner and stay for dessert, ordering decaf cappuccinos to extend our time together. We talk about our jobs, our families of origin, our hobbies—he wants me to try cycling with him, and it occurs to me that relationships can open doors, push you out of your comfort zone. I confess that bikes hurt my butt.

“But you’ll get used to it after a few times. You have to keep riding through that pain.”

“I’ll get used to the pain? Or it will stop hurting?”

He laughs like I’m joking. “It stops hurting. You just can’t give up after the first time or you won’t get to the other side of it.”

Conversation turns to the week ahead and the week we just finished. Fueled by the bottle of wine we drank, or maybe just the sense of intimacy we have created at our candlelit corner table, I tell him about the embryos, the need to move them out of the state. I focus on the absurdity of the situation to avoid the pinch of pain the topic raises in me.

“Can you imagine wanting to use the embryos in some other woman? I mean, she has never even met me.”

Matt nods thoughtfully, considering. Perhaps he, like me, is trying to picture this woman. “Did you say yes?”

“No. I said no.”

“Are you planning to use them?”

“I don’t know. Not right now.” I want to tell him that I destroyed some—but only some—of them, that I kept two as a nest egg for myself, an insurance policy. But I don’t go into the details.

“It’s kind of lovely,” he observes, and I wonder where he is going with this. “The potential they represent. The possibility. If one of you were to pass away, you could leave a legacy with those embryos.”

I wonder if I can be with a man who says pass away instead of die. His impulse to sugarcoat is suddenly repulsive. I wish I hadn’t told him about the embryos. I moved too fast. The only thing less sexy than the harsh realities of fertility planning is a man’s opinion on the topic.

“Well, hopefully, no one dies any time soon.” I look for the waiter, suddenly desperate to leave. I picture my embryos preparing for their trip, moving north into a new climate, resilient when confronted with transition.

* * *
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THREE DAYS LATER MATT texts me a news article about a South Carolina fertility clinic torched by political protestors. Good thing you’re getting your little guys out of dodge, he writes. 

I click through the link, annoyed by his use of the phrase little guys to describe a pile of cells. The picture that comes up on the screen is familiar, and my breath catches. It is not some fertility clinic. It is Coastal Fertility, still standing, though the windows are blown out, the insides clearly charred.

I freeze, holding my breath as I scroll through the article. No one was harmed. The fire was set in the middle of the night, and the culprit has already been identified: Marjorie Maynor, the leader of a local True Patriots group who was a loud voice on the issue of fetal personhood. She is in custody, apparently unavailable for a quote. The paper dug up old talking points from her Facebook page where she decried IVF as legalized murder and wrote lengthy rants about God’s intentions. The article includes a link to her personal page and the page of True Patriots.

Matt sends a follow-up article in which a representative for the True Patriots praises Marjorie Maynor’s vigilante approach to justice and appears surprised that the facility not only conducted fertility treatments but also housed embryos. I hope yours are all right, Matt texts.

I want to send the article to Jacob, but Jacob thinks the embryos were already destroyed. I consider replying to Matt but don’t want to try to explain the sharp wound opening inside of me as I review images of the scorched facility. I call Coastal, hoping to talk with Susan, but get a busy tone. I wonder whether my last two embryos were extracted before the match was struck. Maybe they are safe in Pennsylvania. 

I’ve avoided imagining the possibilities the two remaining embryos represent. Their preservation somehow made it possible for me to let go of the future I had attached to the seven test tubes Jacob and I had created. 

I dial the clinic again and am again met with only a flat beep, droning into my ear. I won’t have answers today. I may not tomorrow. I rest my phone on the counter and turn on the television. On the local news, Marjorie Maynor’s face looks haggard. I try to direct my anger in her direction, the villain in this tale. But I can’t rouse myself to hate her. I feel something else, something dull and empty I can’t quite name.

I turn the television off and go out the back door to the shed, where my bike rests against a wall, tires deflated, a layer of grimy dust covering the bright red bars I once admired. I touch the seat tentatively, its firm confidence a threat, and wheel it into the sunlight, using my sleeve to remove some of the black crust from the frame. There is a pump in the shed, and I fill the tires, using more strength than I expected. The exertion is soothing.

I bought this bike three years earlier, an initiative to get Jacob out of the house, to give us a shared hobby. He had mounted his with a grimace and made it a few blocks before stopping and walking it home. I apologized, seeing my miscalculation, and walked home beside him. It was hot that day, the sun punishing, and I longed to climb onto my new bike and feel the wind in my hair, to soar over routes that took ages to walk. But it felt like bragging, my ability to fly.

