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TO SALLY









PROLOGUE


LATE SUMMER 2018


The mourners gathered under the tent in the Mount Auburn Cemetery in Cambridge, forming a protective circle around the freshly dug hole in the ground.


The two sets of grandparents, in their late sixties, stood opposite each other on either side of the grave, the women’s dress heels sinking into the wet earth. One of the men held his wife’s elbow, trying, despite everything, to be in control, his jaw tightening but his lips quivering. He tried not to look down where their first grandchild lay in a pint-sized casket in front of them.


As for the parents, you could tell that they had once been a handsome couple, she with the face of the model she once was, he with the beginning of distinguished white hair. But today, in the gray mist, their faces were so aged with grief that they looked as old as their own parents. A few friends, cousins, aunts, and uncles completed the circle, tissues soggy with a mixture of raindrops and tears, raincoats soaked through on their shoulders.


After the prayers, the mother, summoning more courage than she thought she had, took the shovel and dug into the wet ground, throwing the earth onto the tiny coffin that had been placed gently at the bottom of the grave. Her hands shook, barely able to hang on to the shovel. She paused for a moment, eyes squeezed shut, hardly breathing. The casket, barely two feet long and one foot wide, looked absurdly small in this enormous cemetery filled with the bodies of people who had lived almost a century longer than the toddler in the coffin.


Stepping back from the edge of the grave, the mother collapsed in her husband’s arms, almost sinking to her knees in the muck. Her parents moved closer, helping to keep her upright.


Then it was her husband’s turn to shovel dirt onto his son’s tiny coffin.


“Why us?” the mourners heard him whisper. “Why us?”
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JANUARY 2020


“Please raise your right hand. Do you solemnly swear or affirm that you will listen to this case and render a true verdict and a fair sentence as to this defendant?”


As the judge swore in the jury, Samantha Fuller sat, laptop at the ready, in the front row, flanked by dozens of reporters from the Associated Press, New York Times, Washington Post, Los Angeles Times, CNN, the major networks, and a lone reporter each from the BBC and Al Jazeera. In the moments before the judge entered, Sammie had been bombarded by compliments and detailed questions from the other journalists. Sammie hoped she was gracious enough, knowing she would always keep her best stuff to herself.


Jury selection had dragged on for days. The usual disorganized group of average citizens arrived with books, laptops, cell phones, and lunches and sat on hard benches in the Dedham, Massachusetts, courthouse, waiting for their turn to be called.


A few, mostly those in jobs they hated, were eager to be selected for the “CRISPR” trial, as the international press had dubbed the case. Most others, including young parents and people with upcoming vacation plans, silently hoped to be dismissed as soon as possible.


Some were even calling it the “trial of the century,” no understatement given the screaming mobs outside.


Eileen O’Connor, the hotshot young defense attorney, was taking her time, hoping to pack the jury with as many nonparents as she could, ideally those who seemed to like the defendant and had favorable views of the world-class fertility clinic where, for years, infertile couples had flocked in desperation.


On the other side of the courtroom, District Attorney Paula Vasquez was also taking her sweet time, trying to do just the opposite: seat as many young parents, preferably women, as she could, to maximize antipathy to the defendant.


Not surprisingly, it had proven nearly impossible to find potential jurors who had not heard of the case. Sammie liked to think that was thanks to her numerous front-page stories covering the case in the Boston Times.


Eventually, a jury of eight women and four men, plus two alternates, a man and a woman, were seated and instructed, in formal language, to kiss their normal lives goodbye for the immediate future. They were sequestered in the nearby Hilton, courtesy of the state of Massachusetts, and strictly ordered not to check the news on their TV or any of their devices.


So here they were on a bright Monday morning. The jury and alternates took their seats promptly at 9 a.m. As expected, the courtroom was packed.


