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“A piercing, mesmerizing look into the fragility and resiliency of the human experience . . . a bold page-turner that will leave you breathless with anticipation. With He Gets That From Me, Friedland invites you to ask yourself the questions you didn’t even know you needed to answer—about family, forgiveness, sacrifice, and love. An absolute home run.”


—AMY IMPELLIZZERI, award-winning author of Lemongrass Hope and I Know How This Ends


“He Gets That from Me takes on timeless questions about parenthood and our presumptions about birth, biology, and family. Describing a modern-day arrangement between two dads and a surrogate, the story opens our eyes to the many ways a family can be created while also telling a suspenseful narrative full of unexpected thrills that keep the reader wanting more. A moving story throughout, it ends with a twist that will leave you thinking about the book long after you’ve finished reading it.”


—MELISSA BRISMAN, ESQ., reproductive attorney


“Jacqueline Friedland creates a host of complex characters in this nuanced, compelling exploration of what it really means to be a family, and why we should maybe think twice before heading to ancestry.com.”


—LAURA HANKIN, author of Happy & You Know It and A Special Place for Women
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Chapter 1


MAGGIE


JANUARY 2007
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I’m just wrapping a towel around my wet body when I hear Wyatt calling for me on the baby monitor. I should have expected this, should have planned better or moved faster. Wyatt’s been waking earlier from his naps with each passing day. He clearly no longer needs the marathon midday snooze that was a staple of his first year of life. I’ll have to figure out how to keep him occupied for another few minutes if I want any chance of making it to work on time.


As I hurry to his room, I ignore the mess of mail that’s been sitting on the hallway table for the past three days. At the top of the stack is an unopened invitation from the one and only high school friend who still condescends to keep in touch with me.


Instead of thinking about a trip back to New York for a bridal shower that I don’t want to attend, and can’t afford to get to anyway, I focus on the large plastic jar of rubber fish resting near the laundry basket at my feet. I scoop up the jar, and one of Wyatt’s blankies from the pile of dirty laundry, and scurry down the hallway.


He’s standing at the edge of his crib, his brown curls pointing in every direction as he shakes at the bars like a jailbird.


“Here, sweetie.” I unscrew the large lid from the jar and pull out a squishy red fish. He reaches for it, looks at it curiously, and promptly brings it to his mouth. The fish is much too big to fit past his lips—a fact that will hopefully puzzle him long enough to allow me to finish dressing.


“Mommy has to get ready for work. I’ll be back in just a few minutes.” I place the jar in the corner of the crib so he can extract additional fish to manipulate as necessary, and then I dash back to my room.


I realize I’m still holding the blankie. It’s the one Nick’s aunt and uncle sent, a soft chenille square with Wyatt’s Hebrew name embroidered along one side. I know that the white threading spells out “Yehuda,” a name we chose in an effort to honor my deceased grandfather, but I never learned how to actually read the boxy Hebrew letters. I toss the blankie onto my dresser and quickly towel-dry my hair, hoping my own curls won’t resemble Wyatt’s ridiculous bedhead after this hasty personal grooming session. I have twenty-five minutes to get to Bed, Bath & Beyond on the other side of town, and if Nick doesn’t get home within the next five minutes, my manager is going to chew me out six ways to Sacramento.


I pull on a pair of black jeans, my last clean pair, and rummage in the next drawer to see if I can find a tunic long enough to cover the small hole at the top of one of the pant legs. I hear myself sigh as I run the numbers in my head again. At nine dollars an hour, it’s delusional to think about saving up money, to imagine returning to college. It’s a joke to have any dreams at all.


Wyatt suddenly lets out a frustrated wail.


“Mommy’s coming, Wyatt,” I shout into the air. “Just one more second!” I slip on my black sneakers and scurry back into the nursery.


Wyatt’s diaper is bulging against his tight little pajama pants. At the sound of keys jingling in the front door of the apartment, I scoop him out of the crib, grab my purse from where it’s sitting on our coffee table, and meet Nick as he walks in the door.


“Sorry for the stinky welcome,” I offer as I hold Wyatt out in his direction.


“Hey, kid.” Nick smiles and reaches for our son with one hand, a bag full of takeout containers hanging from the other. “Oh,” he adds, wrinkling his nose.


“Gotta go!” My keys are in my hand, and I’m placing a brisk kiss on Nick’s cheek. The scent of garlic and cilantro is strong as I push past him and out the front door. Then I’m flying down the concrete steps toward the parking lot below our building, heading toward my ’92 Honda, rushing against the clock, racing against luck.
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When I come skidding through the doorway of BB&B at exactly 4:01 p.m., my co-workers, Kim and Dougie, are chatting across their registers, and they don’t even look up. The store is unusually empty for a Thursday afternoon. I set my tote bag beneath the register at my station and punch in a few numbers to awaken the machine. Cynthia, my manager, is nowhere to be seen.


“Why is it so quiet?” I call across to Kim, whose register is three stations over from my own. The ones between us are always empty at this time of day.


“Post-holiday lull,” Dougie answers from the register beyond Kim’s. Dougie is in his early thirties and is the most senior employee among us, having worked here for three years, ever since he moved to Arizona from Tulsa.


