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Praise for Not Yours to Keep


“One missing baby. A missing woman. Lots of secrets, lies, twists, and turns. In this heartfelt and heart-pounding domestic suspense, I found myself racing to the breathtaking conclusion. A sensational debut.”


—Rea Frey, #1 bestselling author of Don’t Forget Me and The Other Year


“A thought-provoking look at the secrets that lie beneath the surface of seemingly perfect lives, Not Yours To Keep is a slow-burn that pays off with a thrilling end. Ideal for readers, like me, who enjoy a peek inside the heads of morally gray characters who find themselves in ‘what would you do’ moments.”


—Jen Craven, author of The Baby Left Behind


“With high-stakes emotion and pulse-pounding suspense, Not Yours To Keep will have you turning pages well past your bedtime. . . In her debut novel, Zelly Ruskin writes full-throttle drama with a tender touch.”


—Katie Sise, best-selling author of Open House and We Were Mothers


“Electric and haunting. A taut, perfectly paced thriller that will surprise and satisfy. Ruskin is a writer to watch.”


—Taylor Larsen, author of Stranger, Father, Beloved


“Zelly Ruskin’s ability to combine her career and personal experience with fertility issues and adoption procedures into the fictional mystery Not Yours to Keep makes for a compelling read. This debut novel will both rivet and educate couples facing such life-changing dilemmas and decisions.”


—IndieReader
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To my children


You are my strength, courage, and heart.











Author’s Note/Content Warning:





While I have strived to create a story that resonates and engages, as you would expect with any domestic suspense, certain elements within the narrative might evoke strong emotions that could be triggering for some readers. As you immerse yourself in this suspenseful journey, please be aware that it references fertility, miscarriage, childbirth, teen sex, child sexual abuse, addiction, and mental health issues. If the themes raised in the book affect you or someone you know, please reach out to someone you trust for support, or a trust-worthy support group/organization.














ONEBillie






The at-home stick Billie grabbed at CVS yesterday was about to determine whether she’d be a mom or confirm her fate to be an infertile adoption specialist with painful personal insight into her clients’ plight. She’d made herself wait the whole night to try it because the results were most accurate first thing in the morning. As night faded and a hazy sepia tone spread over Boston’s little suburb of Millpoint, Billie could see outlines of the unlit houses nearby. Besides the neighbor’s tabby cat crossing her backyard, she seemed to be the only one awake at five in the morning.


She’d been reorganizing the spare room since three. She pushed the reading lamp another inch to the right on the eucalyptus-colored nightstand, then fluffed the winter-mint-and-peach-patterned shams and accent pillows. About eighteen months ago, she had decorated the room with the painted blush walls to highlight the centerpiece hanging between the windows: a floating glass frame with pressed pink roses, peach orchids, Queen Anne’s lace, and eucalyptus leaves. Her bridal bouquet. Billie gently touched the smooth frame. Her mother created the piece of art, concealing her signature and the date, June 2010, under a flower petal.


After two years, Billie still found new shapes and textures when she looked at it. Made bittersweet by the loss of her mother, she cherished the wedding memories, especially the image of her, Tyler, her mother, and her in-laws laughing in front of the Parker House, unable to oblige the photographer’s quest for a serious-looking family portrait. Billie had known she wanted Tyler’s babies as soon as they started dating. She’d fallen in love with the nurturing, jovial way he interacted with the young patients at the children’s hospital where they’d volunteered. She’d adored the way the kids, no matter how sick, lit up when he arrived. And later, after they got engaged and were looking to buy a house, he was the one who made sure there were enough rooms for their future children. There’d been no doubt in her mind that Tyler was going to be an amazing father.


Now, with sixty seconds before the result of the pregnancy test would be clear, Billie worried that, at thirty-two, she’d already waited too long. The couples she worked with often blamed age for their fertility issues. Because of her work, she dealt with the impact of infertility every day. The longer they’d tried, the harder she hoped it wouldn’t be her and Tyler’s fate.


Billie remembered the shared anticipation one year ago, as she and Tyler sat on the edge of the bed holding hands, waiting for the minutes to tick by. Then he’d counted to three, so they’d look at the results together. They’d both laughed and cried when they saw the plus sign and then made love. In the six hours they’d waited for a nurse appointment at the gynecologist’s office, they’d dared to turn their dreams into plans. Each soared with confidence as Tyler went to work and she went for an official pregnancy test. Billie’s gynecologist, who she’d referred to for the first time as her OB, had confirmed the pregnancy.


The cramping and bleeding began within twenty-four hours. With it came the loss and grief that eased over time but hadn’t been forgotten. The fear that it would happen again was still tangible.


Although their spontaneous newlywed sex life had remained intact, there’d been a collective holding of the breath every twenty-eight to thirty days. The disappointment of not being pregnant had become more difficult to shrug off every month.


When the timer went off, Billie slowly opened the guest bathroom door, looked at the little indicator window on the pregnancy dipstick, and rushed down the hallway.














TWOAnne






Anne set an old plastic saucer filled with water under her building’s fire escape stairs and waited. In a few short minutes, Thing 1 and Thing 2, the twin black-and-brown tabby cats she’d befriended, poked their heads around the corner. Thing 1 looked wary, but Thing 2, the bolder feline, paid her no mind as the duo gracefully crept to the bowl. Boston was experiencing a May drought, and the cats appreciated the fresh, cool liquid. Thing 2 licked his paws while Thing 1 took his turn to lap at the water. Then, when they’d had their fill, the cats sauntered back to the alley, their tails raised high.


