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For Max, Ethan, and Emma




PROLOGUE
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1973

 

 

 

On the day that Nan Gilbert decided to kill herself, she awoke sometime after noon to the sound of her neighbor playing the radio in his backyard. The song was new to her, but the voice was familiar. It was Paul Simon singing without Garfunkel. And though “Kodachrome” was a rueful song about the brightcolored days of youth, it seemed quaint to Nan, who couldn’t imagine that people still experienced the world in any kind of light.

Her life had become colorless. She’d been depressed before, Lord knows, but the darkness had never been so complete. It was as if the pregnancy had made everything utterly opaque. Sitting up, sipping the water by her bedside, rising—each action existed within a black box. There wasn’t a pinhole of light anywhere, and the concentration required to find her way from the beginning of a task to the end depleted her.

She stood in her bedroom trying to remember what it was she had set out to do. There was something . . . something.

Nan closed her eyes to shut out distractions and it appeared to her as a glint of silver. And there it was, her X-Acto knife. She could picture it—the chrome  cylinder with a disposable triangular blade. It was in a can in the back room with her paintbrushes. She went to it.

Sitting in the easy chair by the window, she held the thing and examined her own reflection in the narrow tool. She could see only a single sliver of her face at a time. Her eyes. The middle of her nose. Her nostrils. Her lips. Pieces of who she used to be. Already she was thinking like someone on the other side.

No sense in even going into the bathroom to do it. She’d leave a mess either way. If she let herself bleed into the soft cushions of the chair, he could simply throw the whole thing away. Nothing of her would be left.

The flesh of her wrist looked gray in the sunlight, but the diagonal blue line was as vivid as a road map leading her away. She stuck in the tip of the blade and shivered at the sharpness of the pain. The sensation was so precise, it was close to pleasure. She drew the knife downward, opening her vein with glorious ease. Nan spread her knees so that she could lay her wrist on the cushion, letting the blood travel into the absorbent batting.

It didn’t take long for her toes and fingers to go cold. This is good, she thought. Soon she would fall asleep, and that would be it. The baby started to move in her belly. It was a small kick at first, and then a massive wave as it turned completely around.

“Shh,” she said, resting her good hand on her belly. “You won’t be alone.”

Nan closed her eyes and the baby turned again. It was a bigger movement than she’d ever felt. “Please . . . don’t fight this,” she said, or maybe she just thought it. She couldn’t tell anymore if she was speaking or not. She started to drift and felt a great pressure as the baby pushed downward. I’m giving birth, she thought, right here, right now.

“Push, Nan!” someone said. “Push!”

She opened her eyes to a bright rectangular light. Beyond it, she could make out her husband’s features. Her legs were in stirrups.

She closed her eyes and was back in the easy chair, dying. She opened them, and was in the delivery room, giving birth in beautiful Technicolor. The two realities made perfect sense to Nan. The decision to live and the decision  to die were simply playing out simultaneously. To be or not to be. The choice was spectacularly hers alone.

Nan shut her eyes and floated in the darkness, letting it take her. Somewhere, a phone rang. She opened her eyes and the delivery room was gone. She was in the easy chair by the window, blood pooling between her legs. The baby was still now. She reached with her right hand and picked up the phone.

“I need help,” she said.
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Present

 

 

 

QUINN BRAVERMAN HAD TWO SECRETS SHE KEPT FROM HER husband. One was that the real reason she chose him over Eugene, her neurotic, self-loathing, semi-famous ex-boyfriend, was to prove her mother wrong. She could have a relationship with a normal, stable man.

The other was that Quinn knew another life existed in which she had made the other choice. The two lives ran in parallel lines, like highways on opposite sides of a mountain. There, on the other side, the Quinn who had stayed with Eugene was speeding through her high-drama, emotionally exhausting, childless urban life. Here, the Quinn who had married Lewis lived in the suburbs of Long Island, drove a Volvo, and was pregnant with her second child.

But the important part of the secret—the part that terrified and thrilled her—was that she knew it was possible to cross from one life to the other. There were portals.

