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Advance Praise for


The Ones We Choose


“How could I not love a debut about science, secrets, DNA, and how the traumas of our ancestors still live within our very cells? With gorgeous prose and a deep emotional resonance, The Ones We Choose is about the science of love, how our DNA shapes us, and a mother’s fierce battle to protect her son while confronting what really makes our identity ours, what and who we choose to let in, and what and who we don’t. An absolutely dazzling, profound ruby of a novel.”


—Caroline Leavitt, New York Times bestselling author of Pictures of You


“This chimera of heart and science skillfully produces an extraordinary breakthrough novel. I love smart fiction with a sharp heroine at the core. Julie Clark has perceptively given us that in The Ones We Choose. A story of mother and son and the ties that bind, right down to the marrow. Trust me, you’re going to want to read this.”


—Sarah McCoy, New York Times and international bestselling author of Marilla of Green Gables and The Mapmaker’s Children


“An engaging, heartfelt alchemy of genetics and emotion, The Ones We Choose is a unique story that will have you thinking about the true meaning of family and how our heritage silently weaves its way into every choice we make.”


—Amy Hatvany, author of Outside the Lines


“A novel with a wonderfully smart and strong protagonist, Julie Clark’s debut, The Ones We Choose, is an impressive and surprising combination of hard science and raw emotion. In this absorbing story of friendship, parenting, and the intensity of the sibling bond, Clark reveals how messy family life can be and how the mess itself might be of great value. An engaging read!”


—Amy Poeppel, author of Small Admissions






Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.


Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.







CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP







Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: Images]





To Alex and Ben, who remind me every day that I’m braver and stronger than I ever imagined.


And to Sharon, for lighting the way from above.





GENOME





Just as astronomers have mapped the night sky, geneticists have mapped the human genome, the strands of DNA telling your story through every cell in your body. But it’s not just your story; the human genome is rich with thousands of years of history, passed down from mothers and fathers to sons and daughters. Those who have come before you live inside you, shaping who you are.


Secrets drift through time, your identity whispering like a feather across your cells. Nearly three billion particles, thirty thousand genes, the microscopic world cracked open as wide as the cosmos, reminding you of who came before and pointing toward who will come next.








Chapter One



If loneliness were a color, it would be the deep purple of my eight-year-old’s shirt as he walks solitary laps around the school track. Before opening the car door and letting the playground sounds crash over me, I watch him, wondering how I can fix this, or if my chance had passed long ago.


With the ache of worry that seems to always chase me, I grab my purse and slam the door, hurrying toward the picnic tables where other students are bent over board games.


“Hey, Dr. Robson,” the woman in charge of the after-school program says, offering me the sign-out book. It’s the third week of school. I should know her name by now, but my brain is stuck in a three-word loop: Miles is lonely.


“Please, call me Paige.” I sign Miles out, and she looks toward the track. My eyes follow. Miles rounds the far corner, no bigger than a matchstick.


“We set up some games, hoping he’d be interested,” she says. “He was very sweet, explaining the periodic table as he played chess. But when the game was over, that was it for him.”


I try again to remember her name, this woman who cares enough about my child to help him make friends and settle into his new school. “Thanks anyway,” I say. “He takes a long time to warm up to people.” His lack of friends shouldn’t bother me. It’s how I was as a kid, more interested in books than people. But somehow it’s different when it’s your child walking alone while other kids play, marking the time with laps, clocking the minutes until he can go home.


The woman smiles, sympathy softening the edges of her mouth.


The weight of her pity bears down on me. “There’s hope though. I’ve convinced him to go on the dads’ campout, and we’re buying supplies this afternoon.”


“That’ll be good,” she says. “Maybe his dad can do a better job of helping him find friends than I can.”


I look back toward the track and watch Miles approach. He sees me now and breaks into a slow jog. He’s still far enough away that I could explain, say there is no father, just me, an anonymous sperm donor, and my boyfriend, Liam.


But I don’t. Somehow it feels like a betrayal to share the details of Miles’s life with a woman whose name I can’t even remember.


“I hope so too,” I say.


—


I glance at Miles in the rearview mirror as we head toward Camping World. “You looked more excited when we went to the dentist last month.”


Miles’s eyes meet mine. “You weren’t forcing me to spend two nights in a tent with my dentist,” he says.


“I’ll make sure to add a couple hundred dollars to your therapy fund,” I joke.


“Can I start now?” he mutters.


Liam greets us at the entrance. “Looking good, Dr. Robson,” he whispers in my ear as he bends to kiss my cheek. Miles’s eyes skirt away from us. Even though Liam and I have been together for over a year, there are moments when Miles’s resentment crowds everything else out. In some ways I understand. It’s only been the two of us for most of his life. In that sense Liam is an intrusion, an unwanted guest, no matter how carefully I try to balance my time between them. But I want Miles to accept Liam. To not fight so hard to shut him out.


“Hey, Miles,” he says. “Ready to shop for our trip?”


Miles gives Liam a steady stare but says nothing, and I brace myself. Miles and I have had several arguments about this trip already. I think it will be a great chance for Liam and Miles to bond, away from me. Maybe meet some of the other kids at his new school. However, Miles thinks camping on the beach with Liam is just short of child abuse. But my mind traces his solitary laps around the track, his shoulders braced against the heat of the mid-September sun, and I pray the weekend will give him a friend to walk with. Just one.


