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Praise for


hold my girl


———


‘Hold My Girl deftly explores the tribulations of motherhood through a compelling narrative that portrays both sides of a headline-making controversy about biology, motherhood, and race. Thoughtful, tense, and affecting, Charlene Carr has skillfully crafted a page-turning story with compassion at its centre.’ 


Ashley Audrain, Sunday Times bestselling author of The Push


‘This breathtakingly taut story will pin you to your seat. Charlene Carr plumbs the deepest secrets of motherhood with an unflinching eye, while delivering a poignant exploration of how much our hearts can carry. Sure to inspire engrossing book club discussions, this novel will stay with you long after you read the last word.’


Marissa Stapley, New York Times bestselling author of LUCKY 


‘An absorbing novel with engaging characters that twists the heart. It's unafraid to address difficult issues that go to the core of what makes us human.’


Rachel Hore, Sunday Times bestselling author of A Beautiful Spy


‘A compelling and thought-provoking read. Charlene Carr dares to ask "what if?" when there are no easy answers. This page-turner of a story explores motherhood, vulnerability, and colourism in the age of assisted fertility to such great effect!’


Charmaine Wilkerson, New York Times bestselling author of Black Cake


‘A tender exploration of secrets, loss, and motherhood, and the lengths the heart will go to protect what it has found. A moving case study of what it means to truly move with empathy, grace, and compassion within those gray unspoken spaces of our lives.’


Lolá Ákínmádé Åkerström, international bestselling author of In Every Mirror She's Black


‘Charlene Carr unflinchingly pulls the reader into the broken hearts and spiralling minds of two mothers who are thrust into an unimaginable situation. With poignant insight and – at times – unsettling accuracy, Carr has crafted not only a compelling, intensely propulsive page turner, but a deeply emotional exploration into the very essence of what it means to be a mother. I was spellbound from start to finish.’


Heather Marshall, #1 bestselling author of Looking For Jane


‘Charlene Carr pulls off an extraordinary emotional tightrope walk with these imperfect characters and the impossible situation they’re thrust into. Each fresh twist had me shifting my sympathies until the very end. Hold My Girl is a beautiful, unflinching examination of what it means to be a mother.’


Shelby Van Pelt, New York Times bestselling author of Remarkably Bright Creatures


‘A future classic of fertility noir.’


Leah Hazard, Sunday Times bestselling author of Hard Pushed: A Midwife's Story


‘Hold My Girl is an emotionally complex, absolute triumph of a novel that raises thought-provoking questions about what it means to be a mother, a wife and a friend. Charlene Carr writes fearlessly and brilliantly from the heart about motherly love, loss, and difficult moral choices. Her characters are so real, you ache for them as they struggle to do the right thing in impossible circumstances. I was riveted from the first page and couldn’t stop reading. It’s an absolute must-read.’


Julianne Maclean, USA Today bestselling author


‘A breathtaking, gut-wrencher of a page-turner. Carr deftly crafts this story of motherhood, identity, and family ties with unflinching honesty. A story that’ll stick with you long after you finish reading.’


Kerry Lonsdale, Washington Post and Kindle bestselling author


‘This was a tough novel for me to read because of my own infertility struggles, albeit twenty years ago. Tough because Carr captures each woman’s thoughts and feelings perfectly, and the utter emotional trauma of fertility treatment whether successful or not. A tense, captivating book that will both set your heart racing and wrench it apart.’ 


Ronali Collings, author of Love and Other Dramas


‘Holds nothing back… A story that is both every mother’s dream and every mother’s nightmare, Carr bares the soul of her characters in ways few writers can. An emotional and thought-provoking read I will not soon forget.’


Barbara Conrey, USA Today bestselling author of Nowhere Near Goodbye


‘What a tonic for the soul. So many twists and turns in such unexpected ways, and such strong and propulsive writing. Shows the complexities of love, and the wide range of ways we can be mothers − the failures and triumphs, the joys and the heartaches.’ 


Christy Ann Conlin, author of The Speed of Mercy


‘A deeply resonant story of loss, infertility, and the complexities of motherhood. I couldn't have loved it more.’ 


Joanne Gallant, author of A Womb in the Shape of a Heart


‘What makes for a happy family? Is it shared DNA? Maybe the flow of blood along the umbilical cord between mother and baby? Or maybe a year of sleepless nights and midnight feeds? What makes for an unhappy family? Is it having different values from your parents? A different language? A different skin colour? A page turner of a novel that will break your heart.’


Julie Ma, author of Richard + Judy selected Happy Families 


‘An unforgettable story about two strong women thrown into an impossible situation. Carr, a compelling storyteller at the top of her game, effortlessly mixes in aspects of race, culture, class, and mental health. I found myself both moved by the characters and spurred to examine my own assumptions and biases.’


Barbara Josselsohn, bestselling author of The Lilac House and The Cranberry Inn


‘Carr does a remarkable job exploring an emotionally fraught topic in a way that is both deeply thought-provoking while also relatable. Hold My Girl will linger with you long after you close the pages.’


Kalyn Fogarty, author of What We Carry
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CHAPTER ONE


KATHERINE


She couldn’t think about the voicemail. Katherine inhaled sharply. The muscles in her neck clenched. She took another deep breath, willing herself to relax. She wouldn’t think about it. Not today. Instead, she thought of Patrick. Patrick, who managed to get to work on time, who kept perfect records for his clients, who never forgot a friend’s birthday, but could not, no matter how much she emphasized the importance of it, put the keys in the bowl by the front door.


They needed a second set. They’d had a second set, of course, but Patrick had lost it.


Katherine wrenched the couch cushions to the floor and swiped her hand along the crevice. This was exactly why it did matter to vacuum everywhere, despite Patrick, and her mother, calling it anal. No nasty crumbs or sticky residue were on her hands.


Also, no keys.


Katherine stood, exhaled, and replaced the cushions, pushing them tight so the edges lay flush. She propped her hands on her hips and surveyed the room. This exquisite room in this stunning house Patrick had provided for her.


Mostly provided.