Sometimes she discovered them by accident. Like last month at the supermarket, when she had her hand deep in a bin of string beans,  groping for the fresh ones on the bottom. She saw Isaac, her six-year-old, eyeing the Lucky Charms in someone else’s cart, and could tell from his expression that he was considering making a grab for the box. He glanced at her—his conscience—and she simply shook her head.

“Why?” he whined.

“Because we don’t take things that don’t belong to us.”

It was an important lesson and she meant to be stern about it, but when he folded his arms and pouted, Quinn laughed. Something about his naked petulance was so guileless that it melted her heart. When adults behaved like that, it was just plain obnoxious, though she had always excused it in Eugene, her ex. His neediness brought out her tender side. He was anxious, prickly, and so often miserable that comforting him was practically a full-time job. But of course that was Quinn’s nature—she was a caregiver. All those years of handling her mother’s moods had taken root in her psyche, and Quinn grew toward the troubled like a plant seeking sunlight.

She thought about that as she picked through the string beans. The first cousin of that need to be needed was guilt, Quinn’s constant companion. Her conscience gnawed at her continuously. Was she doing enough for Isaac? For Lewis? Had she done enough for Eugene, or had she ruined his life by leaving him when she did? As she turned that thought over in her mind, the solid mass of raw vegetables beneath her fingertips seemed to push away on their own, like a magnet repelled by its opposite. She knew then that she was touching the edge of the other side, and that if she moved the string beans she would find a fissure in the bottom of the bin, a rupture in her universe that presented itself during these moments, when the choices she made to alter her own destiny intersected with the choices she hadn’t. Quinn wiggled her fingers, thinking about the life she hadn’t chosen. If she wanted to, she could leave Isaac in the middle of the produce section of Waldbaum’s and slip through to emerge somewhere else, with a whole different life.

She also knew there was a portal in the basement of her house, behind the ancient built-in ironing board. She never opened it, didn’t even like to look at it. But from the time she first walked in and saw it folded up against the foundation wall, she knew.

They’d been house hunting for months, and this hundred-year-old colonial on the North Shore had nearly everything they were looking for. When the real estate agent was out of earshot and Lewis whispered that the place felt like home, Quinn paused. He was right, of course, but was it smart to live in a house with an escape hatch? Would she wake up one night after some stupid fight over who parked on which side of the driveway, and be tempted to slip away?

She didn’t think she would. But the very possibility was enough to keep her from telling Lewis about this or any of the portals in her life. Surely he would want assurance that she could never be lured away, and Quinn didn’t know if she could make that promise.

In the beginning of their relationship, she was tempted to tell him about this other life she knew existed but had never dared visit. But she asked herself how she would feel if Lewis had such an escape hatch in his life, and it made her shudder in fear. Quinn had spent her entire childhood trying to cope with her mother’s unpredictable disappearances into depression, and had managed to fashion an adult life for herself safe from such worries. She simply couldn’t burden Lewis with such a terrible torment.

Eventually, the secret worked itself so deep into the tapestry of their relationship that it became easier to ignore than to focus on, and Quinn knew it was her lot in life to protect her husband from this dangerous truth forever.

Ultimately, of course, she agreed to live in the house despite the escape hatch. And in the four years since, she never even opened the antique ironing board to get a good look at what she had sensed behind it. Today, though, while Lewis slept, Quinn sat on the edge of the bed, thinking  about the news they had gotten from the doctor, and contemplated tiptoeing into the basement and slipping through.

It was the day of her amniocentesis. Lewis had taken time off from work to come with her for the test. In the morning, Isaac sat in front of his cereal bowl, dipping his finger into the milk and using it to paint shapes on the table.

“What are you doing?” Quinn said, pulling a paper towel off the roll.

“Making chickens,” Isaac said. “See?”

Quinn stopped to peer at what her son had created. The milk lines were running together, turning whatever he had painted into an amorphous blob. “Is that a beak?” she asked.

He nodded. “And these are the hands.”

She stifled a laugh. “Your chickens have hands?”

“Where else would they put their wristwatches?” Lewis said as he walked into the room. He kissed Quinn on the mouth. “How do you feel?”