An elderly woman walks into the store with a list in her hand. We stop our chatting and watch silently as she makes her way toward the first aisle, where a wealth of toasters and smaller kitchen gadgets await. We’re still quiet when Cynthia appears from behind the displays of holiday-themed wrapping paper and gift bags, now all on sale, and begins making her way toward me.


“So dead today,” she says by way of greeting, and she glances around the store for emphasis.


I stand a little taller as she approaches me, noting that her bleached hair looks freshly blown. If I’m lucky, that means she has somewhere else to be and won’t spend the whole night breathing down my neck.


“What’s dinner?” She tips her chin toward my stowed tote.


“Pulled beef burritos and Mexican street corn,” I answer, remembering what Nick told me last night as he was cramming the takeout containers from the restaurant into the fridge.


Cynthia has so many self-imposed dietary restrictions that she won’t touch anything unless she can read all the ingredients before digging in, but she likes hearing about the dishes Nick creates at work. She nods pensively in response and then continues down the row of registers toward Dougie. They quickly get involved in a detailed discussion about the placement of makeup mirrors in the stock room.


Standing here without customers to ring up is about as interesting as watching a cactus grow, and I miss the busier days of the holiday season. I resist the temptation to pick at my cuticles, if just for something to do, and instead, I study the displays of impulse-buy items placed throughout the front portion of the store. There are economy-size jars full of candies and colorful popcorn, kitschy potholders, hair accessories and curling irons, all piled in precarious pyramids meant to entice the customers.


My gaze travels to the back portion of my station, where there’s a dog-eared copy of Arizona Parenting Magazine resting on top of the stack of store bags. It’s an outdated issue that I assume was left behind by a customer. I reach for the magazine and start flipping through the pages, trying to entertain myself by reading the Thanksgiving recipes.


A customer finally appears, pushing a shopping cart full of turquoise-colored bath towels, but she walks towards Kim’s register, so I turn my attention back to the magazine. After the recipes, there is a final section full of advertisements and coupons, and I’m annoyed that this diversion has lasted only a few minutes. There are still more than three hours left of my shift, and after a long morning trying to entertain Wyatt at home, I’m already dragging. I wonder if I should walk over to Kim’s station and let her fill me in on the latest drama she’s having with her mother-in-law, or if I could possibly close my eyes and steal a little cat nap while I’m standing up.


I’m just closing the magazine when I notice an ad that says, “Compensation of $35,000+.” I stop the page from turning and pull it closer to read the ad in its entirety.


Can you help create a family? Become a Surrogate Mother! Satisfaction Beyond Words! Generous Compensation! You can make a beautiful dream come true!!


My excitement dissipates as quickly as it had arrived. I wonder if these ads actually work, if there are really women out there who read these quarter-page displays and then raise their hands, screaming, “Pick me, pick me!” I suspect that most of these advertisements are the basis of one nefarious scheme or another, a way to get people to release personal information about themselves so that some lowlife can steal their identities. I can’t imagine that fertility clinics would truly find their baby carriers this way. I snort to myself as I notice that the requirements for carrying someone else’s baby seem to be even less rigorous than the prerequisites for my cashier job. They want a US citizen between the ages of twenty-one and thirty-eight who has previously birthed at least one child. That’s it.


Since I’m so clearly qualified, based on these conditions, I actually consider it for a few seconds, fantasizing about handing over a baby to a formerly childless mother and then skipping off to an education course at a local university. A nagging thought about my parents creeps up on me then—the idea that I could reach out and ask them for tuition money—but I tamp it down like always, unable to stomach the notion. I am not going back to good old Gail and Leon with my tail between my legs and proving that they were right all along.


I close the magazine and push it back to the corner where I found it, shaking my head at myself for daydreaming, for imaging that my prior fuckups might ever stop standing in my way.




Chapter 2


DONOVAN


JUNE 2018
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According to the paperwork in front of me, I am a thief and a fool. I should be shaved and dressed already. Instead, I’m still staring at the four genealogy reports I’ve got spread out across the kitchen table. My morning coffee languishes beside them, now cold, in a mug that reads, “Fab Dad.”


I’m feeling anything but “fab” as I study the data in front of me. I lean closer, rubbing my hand against my rough chin, as I examine the colorful charts and diagrams, trying to make sense of what I’m seeing.


The information seems to indicate that my ten-year-old son might not be my son at all.


I read everything over again from left to right. The results confirm that Teddy is the biological son of my husband, Chip, just like we’ve always thought. Their genetic connection has long been perfectly obvious from their matching blond widows’ peaks, their nearly photographic memories, and so many other conspicuous similarities.


Kai, on the other hand, has always resembled me. With his dark eyes and even darker hair, we figured that our second-born twin came from the egg that was fertilized by my sperm.


We ordered these genetic testing kits from Relativity as a follow-up to our kids’ school project on family trees, thinking it’d be interesting to learn more about our genetic histories, but none of us imagined results like these.


Based on the Relativity reports, it seems that Kai shares no genetic material with me. And none with Chip, either. Even worse, there is no way, based on these results, that Kai and Teddy could possibly be genetic half-brothers.


