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Chapter One

Jaime

Jaime rested her chin on the backs of her
curled knuckles, staring down at the newspaper-covered table in
front of her. She shifted and reached out, picking up a pencil and
putting an X on the last viable help-wanted ad. Twenty-eight
circles of lip-chewing hope turned into twenty-eight crossed-off
dead ends. She cut her gaze to one side, eyeing her phone. No need
to use any of the limited data left on her pay-by-the-month plan,
she knew the balance in her checking account to the penny. Not
nearly enough of those to go around, she thought, turning back
to the paper and scanning the rest of the ads, hoping she’d missed
the one that would lead to a job.

“Mom!” The shout came before her son even had
the door open, his hands and body hitting it at a run, as was usual
for Nathan. “I’m home.” There was nothing quiet about Nate. The
door slammed closed behind him, and his quick footsteps echoed
through their tiny apartment. He was always excited to see her,
excited to get home; Nate was just excited about everything.
Please God, let him keep that same attitude through
life.

“In here,” she called and twisted in the
chair, opening her arms. Two heartbeats later, Nate barreled
through the hallway and ran to her. At nine, even with his
abilities, or maybe because of them, he hadn’t yet learned that
hugging his mom wasn’t cool, and she wrapped her arms around him as
he snuggled into her shoulder. “Missed you, handsome. You have a
good day at school?”

Muffled against her shirt, he said, “Yeah.
Missed you too, Mom.”

A year ago it was still Mommy, she
thought, giving him a tight squeeze before she let him go. So much
change in a year. For the better, she promised herself.

“Any luck?” He’d pulled back a couple of
inches and was eyeballing the table.

Jaime blew a quick raspberry against his
neck, and once he was giggling, she admitted the truth. “Nope. Not
today. There’s always tomorrow, though.”

With eyes older than his years, he stilled,
staring at her for a moment, and she saw when he consciously
decided to ask the question he more often avoided. Another clue
that my baby’s growing up. “Do we have enough for the
apartment?” He paused, then pushed a little further into territory that was uncomfortable for them
both. “What if you can’t find a job, Mom?”

“I will have enough,” she promised, and it
wasn’t a lie. Tomorrow she’d go to the plasma donation center. It
would be her sixth visit, which all their paperwork said would give
her a bonus big enough to pay rent with. She could use the ATM in
the center’s building to check the balance of her card when she was
done, make sure they kept their promises. “And I’m gonna find a
job. It’s just taking longer than I thought it would.”

“Because of me.” Nate’s nose wrinkled and his
chin quivered. “Because I can’t stay after school anymore.”

Crap. Time to lie.

“The afterschool program wasn’t working out
anyway, honey. I didn’t like the guy in charge any more than you
did. I didn’t like him at all.” Nate had gotten into a fight last
week when one of the older boys was picking on a girl. “And you did
the right thing, making sure you took care of Jacqueline.” The girl
was a little older than Nate and had Downs Syndrome. The boy had
been goading and insulting her, trying to make her cry. “The way
you stepped in when you did, it kept her from getting her feelings
hurt. I told you then, and I’ll tell you now, I’m proud of you,
Nathan Grimes. Doesn’t matter what Mr. Watts said.” Watts was the
program organizer and a sleazeball of the highest order.
Jaime’d had to dodge a come-on from him a
dozen times in the month and a half that Nate had been going to the
afternoon program. “Jacqueline’s mom said you were brave and didn’t
back down.” Nate hadn’t been the first to throw a punch; that had
been the twelve-year-old boy. Program rules were clear, though, and
both parties had been suspended for a week. Then Jaime’s temporary
assignment had ended, and she didn’t need the child care. “Plus,
your time in the pokey is up, so if I needed you to go, the door
would be open again. All you’d have to do is apologize to the
boy.”

Nate shook his head. “Like I said when Mr.
Watts told me to the first time, he should have to apologize to
Jacqueline. Not until that happens, Mom. It’s not fair.”

“I don’t disagree, Nate. But that’s not the
rule.” He pulled away in frustration, slinging his backpack to the
floor beside the couch with more effort than was necessary. “I
don’t want to argue, and we don’t have to,
because you won’t be going back for a while. Not until I find a
job.” He wrinkled his nose at her again. “Stop it, worrywart. It’ll
all work out. Now, pull your homework out while I get you a snack.
Tell me what you have to do.”

Rolling his eyes, Nate turned to his
backpack, pulling out a fistful of papers. “I have to make a model
of a cell.”

In front of the refrigerator, Jaime paused
and looked back, not sure she’d heard him correctly. “A jail cell?
What kind of class is that?”

Laughing, Nate turned to her, and she caught
her breath at the sight of him. Nate might have her hair and eyes,
bright blond and a brilliant, clear blue, but the deep dimples
embedded in each cheek were his father, all over again. God, I
miss you, Brice.