Animals had always seemed comfortable around her, and she preferred them to most humans. When she was in high school, Mama Sue said she was a natural with their goat and chicks and encouraged her to study to become a vet technician after graduation. It wasn’t Mama Sue’s fault her dream never came true. Mama Sue was like a fairy godmother. She’d sheltered Anne and her mother when they needed a place to live. She’d always put Anne’s needs first.


Before the fall semester began at the community college, Anne had worked as a day camp counselor. Though she’d enjoyed it, the little girls in her group had told their mothers she stared at them and hugged them too long. The mothers had complained to the camp director, who, in turn, had several talks with her. She’d tried to rein in her compulsion to understand what it would be like to be one of their mothers, to know how it felt to hold a four-year-old. It took a lot of energy to stop gazing at them, imagining one of them was really hers. After she got fired, she waitressed, but it didn’t last long. Whenever she waited on tables with little girls, she would drop trays and knock into customers as she looked for the port-wine birthmark that would identify her baby.


Anne walked a couple of steps to her apartment, then went back for the cat bowl. She’d forgotten to take it in a few times, and her landlord threatened to evict her if she continued to feed “them vulgar strays.” She added the saucer to the pile of dishes in the sink and heated the teapot on the stove.


Despite losing her jobs that summer fifteen years ago, she’d begun taking college animal science classes in the fall. She’d liked them and believed she’d succeed in a career working with animals until the afternoon she and Mama Sue went to buy groceries. She’d followed a sweet little voice’s rendition of “The Itsy Bitsy Spider” to aisle three. A beautiful toddler with creamy, dimpled cheeks was sitting in a shopping cart between the shelves of cereals on the left and baking goods on the right. The little girl’s smile broadened, and her eyes seemed to dance when she saw Anne looking at her. She understood, now, that the child had been too young to be her baby, but at the time she hadn’t slowed down to think. The pull was relentless. She felt a connection. The child’s mother yelled for security when Anne pushed up the little girl’s sleeve to check for the special birthmark.


She’d sprinted out of the supermarket, and Mama Sue chased after her, as best her pudgy body allowed. She pushed Anne into the car and sped them away, turning into an empty lot when she thought they were out of danger. Anne could still feel her fairy godmother’s warm body embracing her and hear her soothing shushing.


“It isn’t good for you here,” Mama Sue had said. “The community is too small, and even after five years, it’s got too many triggers for you.”


“I only wanted to look at her arm. I really thought it might be her. I won’t do it again, Mama. I swear.”


“You don’t mean to, I know. But you’re not strong enough yet. We must make some changes. You need to get out of this town. It’ll be better for you, you’ll see.”


When the kettle whistled, Anne poured the boiling water into a teacup, adding one of the generic tea bags she’d pocketed from some convenience store’s condiment station. Sitting on the olive-colored love seat she’d rescued from a dumpster years ago, she steeped the bag in a mindless rhythm while Willow the Weatherwoman pointed to different areas of storm clouds on the map behind her.


“This just in.” It was obvious from the way the announcer paused and shifted his eyes that he was listening to someone in an earpiece. The screen switched to a live shot on the steps of a downtown Boston courthouse. A smartly dressed legal team was making a statement about a high-profile case they’d won.


Anne reached for the clicker, but before she hit mute, the camera lens zoomed in on one lawyer standing behind the podium, and she froze. An icy wave washed through her, and she paused the screen. Standing now, she looked hard at the chin and then the eyes, which looked right back at her. The shock pressed upon her. The teacup’s narrow ear slipped from her grip. Kneeling in front of the TV screen, she outlined the shape of his face with her finger. With each stroke, images and thoughts she’d never wanted to resurface swirled around her. She knew that face.














THREETyler






Tyler’s parents had insisted he and Billie spend their second anniversary weekend at the family’s vacation house at Lake Sunapee. They’d left after dinner to avoid summer traffic, but even on a Thursday it still took almost three hours to get there from Millpoint. Billie had slept most of the drive and woke when the interior lights came on. Tyler smoothed her hair. “You were conked out.”


“This growing a human thing is tiring, and we’ve only just started,” she said.


It had only been a week since Billie jumped on top of him while he was sleeping and shouted, “It’s positive, it’s positive!”


Tyler popped the trunk and pulled out their suitcases, expecting Billie would remove the bags of groceries she’d packed for the weekend. Instead, she dug through the items until she found a bag of cherry Twizzlers and tossed a handful into her mouth.


“You like licorice now?”


Billie raised her hands. “Impulse buy.”


“What else is going to change?” Tyler took the crumpling brown paper bags from the trunk. “Are you going to turn into one of those alien pregnant people who demand pickles with peanut butter and whipped cream in the middle of the night?”


“Oh geez, that sounds nasty. Promise you’ll hold me hostage if I get cravings like that.”


“It’s going to be some kind of fun these next eight months,” Tyler said, and laughed.


Early on their second day at the lake, Tyler woke Billie to watch the sunrise together. Afterward, she slipped into the shower with him and snuggled against his back.


“Hiya, handsome.”