I race to our small office at the back end of the apartment and search for the thick file from the fertility clinic, an overstuffed folder that’s been left undisturbed for more than a decade. The papers have been packed away in a drawer ever since we brought our babies home, all of us exhausted from the cross-country drive. We kept subfolders on the woman who carried the babies, and on egg donor #2674, a college student with so many of the genetic traits that Chip and I had decided were important when we filled out our wish lists— strong health history, exceedingly high intelligence verified through SAT scores and IQ tests, demonstrable athleticism, so on and so forth.


I flip frantically through the pages until I find the report on the egg donor’s ancestry. My heart sinks as I see that the results are just as I remembered. Our donor’s workup shows a genetic origin that is 75 percent Mediterranean, a combination of Greek, Northern Italian, and Turkish. The remainder of her blood was deemed to have trickled down from various Scandinavian countries. That was part of why we liked her—genes that might produce children with olive complexions like my own, but might just as likely result in a blond-haired blue-eyed child resembling Chip. Why, then, does Kai’s report show lineage only from eastern European countries like Hungary, Poland, and Romania?


At the sound of commotion outside the apartment door, I hurry to return the papers to their folder and shove everything back into place in the metal file drawer. As I’m racing back toward the kitchen, the door opens and Chip bursts in with Teddy and Kai.


The boys dump their dusty baseball bags beside the door, hidden metal bats clattering against the floor, and start scrambling toward the kitchen.


“Cleats!” Chip and I shout the word simultaneously and then smile at each other, applauding our own predictability.


The boys groan and drop to the floor in tandem, unlacing their muddy, spike-covered shoes and sparing our parquet floors.


Chip is still smiling at me from his post by the door, the layer of sweat coating his temples proof of his two hours coaching fifth grade Little League in the June sunshine. I want to lose myself in the picture he creates—a satisfied athlete, lingering in the doorway with his cap on backwards and a baseball Henley taut across his chest, a half-full Gatorade in hand—but the reports are sitting on the table in the kitchen. I never imagined there would be anything to keep secret when I downloaded the results and printed them off the Relativity website. I thought I’d be so cute, putting the boys’ reports in separate envelopes for them each to open with glee—but now it feels like I’ve left live grenades unattended in the other room.


“One sec!” I pivot, bolt back to the table, and snatch up the papers and envelopes. I have everything in a stack, ready to stash in some high-up cabinet, when a now-barefoot Chip makes his way into the kitchen, the boys following closely behind. Panicking at their presence, I freeze.


Chip finishes the remainder of his blue sports drink and walks over to the recycling bin behind me to discard the bottle.


“What’s all that?” he asks casually, glancing over my shoulder.


“No, nothing.” I open my eyes extra wide at him, indicating there is definitely an issue here, but it’s not something we can discuss at the current moment with the boys underfoot. “Just work stuff.” I jam the papers into the outside pocket of my messenger bag, trying to appear nonchalant. One thing I’ve learned from raising children is how frustratingly perceptive even the littlest people can be.


Chip shrugs and heads to the open refrigerator, where Kai and Teddy are already standing inside the door, making a mess of my cheese drawer. Chip reaches above their heads for the bowl of champagne grapes on the top shelf.


I wait for the boys to find what they want but then grow impatient as they keep opening containers, peering inside this one and that one and then returning everything back to the shelves, all now in haphazard disarray.


“Guys, move,” I finally bark, my tone angrier than I intended.


Teddy, who is shoving one of those horrible processed cheese slices into his mouth, shoots me a questioning look, but Kai is still struggling to pull a yogurt drink from its six-pack on one of the shelves.


“Leave it, Kai!” I demand, my voice rising.


Kai backs away from the stainless-steel door of the fridge, his dark eyes darting quickly to Chip and then back to me.


“Sorry,” he says quietly, a look of confusion on his still-flushed face.


I don’t answer as a I stare back at him, this child with his chocolate brown eyes and slick, dark hair, the boy who I always believed resembled my older sister. Of the two babies we brought home at the end of our long and winding journey with surrogacy, he is the one I always thought was my own flesh and blood.


“Pa?” he asks me, blinking rapidly as he begins to realize that something else is wrong.


I feel heat rising to the sides of my face, spreading across my temples—a sudden, deep anger, the sensation of confusion coupled with despair.


“Papa?” he says again, and my heart splinters as I try to process the impossible idea that I might not be his father at all.


“It’s okay. Sorry, sorry.” I rush back at them all, regretting the way I’ve extinguished everyone’s Saturday afternoon buzz. “I just got frazzled by work stuff. Look”—I motion down to my sweats—“I didn’t even have a chance to get dressed yet. But I shouldn’t have let the work blitz influence my behavior. Completely my fault. If you guys go hit the shower, I’ll have lunch on the table in ten minutes.”


They hesitate, unsure if they’ve really been dismissed.


“And a smile on my face,” I add. “Promise.”


“I call first!” Kai shouts in response, running past me toward the small bathroom the boys share, clearly prepared to forget what just happened.


“No way—you went first yesterday!” Teddy is darting after him, a second piece of cheese still in his hand, oblivious to the tension that remains in the kitchen behind him.