“No, Mom. You’re goofy. It’s for science.”
Shaking his head, Nate picked through the papers and plucked one
out. “The structure of a cell nucleus. You know, sciency stuff. The
nuclear envelope, nucleoplasm, chromatin, endoplasmic reticulum,
stuff like that.” He looked at the table. “Can I use part of the
newspaper, Mom? Oh, and, do we have flour? If we have some, I can
use that and a little salt to make the model.” Glancing at her, he
frowned. “Fridge door is open, Mom.”

Closing the door with a bump of her hip, she
stared at him in amazement. Not for the first time, either, because
Nate was gifted. “Where did you get those brains, boy? We need to
return them, ASAP. You sure didn’t get them from me.”

He grinned again and then ruined the effect
by rolling his eyes. “These are my brains, Mom. You’ve lived with
me long enough. Should know my brains from some stranger’s brains
by now.” Tipping his head to the side, seeing far too much in her
expression, he quietly asked, “Are you okay?”

Yeah, I’m okay. I’m just scared out of my
mind. Because you’re so smart, so very smart, and I’m afraid I
can’t do right by you. I’m scared because I’m alone and I don’t
know if I’m doing the right thing, so I question myself about a
thousand times a day. I’m sad because your daddy died, and his
parents hate me, and so they hate you, too. And I hate them for
taking that away from you. For making it so you don’t have anyone to take to school on
Grandparents’ Day. For making it so you only have me at your back. Because, what if
I mess up? I’m so scared that I’m going to mess up, mess you up,
and you’re so smart and good.

She didn’t say any of that. Jaime would keep
the smile plastered on her face until she died before Nate learned
what was inside her head. Instead, she told him, “Yeah, I’m just
trying to figure out how I’d know if you had some stolen brains in
your head.” Holding out the snack cup, she said, “Applesauce first.
I’ll round up the ingredients for whatever crazy concoction
you’re intending to make.” She grabbed a spoon
from the drawer and held that out, too. “What did you need
again?”

“Salt, not a lot, and flour, about three
cups.” He took them from her hands and turned to the table.
“Plaster of paris, Mom. Easy stuff.”

“So you say.” Turning to the cabinets, she
was in the process of dragging everything out when there was a loud
knock on the front door. “You stay.” She looked at Nate then
pointed to the bag of flour, setting a plastic measuring cup next
to it. “The stuff is all here, but wait for me.”

Looking through the peephole, she froze for a
minute, running the date through her head to make sure she hadn’t
missed the deadline by mistake. No, the rent wasn’t due for two
days, so why was the apartment manager at her door? She put the
chain on, then unlocked the deadbolt, opening the door the three
inches allowed by the chain. “Mr. Solon, what can I do for
you?”

He was so close to the door all she could see
was one eye, but from her view of that limited part of his face,
she could still see he was glaring at her. He’d clearly heard the
chain going on, and decided to be annoyed she’d take that
precaution against him. “Got someone interested in the apartment.
Need to know if you’re going to stay.”

“Yes.” She wanted to follow that with
something else, something profane, but held
her tongue. In the months she and Nate had lived here, she’d been
late with her rent twice, but managed to pay the money within the
Tennessee-mandated fourteen days, which meant Solon hadn’t been
able to evict her. It didn’t stop him from threatening her with it,
though. And surely didn’t stop him from harassing her, like
this.

“I plan to be in and out of the apartment,
showing it.” He lifted his lip in what resembled a smile. A near
copy, but not a good one. “You know, just in case.”

“Mr. Solon, if I’m not here, the lease
doesn’t allow for your presence in my apartment without agreement.”
She paused, liking the flinch he showed her,
but knowing she’d pay for it sooner or later. “I don’t agree.”
Take that.

“You’re pushin’ it, Grimes.” The corners of
his mouth turned down, and he pulled back several inches, both eyes
boring into her. “Get your rent to me on time this month.”

“Was that all, Solon?” She could match his
unpleasantness, and would. He nodded, and she closed the door,
flipping the deadbolt, not caring if he heard it.

Turning around, she gasped and clutched at
her shirt, startled because Nate stood directly behind her. “What
in the world?”

“He stopped me in the lobby.” Nate’s eyes
burned blue, anger shining through. “Told me he hoped you were
home. Hoped he wouldn’t have to call CPS on you leaving me alone. I
told him you were here, Mom. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t worry, honey. He’s a little man with a
tiny bit of power, makes him think he’s a big deal.” She shook her
head. “Applesauce?”

“All gone. I need a big bowl for the
plaster.” Nate’s eyes slid from her to the door. Then he stepped
around her and turned the thumb lock on the knob with a decisive
motion. His protectiveness reminded her of his father, and she
loved seeing that part of Brice come out in their son. “I’m ready
to get started, Mom. If I turn it in this week, I get extra
credit.” He grinned at her.

“Since when does fourth
grade science give extra credit?” Jaime rocked back and
forth on her feet, smiling down at Nate.