In the row behind Sammie sat her friends, her husband Bob, and her kids, Liam and Beau, who, she figured, would learn more in the next few days or weeks in a courtroom than they would in school. In the row behind them sat the tightly bonded group of women who had gone through in vitro fertilization, more commonly referred to as IVF, together at the fertility clinic. The rest of the courtroom was full of legal scholars, historians, and regular folk, all of whom had lined up for hours just to get in.


In the hallway, just outside the courtroom doors, sat an older woman shrouded in a black shawl and, had Sammie stopped to notice, sorrow etched in deep lines around her eyes and mouth. If she had thought about it, Sammie could easily have guessed who the woman was. If anyone had asked the woman if she were related to the defendant, she would probably have said, “No, no, no. No relation. Just interested.”


Inside the courtroom, a disheveled man, who had obviously been told to remove his baseball cap, which he was now squeezing viciously in his right hand, sat in the very last row. His jeans were stained, his shirt crumpled. Had Sammie turned around, she would have seen that it was Joe Green, the former night city editor at her old paper, the Lowell Daily, the guy who had tried to kill her.


PAULA VASQUEZ NEARLY leapt out of her seat when the judge called for opening statements.


Overconfidence had wrecked many a prosecutor’s case, she warned herself. Glancing to her assistants at the prosecution table, she mouthed, “Here we go.”


She strode over to the jury, making eye contact with each member, in turn. She stood erect. Her high heels, already killing her feet, gave her an extra three inches of authority, not that she needed it. Her Armani suit clung tightly, but not too tightly, the skirt skimming her knees. It was black, not funereal, but somber. The white blouse underneath allowed just a hint of cleavage. She was professional, her outfit proclaimed, but female, too, like the grieving mothers she would soon put on the stand.


She gestured to the easels with the pictures of the deceased children and to the children’s grandparents sitting behind the lawyers at the prosecution table. The parents were scheduled to testify and were not in the courtroom yet. The grandparents’ faces were eloquent, silently begging the jurors to put the defendant away forever.


“The state will show that the defendant committed premeditated murder, that the defendant’s actions directly resulted in the deaths of three infants, Jamie Northrup, Katy Graf Wilson, and Henry Steinberg. Our evidence will also show that nine other infants were also murdered …”


“Objection,” cried Eileen O’Connor, jumping from her seat. “The charges against my client involve only three infants. No others.”


“Objection sustained, but don’t abuse the privilege, Ms. O’Connor. And Ms. Vasquez, please mind the rules,” the judge warned. Opening statements were not to be interrupted unnecessarily, but prosecutors were also prohibited from referring to charges not in front of the jury. The judge continued, “Members of the jury, you will disregard the last statement made by the prosecutor.” A small smile of victory crossed Vasquez’s face. Even though the judge technically ruled against her, the damage was done. She had let the jury know that nine other infants were dead, and that bell couldn’t be un-rung, despite the judge’s admonishment.


“The state will present evidence that the defendant intentionally, willfully, and with malice aforethought, tampered with the healthy embryos in these three cases in such a way that the babies born from the embryos would eventually die horrible deaths from a genetic disease called Niemann-Pick.”


For the record, she explained, she would be using the term “embryo” in a broad sense. Technically, when a sperm fertilizes an egg, the result is a one-celled organism called a zygote. That soon divides, becoming what’s called a blastocyst, a collection of cells that can implant in the uterus. After several weeks, that becomes an embryo and a few weeks after that, a fetus.


The jurors stirred in their seats but looked straight at Vasquez.


Vasquez picked up on their discomfort and went on to explain that the case would be traumatic for the jury to hear. That the charge against the defendant was murder, plain and simple, nothing lesser, such as mere harm to an embryo or some sort of negligent homicide.


She added that she would present pictures of the deceased babies as their disease worsened, showing their tiny bellies, bloated despite their being unable to eat except through feeding tubes. And that she would be calling experts in the gene-editing technique called CRISPR, whose testimony might be hard to follow, but was crucial.