As the boys’ voices get farther away, Chip looks back at me and leans against the fridge. “You want to tell me what that was about?” he asks gently.


I glance back over my shoulder, nervous to be overheard.


The distant whirr of the shower starts up, and a second later, a door slams. I poke my head out from the kitchen and see Teddy still standing in the hallway outside the bathroom, a look of defeat on his chiseled face.


“You can use ours, Ted,” I call to him, offering up this forbidden fruit, even though I know that bottles of conditioner will end up abandoned in all states of disarray—tops askew and shimmery liquid dripping helplessly into Rorschach images on the tile below. Towels will be strewn on the floor, left for dead, as though a magic gnome might hang them back.


Teddy’s eyes light up at the offer.


“Just please don’t make a mess.” As if there’s any point.


“Got it!” He nods and scurries toward the master bedroom, lifting his shirt over his head as he goes.


I sigh, sorry that he and I have very different definitions of the word “mess.”


“Our shower?” Chip raises a golden eyebrow. “This must be serious.” He’s all light-heartedness and smiles, clearly not expecting the magnitude of what I’m about to tell him.


“The Relativity results came back. The DNA tests.” The words rush out in a hushed whisper. “Kai’s results don’t match any of ours. There’s no overlap. Not with either of us, and not with Teddy.”


Chip is silent for a beat, impassive, almost as if I haven’t said anything at all. I can see the moment that the information registers, and suddenly he springs into action.


“What? What do you mean?” he demands. He’s scanning the kitchen counters. “Where are the reports? That’s not possible.”


I scuttle around him and pull them from the canvas bag. “Look.”


He grabs the papers from my outstretched hand and places them on the kitchen island. I read the results again from over his shoulder as he studies them. First he examines Kai’s, then Teddy’s. He doesn’t even look at mine or his.


“This doesn’t make sense. The boys have the same mother. How could they not share a single origin country in common?” he asks me, as though I’m the one who has come up with the incomprehensible results he’s reading. He looks back at the reports for a moment longer and then reaches for the paper with his own results, his eyes scanning quickly over the information. “Well, this at least makes sense.”


I know he’s seeing information he would have expected on his own report. Chip is more or less “Mayflower stock,” even though he can’t fully trace his lineage back to a literal pilgrim, much to his family’s dismay. Still, the report confirms that he is 94 percent of European descent, with an emphasis on England, France, and Scandinavia. The remaining 6 percent is listed as “unassigned,” which we were told to expect as a normal part of the results.


He glances quickly at the report with my information, which reads mostly as we’d expect. I am 97 percent European, with the greatest connections showing me to be Italian and Iberian. The results also allege that I am 3 percent Native American. I don’t have time to focus on that unexpected bit of trivia, though.


“Well, clearly this is wrong,” Chip says, flinging the pages back onto the kitchen island beside us as if they’re worthless. “What a hoax.” His lip curls as he prepares to write off this whole experiment as hogwash.


I don’t respond, and his features slowly slacken as he registers that I believe there might be veracity to these results—that the horrific implications contained on these pages might be truth.


“Stop it,” he says gently, putting a hand on my shoulder, as if to steady me. “Don’t. What are you thinking? That the fertility clinic screwed something up? That the kid was switched at birth? You’re not serious.” He tilts his head as he regards me, like he can’t believe the ridiculousness of my reaction.


And in that horrible moment, I suddenly realize that this mistake may have gone beyond the fertility lab. Here I was wondering if they had implanted the wrong embryo in the surrogate. But it could be so much worse. If the results are correct, if Kai is not my son, then I might have another son out there in the world—a ten-year-old child who has been living for a decade with the wrong parents.


Chip is watching me. His eyes narrow as though he can hear my thoughts. “No.” His voice is firm. “That’s preposterous, Donny. ‘Switched at birth’ isn’t something that happens in real life. And anyway, it couldn’t possibly be more obvious that Kai is the fruit of your loins. All you have to do is take one look at him.”


But now I’m wondering if everyone’s always thought Kai looks so much like me simply because he looks so different from Chip. “Well, then, how do you explain these?” I wave the papers in the air.


He steps closer to me and puts his hands on either side of my face, his palms cradling my chin, and it’s as if he’s trying to control the direction of my thoughts through his grasp, holding tight to keep me from getting hysterical. He lowers his head slightly so our gazes are level, our faces only inches apart. “Slow yourself down. These reports aren’t right. This is just some money-making entertainment thing that people aren’t supposed to take seriously. They called you Native American.” He cocks his head in doubt, emphasizing the absurdity of it. “You think your Nonna’s Nonna was spending time with the local Navajos back in Sicily? This”—he points toward the papers—“is just consumerism gone wrong. Fake science getting into the wrong hands. We have no reason to consider this information real data. At worst, it’s nothing more than a scam. At best, they mixed up the results. Who knows? But don’t you go doubting the family we worked so hard to create.”


“It could be real.” I back away and lower myself into a chair, too weak to bear the weight of the thoughts assaulting me. “Remember when the Mayers did this and found out Judah was Irish? They redid the test with two other companies and all three reports showed identical results. I think he found, like, twenty-two Irish cousins he never knew he had.”


“First of all, promise me you are not going back online to look for cousins.” Chip’s voice is rough, commanding.