“So far, so good.”

They were talking about her morning sickness. Quinn didn’t like to complain much, but nausea was her own version of hell. And at the beginning of the pregnancy, even the most benign smell could send her to the bathroom, gagging. Now, at thirteen weeks pregnant, she was starting her second trimester and having more good days than bad.

“Sweetie,” she said to her son, “next time you want to draw, get your crayons and paper. The table is for eating.”

“The table is for eating?” Lewis said as he rapped his knuckles on the hard surface. “No wonder he’s missing his front teeth.” He winked at Isaac, who laughed, causing a spoonful of Honey Nut Cheerios to dribble out of his mouth.

“I got it,” Lewis said to Quinn as he grabbed a napkin.

She paused. It was the kind of domestic moment that usually triggered her “go away and let me handle it” response, but today was different. She was edgy and running late. She nodded and went upstairs to get dressed.

Quinn tried on three different shirts, getting crankier with each one. Nothing was loose enough to flatter her expanding frame, and she wasn’t quite ready for maternity clothes. She studied herself in the mirror, trying to be more objective. Her straight, dark hair had the luster of pregnancy, which pleased her. And the navy top was pretty with her fair complexion. But would anyone notice that faint grease stain down the middle?

She thought about the blouse hanging on the dryer rack in the basement, waiting to be ironed. It was clean. It was roomy. It was comfortable. Only problem was that she didn’t want to go down there. Not today, when she was feeling this shaky. Usually she could walk right by that ancient ironing board without much trouble. But on high-anxiety days like this she hated to be reminded that she could so easily slip away.

Quinn was thirty-six, old enough for amniocentesis to be imperative. But she’d also had the procedure seven years before, when she was pregnant with Isaac, because her obstetrician was the cautious type who believed pregnant women should take advantage of every test medical science had available. So she knew exactly what to expect. She would be in a small, darkened room, the image of her baby on a screen tilted so that she could make out certain aspects of the shapes while a radiology technician freeze-framed different views, taking measurements. After that was done, Sally Bernard, her obstetrician, would be called in to perform the amniocentesis. Dr. Bernard would use the screen as a guide so that the long needle used to extract a sample of amniotic fluid would miss puncturing the baby. This was the part that scared Quinn. What if the doctor was distracted? What if she forgot for a moment that the baby was a real and fragile human being, and got careless?

Hormonal madness, Quinn told herself, as she took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Her body had pushed her into maternal overdrive.

Quinn went back to the kitchen, where Lewis was at the table having his breakfast. Isaac sat next to him, drawing—on paper this time—with a blue crayon. It wasn’t until her son started preschool that Quinn  understood he had unusual artistic abilities. His teachers always wanted to know where he got it from, and Quinn would explain that her mother had been an artist. What she left out was that she hoped artistic talent was all he had inherited from her. Quinn’s mother suffered from bipolar disorder, and became so depressed after she and Lewis got married that she killed herself by overdosing on prescription medication. As evidenced by the scar on her wrist, it hadn’t been her first suicide attempt—just her best.

Lewis looked up from his newspaper. “Do you want me to pack his lunch?”

“I’ve got it,” she said.

He went back to his reading. “You know your shirt is stained?”

Quinn looked at her top, realizing it was foolish to think a stain right in the middle of her expanding chest could go unnoticed. She went down the basement steps quickly, as she always did, trying to pretend it was the most casual act. Quinn had long ago decided that keeping her secret required behaving as if there were nothing at all peculiar about her circumstances. That way she could live as normal a life as anybody else.

The washer and dryer were in a small, square laundry room Quinn and Lewis had built in the far corner of the basement. The two walls that were part of the foundation were concrete, and the other two were the drywall that had been erected to create the space. Lewis had painted the whole thing a pale peach, leaving the dark wood ironing board untouched. He had offered to oil the hinges so that Quinn could actually use it, but she made some excuse, telling him that it was too close to the corner to be practical, and she preferred to just leave it intact as a historic artifact.