The inside of the store is enormous, a cavernous space lit with bright fluorescent lights. We stand next to a display of canteens and try to find our bearings.


“Okay,” Liam says. “What’s first on the list?”


Miles looks at the crumpled paper in his hand and says, “Tent and guylines.”


“They don’t waste any time, do they?” Liam says. “Straight to the big-ticket items.”


“Why do people say that?” Miles asks, his love of wordplay edging his reluctance aside. “Did they used to pay for things with giant tickets?”


Liam laughs. “The bigger the ticket, the more it’s worth. You’d need a ticket the size of a football field just to buy a car. Imagine trying to fit that in your pocket.”


But Miles lets the sentence hang in the air and instead studies the list in his hand. “Do you think we could get air mattresses too?”


Liam shifts easily. “I’m not letting my delicate body sleep on the ground, that’s for sure.” He pauses in the middle of a wide aisle to read the signs suspended above us.


Liam’s body is anything but delicate. Though lean and narrow, he’s tall, towering over the tops of the aisles, able to survey the store like the captain of a ship.


The briefest hint of a smile outlines Miles’s mouth. I collect these moments, like coins in a piggy bank I can pull out and count, evidence that things aren’t always so hard between them.


Miles continues, his voice warming as we walk, enthusiasm sneaking in despite his best efforts. “Nick says there’s a dirt bike course. Can we do that too?”


I want to ask who Nick is, but Liam speaks first. “I don’t know about that, my friend. If you get hurt, your mother will kill me.”


Miles’s expression shifts, his lips pinching into an angry line as his gaze darts away from Liam. And just like that, the tenuous thaw is over.


“Liam’s right,” I say. “No dirt biking.” I reach out to smooth Miles’s hair out of his eyes, but he pulls away.


“There are lots of other things we can do,” Liam says. “Like surfing.”


“You’re the surfer,” Miles says, his voice tight and hard. “Not me.”


My gaze travels between them, tension heating the air around us.


“I could teach you,” Liam continues.


“If you fall off a surfboard, you hit the water,” I say. “If you fall off a dirt bike, you might break an arm. Or worse.”


Miles stops in the middle of the aisle and crosses his arms over his chest. “I don’t even want to go on this trip. The least you can do is let me do the one thing I’m actually looking forward to.”


“Miles,” I warn.


Liam shoves his hands into his pockets, trying to hide his hurt. “That’s cool. I totally get it.”


“Why do you have to talk like that?” Miles’s voice is rising, drawing the attention of other shoppers. To me he says, “He’s not even a dad. He says that’s cool and no worries. Dads don’t say those things. They have real jobs. They drink coffee. They go to the bank.”


“I mostly use the ATM,” Liam says, and I want to elbow him in the ribs. He should know joking with Miles right now is not going to help.


“Liam has a job,” I say.


“He plays video games.”


“No, he programs them. Most kids would think that’s cool.”


Miles huffs. “Great. Now he’s got you saying it too.”


I turn to Liam. “Can you find the sleeping bags?”


“No problem,” he says, looking both worn out and relieved to escape.


“Don’t bother, because I’m not going,” Miles calls after him.


I wait until Liam disappears around the corner and then turn to Miles. “Come with me.”


I lead him down a row of tents, a small city, set up and empty, and pull him inside a red nylon one where the light is warm and dim and everything takes on a pinkish hue.


Miles looks around the small space. “It’s like being inside a bubble,” he says. But when he catches the expression on my face, his smile fades, realizing we’re not in here for fun.


“What’s going on with you?” I ask.


Miles shrugs, looking out the tent’s window, which opens onto a cinder block wall.


“Miles.” I stare at him, waiting for him to look at me. When he does, I say, “This isn’t about dirt bikes or Liam saying cool. For whatever reason, you’ve decided you don’t like him, though I can’t imagine why. He’s always gone out of his way to show how much he cares about you.” My sister’s husband, Henry, went to college with Liam, and when Liam moved to Los Angeles from New York five years ago, he instantly became part of the family. But looking back, Miles never really interacted with him. Times when we’d all be together, Miles would step around him, rendering Liam irrelevant with his silence. And when I started dating him, Miles was forced to be more obvious with his contempt. “Why won’t you give him a chance?”


Miles doesn’t answer.


I wait.


Finally, he crumbles, his anger falling away. In a small voice he says, “Why did you do this to me?”


“Do what?” I brace myself, expecting him to rail on Liam and blame me for making them take this trip together.


“At school, everyone talks about their dads and all the things they’ve done.” Tears shine in his eyes, and he swipes at them. “I’m the only person who doesn’t even know who his dad is.”


I sink to the ground, pulling him onto my lap. All his sharp edges dangle over the sides, but he curls into me, fitting into the space that has always belonged to him. I wrap my arms around him.


This is what they don’t tell you at the sperm bank, as you sit in a small office with your genetic counselor, thinking you can pick a donor and then forget about him. That someday, you might find yourself hiding inside a tent at a camping warehouse, trying to explain to your son why you dropped him into a fatherless life. I think of my own father and wish I could tell Miles that even when you know who your dad is, there are still thousands of ways he can fail you.


“We’ve talked about this, Miles. So many times. I wanted to be your mom, and that was the only way.” I squeeze him tight and breathe in the scent of him—sweat and shampoo and something that’s uniquely Miles. I can feel the tremor of tears he’s trying to hold back. “Hey now,” I say. “It’s us against the world, remember?”


“Right,” he says, though his voice is flat and heavy.