I shake my head. “It already says there are no matches for any relatives closer than four generations removed.” I point to the bottom of Kai’s report.


He looks down toward my finger but doesn’t read the words. “Well look, the Mayers’ experience doesn’t mean that there wasn’t a screw up this time around, okay?” We’re quiet for a second as we stare at each other. “Just slow your roll for me. That’s all I’m asking. Let’s take a step back and digest this information for a few hours. Maybe it was just a shock to see the reports not matching up. Nothing is going to change, so let’s sit with it for a minute, let it simmer. If we give it a little time, perhaps clearer thoughts could prevail?” He raises an eyebrow at me.


I want so badly for him to be right, to prove that my anxiety has gotten the best of me once again. “Yeah, okay,” I say, nodding, as I make my way back over to the fridge, where I pull out a package of whole wheat wraps and a head of lettuce so I can get lunch started. “I guess that makes the most sense.” I don’t expect that a few hours of ruminating will do anything to quash the dread I’m feeling in the pit of my stomach, the vine full of worry burrowing inside me. My mind is already running on overdrive, wondering what the next step should be, how we should try to figure out what happened. In spite of myself, I feel like something has already been taken from me—ripped out of my grasp, stolen. I’m not sure how I’m supposed to just ignore this new sense of uncertainty, of not knowing where our boy came from, of not having any information to cleave to for even a dusting of foundational or emotional security.


As I pull a few more items from the fridge, I try to talk myself down. I tell myself that it’s crazy to think, even for a split second, that Kai might not be my child. Of course he’s mine, and there is a reasonable explanation for the results we were sent. I try to convince myself that eventually, I will be laughing about my ridiculous overreaction.


And yet.


As I move the butter knife in concentric circles, spreading hummus across four whole wheat wraps, I can’t stop worrying. Is it possible that I have another ten-year-old son somewhere out there, living in someone else’s home? Or is my genetic child still a frozen embryo, waiting in a lab in Connecticut? What if there was another unfortunate family at UCLA the day that Kai and Teddy were born who are also caught up in this, and now, somewhere out in the wide world, I have another child who has no idea he has been living the wrong life?
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By nighttime, I’m still fixating, despite Chip’s pleas to the contrary. Each of his brisk, clipped movements feels like an admonishment as he climbs into our king-size bed and pulls the white duvet up around his waist. He plucks his iPad from the nightstand, his gaze shifting pointedly away from me, down to the news article on the screen.


I sigh dramatically from where I’m still standing in the middle of the bedroom with my toothbrush in my hand, and Chip looks back up at me.


“I can’t argue about this anymore,” he says. “You’re Scottish, you’re Spanish, you’re part penguin. These companies are just pandering to consumers.”


“I don’t know how you can be so cavalier.” I run my bare toes against the scratchy Berber rug beneath the bed as I stare down at him. “They have millions of people in their database. Millions. It’s real data, Chip!” I point the green toothbrush at him, laying into him like this is his fault. A dollop of fizzy toothpaste plummets to the Berber.


“You know what?” Chip sits up a little straighter against his pillow, a hint of irritation creeping into his voice. “Do you want to just get DNA tests? Like, real, legit paternity tests? Otherwise you’re going to be a basket case forever.”


“Yeah.” I turn back toward the bathroom. “I think it’s a good idea.”


I don’t mention that I already reached the same conclusion hours earlier, while we were shepherding the boys around South Street Seaport, talking about everything except what was actually on my mind. Chip’s cell phone rings from its perch on the wireless charger beside him, and I head back to the bathroom to take care of my teeth.


His mother, no doubt. Don’t get me wrong, I love Lynn Rigsdale dearly, but Chip has asked her repeatedly not to call us after 10 p.m., and still she does. Some days Chip seems incredibly miffed by the liberties to which his mother feels herself entitled, and other times, like tonight, he is clearly delighted by the sound of her voice, regardless of the hour.


I take my time with my teeth as I listen to Chip’s end of the conversation. Gone is the exasperation that I heard moments ago; and instead, he’s regaling his mother with tales of his latest work-related drama. Who knew there could be drama at an investment bank, but that’s Chip—he could find a human-interest story inside a can of green beans.


It turns out that the investor on the other side of his latest deal is the brother of some peripheral high school friend of his. As I listen to him hypothesize with his mother about what ever happened to this guy and that guy from his stodgy private school back in Connecticut, I feel an unwelcome sense of jealousy at his ability to compartmentalize, or to simply not worry at all. He’s always so sure of everything, of how things will work out, of himself.


He’s hardly rushing her off the phone, so I reorganize the top drawer in the bathroom vanity while I wait. Beneath the tubes of toothpaste and shaving oils, I spy a package of Cocofloss, a high-end dental floss that Chip brought home from a cosmetics store last month. I used to get really fired up about artisanal floss—one of my many offbeat indulgences from before we had kids—so when Chip saw this new floss at a Sephora, he thought of me and picked it up. Sadly, this brand leaves an aftertaste akin to Crisco mixed with shoe polish. After trying it once, I thanked Chip profusely and shoved the packet deep into a drawer when he wasn’t looking. I reach now for the fluorescent box, pull out a long piece of the distinctive turquoise-and-orange-braided thread, rip it off, and toss it directly into the trash. Chip will see it there and think that I’ve used it.