She opened the ordinary, freestanding ironing board and laid her purple blouse over it. As she worked the hot iron over the seams and nosed it around the buttons, her back to the wall, she sensed the opening in the foundation like another presence. It was as if her other life—the  one where all her energy was spent trying to keep Eugene from coming unglued—were buzzing by just a few feet away.

She finished ironing the blouse and changed into it, dropping the stained one into the empty washing machine. Quinn put her hand on her swelling tummy, excited to think that in a matter of hours she and Lewis would see their new baby on the sonogram screen, a fuzzy image in shades of gray. A little brother or sister for Isaac. She closed her eyes, picturing a newborn swaddled in soft cotton, and her nipples tingled in anticipation. Funny how trained her body was to react this time around.

 

 

LATER, AS SHE LAY in the small, darkened room in the radiology department of the hospital where her amnio would be done, the technician squirted heated jelly onto her stomach, and Quinn reached for Lewis’s hand.

The radiology technician, a small woman with a Caribbean accent who had introduced herself as Jeanette, ran the transducer over Quinn’s flesh. Immediately, the quick whoosh-whoosh-whoosh of the baby’s heartbeat filled the room, and Lewis smiled.

“You don’t want to know the baby’s gender, is that right?” Jeanette asked without taking her eyes from the screen.

Quinn hesitated. She had told her doctor she didn’t want to know, but that was more for Lewis than herself. In fact, she would have found it helpful to know, so that she could get everything ready before the baby was born. But when Lewis told her how excited he was about the idea of being surprised, she capitulated.

It wasn’t out of weakness, but generosity. In fact, she considered the ability to give her greatest asset. It took a certain power of will, she reasoned, to put her own needs last and take care of those she loved.

Her mother, who had often been the recipient of this self-sacrifice, had labeled Quinn “a pleaser.” It was clear to Quinn that this was intended as  neither an insult nor a compliment, but the acceptance of an unfortunate flaw, such as astigmatism or lactose intolerance.

Quinn looked at her husband, wondering if he might change his mind about finding out the sex of the baby.

“We want to be surprised,” Lewis said to Jeanette.

“Can you already tell from these images?” Quinn added.

Jeanette smiled. “Mama, you shouldn’t ask what you don’t want to know.”

Right, Quinn thought, and smiled back. She couldn’t believe she had almost let curiosity get the better of her.

Jeanette continued working, pushing the probe around Quinn’s middle, occasionally stopping to press into one section or another.

“Is that the hand?” Lewis asked. “I thought I saw a little hand.”

Jeanette’s expression dropped. “Just a minute,” she said. She continued running the wand over the same section of Quinn’s stomach, staring hard at the screen. She pushed a button to freeze the picture, and Quinn thought she heard a small intake of air. Was it her imagination, or had Jeanette gasped?

“What is it?” Quinn said. “Is something wrong?”

Jeanette moved the transducer and took another picture. She put the equipment down and gave Quinn’s lower arm a squeeze.

“I’ll be right back,” she said, and left the room, shutting the door behind her.

Quinn propped herself up on her elbows. “What the hell was that?” she said to her husband. “Is something wrong?”

“I don’t know,” he said.

The room was too dark for her to make out her husband’s complexion, but she knew him well enough to sense he had gone ashen.

“I’m about to freak out,” she said.

“Don’t freak out,” he said. “I’m sure it’s nothing.”

“For ‘nothing’ she sure ran out of here fast.”

He brought her hand to his mouth and kissed it. “Let’s not worry yet. She’ll be back in a minute.”

“Your hand is cold.”

He rubbed his palms together, creating heat from friction, and then took her hand again. “That better?”

“I have to pee.”

By the time Jeanette came back into the room with a black-haired man in a white coat, Quinn’s armpits were damp, despite the fact that her extremities were now even icier than Lewis’s hand had felt.

“Is everything okay?” Quinn asked. “Where’s Dr. Bernard?”

“She’ll be here soon,” he said. “I’m Dr. Peng.”

“Are you an obstetrician?” Lewis asked.