Morning showers had always been their thing, though bathing was rarely part of the equation. Hot water cascaded over his head, splashing her as he turned to kiss her.


“Best two years of my life.” He kissed her again.


“Mine too,” she said.


He held her hips and lifted her as she wrapped her legs around him, but he quickly put her back down.


“I swear, your anniversary gift should’ve been a notarized doctor’s note permitting you to make love to me.” She soaped up a loofah and handed it to him. “Do my back?”


Tyler was scrubbing shampoo into a thick lather while she rinsed off. She had an impish twinkle in her eye when she opened the shower door to get out and reached for the shower faucet.


“Don’t even think about it.” He held a handful of suds, prepped to retaliate if she flipped the water temperature to cold.


“Lucky for you, I need food. I’ll make us breakfast.”


“How about western omelets?” Billie was slicing green and red peppers when Tyler joined her after his shower. He sat on an island stool, admiring her ease around the kitchen, finding everything she needed like she cooked there every day. She’d always been comfortable here, and with his rowdy relatives, who usually joined them.


His grandparents originally owned the land and built the house. They’d passed it down to his mother and aunt, fifty-fifty. Tyler remembered the smell of sawdust and the toy construction helmets he and his cousin Charlie wore when their families remodeled the place and created an addition to make space for them all. The kids’ rooms were on the main floor. He and Charlie had artfully used the Jack and Jill bathroom to torture Charlie’s sisters by hiding behind the shower curtain, booby-trapping the door, and often sneaking into their bedroom to scare them while they slept.


Billie passed him his eggs and a bottle of Tabasco. “What are you thinking about?”


“That I owe my mother an apology and a thank-you for putting up with me as a kid.”


“She’s told me many stories about you,” Billie said with a laugh. “Don’t worry, there’ll be fair payback when our mini-you comes along.”


Her words struck him. How can someone like me be responsible for teaching, influencing, and protecting a new human?


“You know, your mom believes this is a baby-making weekend,” Billie said. “I’ve never known anyone more tenacious about having grandchildren than your parents. Your mother asked when the babies are coming the minute we said ‘I do.’ And your father never fails to mention you’ll be the end of the family line if we don’t have a son soon.”


“Maybe we shouldn’t jinx anything. Let’s not tell them, or anyone else, until after the first trimester.”


“Damn pragmatist. I don’t trust myself not to give us away. Especially to your mom.”


“My mother is probably a direct Boston town crier descendant. The news will travel across the state in seconds. They can’t know.”


Tyler shook the hot sauce onto his omelet a little too hard, questioning if he should be allowed to be a father. After all these years, he still didn’t feel he deserved it.


Tyler dragged the kayaks from the water onto their small private beach while Billie carried the paddles. They’d spent the morning paddling to the smallest of the three islands in the middle of the lake and back. He squinted as he looked directly into the sun. It was in the noon position.


“We stayed out longer than I intended.” He checked if Billie showed signs of discomfort. “I shouldn’t have let you do something so strenuous.”


“I’d have quit and made you rescue me if I’d needed to. Stop being such a worrywart and come rest with me on the dock.”


After Tyler rubbed sunscreen on her back, Billie lay on the towel, looking like she was lying on a soft downy bed rather than rough wood boards. It felt hard and uncomfortable to him, but he closed his eyes and listened to the water lapping at the dock piling. The overall stillness around them made him miss the usual chaos and noise when his relatives were together at the house.


He watched puffy white clouds move across the light blue sky, sometimes colliding and reforming. “My cousins and I used to lie here when we were young. On nice days like this, if you stayed still and stared up at one spot, the clouds’ motion created the illusion you were lying on a drifting boat.”


Tyler looked over at the tree-bordered yard above the strip of sand. It had a handful of Adirondack chairs, some facing the water and some around the firepit he and his father had built. He thought about all the nights the fire crackled while the family sat around it playing charades. It had never been the same since Charlie died. His lupus diagnosis seventeen years ago had changed the family forever. Tyler sat up and let his feet dangle over the dock’s edge. But then, if it hadn’t been for Charlie’s illness, he might never have met Billie.


He’d always told himself he volunteered with the kids Dr. Pearse treated to honor Charlie by making patients like him feel better. But did he volunteer to lessen his guilt for not saving his cousin?


“The night we met at the charity dinner for Dr. Pearse’s foundation . . . It doesn’t seem fair that I’m only here with you because I failed him,” Tyler said.


Billie sat up and rubbed his back. “His body rejected the kidney. You must know there wasn’t anything more you could do. None of it’s your fault, Ty. You couldn’t give him your kidney. No one can blame you for it.”


“I know. For a long time, I resented his parents for not saving him, not protecting him. I get it was childish. But I was sixteen, and that’s how it felt. Sometimes it bubbles back up, only now it’s even worse because I know everything possible was done, but it wasn’t enough.”


Billie moved so close beside him he could feel her thigh’s sunbaked skin stick to his own. He finally looked directly at her.


“What if I can’t protect our child either?”


“I’ll tell you what I always tell my clients. If you’re worried about being a good parent, you already are one.” She kissed his cheek and laid her head against his shoulder.


This should have made him feel better, but Billie wouldn’t have said it if she knew the truth about him.


“What if the baby gets something genetic, like lupus?” It was the only valid reason he could come up with for reconsidering having the baby—besides that he wasn’t the man Billie thought he was.