She hadn’t worked full-time in over two years, and he’d been fine with it. Better than fine. She hadn’t worked at all since Rose was born—almost a year now of putting her interior design business on hold. When she’d brought it up, asked if he thought it was time to start working again, Patrick, with his kind eyes, told her she worked plenty. She took care of him, Rose, the house. It was enough.


So maybe Patrick forgetting to put the keys in a practical place wasn’t such a big deal. Maybe she should stop mentally lecturing him, preparing the argument—sharp enough to make an impression, but not so sharp to create an uncomfortable distance between them—for when he came home that night.


But he was making her late, and Katherine Matheson was never late.


“Mama!”


“Just a minute, sweetie.”


“Mama!”


Katherine scanned the living room again. Everything was where it should be, as it always was. She walked through to the kitchen. Scanned. Everything here, too, was where it should be . . . which was Patrick’s argument. Everything was always where it should be, so how hard would it be to see the keys if he left them on the counter, or the coffee table, or his dresser? She’d find them.


“Mama!”


Katherine clenched her jaw, fighting not to let frustration get the best of her. She’d told Saadia she’d be at the party fifteen minutes early to help set up, which was five minutes ago. And now, if she wasn’t in the car in precisely four minutes, she’d be late for the start, even if she caught every green light. Which meant she was already late, because how likely was that?


Katherine picked up her phone and clicked on Patrick’s picture. She paused. If she talked to him, asked where the keys were, he’d ask how her day was going, and what would she say? She’d received a phone call from the fertility clinic. A strange message, “a rather serious issue regarding your IVF procedure,” and she hadn’t called back.


Telling him would put voice to the fear she’d lived with for almost a year—that Rose wasn’t hers. Katherine was light-skinned for a Black woman, even a mixed-race one, but Rose, as a newborn, had been so white she made Patrick’s cream-coloured skin look tan. Her hair was fine and straight and almost blond. Her eyes were a bluish-green, which was possible. Patrick had blue eyes, and Katherine’s aunt on her mother’s side had a hint of green.


They’d joked about it in the beginning, Katherine forcing a smile. To her, it had never been a joke.


Katherine closed her eyes, swallowed. The call, whatever the doctor had to say, would be nothing, of course. A formality. Maybe someone’s life was about to irrevocably change, but it wouldn’t be hers.


“Mamaaaa!”


Katherine spun. A laugh burst out at the sight of her baby on the floor, the little miracle she’d nearly given up hope of having. Rose’s sweet chubby legs splayed in front of her, a grin on her face, and the keys held high in her hand, shaking them like a rattle. “You little scamp!”


Katherine dropped the phone in her bag, then stepped toward her daughter. She scooped Rose and the keys into her arms and smothered the girl with kisses, her stress easing at the sound of Rose’s laughter. She wouldn’t be early, but if she were lucky, she wouldn’t be drastically late.


KATHERINE PULLED INTO the last spot at Natural Ways Wellness Centre, the site of her first job when she’d branched out on her own, starting KM Interior Designs. Ten minutes late. It was fine. The five red lights and construction holdup weren’t the end of the world.


Still, she’d wanted to be early. Saadia was Katherine’s most loyal client. Each time Saadia expanded to another section of the building, growing the centre from a two-room fertility-focused naturopathy operation to one that could accommodate a second acupuncturist, an osteopath, two massage therapists, and a pelvic floor physiotherapist, she’d called Katherine for the redesign, and Katherine had come.


Today was a chance for Saadia to celebrate ten years in business, to show the world, and her family, all she’d accomplished. The media would be there. Past and potential clients would be there. Saadia’s father, who’d written Saadia off as nothing more than a snake-oil salesman, would be there.


Although her demeanour and outlook on life were a little more New Age than Katherine expected of a serious business person, Saadia Medina was exceptional at her job. Katherine, who not too long ago would have nodded her head along with Mr. Medina’s dismissal of a career in holistic health, was now a believer. After charting her basal body temperature, tracking her cervical mucous, multiple IUIs, and two rounds of IVF, with all the accompanying drugs and injections, it wasn’t until Katherine finally stopped interacting with Saadia only as her client and became her patient that, on her third round of IVF, she’d gotten pregnant with Rose.


So, for Saadia, Katherine wanted this day to be perfect. She sighed as she turned off the car and unbuckled her seatbelt. Even if the day wasn’t perfect, it’d be perfect enough. Those words were Patrick’s, a phrase he hauled out when overwhelm flooded Katherine—fear that something would not go exactly as she’d planned. A phrase Saadia would echo.


Katherine glanced into the rear-view mirror, adjusting her curls and checking for any smudges of mascara, then stepped out of the car. She lowered her shoulders, relaxed her jaw. A smile played across her lips as she unfastened Rose’s car seat, took in her girl’s pink cheeks and bright eyes. Saadia wouldn’t be stressed. The most easygoing person Katherine knew wouldn’t be worried or annoyed either. She’d laugh about Patrick forgetting to put the keys in the bowl yet again, place her hand on Katherine’s arm, and say, with that calming voice and smile, “Katherine, he’s not you.”


Katherine pulled Rose into her arms and turned toward the centre, determined to have a good time . . . if only she could stop thinking about that voicemail.






CHAPTER TWO


TESS


Tess wiped her brow and stared at the vials before her, making sure the labels were perfect, checking and double-checking her work. In her first weeks at Enviro Lab, labelling was all she did, with a dozen machines ticking and whirring around her, sweat pouring down her back, desperate to remove the gloves that stuck to her like a second skin, the goggles that made her observe the world as if through a fishbowl.


Now, at least, she had moved up the ranks enough to be a cookbook scientist—or so the higher-ups joked—following “recipes” created by people who knew more, had done better with their lives. Yet still there was the nausea that came from being stuck in this windowless space with its oppressive heat, the constant whir vibrating her bones, the acrid stench of chemicals burning her nostrils. The ache from standing, hour after hour, on hard linoleum. She’d sprung for high-end shoes with amazing support. They helped, but not enough. Tess pressed her hands into the small of her back, arching through the pain, her rigid muscles barely allowing a stretch. Last night’s outing made it all the worse. She pushed the pain away, wishing she’d thought to take some acetaminophen, then did a mental assessment of her morning’s work. She verified that assessment by one last glance at the protocol. She ensured her workstation was clean and organized, ready to continue where she’d left off at the start of her next shift.