I think back to the year I turned thirty-eight, to the yearning that pushed me to find my way to motherhood on my own terms. I knew Miles was out there waiting for me. How I got to him was just a detail. “I know it’s hard,” I finally say, because I have to say something.


“No, you don’t!” he says. “I shouldn’t have to make up stories about who my dad is or take other people on dad campouts because I don’t have one.”


“Honey.” I pull back and smooth the hair off his forehead. “There are lots of different families. Remember Nina from your old school, who has two moms? Or Reggie, who lives with his grandparents? No one is going to care that Liam isn’t your dad. What matters is that Liam wants to do this stuff with you.”


Miles presses his lips together, gearing up for what he wants to say next. “I have a dad. Why can’t I know who he is?” His voice carries the weight of his tears, the words thick and wobbly.


I exhale. “Because those are the rules, and I agreed to follow them.”


“I never agreed,” he whispers, his soft words slicing through me.


I didn’t see this coming. I expected questions, not blame. I expected curiosity, not this ragged pain that seems to be coming from Miles’s deepest place. I did everything the donor websites told me. I met all of Miles’s questions with accurate and age-appropriate answers, never hiding the truth and revealing more as he got older and his questions clarified. I felt righteous in my honesty, as if I were paving the way for the more evolved adult I imagined Miles would grow into. He changed the boundaries of my life. Being his mother has pushed me to be less selfish, to take myself less seriously. To have fun; to be silly. He’s all I ever wanted. It never occurred to me that I might not be enough for him.


“I love you,” I say, and wait. When he doesn’t pick up the line, I tug his ear.


He sighs. “I love you more.”


I give him a final squeeze and finish it off. “Not possible.”


—


We find Liam standing in front of a wall of sleeping bags hung like curtains, about fifty choices that all look the same to me.


“What do you think?” Liam asks. “What kind of filling do we need? It gets cold out there at night.”


A salesperson with a red polo shirt, black polyester pants, and a name tag that reads Eric zeroes in on us. “Hey,” Liam says, drawing Eric closer. “Which of these bags would work best for a beach campout?”


Miles has wandered to the far end of the row, to a display of lanyards, and is letting them cascade through his fingers. I tune out Liam and Eric and watch my son. Sometimes it shocks me, to see this version of myself from the outside. Apart from his green eyes and untamable cowlick that sticks out over his left ear, Miles is a carbon copy of me, from my brown hair and lean frame all the way down to the sprinkle of freckles across his nose. If I blur my vision, I might be looking at my younger self. The only thing missing is the Shaun Cassidy T-shirt.


“Hey, you guys.” Liam yanks my attention back. “This guy went to college in New Hampshire and hiked the entire Appalachian Trail alone. I think we’re in good hands.”


Only Liam would befriend this kid—not to be polite, but because he’s interested.


Eric rubs his hands together. “I can outfit you guys, no problem.”


“Don’t forget the bear repellant,” Liam says, winking at me.


Miles rolls his eyes. “We’re going camping in Malibu, not the Rockies.”


—


We wander down a wide aisle of lanterns and flashlights, and I look at the list, overwhelmed and silent. I should make Miles apologize to Liam, but it’s easier to drop it for now. Liam grabs a torch and turns to me, his expression serious. “I’m sorry, Paige. The tribe has spoken.”


“You’re ruining my reputation as a serious scientist and scholar,” I say, taking the torch and returning it to the others.


“Oops,” he says, though he doesn’t look sorry. He wraps his arms around me, and I sink into him. I’ve never let anyone love me the way Liam does. I was perfectly happy keeping the important things—my career, my son, my family—separate from the men I dated. But Liam snuck in the back door. I never imagined I’d fall for a guy who surfs, whose job requires him to be up on the latest video game trends. But I’d never met one with such a whip-smart sense of humor, who somehow knew how to balance the seriousness of his job with the playfulness of life. Liam loosens my strings and loves me despite the fact that sometimes I get too wrapped up in work, or with Miles. He’s thoughtful, remembering details about me that he pulls out months or years later, like a magic trick just for me. Several years before we began dating, I mentioned in passing a preference for rainbow-sprinkled cupcakes from a bakery downtown. The morning after our first date, while I sat at my desk fuzzy from lack of sleep and the warm tickle of new love heating my chest, a box of cupcakes with rainbow sprinkles arrived at the lab—one for me, one for my lab partner, Bruno, and one to take home to Miles. For the girl who loves rainbow sprinkles.


It’s a side I wish Miles would acknowledge. I give Liam a gentle squeeze and pull away, watching Miles in front of a display of lanterns designed like old-fashioned oil lamps.


“I thought I had him with my riff on big-ticket items,” Liam whispers. “But I’m running low on material. By the end of the trip, I’ll only have got your nose left.”


Liam’s words carry an edge of defeat. This trip is doomed to fail. There will never be room for Liam, because apparently Miles is saving himself for someone else.


“Hey, Miles.” We turn to see a boy walking toward us, his father following behind. I don’t recognize them, but it’s still early in the year. I wonder if this is who Miles mentioned earlier, but the boy’s smug expression tells me it’s not.


He points at Liam. “Is that your dad?”


It’s an innocent question, but his voice carries a hint of menace beneath the surface, as if he already knows the answer.


Miles stares straight ahead. “No.”


Before I can say anything, Liam steps in. He reaches out to the father and shakes his hand. “Hey there. I’m Liam. You guys going on the campout too?”