I mount the bike unsteadily, pedaling down my driveway and out to the street. I want to stay on the sidewalk, protected from passing cars and the tyranny of traffic laws, but I veer into the street instead, living dangerously. My neighborhood breezes by, familiar facades a flash in the passing scenery. 

When I get to Coastal Fertility, I am drenched in sweat, the humidity oppressive and draining. I let my bike fall to the ground and sit on the curb to survey the scene in front of me. There is yellow tape around the building, one car still in the parking lot, trapped by the ongoing investigation. I run my fingers over the spikes of grass lining the curb, appreciating their tough resilience, their consistency. My finger catches on a stem, softer and juicier than its neighboring growth, and I close my fingers around it, snapping it, lifting the yellow dandelion head to my nose. I recall vaguely that a yellow flower can reveal a love of butter or evolve into a puff you blow on to make a wish.

Before I mount my bike, I cross the street to rest the flower on the curb in front of the burned-out building, gently exhaling the last of my wishes for this place. The ride home feels longer than the ride there, and I know when I wake in the morning I will ache. 

I snap a picture of my bike and text it to Matt. Got her out of retirement this morning. 

His response is almost immediate. Nice! If you aren’t too sore tomorrow, let me show you my favorite trail.

I go back outside and look at the bike, still dirty. When I touch the seat, the handlebars, I imagine the bike is humming its gratitude in my direction, preening, hoping to be touched and used. 

“What do you think?” I ask it out loud. “Should we ride again?”

* * *
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IT IS NEARLY A MONTH before someone answers the phone at Coastal Fertility, a young man who I picture wearing a suit in a skyscraper, the undertaker for the facility’s carcass. I read out all seven embryo numbers from the letter I had received, bracing to learn their fate.

“Yeah, I have the records. It looks like the three slated for destruction were lost in the fire, but the four selected for relocation had already been removed. They should be safely in New York by now.”

It takes me a moment to understand what he is saying. Four? New York? “You mean Pennsylvania. Two in Pennsylvania.”

“Oh yes. I’m sorry. Two in Pennsylvania”—I release the breath I had held. That makes more sense. He continues—“and two in Syracuse, New York.”

“I’m sorry. I only requested the transfer of two embryos. To Pennsylvania. Who requested the other two?” Though of course, I know. The voice on the phone confirms that Jacob filed the request for removal the day after I did. I look back through our messages. He must have done it when he received my text message.

All done, I had written.

And he thought I was.

* * *
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Discussion Questions








	What are the factors that cause a person to “move on” after a breakup? Why is Cecelia having so much trouble moving on?

	What individual rights should Cecelia and Jacob have to the fertilized eggs being retained? Would you support a law enshrining those rights, or should they be rights based on the conversation between the two parties?

	Cecelia has been going to therapy for two years related to her breakup with Jacob. Is the fact that she is still struggling with their breakup proof the therapy isn’t working? How do you know if therapy is working?

	If either Cecelia or Jacob used one of the fertilized eggs with a new partner to make a baby, do they have an obligation to tell the other? Would you rather know, or not know, you have your biological child out in the world? Why or why not?

	If Jacob was the one struggling with depression and other issues, why is he the one that ended the relationship? What (if anything) does that tell you about each of them and their relationship?



* * *
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The Apath 
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A.J. Parker

* * *
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CONTENT DISCLOSURE: Sexual Situations; Depiction of Drug Use; Substance Addiction Themes; Strong Language

* * *
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THE LINE TO BUY HAPPINESS was long. 

Finn walked past expectant guests waiting to get into the sharp, white building. A procession of people curled around the corner, hair glinting like plastic, skin as smooth as rubber. Marcus’s Delights sold only the best emotions. Everyone knew that. The storefront was all glass, so it could boast of its fluttery, color-changing light. Crystal vials sparkled on purple cushions, and the edible items on display were fresh out of the oven. Even the pills were put in dainty little bottles, rubbed spotless to be chic enough for uptown folk. The product was kept in locked glass cases like fine jewelry. 

Finn continued down the street until his feet transitioned to cobbled sidewalk. He knew he was close to Mammy’s when the buildings around him grew rickety and gray, and the sky was striped with animated billboards and electric wires. 

“Out to run errands, Finn?” Elephant, the security guard, asked from his ripped barstool. His accent was an oscillating blend of Irish and British. He was all shoulders, torso, and arms, beefier than any man Finn had seen. Elephant was a staple at Mammy’s, more decoration than anything else. An electrified, holographic gate to a darkened staircase was the real barrier to entry. 