Satisfied, she peeled off her gloves, goggles, and lab coat, then headed to her locker, nervousness flowing through her. She leaned against the wall to take off those high-end worth-every-penny-shoes and slip into her bargain-store sneakers.


“Can’t handle the rigour of a full day’s work, eh?”


Tess placed an equally cocksure smile on her face, wishing Tim would piss off, grow bored of making her—the one university dropout on the floor—the butt of his jokes. “Yeah, that must be it. Explains why I’m coming back tonight, then working a shift and a half tomorrow.” Tess straightened. “When’s the last time you worked beyond your cozy eight to four?”


“Don’t need to.” Tim leaned against the lockers across the room. “You wouldn’t either, if you applied yourself.” He grinned. “Come out to dinner. I’ll tutor you. Help you get that degree.”


Tess slammed her locker closed. “If I wanted the degree, I’d get it.” She walked past Tim, avoiding his gaze, wishing it was just that easy, wishing she had the nerve to say what she wanted to—that while she’d heard around the proverbial water cooler that Tim had barely gotten his degree, struggling to maintain Cs and the occasional B throughout his schooling, Tess’s GPA, in the full three and half years she’d studied, had never dropped below a 4.00.


Outside, Tess squinted against the sun, resisting the urge to do a pit check, regretting that in her rush she’d forgotten to bring a change of clothes, or deodorant at least. She’d gone heavy the previous night: too many drinks, leaving the club at two in the morning with a one-syllable-name man. She’d crawled out of Rob or Bob’s bed at half past three, making it to her apartment in time for two hours of sleep before needing to wake for her shift.


If she had a car, she could race home, freshen up, change into something other than the plain T-shirt and torn jeans she’d worn under her lab clothes. Tess hesitated, debating whether she should head home anyway, skip the centre. When she’d received the invite—in the mail, not an Evite—she’d tossed it on the table. An event sure to be filled with oodles of formerly infertile women? No thanks. But then she’d thought of Saadia—her kind eyes, her reassuring voice, how she never made Tess feel crazy or desperate or weak. How when Tess had rushed into the centre—without an appointment—her face aglow, excitement coursing through her because her baby had made it past twelve weeks, the only one to make it that long, Saadia had stopped what she was doing, shared Tess’s joy, ooed and aahed over the blurry black-and-white image Tess held in her hand.


So Tess had picked the invite back up. She’d booked the time off work. She’d written to Saadia, telling her she’d come. As sad as it was, Saadia, her acupuncturist, was the closest thing Tess had to a friend, and except for her evening excursions, Tess hadn’t done anything social in months.


Besides, she didn’t want to miss the babies. The thought of seeing them terrified Tess, but if someone allowed her to hold one, breathe in its perfect scent, feel the air rising and falling within its living lungs, that’d be something. Not enough, but something.


Tess slowed her pace, the better to let the breeze cool her off, make her look half presentable, even if that meant she’d be a few minutes late. As she approached Natural Ways Wellness Centre, Tess slowed her pace even more. Half a dozen cars were already in the lot, women exiting the vehicles, waving with smiles, balancing car seats and diaper bags and toddlers on their hips.


Tess’s phone buzzed. She pulled it from her back pocket to see the screen lit with the word UNKNOWN. That word hadn’t flashed in over a year; back then, the letters ignited fear or excitement—usually both. Now, though, it would mean a telemarketer or scam caller. She was done with the fertility clinic, which meant they were done with her.


Tess set her phone to silent and slid it back into her pocket. She stood tall, lifted her chin, and opened the door, her eyes searching for Saadia, who stood across the room with three women around her. Her hand was on the shoulder of one of them, an earnest, comforting expression on her face. Tess continued to scan, looking for someone, anyone, who would ease this urge to bolt.


These were lovely women, Tess knew. Women who, like her, had been desperate to start a family. From the looks of it—the children weaving through the crowd, the laughter, the round bellies and glistening ring fingers—the majority of them had gotten it: a baby, or babies; a husband who stayed.


Once, Tess had been active in the Facebook group Saadia ran. Once, she had been blinded by hope and possibility. Tess had been wary when Saadia invited her to the group—a place to discuss what fertility diets they were trying, the herbs and supplements they were taking, whether this drug or that had better success rates, and most important, to share their stresses and fears, successes and losses. It seemed hokey. And it was, a bit. But it had gotten her through. A place where she could talk without shame.


Until her shame was too large to speak of. Until she knew, no matter how she wished it, she could never be one of them. Tess shuffled past the tables and chairs, past women who either didn’t recognize her or decided not to, fearful of what to say.


She shouldn’t have come. She would say hello to Saadia as soon as she got the chance, then she’d flee.






CHAPTER THREE


KATHERINE


The instant Katherine stepped through the doors of the wellness centre, a layer of the weight she’d been carrying slipped off her shoulders. She’d chosen mystic lake grey for the walls, with the slightest hint of green. Large canvases of woods, waterfalls, and icebergs hung strategically, drawing the eye. Plush seats lined the lobby, the fabric dyed a Baltic Sea green, several shades darker than the paint. Katherine had designed every aspect to feel comforting, relaxing, safe. And it was. People lounged in the chairs, chatted in corners, stood around tables laden with food, contentment plastered across their faces.


Seeing Saadia busy with her guests, Katherine scanned the room for Tracey, Saadia’s half-sister and one of the few genuine mom friends Katherine had. They’d met through one of Saadia’s fertility meet-ups a few months before Katherine started her final IVF protocol. “My sister’s been through it,” Saadia had said, making the introductions. “Another IVF warrior. You two will align.”


They had. One-on-one coffee dates throughout Katherine’s pregnancy and half a dozen play dates since Rose was born. Late-night texts and phone calls when Rose had been cluster feeding and Katherine was at her wit’s end, in a dazed exhaustion, terrified she was doing something wrong.


With no Tracey in sight, Katherine scanned the room again, this time registering all the familiar faces. In Halifax, a coastal city of over three hundred thousand, full of families who had been there for generations, it was typical to find someone you knew at any large event, but today was like a reunion. Most of the faces, even ones she’d never seen in person, she recognized from the fertility Facebook group. It was odd, seeing people in person she’d shared such intimacies with through the safety of a screen.