At the mention of the word “CRISPR,” several members of the jury frowned. Vasquez rushed to reassure them.


“The state will make sure that this expert testimony is as clear and simple as possible. But I can give you the bottom line right now. This defendant inserted a lethal gene into the perfectly healthy DNA of these embryos knowing full well that the gene would give them the fatal disease Niemann-Pick.”


She stood stock still, every eye upon her, the courtroom silent.


“The defendant is a murderer,” she finished. “This defendant killed these innocent babies. Thank you.”


The judge announced a fifteen-minute recess. Sammie rose, blew a kiss to Bob and the kids, and rushed to the small pressroom in the courthouse. She banged out two thousand words to get the copy desk started, hit the SEND button, then grabbed her purse and laptop and drove back to the Times.
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SPRING 2018


Sammie had not always been one of the Boston Times’ star reporters—far from it.


A mere two years ago, Sammie was a wet-behind-the-ears reporter at a paper in northern Massachusetts, the Lowell Daily, with a circulation of 50,000 and falling fast.


But it was a start, though the news staff was a motley group. The overweight reporter with the dirty hair who covered cops in Lowell and nearby Dracut had been there forever. Pushing sixty, she knew every cop in town, had slept with many of them, and carried a pearl-handled revolver in her purse.


The education reporter, a pleasant-bordering-on-passive man in his early forties, sat at the other adjoining desk, always on his cell, squeezing in a few work calls when he could between conversations with his bookie. The sports reporter, baseball cap on backward, muscular legs protruding from baggy shorts, never sat down. Instead, he patrolled the newsroom to talk Red Sox stats with anyone who dared look up from his or her computer.


And then there was Sammie, forty-one, the new kid in the newsroom, short and slight, with long dark hair. She wore eyeglasses, to appear older and more serious. The old-timers at the Daily called her “Ms. UC Berkeley,” no matter how hard she tried to hide her fancy credentials. It had felt like a major breakthrough a few Fridays ago when they’d finally invited her for a beer after work. She had made it a quick one because the kids were home and Bob was on his way, but she finally, after three months on the job, started to feel included.


With a deadline approaching on this particular afternoon, Sammie twisted her hair into a hasty bun, inserting a pencil into the tangled mass to keep it all in place. If anyone had been looking, they’d have seen her squint at her computer screen, her brow wrinkled as she puzzled over the lede of her story for tomorrow’s paper.


“The Chelmsford selectmen, with little debate, voted five to zero late yesterday afternoon to approve what until then had been a highly controversial …” Her lede sucked, but then again, she didn’t have much to work with.


Her cell phone dinged. A text from Beau, her seven-year-old son. Liam, her ten-year-old, was into the Ben & Jerry’s again, the text read, leaving none for Beau. Sammie called the boys at home.


“Guys, knock it off. I’ll bring more ice cream when I get home. Liam, tell Beau you’re sorry and don’t eat anything else. I’ll be home in …” Sammie glanced at her watch, “an hour and a half. Put Maddy on.”


Maddy was the seventeen-year-old, girl-next-door babysitter who watched the kids from three o’clock, when summer camp got out, until six o’clock, when either Sammie or Bob got home.


“Home” was a large condo in Cambridge that Sammie couldn’t possibly have afforded without her parents’ help. It wasn’t fancy, but it was cozy and happily cluttered with books, newspapers, kids’ sneakers, and all of the stuff they had moved in a year ago from Bob’s bachelor pad.


Turkish rugs, “borrowed” from her parents, dressed the place up a bit, and Bob and Sammie had modernized the kitchen, installing a serious stove with six burners, so Bob could work his culinary magic.


“Maddy, try to keep the peace, honey. No more sweets for them. There are pretzels in the cupboard if they’re starving. Thanks. See you,” Sammie said, hanging up.