He’s wrapping up the call, finally, so I make my way back toward the bed, stopping to rub at the spot of toothpaste on the rug and then to pull our blackout shades more precisely into place on the way.


He hangs up the phone and looks back at the tablet in front of him as I lower myself onto the bed next to him.


“Huh.” He chuckles as he turns his screen in my direction. “Did you know they sell paternity tests at Walgreens?” He tilts the device closer to me so I can see. I’m surprised that he was searching DNA tests while so casually chatting it up with Lynn. “How many people do we think are doing paternity tests on the regular?” he says on a laugh.


“I’m glad you think this is funny,” I say. “I am not using some random drugstore test. We’re using a lab. Quest, Labcorp, I’m sure they all do it.”


“How are you going to take Kai to a lab? You’re just going to tell him that you’re worried we got the wrong embryo or that the hospital might have sent us home with one of the wrong babies?” His smile vanishes. “I don’t think so. That’s a hard no for me.”


“Of course not,” I say. “Do you think I’ve suddenly turned brainless?”


He raises his eyebrows at me as if to say, If the shoe fits.


“Oh no,” I deadpan, “there goes my brain, slipping right out of my ear. Look, it made a mess on the bed.”


I cross my arms against my chest, waiting for him to speak. He only rolls his eyes at me.


“I’m pretty sure we can get a sample at home,” I say. “I’ll just tell Kai it’s follow-up for the ancestry testing. That they needed more information or something. He won’t care.”


“Fine, whatever.” Chip waves a hand in the air. “I think you’re blowing this whole thing out of proportion, but whatever you need to do.”


“I hope you’re right,” I shrug as I pick up the novel that has been sitting on my bedside table for a month, some crime drama that I cannot get into. I pull out the bookmark and attempt to focus on the words in front of me, but my thoughts are still careening in a million directions. I can’t stand that it’s currently only Saturday night, which means I will have to wait out the remainder of the weekend before I can start making any useful phone calls about this situation.


My thoughts keep churning, tumbling all the way back to the day the boys were born. We were there in the hospital room the moment they arrived. I saw both babies before they were whisked off to the nursery. I held their wiggly bodies, inhaled their scents as I kissed them. Wouldn’t I have noticed if one of them was different—like, an entirely different little human—when we saw him again only a couple of hours later? I remember how I instantly felt bonded with each boy. Chip and I had endless discussions before the babies were born about whether the love for a child truly materializes the minute he or she is born, or whether that was all cliché. Those questions became moot as I held Teddy and then Kai, for the first time each. I was overcome with such astounding emotion, a fierce and violent love that took over my whole being.


But now I feel my stomach clench as I worry that maybe it wasn’t Kai I was holding in that moment, that it could have been another baby boy. Is it really possible that Kai wasn’t meant to come home with us? I can’t fathom such a possibility, not even a little. And yet I can’t let it go. I need to know why his results don’t match up with the rest of ours.




Chapter 3


MAGGIE


JANUARY 2007
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As I pull into the parking lot of the Food City Shopping Plaza, exhausted from eight hours at the store, I’m still ruminating about my afternoon. This older guy came in wanting a refund for an air mattress, but he’d already opened and destroyed the packaging, which meant I was only allowed to an offer an exchange. Well, he wasn’t having it. He threw a full tantrum, shouting at me about how he didn’t like my attitude and demanding to see the manager. Cynthia appeared on the scene and eventually placated the man with a lot of earnest head nodding and a discount card, but after he left, she started waxing poetic about customer service. I let the situation get too heated without seeking intervention, she said. “You’ve got to know who has your back,” she kept telling me, as though she’d have gone to bat for me if she’d been standing there when the guy started insulting my intelligence.


He doesn’t know who I am or where I come from. He doesn’t know everything I’ve given up. Who is he to judge me? And I said as much. And what reason has Cynthia ever given me to indicate that she truly has my back anyway?


I wonder fleetingly whether I will ever truly trust anyone other than my sister. My parents stopped speaking to me six years ago, when I dropped out of UC Irvine mid–freshman year. I was so sure then that I was making the right choice—rejecting everything they stood for, pursuing a future that would hold something better for me.


As I approach the door of Food City and cast about in my bag for my grocery list, I decide I’d rather rest my feet for a few minutes before heading inside the crowded store. Mondays are my longest day at BB&B, and I’m not quite ready to compete against all the other after-work shoppers for produce. I give up on the list and pull out my phone instead, looking for a place to sit when I hear someone call my name.


It takes a moment before my eyes settle on Brianna Westlake, who is striding toward me from the parking lot looking as fetching as always in a pair of pale denim overalls with a tight white T-shirt beneath. Her blond hair is contained in a loose bun on top of her head. Instead of making her appear juvenile, the overalls and casual hairstyle somehow lend an air of sophistication to her bone-thin frame.


Brianna is a couple of years older than I am, and she waitresses at Cantina Rosalita, the restaurant where Nick is a line cook. She’s in grad school, getting a PhD in psychology or sociology or something. For her, the waitressing is just a side gig, a way to supplement the stipend she receives from her graduate program while she progresses toward her own bright future.