Katherine’s phone buzzed, jolting her back to the voicemail, making her wonder if anyone else had received a message about “a serious issue,” whether serious could be as devastating as Katherine feared. She slipped it out of her pocket, saw it was Patrick, decided to call back later. She turned to Rose, who crawled to an end table and pulled herself to standing. Pride thrummed through her girl, green eyes sparkling.


A woman smelling of lavender and peanut butter sidled up to Katherine, a twin tugging at each leg. “She’s so big.” Tiffany grinned, her youngest child in a wrap, sucking hungrily at her breast. “Almost a year now?”


“That’s right.” Almost a year. So why now? Why would the clinic call now?


“These devils will be three next month.”


Katherine glanced at the boys. “They must be a handful.” She brought her gaze back to Tiffany, hoping to see a hint of the exhaustion Katherine had been fighting for months. But Tiffany seemed more relaxed as a mother than anyone Katherine knew, utterly content, and utterly and unabashedly unconcerned with what anyone thought of her.


Despite barely knowing Tiffany at the time, Katherine had been notable enough to receive an invitation to Tiffany’s youngest’s birthday party. When Katherine had walked into Tiffany’s house, the first mother to arrive, she’d walked into chaos. Tiffany’s crew ran up and down the hall and through the rooms like wild animals, climbing the furniture and tumbling over each other. Crumbs littered the floor, dog fur rolled across the laminate like tumbleweed in the breeze, jellied fingerprints spread through the house, reminiscent of ancient cave paintings. And Tiffany hadn’t seemed to care.


Even now, Tiffany shrugged. “Mostly they keep to themselves. Not today, apparently”—she laughed—“but mostly. Some days they’re so wrapped up in their own lives, they hardly seem to remember I exist.”


Katherine smiled and looked to Rose. Perhaps they should have tried for twins. Rose was in no way wrapped up in her own life. At home she clung to Katherine, followed her around, screamed if they were separated too long. Patrick blamed it on Katherine, for being too clingy herself: so afraid of something harming Rose she’d manufactured an unhealthy attachment.


In those first months after Rose’s birth, Katherine let her house fall to shambles, neglecting baseboards, inside the oven, windowsills, everything most people ignored. Things she imagined Tiffany didn’t even consider. Once Katherine had risen out of the haze of adjusting to life with a newborn, shell-shocked, with eyes bleary, she’d gone right back to it. The thought of living in a house like Tiffany’s made her sweat, made her feel as if she’d be failing everyone, Rose most of all.


Maybe that was the difference—conceiving naturally, as Tiffany had, no need to worry about your legitimacy as a mother. In those long years of trying, in her lowest moments—when Katherine had felt as if she were the only woman going through it—she’d often wondered if she’d been meant to have a child. Her body, it seemed, wasn’t made for it. It was only a trick, a miracle of science, that had allowed Rose’s existence.


Katherine’s throat tightened once again. The threat of moisture tingled behind her eyes. Probably it wasn’t the difference of conceiving naturally. Probably it was just Tiffany. And just Katherine. Nothing to do with scientific intervention, with babies conceived in petri dishes or not.


“Oh, there’s Joanna!” Tiffany’s face became awash with pleasure. “Enjoy yourself.” A friendly squeeze of Katherine’s arm and Tiffany was off, rubbing Joanna’s round and perky belly, leaning in for a one-armed hug over the bump. Katherine pulled her gaze from the two women. It landed on Tess.


Katherine’s smile wavered. Her stomach sank. Tess, who should have been here with her own child. Their egg retrievals had been on the same day, but unlike Katherine, Tess hadn’t had her embryos frozen due to ovarian hyperstimulation syndrome. She hadn’t had swollen ovaries leaking fluid, bloating her abdomen and thighs, the pain tight, terrifying, putting her life at risk. She hadn’t had to wait three months for her body to fully heal from the condition, then another two preparing for frozen embryo transfer. So Tess’s child would have been older than Rose. Fourteen months by now.


Compassion twisted through Katherine, with a thread of guilt. It always did upon seeing the women who didn’t get their happily-ever-after, no simple reason why Katherine and not them had been so lucky.


Tess stood in the corner. Alone. Furtive. Her green eyes, always so piercing, cast to the floor. She looked fragile. Though she was only four years younger than Katherine, the phrase “a wisp of a girl” came to mind, as if the trials of life could blow her right over.


But they hadn’t. She was here among all these women, all these babies, with a stomach as flat as could be. She was brave. Katherine crouched to pick up Rose then walked over.


“Tess.” Katherine hoped her smile was bright, friendly, without showing pity. It was hard not to feel it—the poor woman looked terrified someone was talking to her. Katherine had suspected the transfer didn’t go well when Tess disappeared from the online chats, but Katherine had been so consumed with her own recovery, then her own pregnancy, she’d hardly thought of it. She only knew because Patrick talked to Tess’s brother, who’d said she lost the baby.


“Katherine. Hi.” Tess tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, her cheeks flushing, looking like she wanted to sink through the floor. She bit her lower lip, then released it, as if someone had told her, or she’d read somewhere, that she shouldn’t do that.


“You’re looking lovely.” Katherine gestured to her. “New hairstyle?”


“Oh, uh, yeah.” Tess tucked her hair back again, though it hadn’t shifted.


Almost two years had passed since they’d run into each other in the waiting room before their egg retrievals. Now, Katherine had her child, here, in her arms, while Tess had lost everything, and all Katherine could think to say was “New hairstyle?”


She could smack herself. She was smarter than this. But what was there to say? It wasn’t as if she could ask, her hand on Tess’s shoulder, amid all these smiling women, Why are you here? Why are you putting yourself through this?


“You too?” Tess looked away. She clasped one hand over her wrist. Her lower lip twitched.


Her too, what? Of course, the hairstyle. Katherine touched a hand to her curls. “Yes. Decided to go natural.” She reached out and touched Tess’s arm. Tess flinched, but Katherine held it there, waiting for Tess to make eye contact. “I was so sorry to hear about your loss. Patrick, he told me about—”


“Yeah. Um.” Tess pushed out a smile. She shrugged, awkward, like a nervous teenager. “Life. Right?”