She turned back to her screen. Chelmsford. The town next to Lowell, Chelmsford was arguably the most boring municipality in the entire United States—34,000 suburbanites, all white, down to the picket fences protecting every tidy, identical lawn.


Chelmsford was the news-less beat no one else at the Daily would touch. Sammie had drawn the short straw because she was the newbie, having just discovered journalism after almost finishing her PhD in political science, teaching eighth grade, having kids, and slowly, very slowly, coming to terms with her husband Brad’s death eight years ago.


“What,” Sammie fought to remember, “was it that the selectmen had voted on this afternoon?” She flipped through her notes. “Ah, yes. Another thriller.” She picked up her sentence … “discussion of what the town considered ‘excessive flag display.’ The issue arose last week when a business owner studded the area in front of his stationery store with dozens of American flags, angering residents and shoppers who said they felt emotionally assaulted by what they called ‘excessive patriotism.’ ”


She sighed and slumped back. In the old days, she might have smoked, but Sammie had learned to avoid that trap, and as the five o’clock deadline approached, she reached for a new pack of gum, her second of the day. She started typing again, rushing to finish this story, climb into her trusty nondescript Camry, and get home by six o’clock.


Joe Green, the bearded night editor, strolled over, resting his hand on her shoulder, and peered closer to see her screen.


“How goes it, darlin’?” he asked. “Page One worthy?”


“Joseph, take your hand off my shoulder and don’t call me ‘darling.’ ” She went through this every night. He’d just separated from wife number three.


Sammie looked at him. “This story sucks. When can I start covering the Lowell city council instead of these Chelmsford bozos?”


“You have it good, darl …” he stopped himself. “When I covered Chelmsford, the selectmen, and I do mean selectmen, all wore plaid pants, white bucks, and smoked cigars. And I’m not kidding.”


“These guys must have settled this stupid flag issue before the meeting. Nobody else was even in the room, except for a few ladies with their knitting,” Sammie complained.


“You’re the Fourth Estate, kid. The nation’s watchdog. That counts,” he said, heading to the city desk. “Hit the damn SEND button.”


She typed a few more paragraphs, then sent him her story.


“Call me at home if the copy desk has any questions,” Sammie called over to him. She pushed back from her chair, slung her purse over her shoulder, and headed for the door.


DINNER WAS THE usual exercise in controlled chaos. Bob was already home, God bless him, had made the salad and was just taking a luscious-smelling leftover mushroom and spinach lasagna out of the oven. Its seductive fragrance welcomed her as she came in the door. She quickly hung her jacket on the closet doorknob, kicked off her clogs, dumped her stuff in the hall, and headed for the kitchen.


Bob Brightman, a senior research associate at one of MIT’s frontline genetics labs, had met Sammie on Match.com. Neither of them had expected much before they met, but they ended up having a whirlwind affair. Bob was in his late forties, never married, commitment-phobic. He also sang in one of Boston’s best audition-only choruses and had filled the condo with classical music.


Bob was a whiz kid from Omaha with six siblings, a dentist father, and a chemist mother. The brothers, he had told her on their first date, had always been inventive. The Brightman boys made their own fun, including building a glider one summer and getting their youngest sister to jump off the garage roof in it, later explaining to their parents that she was the lightest, and therefore, the most likely to bounce.


For her part, Sammie had never expected to fall in love again. But after a few companionable jogs around nearby Fresh Pond with Bob, and a few romantic dinners in Harvard Square restaurants, Sammie had stashed the kids at their friends’ houses and invited Bob to spend the night. Six months later, he moved in.


SAMMIE ENTERED THE warm kitchen, a bright yellow she had painted herself. She kissed Bob, probably a little too long, on the lips, snuggled in close for a moment, then went to the cupboard to get out the plates.


The boys, their faces still red and grubby from skateboarding all afternoon, dug in eagerly to the lasagna. Bob ate slowly, uncharacteristically silent. He was a talker, but not tonight. After Liam and Beau had finished and begun to torture each other, Sammie sent them off with the promise of more ice cream later.