Dr. Peng sat in front of the monitor. “Radiologist,” he said. Jeanette leaned over him to press something into the keyboard. The doctor stared at the screen and picked up the transducer. Jeanette squirted more warm gel on Quinn’s stomach and Dr. Peng began swirling the probe over it. The technician positioned herself behind the doctor, her hand over her mouth as she watched the screen.

“There,” she said quietly.

“I see,” the doctor said. He pressed the wand harder and harder into Quinn’s stomach. She felt the sweat run from her armpit to her back and swallowed against a hard lump.

What’s wrong? she asked, but only in her head. She didn’t want to say the words out loud. She couldn’t bear hearing them. At last Lewis said them for her, but the doctor was evasive.

“Let’s wait for Dr. Bernard to arrive,” he said. “We can chat in my office after the amnio.”

“Please,” Lewis said. “Tell us now.”

Quinn knew that bad news was supposed to be delivered across a  desk, not in a diagnostic examination room with the patient flat on her back and half-undressed. But the doctor paused, clearly weighing whether the situation warranted a breach of protocol. Quinn held her breath.

Finally, he sighed. “We think there’s a problem,” he began. “It looks like the fetus’s skull hasn’t fused properly. The ultrasound indicates an abnormality in the forehead.” He ran his fingers from the bridge of his nose upward, as if to illustrate the exact location. Then he turned the screen toward Quinn and Lewis, and pulled a laser pointer from his pocket, using it to indicate a hazy spot on the screen. “It’s hard to tell at this stage in development, but part of the brain or the brain’s cover is likely extending beyond the opening, preventing the bone from being able to fuse. We call this an encephalocele.”

Quinn’s fingers and toes went numb. “I don’t understand,” she said.

“Think of it as a fissure in her skull,” the doctor said. “We can see something extending beyond it, but it’s difficult to tell whether it’s brain matter or the brain’s cover and cerebrospinal fluid. We’ll have to do more testing, schedule you for a targeted sonogram.”

“And then what?” Lewis asked. “Will the baby be okay?”

Lewis’s voice sounded distant to Quinn, and she became aware that the whole room seemed to shrink, as if she were viewing it through the wrong end of a telescope. She closed her eyes. This can’t be happening.

“At this point,” the doctor was saying when she opened her eyes, “it’s impossible to make a prognosis.”

“But can it be treated?” Lewis asked.

The doctor licked his lips, his eyes scared and somber. Quinn could tell he was thinking hard about how to phrase his answer, and she knew that if he had the power to disappear at that moment, to slip through his own portal, he would. “Sometimes,” he said. “But I’ll be honest with you. This is a very serious condition. On the other hand, an encephalocele in the frontal region, where it appears with your baby, is more treatable than one in the posterior region.”

“Treatable how?” Lewis asked. “Surgery?”

Dr. Peng nodded. “Sometimes surgery can be performed either shortly after birth or even several years later, depending upon the circumstances. The surgeon repairs the damaged area and closes up the abnormal opening.”

“What about brain damage?” Lewis asked.

“I understand you have a lot of questions,” Dr. Peng said. “Let’s wait until Dr. Bernard arrives and we’ll discuss it further, figure out a game plan.” He turned to Quinn. “Do you want to sit up while we wait for her?”

She nodded, and Jeanette placed a towel over the gel on her stomach while Lewis helped her to sit up.

“This could be a mistake, right?” Quinn said. “I mean, you could be seeing shadows or something. I’ve heard about that happening.” She looked at Jeanette as she said it, hoping for a sympathetic nod. But the woman glanced down, avoiding Quinn’s gaze, and she knew.
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ALONE AND AWAKE IN BED THAT NIGHT, QUINN STILL FELT emotionally anesthetized, her numbness now blocking even her cognitive functioning. There was something she’d meant to tell Lewis, but what was it? During their crisis-fueled dance of asking questions, making medical test appointments, and gathering information from whatever sources they could, Quinn and Lewis had successfully avoided talking about the big issues, such as whether they would consider terminating the pregnancy, and what it would be like to raise a disabled child. But there was something more immediate she kept reminding herself to bring up when she and Lewis were alone. Now she couldn’t remember what it was.