“Only for your best,” Finn said, to which Elephant gave a hearty laugh and replied, “Not that you could afford it.”

“Careful there, or I might go to Harry’s instead.”

“Ho ho ho,” Elephant said. “Somebody call True Designs.”

“Why? They’re already listening.”

“That’s enough of that. Go on in, boy.”

Elephant waved a palm over a keypad, and the gate retracted. This was always Finn’s favorite part—walking the roughened stairs. There was nothing but possibility there as the distance shortened between him and what he wanted to feel. There were no lines or diligent security cameras, no boasting glass-front windows. Who knew what he was going to get? As he climbed the scuffed steps, it was just him, the dying lightbulb above, and the peeling charcoal walls. 

When he entered, his least favorite employee was working the register. Mariana was a fixture at Mammy’s, too, but not a decoration. Her hair was a ruffled white and gray, which complemented her beady brown eyes. She wore a permanent frown. It was just the two of them inside the store. He nodded to her respectfully, but she ignored him as she sorted a jar full of Mixed Emotion lollipops.

Mammy’s didn’t put their product on display like Marcus’s Delights. At Mammy’s, vials upon vials dotted the walls, gripped by a claw, each labeled respectively. There was no organization to it, no luxury to it. He skimmed the wall—neon green for Jealousy, gray for Nervousness, amethyst for Awareness, orange for Frustration. He was surprised they hadn’t been shut down by the National Health Service yet, but as long as Mammy’s kept their “True Designs merchandise sold here” sign up in the window, their asses were covered. Even if that merchandise was only candy. 

Old felt jewelry holders decorated the dinged-up tables in the middle of the room. Tiny baggies squeezed into the place earrings would go. Individually bubble-wrapped pills filled the sunken necklace compartments. Flavored candies sat in the ring holders. It seemed laughable compared to Marcus’s. Finn picked up a small bag of Distraction before carrying on. 

He found himself in front of the wall again. Yellow for Panic. Crimson for Vengeance. Fuchsia for Enthusiasm. You wouldn’t find any Happiness there. It was a secondhand shop full of cheap knockoffs and watered-down products. 

Who would buy the bad emotions? That was the public debate, at first. The answer was simple. The ones who couldn’t afford any better.

Finn hovered in front of a swirling blue and gray vial. He checked the price tag. 

“Ten pounds sterling,” the cashier said, startling him. “Knocked down the price. It’s just been sitting there, collecting dust.”

He picked it off the wall. When he was done perusing the store, he set his collection of items onto the checkout counter.

“Would that be all?”

“And one of those.” He pointed to the lollipops in front of the register. She added it to his purchase. He paid with his wrist chip and then dug a hand into the candy jar. He peeled the wrapper off. Her eyes widened as he placed the lollipop into his mouth, crunching the wrapper in his fist.

“Didn’t you want to check what you got?”

“Thanks.” He took his bag and left.

When he was outside, far out of Elephant’s sight, he uncrumpled the wrapper. The groovy pink lettering on the foil read “Desire.”

He gave a dry laugh and kept sucking. 

* * *
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SARAH DIDN’T SAY NO when he invited her over. They did lines of her leftover Intrigue.

“Do you feel it?” she asked as they sat on the sagging brown couch. His apartment’s yellowing walls shimmered. He could see the individual nicks the place had collected over the years, thin lines on the floor from dragged furniture and scuffed corners from negligence. 

“Yeah,” he said, though his pupils were already dilated.

“Yeah?” she asked again.

“Yeah.”

He kissed her first because he knew women liked that. Everything about her was vibrant. The blond at the base of her mascaraed eyelashes. The stained pink bra she wore, peeking out from behind her tank top. He squished her skin between his fingers, feeling peach fuzz. She was a marvel of mediocrity. He dug his fingers into the outside of her thighs and worked his hands up her supple body. She groaned. It was guttural and ugly. He took her chin in both his hands.

“What are you doing?” she asked as he titled her head side to side.

“I just wanted to get a good look at you.”

She blushed as he examined the unkempt hairs around her eyebrows and the faded tattoo on her collarbone. Her roots were dark from poor maintenance, and her rosy lipstick had been smudged. He pinned her shoulder down against the couch where she sat, freeing his other hand, as his lips found her neck. She tilted her head back and closed her eyes, moaning. 