Pulling away from Katherine’s touch, Tess gestured toward Rose. “Your daughter is beautiful.”


“Thank you.” Katherine adjusted Rose on her hip as she cuddled into her, the weight of her girl settling against her shoulder like something always meant to be. Faulty reproductive organs or no, Katherine was made for this.


Rose raised her head and smiled, her glance as furtive as the one Tess had worn earlier.


Katherine shifted Rose so she was facing Tess. “Rose, can you say hi?”


Rose’s smile flickered, coyness and mischief behind her green eyes.


“This is Mommy’s friend. Tess.”


“Hi, Rose.” Tess’s smile beamed, but her eyes pinched. “What a pretty little top you have there. Do you like bunnies?”


Rose nodded, her smile growing.


“Katherine.”


Katherine felt a hand on her shoulder and turned to see Mandy, Saadia’s assistant. Anxiety contorted her features. “I hate to bother you,” said Mandy. “But I don’t want to bother Saadia.” She gestured to Saadia, standing in a group of women, her arms around one of them, comforting as always. “There’s some mix-up with the caterer. He’s on the phone, upset, and . . . well . . . I know it’s not your job, but could you talk to him? He’s on hold in the office.”


Katherine suppressed a sigh. Saadia had mentioned that Mandy wasn’t the most capable hire, but that all people needed a chance. “I have my daughter here. I’m sure you can handle—”


“He’s so angry.” Mandy pouted her lips.


“I’ll take her.” Katherine turned to Tess, who looked like she couldn’t believe she’d spoken. “It’d be no trouble.”


“Perfect.” Relief flooded Mandy as her shoulders relaxed comically. “So, you’ll come?”


Katherine let out a sound of surrender. Tess put out her arms, and Rose leaned into them without a whimper.


Minutes later, Katherine opened the office door and re-entered the party, the satisfaction at diverting a mini catastrophe thrumming through her veins. But where chatting and laughter had filled the space, a tense hush now permeated the air. The guests huddled around the reception desk. Silent. Listening. Katherine crossed the room, a lump in her throat.


Katherine looked at the swivelled screen, the words seeming to come at her in slow motion: “VitaNova Fertility Centre’s only comment at this time is that any families involved will be contacted privately for testing. It is unclear how many families were affected or whether this was an isolated incident. The nurse accused of the crime is in police custody . . .”


The camera panned away from the reporter in front of VitaNova to an image of a woman. Irene. Katherine’s nurse, Irene, head down, being led into Halifax Provincial Court.


“What’s going on?” Katherine whispered as she sidled over to Tess, accepting Rose back into her arms.


Tess stared at the computer screen, mouth slightly agape, wordless, as the images flickered by.


“There was a switch.” Tracey put her hand on Katherine’s shoulder. “At the clinic. With the eggs. There was a switch.”






CHAPTER FOUR


TESS


A switch.


The women had pressed in around her, their eyes on the screen, the words that had been their greatest fear clustering them in. The weight of Tess’s phone seemed to triple, the pressure of that small object against her backside throbbing as her mind pulsed with the knowledge of that unknown call. And still she couldn’t reach for her phone.


Her legs itching to dart, Tess had thrust Rose into Katherine’s arms, then weaved her way out of the crowd of shell-shocked women. She stood outside the centre’s doors, her heart pounding as she shuffled out of the way of a woman with a rounded belly pushing past her. Tess pulled out her phone. Not only a missed call, but a message. She clicked the screen to call her voicemail: “Hello, this is Samantha from VitaNova Fertility Centre. We were hoping you could come in to see Dr. Myers. We’ve had notice of an issue that needs clearing up. A . . .” Samantha’s voice faltered. It was that hesitation, that squeezing of the throat, that sent a shiver of possibility through Tess. “A rather serious issue regarding your IVF procedure.”


Despite the two years that had passed, a part of Tess itched to call Hyeon-Jun. It was possible a mix-up could have involved him, if it happened with her second or third procedure. But to call now, before she knew anything, would look pathetic, desperate. Tess’s hand gravitated toward her abdomen, as it so often did, making her even more conscious of the emptiness there.


She had laid her hand on her belly the same way when her sweet baby girl somersaulted. Kicked. Punched. Declared her life—her will to live. Each move, each jab, no matter how hard, had sent a thrill through Tess. Each flutter had signalled hope.


Then the moves stopped.


When Tess realized it, she wasn’t sure how many hours had passed. Four? Five? Few enough that the reasonable part of her mind told her it was nothing but a long nap. She felt stupid, heading to Emergency, certain they’d tell her to go home, have some fruit juice, give the baby a little sugar high, shine a flashlight. But she’d already done all of that, and still nothing. So, as she placed her hand on her belly, she’d whispered to the child within it. Please . . . hoping that small life would hear her . . . stay. Then, sitting in those large, comfy chairs at the IWK Health Centre, the cramping started. No, Tess had mouthed. But she knew—before the moan erupted from her throat, before the receptionist was at her side calling for help, before the blood pooled on the floor. Her baby. Her sweet baby, who’d swum and twisted and lived those past twenty-one weeks, was gone. Eight eggs. Four fertilized, and this, the one embryo who’d made it to day five—this had been her last chance.


There were doctors and nurses. A gurney, lights and halls and blood. So much blood. Holding on to blind hope, Tess refused to push until her body forced her, until there was no more pushing. No more anything. When she woke, her baby was gone. So was her uterus.


Standing outside the wellness centre, Tess tried not to hope, but hope grew in her the way her babies never had, full and ready, threatening to burst out.






CHAPTER FIVE


KATHERINE


The air in the centre felt thick, as if it were pressing in on them, keeping them motionless. When the news segment ended, they all stood still until, as if someone had flipped a switch, voices filled the space. As phones were pulled out and screens lit up to no missed calls, relieved laughter joined the buzz.


Bile rose in Katherine’s throat. Upon first hearing the voicemail, she had jumped to this conclusion: a switch. Something gone awry. The confirmation—after all the days and nights of pushing away the fear—that her daughter was not her daughter. Not in the way people thought mattered most.