“I got contacted by the medical examiner on an unusual case today,” Bob began as soon as they were alone. He topped up his Sancerre. Sammie sipped hers and listened.


“A dead baby, about a year old. Totally weird. No signs of abuse or anything, just a baby, dead. A few skin lesions, a swollen belly. Just dead, for no clear reason.”


“You don’t usually get called in for something like this,” Sammie said.


“No, but the M.E. seemed really stumped. He doesn’t usually go with his gut, but he said his instinct told him something was really wrong in this case.”


Sammie stopped eating. They say that the hair on the back of a person’s neck stands up at the first sign of danger. Her neck hairs weren’t twitching, but her journalistic instincts were. She’d learned to trust that.


“Are you going to work with him?” she asked.


“We’ll see.”


AS BOB WASHED dishes, Sammie saw to baths and clean jammies, fixed herself some hibiscus tea, and nestled next to Beau in his bed. He curled up next to her under his favorite Spiderman sheets as she glanced over to Liam in the nearby twin bed. Liam was glued to his beloved Percy Jackson book, The Lightning Thief, but looked over and smiled at Beau and her.


Last week, Beau had surprised her by getting weepy at bedtime. He’d wanted to talk about his father. “How come Liam got to see him and I didn’t?” he’d asked.


“Oh, sweetheart,” she’d said, putting down the book she was reading him. “Would you like to hear the story again?”


“Yeah,” he’d said.


“Liam, wanna come over here for a snuggle? You can help tell the story.” Liam had crawled into Beau’s bed on her other side.


“Now we’re a Mom sandwich,” Beau had said happily.


And she’d told the story, from the beginning. How she’d met Brad Fuller in college, at UC Berkeley freshman year and how they had become inseparable. How in the fall of their senior year, they’d gotten engaged. They’d been married ten years when they’d had Liam.


When Liam was still an infant, Brad was diagnosed with an aggressive form of melanoma. Anticipating years of chemotherapy and radiation, they’d frozen Brad’s sperm.


About two years after Brad died, Sammie decided to get pregnant again, and along came Beau.
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SPRING 2018


The next morning at work, Sammie had just refilled her coffee and sorted through her emails, when she got a text from Bob.


“Call me,” it said, followed by three hearts.


“What’s up?” she asked when he picked up. She waved off the city editor who was approaching, flipping through his notebook of what were sure to be awful story ideas.


“I just talked to the M.E. again,” Bob said. “I’m sure I sounded like a total asshole, but I’m too busy to help him now.” She could hear the guilt in his voice, but it was just one baby dead of unknown causes. That probably happened all the time.


Sammie could hardly blame him. It wasn’t his job to solve puzzling autopsy cases.


Then it hit her. Mother’s Day was coming up. She wondered aloud if the mother of this poor baby might want to tell her story, if for no other reason than to remind harried, stressed-out mothers how precious their children were, how lucky they were to have healthy, living children. It would be a lot to ask of a grieving mother, but people in distress sometimes wanted to tell their stories.


“Go for it, babe,” said Bob, after she suggested that to him. “I’ll see if the M.E. will give me the mother’s name.” He fell silent. “He did tell me the baby was conceived through IVF. That’s got to be extra heartbreaking, to go through all that, then have the baby die.”


Sammie told him she loved him, thanked him, and hung up. She faked a smile at the approaching city editor. The surefire way to dodge his dumb ideas was to parry with a good one of her own.


THE NEXT AFTERNOON, Sammie settled into a corner table at Au Bon Pain in Harvard Square with Josie Reimann Northrup. Josie took her coffee black. Sammie liked hers with the works. She bought a couple of still-warm chocolate chip cookies, too. Josie smiled weakly as Sammie sat down on the ugly plastic chair.