The boy turns to Miles. “You have to go with a dad. It’s a dads’ campout.”


Outraged, I turn on the boy’s father, waiting for him to discipline his child. But he only gives an uncomfortable chuckle and says, “No need to be so literal, Ethan.”


I step in front of Miles, as if to shield him. “Not all families are alike.”


Liam reaches a hand out to steady me, but Miles is already pushing past us, his small face twisted in anger and humiliation. “You see? People do care. You’re the only one who doesn’t get it.” He tosses the flashlight he was holding into our cart and runs down the aisle, disappearing around the corner.


Ethan’s dad shifts from one foot to the other, his eyes darting around the store, looking for an escape. “Sorry about that,” he says.


“It’s a little late for sorry.” I turn away from them and go after my son.


—


I find Miles waiting by the car. He’s not crying, but wet tracks line his cheeks. My sister, Rose, always says, There’s no way to raise a child without a few broken pieces.


“I’m not going on the trip,” he says.


“Okay.” I watch him, waiting to see what he’ll say next.


“Can we go home now?” he asks.


“Sure.”


I think of Liam, still somewhere inside the store, carrying with him the weight of Miles’s words, along with hundreds of dollars’ worth of camping gear they’ll never use. We’re supposed to go to dinner, but the thought of dragging Miles through that charade seems pointless. I dig my phone out of my purse and dial Liam’s number.


He answers on the first ring. “Is he okay?”


I glance at Miles, who stares out across the parking lot. “I think we’re going to take a rain check on dinner.”


“Come on, Paige. Seriously? What about all this camping gear?”


“I know. I’m sorry,” I say, feeling terrible. “But I don’t think either of us would be very good company.”


Liam sighs. “No, I get it. It’s fine. Should I call you later?”


“Sure,” I say.


After I hang up, I stare at the phone in my hand, the pressure of always having to choose sitting on my chest like a pile of bricks. There is no right decision. One of them will always lose.


—


Liam calls as I’m getting into bed. I love when he calls late at night, when his voice can be the last I hear before I drift off to sleep. We don’t get too many nights together, instead having to find stolen moments during the week when Miles is at school or at Rose’s. But these late-night calls bridge the gap and connect us even when we can’t be in the same room together.


“Sorry about bailing on dinner,” I apologize again.


“How’s Miles?”


I think about our silent drive home, the way he’d stared out the window, lost somewhere inside his head where I couldn’t reach him. “Quiet,” I say. “Sorry about the trip.”


Liam sighs, and I can feel his frustration through the phone. “I don’t know how to get through to him. No matter what I try, it doesn’t work.”


“It was wrong of me to push it.” But that’s not the whole truth. It was wrong of me to force Liam into a space Miles wants to hold for someone else.


“Don’t blame yourself. It was a good idea,” he says. “Hey, on my way home tonight, I passed a Mazda Protégé broken down on the side of the road. So of course, I thought of you.”


I laugh. Two years ago, before we were together, I was at a wedding downtown for one of my colleagues, and at the end of the night, my car wouldn’t start. I was exhausted and didn’t want to deal with a tow truck, so I’d called Rose and Henry to come get me. Liam had been over and was getting ready to leave for the night, so he volunteered to pick me up.


“That was the best detour I ever made,” Liam says.


I close my eyes, thinking back to a time when I was satisfied with all parts of my life—leading an important study on a national stage, raising a smart and engaged son—I thought I could do it all.


“When I drove up and saw you standing out front in that green dress looking so beautiful and so pissed off . . . I still owe Mazda a thank-you note for making such shitty cars.”


I remember my panic and then the relief when Liam pulled up, giving me a smile that lodged itself inside my heart, where it slowly grew into something more.


“I still want to be the one you count on,” he says.


“You are.”


His voice is like velvet, and all I want to do is let it carry me to sleep.


“I love you, P,” he whispers. I roll over on my side, the door to my room open so I have a clear view down the hall and into Miles’s room. He’s nothing more than a shapeless lump under the covers.


“I love you too.”





OXYTOCIN AND FATHERS





Oxytocin, “the bonding hormone,” is well documented in mothers, helping them through labor and in forming an attachment to their babies. A recent study has found that oxytocin levels in new fathers are nearly identical to those in mothers—even several weeks postpartum—proving that fathers are as biologically programmed to care for their offspring as mothers.








Chapter Two



As I walk up the hill to my office Monday morning, I take a moment to enjoy the silent campus. Behind me, Malibu is buried under a thick layer of fog, but Annesley College is situated in the Santa Monica Mountains, and the sky is clear above me. A small, private university hidden in the shadows of UCLA and USC, the ivy-covered brick buildings are reminiscent of an upper-crust East Coast school and remind me of my undergraduate days at Princeton, without the frigid winter temperatures. I pass beneath an arbor that’s just beginning to turn orange and into the main quad. It’s deserted at this early hour, students still sleeping after a long weekend of partying.


As a researcher, I live on the fringes of campus life, but I’m required to teach one section of freshman biology every semester. I pretend to be annoyed, but secretly, I love it. Researchers tend to lock themselves away in their labs and lose touch with the real world, but it’s there that I find inspiration for the puzzles that consume me.


I’m leading a study on paternal bonding, which is nearing the end of its first phase, and I’m readying myself for the onslaught of attention our discovery will generate. It’s never been easy, being a woman in a male-dominated field. I didn’t get here by questioning myself or falling into self-doubt. I’ve had to work harder, push harder, and fake confidence I didn’t always have. That Miles gets to see his mom accomplish something this important makes me feel as if I’m doing something right.