Katherine backed away from the screen, the cluster of women spreading like ripples on water. The voices around her lifted, an unintelligible thrum, as Katherine bumped into one woman, then another, her movements heavy, like pushing through mud.


Thanks to the Facebook group, Katherine knew many were free of fear. They’d done IUI or taken drugs to regulate or prompt ovulation. The lucky ones had used Saadia’s treatments and lifestyle changes only. But more than half of the “infertility mamas” in the room were VitaNova IVF patients.


Katherine listened, silent, as the thrum thinned out into individual voices.


“There were so few details,” said one.


“Like, when did this switch, or switches, happen?”


“How many people were involved? Did anyone hear that? Did they say?”


“No, and they said ‘will be contacted,’ which means maybe they haven’t even made the calls yet?”


“Has anyone received a call?”


Those in the clear put their hands on the shoulders of the ones who weren’t, assuring them there was nothing to worry about, because surely the clinic would have called anyone before the news was released. Surely they wouldn’t let anyone find out like this.


Yet no one had received a call, they said. Katherine hadn’t received a call either, or so she said.


Still clutching Rose, Katherine waved her arm, as if brushing off the news.


“Don’t worry.” A face Katherine should have been able to name but couldn’t smiled too sweetly. “Rose has so many of your features. Truly.”


Katherine nodded, then turned away, forbidding her lip to tremble. If there was one person in the room who had the greatest reason to fear, Katherine was it, and every single person present knew it, had probably thought it even before today.


Katherine stared at Rose, who looked like Patrick. Only Patrick. Months ago, Katherine had brought it up casually at playgroup, saying it as a joke—“We know she’s his child, but it’s not often the mother has to wonder if the baby she birthed is hers”—the way Patrick so often had. The moms assured her it was one hundred percent normal. It’s some biological safety net, Tiffany had said with a laugh. Babies looked like their fathers, at least for the first four months, so fathers know the child is theirs.


But those four months were long past, and not much had changed. Rose’s eyes had shifted to a green with flecks of amber and gold. Striking, they changed with light and mood. Her skin had darkened. It was darker than Patrick’s, but still no one would ever come close to calling it tan. Yet, so said everyone, she had Katherine’s smile. Katherine’s cheek structure.


Katherine didn’t see it.


She had put it out of her mind, as much as she could. An only child with parents who worked too much, she was the girl who’d played for hours with her baby dolls, spent her afternoons in front of the TV watching siblings bicker and laugh, mothers who were home to guide and comfort, make after-school snacks and fully balanced meals. She’d seen the loyalty those televised brothers and sisters had for each other and wanted it, if not for herself, for her own children. She wanted a home full of laughter and energy, family dinners, family game nights, family vacations.


She became the woman who judged potential partners on the likelihood they’d be good fathers, who thought about her future children’s names, oohed and aahed over every baby she saw, eager for her turn. She wasn’t about to risk it all by going back to the fertility clinic, asking if it was possible they’d made a mistake, because a child who looked like Rose coming out of a woman who looked like Katherine was possible. She’d seen it in families where the mother had given birth with no scientific intervention.


She told herself Rose was hers, her miracle child, that any fears to the contrary were ludicrous. She hoped their three remaining embryos would give her that full house she and Patrick dreamed of, but in case not, in case this was her one shot to get parenthood right and raise a happy child, she would never let herself slack on being the best mother she could be. She would never let herself give in to those fears for more than the briefest of moments.


And she wouldn’t today. She stood, saying words of encouragement and dismissal, just as everyone else was, knowing she couldn’t be the first to leave. She kept a mental tally as the IVF mothers departed, many within minutes of the segment ending. With each one who left, the tightness to the air dissipated, replaced with a subdued hysteria as a palpable throbbing of excitement filled the space.


Oh, to be so close to such a scandal, everyone seemed to be thinking. What if, moments before, they had been chatting with a mother whose child wasn’t hers? What if their child had been playing with one who, for months or years, had been living with the wrong family?


Katherine filled a small plate, forcing each delectable bite of food down her throat. She chatted and joined in the speculation, eyes wide with incredulity while feigning confidence. She listened as women brought up stories they’d read, articles about court cases, families torn apart, devastation.


“Just months ago,” said one mother, “a clinic somewhere in the US put two babies from two different mothers into a third woman’s womb. That’s why I got mine tested.” She shook her head as she rubbed her belly. “When this one comes out, she’ll be tested too. After reading that, I couldn’t sleep without knowing.” A shudder. “To unknowingly raise another woman’s child . . .”


At last, when Katherine couldn’t hold her smile, when she’d stayed long enough that leaving wouldn’t be an admission of fear, she collected her jacket, wished Saadia well, and fled as slowly and confidently as she could.


AT HOME, WITH Rose napping down the hall, Katherine sat in her living room and pulled out her phone to listen to the voicemail. Three more were there—from various friends and relatives—and several Facebook messages, all asking if she’d heard the news, hoping Katherine was all right, hoping it had nothing to do with her and Rose. Katherine stared, anxiety pushing at her like water pressing to take down a dam. She typed hastily, Yes, I heard. Oh my goodness! It’s awful. Those poor families! then copied and pasted it to everyone, deciding a text was sufficient for the voice messages too, and if any more messages came in, that’s what she’d say.


Then, with trembling hands, she keyed in her voicemail code again, listened to the clinic’s message. Samantha’s shaking voice, her hesitation, sent a fault line of fear through Katherine: “A rather serious issue regarding your IVF procedure. Please call as soon as you can.”


She closed her eyes and pulled the phone from her ear, telling herself she was being dramatic. VitaNova saw hundreds of women a year—maybe thousands—women from all over Atlantic Canada. Dozens could be sitting at home listening to this same message, torturing themselves for no reason, as Katherine was now. Katherine took a long breath. The phone vibrated. Tracey’s photo lit the screen. Katherine dismissed the call, not sure if she could say another word without her voice cracking.


Another vibration. Her mother, who wanted a larger role in Katherine’s life now that she’d retired and was no longer distracted. Katherine wanted it, too, but it was hard fitting Elvira into a space that had been so empty for years. Then Patrick’s face appeared. His third call since she’d arrived home. She stared at the screen, her finger hesitating above it. She set the device to silent and slid it away.