Josie’s eyes were red-rimmed, her face pale and worn, but she was a pretty woman. She didn’t know how much Josie used to weigh, but she looked skeletal now. Her stylish Newbury Street haircut was growing out. She wore no eye makeup.


“I’m so sorry about your baby,” Sammie began, keeping her notebook and digital recorder in her purse for the moment. To put Josie at ease, Sammie told her a bit about herself, her early widowhood, her meeting Bob, her frustrations with the Lowell Daily, her eagerness to get to a big paper like the Boston Times. Sammie tried to downplay her life as a mother, but she did say that she had two boys and couldn’t imagine losing either one of them.


“I had a boy, too,” Josie said softly. “Jamie.”


Sammie held her gaze, then took out her notebook and recorder. She raised her eyebrows. Josie nodded. With the silent approval, Sammie began recording.


In between sips of coffee, Josie told Sammie that she had been a college rower, which Sammie could believe, pegging Josie’s height at about five feet nine. Despite her current thinness, she was fit.


Until recently, Josie told her, she had thought of herself as incredibly lucky, a golden girl. Her parents, both academics, were Brits from northern Yorkshire, who were on sabbatical in Kenya when Josie was born.


She had loved Africa. Thanks to her native governesses and babysitters, she became fluent in Kikuyu and Swahili. She told Sammie that when her parents moved back to England and then on to Pennsylvania, she took pride in telling her classmates that she was African.


For a moment, she almost seemed to shed her grief as she recounted going on to Penn on a full scholarship. At Penn, she met her future husband, Peter Northrup, in a freshman psychology class. She ended up majoring in psych because she wanted to be a therapist. She paid for grad school by modeling.


She actually laughed when she looked at Sammie and said, “I knew modeling agencies would love me for a few years after college, but I also knew they’d dump me at the first sign of wrinkles or any extra pounds.”


She fell silent then, grief reasserting itself. Her shoulders slumped, her chin dropped. Sammie waited.


“Another cookie?” Sammie finally ventured. Josie shook her head.


Clutching her Kleenex, Josie described her life with Peter, including her booming psychotherapy business and Peter’s long hours as a partner in his small law firm.


But the last couple of years had been hell. Month after month, with her fortieth birthday approaching and no pregnancy yet, sex had become joyless, a grim duty to be accomplished at specific times of the month. She had begun taking her basal temperature obsessively to see if it had gone up, a signal of possible ovulation. If it did, they would make love immediately, mechanically. Several times, when Josie took her temperature in her office between patients, she and Peter would rush home, make love, shower fast, then rush back to work.


Tears of frustration filled her eyes. Sammie’s eyes got misty, too. Teenagers, Josie went on bitterly, could get pregnant in the back seats of cars in thirty seconds. And here she and Peter were young, healthy, with a stable marriage and a decent bank account, and they couldn’t manage life’s most basic task: reproducing.


“Mother Nature didn’t really set things up in my favor,” she went on. “Maybe for you,” she looked at Sammie, “since you had kids early. But for me? We’re supposed to be born with, what, one million eggs? I’ve lost most of them by now.”


Sammie nodded and waited for Josie to resume.


“Still, how many eggs does it take to make a baby? Just one, right? But there are only twelve months in the year, a lousy twelve chances to get pregnant.” Sammie’s stomach clenched. She had never really thought about how easily she’d gotten pregnant or how awful it would be if she hadn’t been able to.


Josie took a sip of her lukewarm coffee, then continued. She had started taking Clomid, the ovary-stimulating drug. She’d bought commercial pee tests that were supposed to predict exactly when she would ovulate, and she had tried them all—Clear Blue, First Response, and Knowhen.


The turning point, she went on, had been a heart-to-heart talk with her best friend, Ashlyn, at their favorite Cambridge bar, Christopher’s.