As I move deeper into campus, I leave behind the turmoil of the weekend—Miles’s revelation, the canceled camping trip—one piece at a time. I pick up the pace and see a light burning through the second-floor leaded-glass windows of my office, and I know that Bruno, my research partner, is already there, checking email and entering data.


“What’s the day look like?” I ask as I enter. Our office is tiny, just two desks face-to-face and edged up against the windows overlooking the quad.


Bruno doesn’t look up. “Typical.”


We met in grad school. It quickly became clear he wasn’t cut out for peer review when he lit his critiqued thesis on fire in front of our stunned adviser. I was the only one who laughed, and our friendship was sealed. I went on to get my PhD, and he moved to Boston, where he made a name for himself working as a lab assistant at one of the top genetics labs in the country. When I landed at Annesley, Bruno was the only one I wanted by my side. Even though it’s my name on the papers, it’s Bruno’s work as much as mine, and I never forget it.


I toss my bag in a corner, slump into my chair, boot up my computer, and lean back, waiting.


Bruno glances at me, then at my bag on the floor, and back at me without speaking. I sigh and pick it up, placing it in my bottom desk drawer, making my motions exaggerated and slow. Bruno is responsible for the organized state of our office and lab, which is ironic because he dresses as if he’s rolled out of a dirty laundry basket—mismatched socks and wrinkled madras shorts in obscene color combinations. Luckily for him, we don’t have a department dress code. Today he looks like an Easter egg on ecstasy: pink pants paired with a pale yellow T-shirt that reads RAD.


I slam the drawer closed and notice he’s still looking at me.


“What?” I glance around for something I missed.


“You look like shit.”


“Thanks.”


“Did you see the email from Jorgensen?”


“I did.” I swivel back to my computer, now awake, and open the message.


Dr. Jorgensen is the dean supervising our study. He’s been making noise about our shrinking numbers, and Bruno and I have been scrambling to reassure him that our data set is still substantial and will show significant results.


Our study focuses on oxytocin production in fathers. The recent discovery of it in men has led us to look more closely at its correlation to paternal engagement. My team has discovered an inhibitor gene in 63 percent of the men in our study that prevents the release of oxytocin. In other words, we’ve found a genetic reason to explain why some men aren’t good fathers.


The next phase—the clinical trial phase—is critical. We hope to test a synthetic version of oxytocin, but none of that matters if Dr. Jorgensen doesn’t approve it.


I scroll through my in-box and locate the email, titled Meeting ASAP.


“What do you think?” I ask, scanning Dr. Jorgensen’s short note.


Bruno shrugs. “Could be nothing. Could be the beginning of the end. We need to finish this next round of tests so we can compile the data before we meet.”


I rub my forehead. “Okay. Can you get the new lab reports on my desk by the time I get back from teaching?”


Before he can answer, my cell phone buzzes with a call from Liam. I silence it, wanting to slip into the science, like a warm bath, and let the real world fall away for the next eight hours.


Bruno notices the missed call and says, “How’d the shopping trip go? Are Liam and Miles ready for campfires, s’mores, and ‘Kumbaya’?”


When I hesitate, Bruno says, “Uh-oh. Tell me.”


I fill him in on what happened, and he pushes himself away from his desk to look at me, raising an eyebrow. “So you ditch him in a camping store on Friday and now you’re ignoring his calls. Excellent strategy. Guys love that.”


“Shut up,” I say. “It’s fine. I’ll handle it.”


Bruno smirks, as if he expected me to say that. “How?”


I sigh and lean back in my chair. “Honestly? No clue.” Bruno is one of very few people I will admit that to. I rearrange pencils and some Post-its on my desk, wishing we could drop it.


“You should tell Liam that it’s not him. Put the man out of his misery.”


“I will.”


“When?” he presses.


“Jesus, Bruno. Let me take a breath first.” I pick up a paper clip and trace its edges with my finger.


“Of course,” he says. “You’ll want it all figured out before you talk to him, lest he see that you might not always have one hundred percent control of a situation.”


I look up. “That’s not true.”


“Let’s review,” he says, and I groan. He leans back in his chair and starts firing off names. “Simon Matthews. Greg What’s-his-name. Guy-you-met-at-the-Dodgers-game. What do all these men have in common?” I don’t bother answering his question. It’s best to let Bruno burn himself out. “None of them could get past the brilliant Dr. Robson facade,” he continues. “You never let any of them do anything for you.”


“Like what?” I say, tossing the paper clip onto my desk. “Take care of me? I’ve managed just fine on my own.”


Bruno’s expression softens. “Not all men are like your father, Paige. They’re not all out to disappoint you.”


I look out the window, avoiding his stare. My father was a serial leaver, abandoning us for the first time when I was seven. Over the years, he’d return for brief periods of time, filling my sister, Rose, and me with high tension and even higher hopes. We worked so hard to hang on to him, filtering every conversation and measuring every interaction so as not to do anything that would make him bolt. I know now there wasn’t anything we could have done or said that would have kept him with us, but I never stopped trying.


I gesture to the neat stacks of lab reports and anecdotal data surrounding us that prove there are plenty of men like my father. “Forgive me if I disagree.”