She was interesting, wasn’t she?

* * *
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“IT’S NO FUN ANYMORE, is it?” Finn waved the smoke away, the artificial tobacco leaving a burnt taste in his mouth. His friend’s kitchen was crowded with partygoers, most of whom had become onlookers to Finn’s monologue. Music pulsed in the background. Sarah giggled as he pointed at her with the cigarette between his long fingers. “They keep us alive longer so they can sell us more things. We used to just die, you know.”

He had tried a real cigarette only once (he was mates with an antiques collector), but it wasn’t hard to figure out why they had been discontinued. The curl of poisoned tobacco was addictive, the taste terribly good. This imitation was just a mouthfeel: thick, flavored water vapor and a smokey taste. Unregulated feelings were the only dangerous thing left in the world.

Sarah opened her mouth and waited, her pink tongue on display. He popped the cigarette in as he leaned against the fridge, one leg propped up.

“Wouldn’t you rather be alive?” she asked, mouth full. She blew smoke directly into Finn’s face and giggled again. He watched her tongue play with the end of the cigarette. 

Finn liked Sarah. He liked her thick Northern accent and her crispy yellow hair. He liked her uneven teeth. She was the furthest you could get from the plastic sheen of the New Designs uptown who sold out for new hair and new skin and new teeth. Sarah wasn’t very smart, but that’s what he liked best about her. 

“Bloody hell,” Freud interrupted. “I shouldn’t have given you that Energy shot when you came in.” 

“You know what counters Energy?” Xi said as he lounged against the back doorframe. His shock of black hair was impeccably clean and his beige skin, impeccably smooth. Cool air wafted in through the screen door. Finn took his cigarette back and grinned, leaving the smoke in Sarah’s mouth behind. 

The screen door creaked shut as they transitioned to the overcrowded townhome’s porch. Xi looked clean in silver pants and a matching silver overcoat. Underneath it, he wore the black button-up all the coders were required to wear to the office. It was the best way to differentiate bot from person. Xi could afford to live uptown—he had access to the best products because of it. 

“You’ve taken this before, right?” Xi asked as they sat on the back porch. Moths buzzed at the light above them. The yard was tiny, squishing them between the hot water unit and the trash cans. Though it was significantly quieter outside, the neighbors were used to Freud’s rowdiness by now. 

“Yes,” Finn lied. 

Xi took out the small vial. When he unscrewed the lid, a dropper came out. “Let’s see what a wee bit of Calm can do for you.”

“Couldn’t shell out for the proper stuff? Tranquility, Serenity, Bullshitery?”

“Now that’s above my pay grade. Cheers.” 

Xi twisted his mouth, head leaning back, as he put the drops into his eyes. Xi passed it to Finn, who followed suit. He sniffed when he sat up, blinking the clear liquid away. It stung at first, but nothing Finn wasn’t used to. That’s how you knew it was real and not the diluted kind they sold at Mammy’s.

Xi stared at the sky. It was one of those nights where the constellations were blinking in and out sporadically. Someone would have to call maintenance to reprogram the drones. Xi snorted and shook his head.

“All that taxpayer money and they can’t even get the fucking stars to work.”

“Let the Design girls worry about it. They’re the ones who believe in that shit.” Finn passed the cigarette to Xi, letting out smoke. All he could think about was what it was missing. 

“I’m sure you dream of getting one of those New Design girls underneath you, eh?”

“Never.”

“Never?

“There’s something unnatural about them, isn’t there?”

“And this is natural?” Xi asked, waving the fake cigarette around.

“It’s affordable,” Finn said. He took the vial from where it sat on the steps next to them.

“You know not to take too much, right?”

“I’m not a dumbass.”

It had been plastered up on flashing billboards and portable screens his whole life. “Get emotional. On occasion.” The pretty model would smile, teeth too white, as she held out a bright yellow tab in her palm. She swallowed it with as little thought as she would a painkiller, and afterward, put her thumb up, laughing as she said, “It’s occasionally good!”

They even named their parent company “The Occasion Corporation,” as if that covered their asses when the lawsuits trickled in. They had created a feat of science. A way to heighten emotions. A way to maintain them. The warning labels weren’t big enough, so they made them bigger. The more of an emotion you took, the less of it you could feel on your own later. Their lawyers made a fortune, but once the product was out there, it couldn’t be taken back, only regulated.