“Hey.” I offer a small smile as she reaches me, self-conscious in my drab leggings and tunic. My hand flies to my chest, double-checking that I’m no longer wearing my BB&B nametag. I’m not.


“This is funny, bumping into you now,” she says. “I was just going to call Nick.”


The sun is setting in the distance, and I have to shield my eyes with my hand to look her in the face. “Oh?” I tilt my head. I wasn’t aware that Nick and Brianna had become “phone friends.”


“Tripp and I are having a dinner party tomorrow night. Thought you guys might like to join us.” We’ve never spent time with Brianna outside of the restaurant.


“That’s so sweet,” I answer, “but we don’t have anyone to watch Wyatt, our baby.” We could probably ask my old roommate, Kiara, but I’m not really interested in spending a night with Brianna and her boyfriend, watching them be perfect with all their perfect friends.


“Okay.” She shrugs, like it’s irrelevant either way. “Another time, then. I’ve gotta run, though. Class soon.” She leans toward me and surprises me with a quick kiss to my cheek before she offers a little wave and heads into the market.


“Bye,” I call after her, but she’s already too far away to hear me.


I watch her for a moment as she walks away, wondering if I made the wrong call, and then I lower myself down on the bench beside me. The wood is still warm from the Arizona sun, even in January, and it heats my legs through my flimsy cotton pants.


I dial Tess’s number and then listen to the phone ring on the other end.


“Sorry,” she huffs into the phone as she picks up. “I’m just walking out of New York Sports. Hang on.”


I picture my sister slinging some stylish gym bag over her shoulder and pulling her long blond hair out from under the strap. Her fancy-brand tank top is likely soaked with sweat from an hour on the treadmill or elliptical.


“Okay, hey.” She’s back. “What’s the latest? Is he in?”


The last time Tess and I spoke, I was about to tell Nick about the surrogacy ad. To my own surprise, the notion of carrying someone else’s baby for a fee had niggled at me, poking at me for nearly a week by then. I kept trying to talk myself out of the idea, but with the kind of money offered, I was smitten by the possibilities. I could go back to school, get a college degree, start thinking about an actual career.


When I mentioned the ad to Tess a couple of days ago, her reaction was calmer than I expected. Once she realized I wasn’t joking, she just asked a lot of questions.


“He’s in,” I tell her. I replay last night’s conversation in my head, remembering the way Nick’s face darkened like a brick when I first broached the idea. “He made a couple of comments about me carrying ‘another man’s kid,’” I admit, “but he didn’t erupt, never said he didn’t want me to do it.”


“Another man’s kid,” she repeats. “Nice.”


A pock-marked teenager wearing a Food City vest pushes a long train of shopping carts across the lot, and I watch him maneuver them into place beside the entry of the store as I consider how to respond.


“So now what happens?” Tess asks, interrupting my thought. The sound of a car horn follows her question through the phone.


The incessant background noise of our calls is a stark reminder of one of the reasons I prefer Arizona. Even in this busy shopping center, the relative bustle doesn’t rise anywhere near to the chaos that was the soundtrack to my childhood in Manhattan.


“I have to get matched with intended parents,” I explain. I’ve been hunting down information about surrogate pregnancies over the past few days, and I finally understand how it works. Mostly.


That magazine with the ad disappeared before I went back to work the next day, but a few internet searches during Nick’s hours at the restaurant provided a wealth of information. Even though I couldn’t remember the name of the place I’d seen advertised, the search engine I used was chock full of choices. Through a series of clicks and a few phone calls, I ended up speaking to someone at a place called Seven Sisters Surrogacy. A brief conversation allowed me to re-confirm that I meet all the minimum requirements: I’m within the correct age range, I’ve successfully carried at least one child to term, I’m a non-smoker with a healthy weight, and I don’t have a criminal record. The fact that I live with a domestic partner also cuts in my favor, because intended parents like to know that their surrogates have a support system at home. After the call, I filled out online applications from four difference agencies.


The woman from Seven Sisters also explained that although my personal stats make me an excellent candidate for gestational carrying, my geographical location is less than ideal. Apparently, Arizona is not, in her words, a “slam dunk” state for surrogacy contracts. The laws here are somewhat murky when it comes to the enforceability of these agreements. Living in Phoenix is not as desirable as a place like San Francisco, since California is widely considered the safest choice for surrogacy contracts. Even so, she said, a number of Arizona courts have recently interpreted the laws favorably enough that lawyers are finding ways to make surrogacy work in the Grand Canyon State. Moreover, it’s not that simple to find healthy, stable women who fit all the medical parameters and are willing to go through the indignities of pregnancy without the reward of a child left to raise after the fact.


“It’s apparently kind of like eharmony,” I say, fully aware that she hates that dating site. “I have to get chosen. All my information goes into some database out there, and then parental hopefuls comb through files until they find someone who sparks their interest, someone who checks their boxes.”


“So, what?” she prods. “You have to list your hobbies, your hopes and dreams? Like, ‘Maggie enjoys traveling and long walks on the beach’?”