“You can’t think like that. We both want this child, and we’ll love him or her no matter what. Won’t we?” She looked at him with wide, questioning eyes and Tyler regretted scaring her. If he were a better person, he’d tell her everything right now. But he didn’t know if he could cope with seeing her looks of love transform into disgust.


“Of course we will,” he said, unconvinced. He stood, wiped some dirt off his shorts, and then pulled Billie up next to him. “This is getting too morose for a romantic weekend. What d’ya say we drive into town for lunch and then homemade ice cream, with or without pickle sprinkles on top?”


“Stop saying pickles. Although bacon would be tasty.” Her hair caught in the wind as she beamed at him, and Tyler soaked in his wife’s carefree beauty.














FOURBillie






Before they left Lake Sunapee, Billie and Tyler walked the road around the lake. She stopped as their property came into view. “Can we stand here a minute? I feel like I’m in a peaceful painting with the lake and mountains behind the cedar beach house.” She leaned against Tyler, sighing when he put his arms around her and clasped his hands over her abdomen. She had everything she’d ever wished for.


The sun was bright, and birds she couldn’t see were harmonizing the morning after their trip. Billie took a breakfast bar to eat in the car on her way to the florist. She usually bought white carnations to show her love and affection, but this time she’d asked for blue irises, for hope and faith.


A few miles down the road from the flower shop, Billie turned into the entrance of the Greenbriar Cemetery. Despite the well-tended landscape, designed with a similar ambiance to the Boston Common, she always felt a sorrowful chill as she drove in. Ahead of her was a tangle of narrow roads and walking paths woven through rows of old gray gravestones and modern marbled ones. A visitor could lose themselves for days in there if they weren’t careful.


Billie parked by a red granite headstone with a matching built-in bench and walked up the gravel path until she came to an old elm tree at the base of a hill. There she knelt before the modest headstone and brushed loose dirt and grass clippings off her parents’ grave markers. Her father had died in a car accident when she was fifteen, so his marker was tarnished, while her mother’s still held its polished brass finish.


“You’re going to be grandparents.” Billie arranged the bouquets in the in-ground flower holders. “Grand-mère et Grand-père,” she said in French. “I’m sure you’d have liked those names. The doctor thinks I’m about six weeks.” She’d felt shortchanged when Dr. Zambor insisted on waiting two more weeks to do an ultrasound. Zambor was old-fashioned, but her explanation was sensible—they’d see more and get better information at eight weeks. Billie touched her abdomen and continued speaking to her parents’ graves. “Once we get past thirteen weeks, I’ll relax, but it’s different from last time. I can tell.”


This time she’d have the joyful discomfort of her belly expanding until she couldn’t see her swollen ankles, she’d waddle when she walked, and, this time, she’d feel the quickening—the baby’s earliest movements—and later she’d sing to him or her when they kicked.


Sitting quietly for a while, she took in the gentle rustling of branches in the breeze and the far-off sounds of shovels striking stones to prepare for a new grave. She traced the letters and dates on her parents’ markers, then blew a kiss before walking away.


There was never a steady stream of new clients in the adoption world, especially birth mothers, so it was a slow day at the office. Billie took advantage of the current ebb of appointments to work on the adoption unit’s policy manual her supervisor had asked her to update. Her coworker, Paige, came into her office carrying a bag from the deli down the block.


“One turkey, Muenster, lettuce, tomato, onions, and Russian on a spinach wrap.” Paige placed it on a napkin on Billie’s desk, and then she pulled out a small bag with flames pictured on it. “And one bag of barbeque chips.” She held it up and looked at Billie with one arched eyebrow thick with questions.


“Why are you looking at me like that?”


“Are we stress eating?” Paige took her own sandwich from the deli bag and curled into one of the client chairs. “Other than an occasional salad, I can’t think of a single time you’ve had real lunch, if you bothered to stop for lunch at all.” She pushed her powder-pink glasses higher on the bridge of her nose. “I can give you fifty minutes of therapy, free of charge.”


It had been hard for Billie not to tell her secret, especially last week, when Paige had asked about her anniversary weekend. The warm, trusting yet unlikely friendship the duo had developed amused Billie. Where she was department store chic in her fitted pantsuits, dresses, and pumps, Paige was bohemian thrift in long, gauzy skirts and Birkenstocks. She’d been raised by die-hard hippies.


“Thanks. What’s happening with the wedding?” Billie asked. She finished her meal as Paige described the plans for the small free-spirited July gathering at her parent’s incense-infused backyard. Nothing at all like Tyler and Billie’s conservative Parker House event.


“Did you come to an agreement about changing your name?”


“Still debating. I could take his, but professionally I think it makes sense to keep my maiden name like you did. I might hyphenate. We’ve also talked combining.”


“Making you what, Paige Rellertinger?”


“You see my dilemma? Shoot, it’s twelve forty. Are you coming?”


“I want to finish the paragraph I’m working on first. I still have time.”


“Very daring. Must be the chips,” Paige said. “I’ll save a seat for you.”


“Your restroom humor seems to have stalled.”


“Ha! Good one.” Paige tossed her food wrappers in the trash and stood in the doorway. “Don’t wait much longer. The bathroom troll arrives at one.”


“I just found out her name is Rosa, and she works downstairs in home health care.”