Finn didn’t mind. He didn’t have a lot of use for Calm in his life. He put two more splashes in each eye. When he blinked his vision clear, everything in front of him was smooth and pastel. It wasn’t black outside; it was a dark cerulean. He looked at his hands. They gleamed like he had moisturized them. Everything was slow and syrupy. Peaceful. He liked the way the stairs creaked as he shuffled his weight and how Xi’s jacket shimmered underneath the fuzzy light.

“Finnnn,” Sarah drawled as she cracked open the screen door. “Are you having fun without me?” 

She came down to him and when she sat, she sat in his lap, wrapping her legs around him. Her tights rippled as her dress rode up.

“That’s my cue,” Xi said, slipping the vial into his pocket. He took the cigarette with him. Finn cursed silently.

The doors clicked shut in succession, two layers protecting them from the racket inside.

“Why did you have to do that?”

“Do what?” She was curling the sides of his hair in her fingers, even though it was too short. 

“I was having a good conversation.”

“As good as this?” She kissed his neck. A constellation winked in and out above him. He kept his eyes trained on it. Her pressure was muted, as if a feather was brushing up against him instead. His mouth tasted like coconut water, and if Sarah hadn’t touched him with her frozen hands, he was sure his skin would’ve felt toasty with sun.

She started undoing his belt.

“Sarah. Somebody could come out.”

“So? You love me, right?”

He blinked. 

She sat back when he didn’t answer. He couldn’t afford Love. She knew that.

“That wasn’t rhetorical, you know.”

“Sarah...”

She waited, giving him a second chance. He didn’t take it.

“I can’t believe you,” she said, wiping tears from her face. She pushed her body off his, not bothering to fix his belt. The doors slammed shut behind her once, then twice.

Finn felt fine where he was. The stairs were a hammock, and the dirt below him, soft sand. Why would he want Love ruining his life? He was fine with his run-of-the-mill emotions. The last time he took Happiness, his left eye hadn’t stopped twitching for a week. 

A star blinked in and out. He watched, waiting for it to happen again.

* * *
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FINN WAS ON HIS WAY to Mammy’s the next day when he saw Elephant arguing with someone. A small girl was pouting, arms crossed tight, as Elephant gestured to the street.

“First time?” he asked the girl as he approached. Her clothes were grungy, and her synthetic black hair unkempt, but still, something bothered him. She was short and dirtied with makeup, but she had the unblemished complexion of a New Design. Her green eyes were big, accentuated by her thick lower lashes. Her lips were plush and the most perfect coral color. Her cheeks were round and smooth, and the space between her eyebrows, hairless. Underneath that baggy shirt...

She said nothing.

“Mammy’s is referral only,” Elephant grunted, crossing his arms back.

“That’s why she was waiting for me. I’m her referral.” Finn smiled, all teeth. “You know, Harry’s is doing a two-for-one on mid-tier emotions right now.”

Elephant scrutinized Finn before he waved down the barrier. “You’re lucky I like you.”

“You didn’t have to do that,” the girl said as they climbed the stairs.

“I don’t mind.” 

He knew how desperate someone needed to be to end up at Mammy’s, the cheapest shop in town. He also knew how much she must’ve spent to get her new skin and new features. He wanted to press her, but he also didn’t want to scare her off. 

“I’m Finn, by the way.”

She hesitated before she replied. “Elsbeth.” 

“Need a tour?” he said as he held the door open for her. She gravitated toward the multicolored wall, laden with breakable emotions. Finn moved to her side. They stared at the array of colors. 

“I’m going to try them all at some point.”

“Yeah?” She was incredulous.

“You know what they say.” He spread his arms out at the display. “Try everything once.”

She looked at the wall. “Even... belittlement?”

“That one, I’d only try if the big kids were doing it too.”

Her lips perked into a smile. Finn left her as he picked up his usual stash: a dropper of Charm, five tabs of Distraction, and a baggie full of powdered Adequacy. At the checkout counter, he took a handful of lollipops for good measure.

On their way out, Elsbeth pulled a vial from her bag.

“What’s that?”

“No cheating,” she said, wrapping it in his palm. The sloshing liquid was indistinguishable between yellow and orange. “Everything once, right?”

She left him next to Elephant. He opened his palm. 

Curiosity. 

“Oh, you’re in trouble, aren’t you?” Elephant asked.

* * *
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FINN PAID A POUND FOR a vial of Love off a woman on Seventh Street. He knew it would taste terrible, and the color looked more beige than pink, but he wanted to try it. He couldn’t afford the real stuff—never could and never would—but he’d grown used to Mammy’s watered-down products, so what difference was something off the street? 
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