“You should meet Ashlyn Wilson,” she told Sammie, her face briefly animated again. “You’d like her. She’s thirty-nine.” Ashlyn, Josie continued, was a molecular biologist, a malaria researcher, single, and desperate to have a child on her own. The two friends decided then and there to do IVF together at the same clinic. Josie had gone home that night and told Peter about the idea. He wasn’t wild about it, but he had agreed.


IVF had been a nightmare. Josie and Peter had liked Dr. Saul Kramer, the head of the clinic. But emotionally, the process had been relentless. Endless blood tests, ultrasounds, and nightly injections of hormones and other drugs that had made her even more depressed than she already was.


One of the worst experiences had been the hysterosalpingogram.


“I didn’t care what it was called,” she recounted. “I just wanted it over with.” Sammie couldn’t blame her.


Dr. Kramer had explained that he had to look at her uterus, ovaries, and fallopian tubes to make sure the tubes were open, that there was no scarring or anything in her uterus, and that her ovaries looked healthy. The good thing was that she had been able to look at a monitor on a nearby stand to see the X-ray images as the procedure unfolded. She remembered squealing as Kramer inserted the catheter through her vagina into her uterus, and then being fascinated as her eyes followed the blue dye as it squirted from the catheter into her uterus, then up through her fallopian tubes.


Then, agony. She remembered screaming: “Something’s wrong!” Just cramps, Dr. Kramer had reassured her. And he’d had good news. Her tubes were open and her uterus looked good, totally normal. He had slowly withdrawn the catheter, then had done a quick ultrasound probe through her vagina to check out her ovaries. Again, everything looked good.


After that, there were weeks of ovarian stimulation, with hormone injections that Peter did until she eventually learned to do them herself. She’d endured the “mock embryo transfer,” which, if anything, had triggered worse cramps than the hysterosalpingogram. She had ended up in tears.


Then, finally, the process of surgically “harvesting” the few viable eggs Josie had managed to produce, and the injection of Peter’s sperm into the eggs.


She paused in her tale, and Sammie felt guilty about asking her to relive it all. But Josie gamely continued, recounting how thrilled they were when they found out that she was pregnant. Josie actually smiled at the memory. Sammie didn’t dare smile, knowing the tragedy ahead.


“The actual birth was horrible,” Josie admitted.


Sammie shuddered, remembering Liam’s birth with Brad at her side, and little Beau’s, all on her own.


Josie explained that Peter had later told her that her screams echoed down the hospital corridor, but during the process, all he did was tell her how great she was doing, how much he loved her, and how it was almost over.


“He could not have been more supportive,” she added.


Ashlyn, by then pregnant with her own baby, had been allowed in the delivery room too, and had held Josie’s other hand. The best friends had promised that, if they survived the IVF process, they would be there for each other’s deliveries.


And then the tiny head had emerged, thin hair wet and matted, cupped in the midwife’s gloved hands. A final push and then Peter’s voice, “We have a son!”


“I had never seen him so happy,” Josie smiled. “Ashlyn was crying with joy, too.” When the midwife had bundled the baby in a blue flannel blanket and placed him on her chest, she went on, she had felt a tsunami of love.


“I had never felt anything like that in my entire life, this wave of bliss, of sacredness.”


Sammie stopped breathing. She was always awed when women described the moment of a child’s birth.


Josie and Peter had had a long list of names, but when the baby had finally arrived, Peter had looked at Josie, letting her decide.


“James,” Josie had said. “James Reimann Northrup. Jamie.” Peter had stroked his son’s impossibly soft cheek as Josie watched his chest swell with pride.


Josie suddenly stopped talking. She stared at her coffee, the liquid now as cold as her voice. Sammie waited until Josie collected herself enough to go on with her tale.


For the first six or seven months, Josie said, her voice growing quieter, Jamie had seemed fine. He cooed and gurgled, nursed well, and locked eyes with Josie in that wonderful thing psychologists called the “mutual gaze.”