“There’s a functioning ladies’ room on the second floor. Why does she always use ours?”


“I have no clue.”


“Got to go. No pun intended,” Paige said. “Troll time.”


It was the ultimate hypocrisy for social workers, people whose duty it is to be objective while supporting and assisting families, and treating their clients’ mental and emotional health, to refer to someone as “the troll.” But against this righteous thought, Billie had to agree that the woman, Rosa, was unpleasant to be around.


Rosa was a giant-sized woman you could smell before you saw her. Her short black-gray hair was matted and speckled with crumbs of dandruff. Large acne-scarred cheeks and hairy moles accentuated her round face. The stained short-sleeved blue shirt she wore every day insufficiently covered a bulging, rubbery belly that hung over her tight polyester plaid pants. Until a few days ago, no one on the third floor knew her name or even her job. They only knew never ever to get trapped in the elevator with her and, above all, to stay away from the bathroom at ten and one. Rosa had an astonishingly regular constitution. Every morning and every afternoon, she thudded down the hall, pushed her way into the ladies’ room, and slammed herself into a stall. And there she would sit, and grunt, and wheeze, and sit. Unsuspecting women would come flying out of the bathroom, gasping for air.


It was ten to one when Billie looked at the desk clock. The chair snagged on the carpet as she pushed it back to dash to the bathroom. She only had minutes to get there before the bathroom troll arrived. Rosa, she reminded herself.


She checked both stalls, then moved into the furthest one. She took a quick pee and wiped herself in a hurry, but then she noticed a blood spot on the toilet paper square. Shit, she thought, I have my period. I can’t have my period, I’m pregnant! Billie wiped again, to be sure. “Don’t do this,” she said aloud. Feeling like she was sinking into the darkest, suffocating depths of nothingness, she sat back on the bowl for support.


Grunt, sniff, wheeze, SLAM! The walls of the stalls shook. Are you fucking kidding me right now? Billie felt a rush of heat wash over her body as perspiration formed on her neck. She rolled an enormous wad of toilet paper into her underwear and took a second wad to cover her nose and mouth before escaping into the hall. At her desk, she grabbed the phone. She started telling the doctor’s receptionist her plight before realizing the woman had said, “Please hold,” when she answered.


Billie assured the doctor she felt well enough to drive there on her own. There was no way she was taking an ambulance if she wasn’t gushing, but she was also afraid of what could happen while getting to her car. A cab was the smartest move, and it was faster than waiting for Tyler. Tyler!


She used her calmest voice when she called him. “Honey, I don’t want to alarm you, but there’s a little bit of bleeding.” Billie choked on the words.


“Oh . . . kay.”


The uncertainty in his voice was difficult to bear. “I’m going to Dr. Zambor’s office now.”


“I’ll meet you there.”


There was no time to feel or react. The only thing on her mind was her blueberry-sized baby who, against her better judgment, she’d already imagined naming Ryan if it was a boy or Casey if it was a girl. Billie grabbed her tote bag, then stopped at her supervisor’s door. Her boss, Jay, looked at her over the papers he was reading.


“My God, you’re paler than a pearl.” He jumped up and tried to lead her to a chair, but she refused. “What’s wrong?”


“I, I have to go . . . to the doctor. I’m pregnant. It’s early. We haven’t told anyone yet. But something’s wrong. I’m probably losing it.”


“Do you want me to drive you? You shouldn’t go alone.” He rifled through drawers and patted his pockets until he found his keys.


“I’ll handle it.” Like I did before. “The doctor says bleeding is common in the first trimester.” Billie’s voice cracked as she spoke. “She wants to check me, to be sure.”


Paige appeared in the doorway and said, “She says yes to the ride. Sorry, I overheard you as I was walking by. I’ve got things covered here if need be.” She looked at Billie. “Just let me know how you are.”


She was already lying on the exam table when Dr. Zambor came in. In what seemed like one fluid motion, the doctor pulled a pair of sterile gloves from a box and sat on the stool by Billie’s feet while holding her gloved hands in the air. Her wiry gray hair made her look like a scattered professor with no time for such frivolous things as conditioner. Her lab coat barely concealed a full, rounded physique, probably from a combination of age and inactivity.


“Let’s see what we have here.” The doctor placed one hand inside Billie’s nether region while pressing on her pelvis.


She was conscious of her OB’s hand exploring one particular spot. Zambor’s compassionate expression stayed fixed while she tactfully watched for signs of pain. And Billie was keenly aware the one area the doctor had found, around where her right-side ovaries were, was indeed tender. She kept her eyes on the poster the doctor kept attached to the ceiling as a calming focal point. This one was a puppy. She preferred the baby pandas in Zambor’s other exam room.


The doctor mumbled to the nurse standing by the counter. The assistant rolled a machine next to Dr. Zambor, who had regloved. She held a sizable vibrator-shaped tool and was unrolling a condom-like sleeve onto it.


“We’re just going to get a better look. Nothing to worry about.”


Billie looked at the adorable cream-colored Labrador on the ceiling again. Please, baby, we’ll get you a puppy. Just be okay. Then, like Dr. Zambor, she watched the screen, waiting to see the baby’s miniscule image.


When the doctor finished the exam, she looked up, her face framed between Billie’s bare legs, still in the stirrups.


“Have I miscarried?”


“No,” the doctor said.