He leans his elbows on his desk and says, “Honestly, I thought with Liam, we were past this. Finally, someone who’s as smart—if not smarter—than you. Someone who won’t put up with your bullshit.”


I look out the window again and see students leaving their dorms, on their way to class. I have to leave too, if I want to make it to my lecture on time. “Your point?”


Bruno’s eyes lock on to mine, and I force myself to hold his gaze. “If you keep treating him like an acquaintance, pretty soon that’s all he’ll be.” His expression softens. “Don’t try to fix this problem on your own. Let Liam help you. It’s not a weakness to tell him you don’t know what to do. You don’t always have to be Dr. Robson-with-all-the-answers.”


I’m not the kind of person who can make adjustments easily. I’m still trying to figure out exactly what Miles wants, and to do that I need more time to think about it. Analyze the possible solutions. I’m not ready to admit there isn’t one.


“I need to get to class. Can you get me the lab reports by the time I get back?”


“Sure.”


As I’m passing through the door, he calls, “And stop being an asshole, Paige. Take the damn call.”


—


When I get back from class an hour later, I settle in to read the reports. The data looks good, and I’m spinning it into a compelling argument for Dr. Jorgensen when my office phone rings. I’m surprised to hear Scott Sullivan, one of our subjects, on the other end.


“Hey, Dr. Robson.” His voice is rough, as if he’s got a sore throat.


I first met Scott and his wife, Mara, at the beginning of our study five years ago. Mara was propped up in a hospital bed begging Scott to hold a screaming newborn so she could go to the bathroom.


I’d been a mom for a few years by then and recognized the exhausted desperation of a mother on her own. But Mara had a husband, a careless man who ignored their daughter, Sophie, as if she were no more than a shadow, reminding me of the many years I had tried to love a father who didn’t love me back.


“Hi, Scott. How are you?” I quickly check my visit log to see if we missed a meeting with the Sullivans, but there’s nothing.


“I have some bad—” Scott starts but then chokes up. He clears his throat and tries again. “I have some bad news. A few weeks ago, Mara passed away suddenly.”


“Oh my god, I’m so sorry.” I gesture to Bruno, trying to pull his attention from his computer. “Scott, can I put you on speaker? Bruno’s here too.”


“Sure.” Scott’s voice rasps into our office. Bruno leans forward, and we exchange a silent look of worry.


“What happened?” I picture Sophie’s face and try to hold myself steady. “How is Sophie?”


“She’s okay,” he says, his voice cracking over the words. “The doctors think Mara had an aneurism, but we won’t know for sure for several more weeks. She fell asleep on the couch watching TV one night—she did that when she had trouble sleeping. Sophie found her the next morning and tried to wake her up and—” He takes a ragged breath and blows it out into the silence of our office, unable or unwilling to finish his sentence.


In the background, I hear soft crying that soon grows to a louder sob, and five-year-old Sophie’s voice says, “Daddy, please stop talking about it. Please stop telling it.”


Bruno and I exchange concerned glances, and I lean forward in my seat, as if to see what’s happening on the other end. “Scott,” I say, fighting to keep my voice steady. “Is Sophie in the room with you?”


“She won’t leave my side,” he says, not bothering to hide his impatience.


I think again of my early appointments with Scott and Mara. Whenever Sophie cried or fussed, Scott bolted from the room. He would take calls, find work on his computer, or ignore the sobbing baby, forcing Mara to deal with her. Biologically, Scott should have been producing massive amounts of oxytocin directly following the birth of his child. But faced with his crying daughter, Scott exhibited a flight response.


And now Sophie is left with a man irritated by her presence. I think of Miles and what would happen if he were to lose me.


Scott interrupts my thoughts. “I think we need to drop out.”


Bruno shakes his head. This definitely can’t happen.


“I can only imagine how hard things are for you right now, Scott,” I say, trying to make my voice soothing and supportive. “Maybe I could come over and talk in person? See if there’s anything I can do to help you and Sophie?”


“We’re not really up for company right now.”


I stare at Bruno, worried. We need Scott in the study, but more important, I want to make sure his daughter is okay. Knowing Sophie’s only caretaker is a man who—based on our results and his current state of mind—has no natural affinity for parenting leaves a knot in my chest.


Bruno speaks before I can. “I understand why you’d feel that way, and if that’s the decision you ultimately make, we’ll respect it. But why don’t we give it some time and revisit in a few weeks? Nothing needs to happen now.”


“I appreciate that,” Scott says. “I’m just really overwhelmed.” I can hear him gulp, and I know what he’s probably thinking: This will never get better. “The study was important to Mara,” he whispers.


I try to get my bearings. “Well then, let’s put a pin in it and see where we are in a few weeks,” I finally say.


“Okay,” Scott replies. Then in a harsher tone, “Jesus, Soph. A little space, please.”


I’m eager to get off the phone, not just because I don’t want to give Scott any more time to withdraw from the study, but also to run from my own ghosts. I lower my voice, trying to keep it from cracking. “We’re so sorry about Mara, Scott. She’ll be missed.”


We say our goodbyes, and I disconnect the call, Bruno and I staring at each other across our desks.


“Holy shit,” he says. “That poor kid.”


People will call this a tragedy, say poor kid, and then get on with their lives—order a cup of coffee, go to work, eat dinner, and fall asleep at night. But Sophie’s loss resonates with me on a deeper level. This is why I need our study to succeed. For kids like me. For kids like Sophie. Because her life has just taken a sharp left turn into my biggest fear as a child: something happening to my mother, leaving Rose and me alone in the world with a man who was only consistent in putting himself first.