Josie and Peter, of course, had been over the moon, both taking parental leave—Josie, three months totally off work, Peter, cutting back to half time—and they practically fought for the privilege of changing and bathing him. Peter snapped picture after picture on his phone, deluging their friends and family with dozens of photos a day. Nobody had the heart to ask him to send fewer pictures. Everybody knew how hard they had tried to get this baby.


Then, as Jamie approached his first birthday, light brown spots began appearing all over his skin, and freckles in his armpits and groin area.


“Café au lait spots,” said the first pediatrician. Josie and Peter had looked at one another, mystified. Did birthmarks just appear? Like freckles brought out by the sun? The doctor had explained that the spots had nothing to do with the sun. It was most likely a disease called neurofibromatosis type 1.


“Neuro what?” Josie had exploded just as Peter blurted out, “Will he die?”


No, the pediatrician had assured them. It was probably just a random mutation and Jamie would almost certainly go on to live a normal life. Over the years, he might develop some non-cancerous tumors on his nerves, but these could be surgically removed if necessary.


Not exactly reassured, Josie and Peter had taken Jamie to Boston’s Children’s Hospital. Again, a pediatrician tried to calm their fears. Yes, it was probably neurofibromatosis type 1, she said. He had been born with it. It was not their fault, most likely some random mutation.


The pediatrician assured them that most children born with this condition lived normal life spans. The biggest problem, she added, would probably be the child’s anxiety about the spots when he became a teenager. He might also have high blood pressure in later life, but that, too, should be manageable.


They had tried to pretend Jamie was normal, but as he approached his first birthday his belly began swelling and he had trouble swallowing. The growing list of symptoms no longer matched his diagnosis of neurofibromatosis, but the doctors had had no answers. They didn’t know why the disease seemed to be taking an uncharted course.


As Sammie listened intently, Josie went on to describe how, during the final months of Jamie’s illness, they had hired a nurse to stay with him during the few hours a week that Josie could tear herself away to see her most severely troubled patients in her office. Thankfully, she was also able to do some telephone therapy from home with a few others.


At first, she hadn’t told her patients what was going on in her own life, but, as Jamie’s condition worsened, she knew she had no choice. Most of her patients were sympathetic, but their sympathy, not surprisingly, ended up complicating their therapy. They felt guilty talking about their own problems, knowing about Josie’s. Several had reluctantly quit and gone to other therapists, but Josie hadn’t had the emotional space to worry about that. Losing her work, her hard-earned practice, patient by patient, was nothing compared to the prospect of losing her baby.


At that point, she had mostly stayed home with Jamie, holding her sick child in her arms for hours at a time, staring into his face while he slept, desperately willing her own life force into his failing body. Eventually, Peter would pry the baby away and hold Jamie while Josie collapsed into restless sleep.


Peter hadn’t fared much better. He had worked at home as much as he could, except when he had to be in court to argue a case. His colleagues at the law firm cut him some slack, for which he was always grateful. How could they not, watching as his suits hung ever more loosely on his once-sturdy frame as he became a shell of the man he once was? He was grateful for their support, but not being physically at the office gnawed at him. How could he hold his own if he wasn’t there for daily meetings?


“And now, our Jamie is gone. Dead. We had him for just one year.” Sadness had etched deep lines in Josie’s face.


There was nothing Sammie could say. She touched Josie gently on her arm, quietly clicked off her digital recorder, and put away her notebook. This was not just another story. This was life itself.


“I don’t have to write this, you know,” Sammie finally said softly. “You’re not obligated to share this with the world.”


Josie sat up straighter than she had all afternoon.


“I want to. And there’s one other thing I’d like.”



OEBPS/images/Cover.jpg
MEDICAL
THRILLER

FOREMAN





OEBPS/images/halftitle.jpg
CRISPR'd

LLLLLLLLLLLLLL

JUDY
FOREMAN

Skyhorse Publishing





OEBPS/images/titleimg.jpg
CRISPR'd