She looked at the clock. It was ten after one, and Lewis needed to get up at seven a.m. for work. He was, she knew, in the spare bedroom they used as a home office, researching “encephalocele” on the Internet. Come back, she willed him. Come back to bed. But nearly an hour later, when the anxiety nipping at the edges of her consciousness could no longer keep her awake, Lewis had still not returned. So she drifted off to sleep,  remembering at last the words she had wanted to say to her husband all day: The doctor said “her skull.” Her. It’s a girl, Lewis. Our baby daughter.

 

 

WHEN QUINN AWOKE in the darkness a few hours later, Lewis lay next to her, locked in the heavy breathing of deep sleep. It would be cruel to wake him, since he was only getting a few hours of sleep as it was, but she was burning to talk to him, to tell him what was racing through her mind. She just wanted to share her vision, to let him know that this abstract baby they were talking about was a girl, a tiny bundle who would be swaddled in pink-trimmed receiving blankets. If they aborted the pregnancy, or if the baby died in utero, or was stillborn, or lived a short while before being taken from them, they’d be mourning a daughter. And if she lived—fine or disabled or terribly sick—she’d be their little girl, Isaac’s baby sister, and they would love her fiercely.

She wondered if Lewis knew how much he’d love her. He would. Of that Quinn was sure.

She got out of bed and went into Isaac’s room. He was asleep, curled onto his side, his mouth open to compensate for a stuffy nose. His complexion looked bluish in the dim light seeping in from the window by his bed, and though she could hear the soft, steady burst of each exhale, she put the back of her hand by his mouth to feel his warm breath. She wanted to touch him, to stroke the soft hair over his ear, but she wouldn’t risk waking him. Instead, she leaned in, closed her eyes, and deeply inhaled off the top of his head. Sometime in the last year his infant smell had dissipated completely, replaced by another distinctly Isaac scent, barely discernible beneath the smell of shampoo, laundry detergent, pizza, Play-Doh, or whatever else he had gotten into on any particular day, but there. Always there.

Quinn’s brother, Hayden, had once teased her that women were much more animalistic than men. “I don’t know why you females are always insisting that guys are such beasts,” he had said. “There’s nothing more  feral than the human mother. You’re all leaky messes, driven by hormones and scents and blood and breast milk. It’s a little disgusting, to tell you the truth.”

She had laughed and told him the only reason he thought women were so savage was because he wasn’t familiar enough with the heterosexual male. But Hayden had snorted, insisting that macho bravado was mere posturing, and that women were the true evolutionary throwbacks.

He was right, of course. There was something about motherhood that switched on the animal brain. She knew it the moment she took her first whiff off the top of Isaac’s newborn head. She was no different from a lioness or mother bear. When it came to their babies, they were sisters in ferocity.

Quinn padded her way down the hall to the home office, where Lewis had left the computer on. She tapped the space bar and the screen bounced to life, the Internet search page he had been reading reduced to a tab on the bottom. She clicked on it and the page opened on the screen to reveal photographs of horribly deformed children, huge tumors growing out the back of their heads, or worse, the front, contorting their small faces into monstrous parodies of human forms. Faces that weren’t faces at all. She quickly closed the page and collapsed into the chair.

This isn’t my baby, she thought. It can’t be. When the doctor had described the condition their baby had, he never mentioned that she’d look like some sort of monster.

My baby, a monster?

Quinn rose from the chair then and began pacing the perimeter of the room, repeating a single phrase in her head over and over, like a mantra: I can mother this child, I can mother this child. But all the while she pictured that escape hatch in the basement. Her heart pounded wildly.

Quinn stopped at the doorway and closed her eyes against the vision of that other life in which none of this was happening. She heard her husband stir.

“Hon?” he called out gently.

Quinn went into the bedroom and stood by the door.

“Are you okay?” he asked, lifting his head. “What’s wrong?”

When she didn’t answer he looked from her face down the center of her body, as if searching for a clue. His eyes reached her crotch and paused.