CHAPTER SIX


TESS


Tess left the parking lot and turned onto the street, already heading in the direction of the clinic as she called, knowing before she did there would be no answer, their lines tied up with reporters. Adrenaline coursed through her, propelling her forward.


A rather serious issue. A switch. Which could mean . . .


Tess could barely formulate the thought. She approached the building that housed the fertility clinic, thinking again of Hyeon-Jun, wishing he were here beside her. Though it wasn’t him, exactly, she wished for, but his position—husband, partner, friend. All the things he should have been. Seeing several members of the press already outside, she tried the clinic’s line again. Busy. She hesitated before getting close enough that the media might notice her, suspect her destination. If she’d expected them to swarm this quickly, she may not have come. But here she was. Tess strode past them, her gaze on the security guard keeping them at bay.


“Hi.” She smiled.


The guard’s grim expression softened. “Hey there. An appointment?”


Tess nodded and walked past the reporters, who held out mics, questions flying as she raised a hand to cover her face. Inside the multi-purpose building, she walked the halls to VitaNova, pushed through the glass doors, watched as Samantha stood from her spot at reception, knocking her empty thermos to the floor.


“Tess.” Samantha walked around the desk, picking up the thermos as she came. “I thought you’d call.”


Tess gestured to the ringing phone.


“Never mind. Come with me. Dr. Myers is with a patient but, well . . . come with me.”


Tess walked through the waiting room, past the mothers and hopefuls, past the partners holding their hands. “If you could just tell me—”


“Follow me,” said Samantha. “You need a swab.”


“A swab?” So they needed her DNA. Tess’s pulse quickened.


Samantha glanced back, not slowing her step. “There’s a notary in one of the offices downstairs, we’ll see if she can come up.”


“Please tell me what’s going on.” Tess upped her pace as she trailed Samantha past rooms she’d spent so much time in, from the pre-treatment tests to the daily ultrasounds before her rounds of retrievals, and then to the day she’d first seen Hanna, looking like a gummy bear, bouncing around in that dark world, no longer a distant dream. “The news said there was a switch,” said Tess, her insides aching with the loss, “and then your call. My egg, was it transferred into another woman? Is that why?”


“I can’t tell you anything.” Samantha kept walking.


“Do I have a child out there? Or will I?”


Samantha stopped so abruptly, Tess almost bashed into her. She knocked on the frame of a half-open door.


The woman at the desk, hair dishevelled, a phone tucked under her ear as she typed, looked up.


“Theresa Sokolowski is here.”


The woman spoke into the phone. “I’ll have to call you back . . . I must. One of the mothers is here . . . Yes . . . No . . . Do what you think is best.” She rose from her chair and crossed the room, her smile clenched. “Mrs. Sokolowski.” She grasped Tess’s hand. “We’re so sorry you have to be here, but so glad you’ve come. Samantha, go find Dr. Myers.”


As Tess followed the woman along a corridor she had never ventured down before, Hyeon-Jun surfaced in her thoughts once more. He wouldn’t have followed passively, letting them ignore her questions. He took what he wanted, demanded to be heard. She’d first seen him on the benches outside the engineering department at Dalhousie, where she ate her lunches. He assumed she was a student, and she hadn’t bothered telling him she’d dropped out almost two years earlier, was only on campus for a short-term temp job, digitizing records. Three days after he’d introduced himself, he told her he was taking her to dinner. Rather than being turned off at the assumption, she said yes, excited at the prospect of a meal out.


A year after the recession, jobs were scarce. Cast out from her parents’ protection, Tess struggled to pay her bills, despite downgrading to a North End apartment close to the harbour and known for its rat infestations. She’d thought her family was poor growing up, but it wasn’t until she was on her own that she knew struggle.


Hyeon-Jun changed all that, her new, great struggle adjusting to his wealth, to living with a man who—if she was honest with herself—she’d never really loved. It was the not being alone that she’d loved: the protection, the security, the knowledge that bills would be paid and the heat would remain on and she didn’t need to worry about any of it.


Instead, she worried about his disappointment after their first loss, and then the second. He told her to stop temping, that maybe it was too much stress, and they didn’t need her money anyway. Her job, he said, was to give them the family she wanted just as much as he did. Which had brought them to VitaNova for round after round of fertility treatments.


When they arrived at a small office, the woman seated herself at a desk and gestured to another chair.


“You’re testing my DNA?” asked Tess.


“Yes. We’ll need your consent first.” The woman started to hand Tess a form, then pulled it back. “Sorry, I . . .” She shook her head. “It’s not filled out. Just a minute.”


“You’re testing my DNA,” Tess repeated, trying to keep the wobble out of her voice. “To see if the switch happened with my eggs. And based on how freaked out you are, someone’s eggs got switched, didn’t they? And a baby was born? Is that—”


“We don’t know what happened,” said the woman. “That’s why we’re—”


“But there was a switch,” Tess insisted, her voice cracking.


“Alleged,” the woman asserted.


“But if there was, if there’s a child out there, and that child is mine—”


“Then we need to find out.” Tess turned her head at the sound of a new voice. Dr. Myers pulled up a chair beside Tess. “That’s why you’re here. To find out.”


As they had her sign the forms and took the swab, Dr. Myers told Tess that a nurse, Irene, had confessed to switching the eggs of Tess and another woman.


“It was intentional?” Tess choked on the words.


“Doctor,” said the office woman, her voice a fraction too high, “no details! Not yet.”


“So, I’m one of only two women?” asked Tess.


The doctor’s brow furrowed.


“Who is she?”


Dr. Myers shook her head, her gaze on the forms in front of her.


“Why did Irene—”


“I don’t know,” the doctor sputtered.


Tess leaned back, realizing she knew, or at least had an idea. Irene, her former university classmate, had been the sonographer at her final appointment before retrieval.


Hyeon-Jun had left less than a week before. Tess, full of all those drugs, ovaries swollen and tender, and emotions amplified, had watched as he stood before her in their minimalistic, professionally decorated living room, saying he was sorry, but not looking it. Saying he was tired of her stubborn refusal to accept she would never have a baby.


She’d stared at him, oscillating between the desire to scream and the urge to turn back time. Fix this. Fix all of it.