CELLS





My interest in science was sparked with a lie: Every seven years, the cells in our body are replaced with completely new cells. Biologically, no part of your old self exists.


My high school biology teacher delivered this information, not knowing the hope his words would ignite in me. I latched on to the idea that after enough time, there would be no part of me that had firsthand knowledge of my father or the pain he caused. That all the way down to my cells, he would eventually become a stranger.


Even though that turned out to be a myth—some arbitrary math to make shiny the otherwise rudimentary concept of cell regeneration and death—there is some truth to it. All cells have a life cycle.


Our bodies are made up of approximately seventy-five trillion living cells, each one toiling away at a specific job for the entirety of its life. They self-replicate through mitosis, splitting in half to create an exact copy. Every minute, we create one hundred million new red blood cells, which will live for four months before dying. White blood cells last longer—about a year. Skin cells only live two to three weeks. So if you’ve broken up with your boyfriend, in a few months, there will be no part of you he’s touched. That much is true.


But there are some cells that last a lifetime. Brain cells in the cerebral cortex start recording from conception and don’t stop until death. This is where your memory lives. Your thoughts. Your awareness. These cells carry with them every moment of your life—even the ones you’d rather leave behind.








Chapter Three



When I pull up to Rose’s that night, I park a few cars away from Liam’s and sit for a second, letting the events of the day wash over me. I wish I could go home and climb into bed. Instead, I’ve got to suck it up for family dinner night.


We let ourselves in, and Miles disappears upstairs to find his cousins while I pass through the narrow central hall and into the family room and kitchen that comprises the entire back half of their house.


Liam sits, arm slung across the back of the couch, a beer nestled between his knees. “Hey there.” He stands to give me a kiss, and I let my lips linger on his for a few extra seconds, wishing I could stay there indefinitely.


Rose hands me a full glass of wine. “I called you earlier,” she says. “Did you get my message?”


“Once she’s at work, she’s in another dimension,” Liam says.


“What’s wrong with that?” I take a big sip, hoping to calm my jagged nerves. To Rose I say, “I’m sure you’ve already heard the camping trip is off.” I give Liam an apologetic smile.


Rose’s eyes travel between Liam and me. “It’s not too late. Maybe you can still talk him into it,” she says.


I stare into my wineglass. I know that’s not going to happen.


From somewhere above us, Hannah, my eleven-year-old niece, yells, “Mom!” in a tone that indicates Rose has about three seconds before things upstairs get ugly.


“Tweens.” Rose grabs the glass out of my hand and takes a deep drink.


“Hey,” I say, taking it back.


“I need it more than you do.” She pushes through the swinging door that connects the kitchen to the formal dining room, leaving me and Liam alone.


“How was your day?” he asks, leaning against the counter.


I think of Mara and Sophie. What I need is a dark room and Liam’s arms around me, erasing all my worries. What I have are fifteen minutes to get a salad made before four kids clatter down the stairs, demanding to be fed.


“Busy,” I say. I grab the carrots Rose left on the counter and wash them, letting the cold water run over my hands.


Liam points to the carrots and knife. “Better practice before A Night of Asian Fusion,” he says in his game-show-host voice. We religiously watch Iron Chef together—in person if we can manage it, or over the phone when we can’t—and the Asian fusion cooking class I signed us up for next spring seemed like the perfect outlet for our obsession.


I laugh. “You might want to do some practice yourself. I almost broke a tooth on the salad you made the other day.”


As I slice the carrots, he comes up behind me and peers over my shoulder. “I really think you should julienne them.”


I give him a skeptical look. “Do you even know what that means?”


“I’ve been studying. Of course I know what it means.”


I offer him the knife. “Go for it.”


He holds his hands up and says, “I choose not to chop. At least not today.”


I laugh and resume my work. “That’s what I thought.” The sound of Miles and Josh arguing floats downstairs.


Liam glances at the ceiling and says, “How was his day? Any issues with that kid Ethan?”


I dump the carrots into a bowl. “He seemed fine when I picked him up.”


“Did you ask?”


“With Miles, sometimes it’s better to let things rest for a little while. But I’ll check in with him tonight. I had a lot going on today.”


“Like what?”


I grab a cucumber, glad to have something to do with my hands. “One of our test subjects is thinking of pulling out.”


I glance at Liam, who takes a sip of beer. “Is that going to be a problem?”


I think of Sophie. All day, memories of my father have been popping up unexpectedly, leaving me unsteady. I know my father can’t hurt me anymore, but it’s unsettling to be drawn so easily back to my own childhood.


I hear Henry’s car pull into the driveway, so I keep it simple. “His wife died unexpectedly. To be honest, I’m more worried about his daughter than the study.”


I scoop the cucumber chunks into the bowl and face Liam, drying my hands on a towel. He sets his beer on the counter and wraps his arms around me. My cheek presses against his chest, and I listen to his steady heartbeat, savoring the warm space he’s created before slipping out of his arms and turning back to my salad.


In the dining room, Rose badgers Hannah to set the table. I finish the salad and wipe the counter just as Henry comes through the kitchen, depositing several large bags on the counter. “Ribs are here,” he announces.


Liam grabs a stack of plates from the counter and follows Henry into the dining room. I rinse off the knife and set it aside to dry as I stare out the window into the dark yard, my shadowy reflection looking back at me.