I laugh loudly as an older couple walks past me, the husband pushing a cartload of overstuffed grocery bags toward a curb cut, as he glances in my direction. “Not exactly,” I say. “The questions are a little more targeted. They want to know things like, would I be willing to terminate a pregnancy for a serious genetic abnormality? Would I agree to reduce from three fetuses to two? Easier stuff also, like would I be willing eat all organic food if it’s paid for by the intended parents, would I be able to pump and ship breast milk after the birth of the child . . . that kind of stuff.”


“Huh.”


“What?” Maybe she’s going to judge me about my plans after all.


“Hey Stevie,” she calls out as her voice begins to echo a bit. “The doorman,” she whispers into the phone, making clear that she just entered her West Village apartment building. I picture her in her lobby, living the shiny life our parents wanted for her—for both of us. I’m certain it doesn’t matter to our mom that Tess is not remotely enthused about being a lawyer. “Go to law school,” our mother had told her again and again, “you’ll be qualified to do anything.” But when Tess came out on the other side of that JD, it turned out she was qualified to do precisely one thing: work in a large corporate firm. She’s tepid about her job but gratified to be giving our parents just what they need from her. At least one of the Fisher girls ended up with an impressive degree and a six-figure salary.


“What were you going to say?” I nudge.


“No, it’s just complicated, that’s all. Breast milk after the fact. Aborting perfectly healthy fetuses. There’s a lot I wouldn’t have thought about. You sure you’re game?” The ding of an elevator sounds in the background.


“Thousands and thousands of dollars,” I say into the phone.


We’re both silent for a second, and I wonder if she’s lost reception in the elevator, but then I hear her sigh. I start talking again before she can interrupt.


“I’d be helping people create a family. There’s something pretty awe-inspiring about that, don’t you think? Even though Wyatt came as a surprise, I can’t imagine my life without him. What if I could never have a kid of my own without someone else’s help? It’s too awful to even imagine. I don’t have many marketable skills, but this . . . this I can do and do well.”


“If Wyatt is the proof of your baby-carrying skills, I guess I can’t argue. Listen, I’ve got to hit the shower before I start growing mold. Talk later?”


I’m relieved she isn’t pushing me today. I’ve grown weary of repeating all the reasons why it’s important to me to pay my own way when I go back to school, why I don’t want to be anyone else’s problem to fix. “Sure,” I say. “I’ll call you if there’s any news.”


We say our good-byes and I stand up from the bench, stretching out my stiff limbs. I’m still feeling reluctant to begin the unpleasant process of food shopping on an inadequate budget. Long lines are visible through the market’s foggy window, heaping carts and fidgety people waiting under the yellow lights at the two open checkout lanes. The store is clearly understaffed for the number of shoppers inside.


I release a defeated breath as I feel around in my tote again, searching for the shopping list. I wonder whether Food City pays their cashiers more than what I earn at Bed Bath & Beyond. There are no “Help Wanted” signs here as far as I can see, so it’s probably a moot point anyway. My hand finally lands on the notepaper, but as I pull it out, my bracelet catches on the zipper and beads start spilling onto the sidewalk, miniature pieces of pink and green hail bouncing to the ground and disappearing.


The bracelet was a gift from Nick on Wyatt’s first birthday. I scoff now, thinking that an engagement ring wouldn’t have fallen prey to a zipper, that metal wouldn’t have splintered into unbound pieces of disappearing confetti.


I don’t know if Nick even remembers the plan he and I made to get married after three years of being together. There are still several months remaining until we hit that benchmark, but I’ve begun to doubt whether he has any intention of ever making good on the agreement.


If I get selected by some couple out there to be a surrogate, will that wreck us? Are we as fragile as that cheapy bracelet? While Nick’s out there building his career, I’m stuck in a never-ending cycle of mind-numbing, low-paying work. The quiet nights while he’s out at the restaurant haven’t been so fulfilling, either. Surrogacy could be the thing to finally uncork my other options, my potential for more than just punching buttons at a register and handing out coupons.


As I enter the supermarket, a hot burn creeps from my heels up through my calves, reminding me of the hours I’ve already spent on my feet today. Even if gestational surrogacy will be more strain than our relationship can bear, I think it’s a risk I’m willing to take.
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At 11:00 a.m. on Monday morning, I am standing in the small courtyard behind my office building with my cell phone pressed to my ear. One of the perks of working at the real estate and design firm of Hopper Bredworth in New York City is the office’s prime location near Union Square and the charming postage stamp of outdoor space tucked away behind the building. I’ve been out here lingering in the late-morning sunshine because of the sensitive nature of the many phone calls I’ve had to make so far today.


My first call this morning was to the pediatrician, who took two hours to get back to me. I shuffled papers around at my desk, waiting, and then scurried back down the internal stairwell when I saw a blocked number flash on my caller ID. When I was finally able to unload to her about those DNA reports, her response came nowhere near alleviating my concern. Dr. Pine did not have an extensive opinion on the veracity of commercial genealogy testing services, except to say that from what she understands, she believes the tests to be generally reliable. She also informed me that no, her office does not perform paternity tests. She was, however, perfectly willing to write me a prescription for a paternity test that we can complete at any Quest or LabCorp location.
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