“But there was no image. Am I actually pregnant?”


“You are pregnant, but we do have an issue. Sit up and I’ll explain.”


Billie swung her legs over the side of the cushioned table, gripping the edge with both fists.


Dr. Zambor washed her hands and was toweling off when she turned to Billie. “Sometimes, when a fertilized egg sets off to implant in the uterus, it doesn’t make it the whole way.”


“It gets stuck in the fallopian tube and plants itself there,” Billie said. “I know about ectopic pregnancy. Is that what you’re telling me? It’s a tubal pregnancy?”


“Yes.”


“But a fertilized egg can’t . . . The tube could rupture.” The faces of all of Billie’s clients who’d told this story came to her mind. “Which means it’s dangerous for me to continue with the pregnancy?”


“I’m afraid so,” Dr. Zambor said. “We’ll know more soon. But first, I want to get you admitted. I want to check the labs and consult with a high-risk obstetrician. If she agrees with my assessment that the risk of complications is low enough, I’d like to give you a dose of methotrexate, and if it succeeds, we can avoid surgery. But if it doesn’t, we’ll have to do the procedure immediately.”


“So, my choices come down to losing my baby to an induced miscarriage, or by surgery, possibly involving removal of my tube or tubes.”


The nurse walked in with a wheelchair. When did she even leave the exam room? Billie wondered as she wiped her palms on the creped exam table paper.


“They have a bed for her,” the nurse said. She set the chair next to the table, and the locks snapped into place beneath her foot. “Get dressed and I’ll be back for you in a minute.” The undisguised pity in her voice sent Billie’s heartbeat to her very dry throat.


“I’ll see you over there.” The OB squeezed Billie’s arm before walking out.


The nurse wheeled her through the waiting area to the breezeway connecting to the hospital, where Tyler was speaking to the doctor. When he saw her, he came to her side with frantic energy. Billie clutched his belt loop as he walked in step with the wheelchair until they arrived at her hospital room, which was insultingly located on the maternity ward.


Tyler sat next to her on the hospital bed when they were temporarily left alone. His eyes were so full of fear and sympathy, Billie shut hers. “I don’t understand what’s going on. Why is this happening?”


“It will all be okay,” he said. “You will be okay.”


“How can you say that? It’s my body refusing to let our baby survive.” Billie heard her hollow sobs and felt the tightness in her chest and throat, yet she felt empty.


“Sometimes things aren’t meant to be.”


“That’s great. I’m subjected to all the medical and physical intrusions while you get off clean and just serve up platitudes. Guess what? You don’t have to wonder if we’re doing the right thing having a baby anymore. You’re welcome.”


Tyler winced.


“I didn’t mean it—can you forgive me?” Billie detested herself for the unnatural cruelty she’d unleased.














FIVEAnne






Based on the heavy smell of ash, beer, and sex, Anne assumed she was in a motel room before opening her eyes. She’d slogged through the motions of her life in the five weeks since she’d seen the face of the lawyer with the distinctive eyes on TV. Her thoughts remained fixed on him as she frequently hung out at Duke’s Pub, minimizing the emptiness of time spent in her apartment. For years she’d yearned to hear his laughter and feel the secure way he’d held her hand in his. Life had forced her to leave him, but she’d never stopped believing they would reunite one day. Love would prevail.


Anne rolled onto her back, looked at the filthy overhead light, and then reached for her cigarettes and lighter on the small bedside table. She viewed the tattered wallpaper and the heavy red curtain covering the one window by the door, certain she’d never been to this motel before. She put the cigarette between her lips, sat up, and flicked her Bic. A man standing at the foot of the bed was zipping his fly.


“What time is it?” The lousy lighting made it hard to see him well, but she could tell his hair was receding and fitness was a thing of the past. He looked to be in his fifties.


“One in the morn, darlin’.”


“You’re leaving?”


“Sure am.” He held up his left hand and wiggled his ring finger. “But thanks for the early fireworks.”


Ah, she remembered. She’d gone to the company’s Fourth of July picnic. Instead of a cookout, they’d hired food trucks. He was the taco guy, and the more beer she’d consumed, the more interesting he’d seemed. They’d stashed a case of Molson under his truck until the event ended, and then they’d had their own party. When they’d come to the motel was unclear. So was his name, but that wasn’t important.


“See ya, bud,” she said.


“Yeah, probably not.”


She tapped her cigarette ash on the bedside carpet as the door shut behind him. Anne had always jumped from man to man, never staying too long in a relationship. She’d never married, never even come close. Stanley, her psychiatrist, had pointed out the men she got involved with were never looking for anything but an emotionless good time for themselves. He’d wondered if it was because she usually met the guys at late-night bars when she was, as Mama Sue would have phrased it, stewed thicker than beef in a Crock-Pot.


Since the motel room was already paid up, she slept until an early morning fight in the room next door grew too loud. The used 1999 silver Toyota Corolla she’d traded for her beloved Mustang was easy to locate. There were just a few cars in the lot, and hers was the only one with its front end parked on the sidewalk.


Two days later, Anne sat at her desk staring at the words “Rudy’s Plumbing” printed on her coffee mug. The stem of the letter g was a blue-and-white pipe. Its tackiness was a fair representation of her boss, Rudy, a beefy man with thinning hair gelled over his balding scalp.