She had spoken slowly, placidly, surprising herself with her ability to appear calm. “I’m days away from the retrieval,” she said. “My eggs are almost ready. I need you.”


And that’s when he’d said it, after a long sigh, as if she were the one being unreasonable, as if even her presence were a burden. He was already going to be a father. He’d met someone. Their baby was due in the spring.


Tess collapsed. She’d heard about that, people’s legs giving way. She hadn’t realized it was an actual thing.


The spring. So she, this other woman, was at least four months along. Further than Tess had ever been.


“It’s already paid for.” Hyeon-Jun shrugged. “Do the retrieval if you want, but I can’t give you my sperm.”


Tess screamed, threw the ridiculously expensive glass-blown elephant the decorator had convinced him was classy. Hyeon-Jun dodged and the figure smashed into the wall, glass shards and a distinctive chunk of trunk flying.


She’d told Irene all of this, lying in an exam room, gel on her belly. Tess cried in the stirrups, hiccupped, revealing how after six years of losses and fertility diets and yoga and acupuncture, Hyeon-Jun had impregnated this other woman, presumably by accident, then walked away from Tess and her swollen ovaries to start a new life, a new family.


Irene, eyes full of empathy, had removed the ultrasound wand from Tess’s body, pulled the sheet down over Tess’s legs. She put her hand on Tess’s shoulder, rolled over a stool, sat. They’d been friends all those years ago. They’d had study dates, they’d eaten lunch at the same table, laughed over Professor Mulder’s quirky ways.


Tess, at twenty-one, had been studying to be a nurse sonographer, while Irene wasn’t sure where her degree would lead. If Tess hadn’t left the Halloween party early that night, she might have been the one on the stool, comforting some other woman. She and Irene might have still been friends, colleagues, even. Without a doubt, Tess’s entire life would have turned out differently.


“We all wondered why you dropped out.” Irene’s empathy-filled eyes glazed over, one tear, then two, falling. “You were doing so well. You blew my test scores out of the water.”


Irene shook her head when Tess told her about the three miscarriages before they’d even tried IVF.


Now, guilt coiling around her, Tess stared at Dr. Myers’s still-furrowed brow, resisting the urge to confess. Though Tess hadn’t asked Irene to do anything. She’d only wished for a miracle.


Dr. Myers looked up from her papers and swallowed, looking like she was going to be sick. “Looks like we’re just about done here.” She nodded to a woman who’d entered with Samantha—the notary, apparently—and handed her a form.


When requested, Tess handed over her licence, then stood, willing her legs not to shake.


“We’ll get the results as soon as we can, two, maybe three days,” said the doctor, “and hopefully this is all a big misunderstanding.”


Tess hoped the opposite.


She’d told Irene, “I need this to work,” her voice cracking, desperate, as she imagined a life of solitude—no parents, no husband, no children. She’d explained to Irene that this was her last chance. She would never be able to scrape together the money for another round of IVF on her own. “I have donor sperm.” A laugh burst out of her, cold and sharp. “If only I could have a donor egg, too. Maybe that would do the trick.”


A joke. Not a request. Tess never thought for one moment Irene would take her seriously.






CHAPTER SEVEN


KATHERINE


Katherine?”


Katherine turned from the counter where she’d been standing, not prepping dinner like she’d intended.


“I’ve been calling. Did you see the news?” Patrick stopped, stared at her. “You’ve heard?”


She waved a hand; it shook.


“It’s probably nothing. I mean . . .” He hesitated. “What are the odds?”


“I got a call.”


“Oh.” His shoulders sank. “And?”


“I’m not sure.” Katherine stood straighter, one hand resting on the counter behind her. He must be afraid. Here he was, home from work two hours early. “I didn’t call back. It was a voicemail, saying I needed to speak with Dr. Myers.”


“You didn’t call back?”


There it was: disappointment. She wasn’t sure the first time she’d seen it in Patrick’s eyes. Several years into the trying, for sure, when he realized she wasn’t the perfect woman he’d imagined. And then when she’d become so obsessed with conceiving that it became her core focus—the dietary changes, the yoga, the supplements, the constant researching.


It crushed her, that look, almost as much as the failure to conceive had. She’d worked her whole life trying to please, to make sure people weren’t disappointed in her.


“No, I . . . I thought it was nothing,” said Katherine. “I figured I’d wait till you got home. In case they wanted to see you, too, so we could compare schedules.” A lie. She hadn’t thought of that, though it made some sense. “And it was before Saadia’s party. I was already running late. Looking for the keys.”


“Oh, sorry.” A quick grin flashed. “I try to remember.” Patrick’s expression fell. “Well, are you going to?”


“Call, you mean?”


He nodded, the disappointment still there. Just as it had been when she’d had so much trouble breastfeeding but refused to use formula. When, in those first few months, he’d wanted to show off the baby—to his parents, his brothers and sister, his colleagues—and she struggled to find the time or energy to get dressed, or shower, or leave the house, but wouldn’t let him take Rose without her. When she didn’t have the energy to clean but refused to have anyone see the house in the state it was in—see how horribly she was failing.


“Sure. Absolutely,” said Katherine, wanting to wipe that expression off his face. “I was thinking I’d make dinner first.”


Patrick’s voice rose. “What?”


“I said I’d—”


“No, I mean, shouldn’t you be calling the clinic first? Besides, it’s Chuck’s birthday. We’re going to Mom and Dad’s for dinner tonight, instead of this month’s lunch.”


“We’re—? Damn.” Katherine put her hands on the counter. It was hard to handle Patrick’s family at the best of times—with their awkward references to all things Black culture (a misguided effort to connect, she imagined), their inside jokes, their thinly veiled criticisms—but with the news of the switch looming in her mind, which they’d all want to talk about . . . ? “Tell them I’m sick. Or that I have a headache.”


“They’d still want Rose and me to—”


“Tell them we’ve got food poisoning,” Katherine snapped as her phone lit.


Patrick grabbed it. “It’s the clinic.” He swiped to answer. “Hello?”


“Give it to—”


“This is her husband.” A pause. “Yes.” Another. “She’s right here. I’ll put it on speakerphone.”


“Katherine?” Dr. Myers’s voice.
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