“Are you okay?” Rose asks. I didn’t hear her come into the kitchen.


“Of course.” I hand her the salad bowl and smile, willing it to be true.


—


Dinner is noisy, with the kids talking over one another and the adults trying to be heard above it all. At one point, Rose’s youngest, Josh, says, “Aunt Paige, is it true that when you were little, you locked Mom in the bathroom by taking the doorknob off and turning it around so it could be locked from the outside?”


I laugh and give Rose an incredulous look. “Did your mom also tell you that she’d been in the bathroom for two hours?”


“Forty-five minutes,” Rose says.


“Two hours,” I repeat, and Miles grins. He loves to hear stories about me and Rose growing up. “Don’t get any ideas,” I say to him before turning back to Josh. “I thought since she loved looking in the mirror so much, she should spend the night in there.”


Liam laughs and reaches for more corn. “How’d you get out?”


“Mom came home around eleven and unlocked the door,” Rose says. “Paige was asleep. Not a care in the world.”


I shrug. “I would have let her out if there was a fire.”


“Thanks a lot.” Rose laughs.


The kids finish and tear into the backyard to play night tag, and Rose and I rinse the dishes while Henry and Liam begin putting the leftovers away.


“We’ve got this,” Rose tells them. “Go outside and referee.”


“I need to go,” Liam says. “We’ve got a deadline, and I’m headed back to work for the night.”


“I’ll walk you out,” I say.


He claps Henry on the shoulder and says, “Thanks for dinner.”


“See you next week,” Rose says.


“If I don’t see you sooner,” he tells her.


I dry my hands on a towel and follow him to his car. The cool night air caresses my arms, and the smell of wood smoke and damp leaves hint at the coming fall.


Liam rubs my bare arms before hugging me. “Sorry about your test subject,” he says. “Do you want me to call you later?”


My skin tingles under his touch. “No. I’m probably going to fall asleep the minute my head hits the pillow.”


“All right. I’ll call you tomorrow.” He gives me a kiss and says, “And answer your phone.”


I watch him drive away before returning inside, where Rose is busy putting leftovers in containers.


“How is Miles liking the new school?” she asks.


We’d been wait-listed for the school Rose’s kids attend—a science and math magnet for gifted students. When we got the letter offering him a spot for third grade, I’d let myself believe a fresh start with kids more similar to him might draw him out. But so far, it’s been more of the same. Plus Ethan. I sigh and slide the potatoes pan into a sink filled with soapy water. “I thought he’d find more friends here.”


Rose glances at me. “Give it time.”


I nod. “He loves the work. This is the first time I think he’s ever been challenged. His teacher seems a bit rigid though.”


Rose laughs. “Yep. Ms. Denny is a taskmaster, but Mikey loved her by the end of the year.” She turns to face me. “I promised Mom I’d talk to you about something.”


Dread pools inside of me. “What?”


“Dad’s back.”


As if I conjured him out of thin air. I pinch my eyes closed, battered by this day.


That my father has returned is nothing new. He’s come and gone more times than I can count. I’d done my best to make peace with who he is years ago—a man intent on pleasing only himself. But for Rose, it’s different. I don’t think she’s ever accepted his inability to love us, choosing instead to hope—despite all evidence—that each time he came back, he’d be different. Better.


“How long has it been this time?”


“She knew you’d react this way, which is why she wanted me to tell you.”


“React what way? Skeptical?” I submerge my hands in the hot water and scrub hard.


Rose waits a few seconds before saying, “They want us to come for lunch.”


“No, thanks.”


I attack the burnt potato edges in the corner of the pan, wishing I could scrape our father from our lives as easily. “It’s been ten years since we’ve seen him. I honestly thought we might be done with the charade.”


“Paige,” she warns.


“No. I don’t play this game anymore. Dad is free to come and go, and you and Mom are free to have a relationship with him if you want. I don’t have to.”


“He’s almost seventy-five.”


“I can do the math as well as you can.”


Rose grabs my arm, forcing me to drop the pan and look at her. Her voice is sharp, the words brittle. “He’s getting older, and while you’re so busy punishing him for not being the father you wanted, you’re missing the opportunity to know him now. Yeah, he wasn’t around back then. Get over it.”


I yank my arm away and resume my scrubbing. “I am over it.”


“I’m just afraid you’re going to regret it if you don’t allow yourself to have some kind of relationship with him.”


“I think Dad should be the one worried about regrets.” I turn the faucet on, hoping to end the conversation.


“It’s lunch,” she says over the sound of the running water.


I slam it off again and turn on her. “It’s more than he deserves.” Rose believes in unlimited second chances. I believe in natural consequences.


“Dad’s made a lot of mistakes. He’s hurt all of us. But he’s the only father you’ve got. Miles’s only grandfather. You need to stop locking him out of your life for fear of what might happen.”


I set the clean pan on the counter, trying to subdue my anger.


“He’s moved back in with Mom.” Rose’s voice is quiet.


“He always moves in with her.” Dad would pull up, unload a suitcase from his trunk, and fill his dresser drawers, as if he were returning from a business trip. “That’s not news.”


“This time he brought everything with him,” she says. “Furniture. Books. More than a single suitcase.”


I dry the pan with a dish towel and put it away, uneasy.


“Mom says he has something important to talk to us about.” Her voice softens. “It’s one lunch, and then you can retreat. If you don’t say you’ll come, Mom will badger you until you give in. Think about it.”
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