Soon after Anne dropped out of college, Mama Sue had helped her move to her apartment in Graham, a town close to Hopkinton and not too far from home. She’d also taken her to Stanley, the psychiatrist, who gave her all kinds of pills. The meds had made her feel like she was walking through sludge all the time. The mental numbness had made it hard to stay employed for long periods. Anne had worked as a warehouse packer, on the assembly line of a bread factory, and at a phone company’s call center before scoring the scheduler job at Rudy’s Plumbing seven years ago. It wasn’t the job she wanted; it was the one that had stuck.


Rudy often stood over her, pretending to look at the installation and service schedule she was responsible for. She’d learned to ignore the itchy skin on her arms and neck when he came too close. She would hold her breath, begging the phone to ring until he darted away. She had thought of him as “the Gnat” since her second week working there.


“Any other outgoing?” The young receptionist reached inside the mail bin beside Anne.


“All good.” Anne stared at the girl’s flawless ivory forearm.


“Hey.” Two of the installers approached her desk to get their schedules. One asked, “Would you snag us some tacos for lunch?”


“What are you talking about?”


Then the other replied, “Well, it’s Taco Tuesday. We thought you’d get some.” The two of them looked at each other and broke out laughing. “Cause you had sex with the taco guy?”


“Classic morons.” Anne lifted two piles of stapled papers. “Hey, don’t forget your schedules.”


Tuesday! She’d forgotten her morning appointment with Stanley. She thought he’d be pissed, which upset her more. He’s not your father. His feelings don’t matter. This was a lesson she believed Stanley had wanted her to learn, yet she’d always had a difficult time absorbing it.


Before she dialed Stanley’s number, Anne tugged at the top of her ear, thinking of an excuse for why she’d missed it. She worried about not being able to get more pills, but she’d been skipping them anyway. At first, she forgot to take them some days; then she tested out not taking them more days in a row. As far as she could tell, she was fine now, so she was going to quit altogether. She decided she didn’t owe him an explanation; the session was her time to do with as she pleased. He’d get his money either way. Yet Anne still felt like she was about to be punished. She ached to leave for Duke’s Pub, but the end of the day was an unbearable six hours away.














SIXTyler






Tyler and Billie stood by the hotel’s roof railing, waiting for the formation of fighter jets to kick off the Boston Pops Fourth of July Fireworks Spectacular. The law firm held this elite annual affair only for partners and those on the trajectory to become a partner.


“Another drink, sir?” A young server sidled up next to him as he drained his glass. Tyler needed to make a good impression and hoped no one else saw him almost knock over the waiter’s tray as he took the fresh glass.


“For you?” the server asked Billie.


“Club soda,” she said. “Thank you.”


The doctor had advised no alcohol when Billie got the methotrexate injection five weeks ago, and she was still cautious. She’d stayed one night in the hospital for observation and returned for a multitude of outpatient sonograms and blood tests for three weeks.


“Are you very nervous or something, Ty?” she asked.


“What do you mean?”


“Two in a row?” She pointed at his glass.


He looked over his shoulder. “The big boys’ club over there gets offended if their guests aren’t having”—he made air quotes—“a good time.”


She was right, though. He was worried. After they discovered the tubal pregnancy, his mother often came over to check on Billie and fill their fridge with homemade meals and every sugary dessert she could bake. But he’d still worn himself out trying to take care of his wife and keep up at work. Tyler had made sure she stayed hydrated and fed, even when she had no interest in any of it. He’d held her when she needed comfort and suffered through as many chick flicks and tearjerkers as she wanted.


She’d gone back to work after the first week, but he continued to put all his energy into keeping her physically and emotionally healthy. He could tell she wasn’t herself, because normally she would have noticed the strain he was under. He was having to stuff his briefcase with papers to work on after she fell asleep at night, averaging only three to four hours of sleep. But he couldn’t keep up. Some of his clients noticed his decreased focus and complained to the higher-ups, who, in turn, hinted that Tyler risked losing his spot on the legal team for a prominent case. And he was not about to let his weakness stand in the way of his success.


Someone turned up the volume on the enormous outdoor speakers, flooding the rooftop guests with the national anthem playing for the packed crowd below on the Esplanade. The fighter jets appeared, then swiftly vanished in the distance, leaving a stream of white lines across the sky.


“You’re a trooper for coming with me to this pretentious shindig,” Tyler said.


“I’ll smile and be polite to whomever you need me to. Besides, I owe you for taking great care of me this past month. You’re a good man, Mr. Scott.”


Am I? The miscarriage had confirmed his pessimism about being a father. The best way to never let his children down, Tyler had determined long ago, was never to have any. But he recognized his wife had the same insistent drive to be a mother as he had to be a partner. Billie always assumed he wanted kids because he liked them, and he’d never corrected her.


Tyler looked around at the firm’s select group of Independence Day invitees—the lawyers vying to be named partner. Most huddled around the partners playing kiss-ass. He’d earned the firm’s respect and deserved it. But he didn’t just want to be a partner; he needed it. Particularly the salary and bonus package that came with it. The mortgage for the cozy house they lived in was over their allotted budget. He’d rationalized it as a smart investment when they’d bought it. But the unexpected medical and hospital bills were rolling in and depleting their savings. Not wanting to add another burden to all she was going through, Tyler made sure Billie was unaware of all this. She was coping with the loss by continuing to put her hopes into fertility treatments or adoption to make their family, which, if he couldn’t talk her out of it, would be a substantial financial hit.