She knew what he was thinking, what he was hoping. Miscarriage.

“Quinn? What is it, honey?”

“Nothing,” she said. “I’m okay. Go back to sleep.”

“Were you online?”

She nodded.

“I’m sorry. I should have closed that tab.”

Quinn folded her arms. “You don’t need to protect me.”

“C’mere,” he said, putting his arms out as if a hug would make it all better. She didn’t move.

“I can mother this child,” she said out loud.

He adjusted his pillow and sat up. “You know . . . you’re not in this alone.”

“But you want me to have a miscarriage.”

“What?”

“Admit it. You want this to go away.”

“I don’t know what I want,” he said.

Didn’t he? Quinn folded her arms. “You’re not being honest,” she said.

“Are you?”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

He shook his head as if he shouldn’t have to explain it. “You don’t have to be strong one hundred percent of the time.”

Easy for him to say. How else could she be expected to get through this?

“All I’m saying is,” he continued, “it’s okay to have doubts.”

Doubts? She knew all about doubts. There wasn’t a day in her life that she didn’t wonder if she could have done something to prevent her mother’s death. Would it be the same with this baby? If she had an abortion, she could spend the rest of her life regretting it. She wouldn’t do it. She couldn’t. Quinn would save this baby as she hadn’t been able to save her mother.

She swallowed hard. “I have to do laundry,” she said.

“Now?”

“Go back to sleep. We’ll talk tomorrow.”

Quinn padded down two flights of stairs to the basement. She wasn’t going to slip through the portal. At least she didn’t think so. She just wanted to face it once and for all. To get a clear vision of what her escape hatch looked like.

Quinn flicked the light switch in the dim laundry room and the fluorescent overhead bulbs washed the room in clinical brightness. The hinged part of the contraption was waist level, and Quinn had to reach up to grasp the top of the ironing board. She pulled it slowly at first, just an inch away from the wall. She stopped, not sure if she wanted to proceed.

You’re just looking, she told herself. You’re not going to do anything. Just open the damned thing.

She pulled it another inch and the hinge groaned. Quinn realized then that she’d actually need some muscle if she was going to get it open. Was that a sign that she shouldn’t? That the thing wanted to be left alone?

Excuses, she told herself. Don’t be so fearful.

She tightened her grip and pulled hard. It budged less than an inch this time, and Quinn knew it could break if she forced it. She would need to oil the hardware before going any further. She turned, expecting to bolt up the stairs and into the garage, where Lewis kept a can of WD-40, but almost ran smack into Isaac, who stood before her in his rocket-ship pajamas. The sleeves were already two inches too short, and the sight of his narrow wrists exposed made her ache somewhere near her womb.

“My mouth hurts,” he said, his hand on his neck.

“You mean your throat?”

He nodded once and she felt his head. It was cool. “You probably just have a cold.”

Quinn knelt and folded Isaac into her arms. One of the very first things her obstetrician had told her when she tested positively for pregnancy was that she shouldn’t pick up her son.

“You’ll be tempted to,” Dr. Bernard, a mom herself, had said. “But he’s a big boy now and you have to think of the baby.”

It was a revelation to Quinn, who hadn’t considered that the new territory she was entering would require weighing the needs of one child against another. Could mothers really do that? Did they instinctively know which child needed them more at any given moment? Would she?

“Anything else hurt?” she whispered, smoothing Isaac’s hair.

“I don’t know.” He laid his head sleepily on her shoulder and she inhaled.

That smell. Quinn hugged him tighter, ready to pick him up. She closed her eyes and imagined climbing two flights of stairs, Isaac’s fifty-pound body pressed against hers. If she reached the top landing and felt a terrible cramping followed by ominous spotting and, ultimately, miscarriage, would anyone blame her? Of course not. It wasn’t meant to be, they’d all cluck.

“Let’s go upstairs,” she whispered to Isaac.

He hugged her tighter. “Carry me.”

Quinn didn’t respond.

“Mom?”

She released him and looked at his delicate face. “You’re a big boy,” she said. Then Quinn took his hand and they went upstairs together, side by side.
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