The firm’s senior partner turned away from the group he was with and nodded at Tyler before he excused himself and walked over.


“Billie, you remember Michael Huck.”


“Of course she does.” His top boss kissed Billie’s cheek. “She might just be the reason we keep you around.” Huck placed his hand on Tyler’s back. “I hope you don’t mind my borrowing your husband for a few minutes, young lady?” Then he moved himself and Tyler a few feet aside.


“You know I’ve always been a fan, Tyler, right?”


“Yes, and I appreciate it. I’ve always tried to live up . . .”


“Said from the minute we took you on as an intern, that boy’s got something special. Didn’t I?”


“You did.” Was Huck signaling he’d clinched the partnership or hadn’t?


“But there’s talk you’ve been slipping.”


“I understand, sir. It’s just Billie and I—” Tyler stopped mid-sentence. “I’m not going to make excuses. It won’t happen again. This firm is my top priority, and that will never change. You have my word.”


“That’s all I needed to hear.” Huck walked Tyler back to his wife. “You both enjoy the fireworks this evening.”


When the concert performances started, he and Billie circulated the party, catching up with the colleagues and spouses whose company they knew they’d enjoy, politely acknowledging others they didn’t know as well. They made sure to chat with Prachett and Lindeman, the other two named partners who would have a hand in deciding Tyler’s future.


Everyone moved to the north side of the roof when the orchestra’s rendition of Tchaikovsky’s 1812 Overture began on the broadcast. The first flare shot into the sky, erupting into bursts of brilliant white chrysanthemums, followed by red-and-blue palms. Tyler watched his wife’s childlike glee, relieved she seemed more like her relaxed, contented self. Billie leaned against him and rested her head against his neck. His hands automatically clasped around her. He loved her so profoundly it caught him off guard sometimes. But she was all he needed.














SEVENBillie






When the methotrexate proved to have stopped the pregnancy, and Billie had somehow made it through with both fallopian tubes, her obstetrician recommended she and Tyler see a fertility specialist. Billie had only wanted Dr. Fischman. He had treated many of her clients, and while they were only her clients because they had not ultimately sustained pregnancy, they still praised him, and his success rate was, in fact, unusually high. High enough to have kept her composure while waiting four weeks for an appointment.


Now, sitting in the fertility specialist’s dreary office, Billie gazed at the snapshots of roly-poly babies, tiny swaddled ones, newborns with their hands protectively capped to avoid scratches on their delicate faces. The wisteria-colored fabric board had one bare spot, one unused pushpin.


“Do you think we’ll ever have one up there?” She gestured toward the collage.


Tyler arranged himself in his chair until he faced her and touched her forearm. “Of course we will, sweetie, of course.”


The office air-conditioning was working double time to counter Boston’s July heat. Billie clutched her cardigan closer. She’d been in the adoption field and spoken on the topic for half a dozen years. Until their first miscarriage, it had never occurred to her the conversation would someday feature her and Tyler.


After a quick knock on the door, Dr. Fischman, a harried-looking man, whisked into the office, already opening her file as he went to his desk. He pulled a few forms out, turning them over, going back to old ones. A cold sweat overcame Billie, yet she felt feverish.


“Birth year is 1980, uh-huh, I see . . .”


Before they’d begun trying, Billie had always thought of thirty-two as young, but now it seemed the chances of a natural pregnancy were diminishing with each passing year. Her clients averaged from thirty-five to forty when they began the adoption process. Most of them had already been through lengthy, grueling fertility treatments before coming to her.


Billie subtly placed a hand on Tyler’s knee to stop his restless leg from bouncing. In return, he covered her hand with his own and drew it against his hip, which calmed her too.


“Ah, let’s see, yep, okay.” The doctor still hadn’t looked up. “One, uh-huh.” This time, he looked at Billie.


“You’ve had one miscarriage?” He went back to flipping pages. “And then the ectopic two months ago.” Dr. Fischman folded his hands on top of her file. “I think the referral to me was smart. No point making you keep trying with false hope.”


Billie felt sucker punched, as much from the doctor’s words as from Tyler releasing her hand.


“I’m wondering, Billie, how much of your mother’s medical history are you aware of?”


The question threw her. “My mother.” She swallowed hard. “Died last year. Breast cancer.”


“I’m sorry to hear that.” Dr. Fischman’s features transformed from a fact-seeking doctor into what Billie interpreted as a kindhearted man who shared the pain of losing a parent.


“Thank you, Dr. Fischman. I coordinated her care and was her liaison with the medical team. What kind of history are you looking for?”


“Your uterus is slightly misshapen, which sometimes occurs with what’s informally known as DES babies. It was a hormone given to pregnant women to prevent miscarriages.”


Long ago, in one of her college psychology or sociology classes, Billie remembered, there’d been a brief chapter on the effects of DES. But it wasn’t a common occurrence anymore, and it had never come up with any of her clients. Her ob-gyn had been so full of optimism, always telling her, “Let’s wait and see,” and “It’s bound to happen,” so she’d never asked Billie details like this.


“Although I’m slightly perplexed,” the doctor continued. “The drug wasn’t in use after 1971, so I’m not sure your mother would have received such treatment.”
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