“Since I’m taking ninth grade science.”
Shaking his head, Nate laughed, which had been her goal. Back in
the kitchen, she took her largest mixing bowl down from the cabinet
and placed it on the counter.

The principal of his school had called her in
at the beginning of the year to talk about the standardized
placement test results. Since Nate had been in a different school
each year, sometimes twice in a year, no one but she had really
understood just how smart he was. Until now.

“Miss Grimes, Nathan is reading at a high
school senior level, and on his own has demonstrated his capability
to solve pre-algebra and pre-calculus math problems. I can’t place
him in the classes he needs. Not officially, not without the
district doing their own testing, but I can tell you that he will
be bored with fourth grade
classwork.” Mr. Paterson, the principal, had looked so stern and
serious it had taken Jaime a minute to realize Nate wasn’t in
trouble. Once she caught up, she realized this was a discussion
about how well he was doing and nothing negative.

“I’d like to challenge him, and keep him
focused on academics that will stretch his mind and intellect.
At minimum, Nathan should
audit the science and math classes for eighth and ninth grades. I
can promise you that I’ll expedite the district testing and will
personally oversee his instruction until we have a ruling.” When
Jaime didn’t respond, Paterson finally cracked the somber
expression he’d been wearing, evidently reading she was still
nervous about the entire conversation. “This is a good thing, Miss
Grimes. An exciting thing. We don’t want him to slip through the
cracks. Nathan is extremely intelligent.” He leaned forwards,
emphasizing the word as he repeated it, “Extremely.”

“Well then.” Jaime shook herself, walking
back towards the chair where she’d been seated. “You better get to
work, since it’s ninth grade science and all.” She picked up the
rest of the newspaper and settled back in to read.

***

Reclining in the huge chairs reserved for the
donors, Jaime stared at the ceiling as she counted to sixty, then
squeezed the ball. Last
one, she thought, and relaxed her hand, letting the ball
rest in her palm.

“Okay,” she heard, and
turned to face Trisha, her favorite tech. “Lemme get this spun out, and we’ll load you back up.” Trisha
disconnected the bag and held it up in front of the scanner on the
wall. It flashed amber, then green, and Trisha turned to smile at
Jaime. “Don’t forget to check your balance. It said you reached the
bonus.”

“That’s good.” Jaime released a relieved
sigh, smiling back at Trisha who was now frowning.

“You need the money that bad, honey?” Jaime
was the only client in the center right now, and the rest of the
techs were in the break room where there was
juice and fresh fruit, which meant she and Trisha had some privacy.
“You okay?”

“Jobs are few and far between these days.”
Jaime shrugged and sighed again. “What you have in your hand is my
rent money for this month.”

Trisha made a face as she worked with the bag
and machinery, then leaned on the countertop while they waited for
the plasma to separate from the cells that would be returned to
Jaime’s body. Head tipped to one side, Trisha asked, “You have a
little boy, right? Nate?” Jaime nodded, knowing she was smiling.
“Any trouble with the pregnancy?”

Shaking her head, Jaime snorted a laugh.
“Unbelievably easy. Pregnancy seemed to suit me. From the moment I
knew I was pregnant, I’d never felt better. I had morning sickness,
but only for a couple of weeks. After that, smooth sailing.”

Still serious, Trisha asked, “You liked being
pregnant?”

“Yeah, what’s not to like? Knowing you’re
cradling and nurturing new life? I loved it.” Jaime lifted the hand
that wasn’t tied to the arm of the chair, holding her palm up at
Trisha. “Not saying the delivery wasn’t hard, but even that wasn’t
as bad as everybody made it out to be.” She considered the look on
Trisha’s face and dropped her hand back to her belly. “Are you
preggers?”

“Me?” Trisha laughed, reaching out to flip a
switch on the machine, removing the bag to finish the process. “No
way. I have no desire to be a baby maker.” She cut her gaze to
Jaime, then back to the bag. “But my cousin’s girlfriend’s sister
did this pregnancy thing. Paid decent money. She was able to keep
working, too.”

“A surrogate?” Jaime frowned. “Is that even
legal in Tennessee?”

“Yeah, totally legal. They had a contract and
everything.” Trisha reattached the bag, hanging it on the pole next
to the chair. “There we go, honey. Almost done.”

Jaime stopped at the library on the way home.
Using the computers in the lab there, she pulled up the apartment
website and clicked the button to pay her rent. Within three
minutes the cash card the donation center used to transfer funds
was almost completely empty, but she and Nate were guaranteed a
roof over their heads for another month. She glanced at the clock,
saw she still had thirty minutes before Nate would be home from
school, and on impulse, opened a browser to a search engine.

Fifteen minutes later she walked out the
front door of the library, two dollars’ worth of printouts in her
hand, head spinning from her hurried research into contracted
gestational carriers and surrogacy.

***

“Mom.” Nate’s complaining tone finally
registered, and Jaime looked up from the
closely-printed text on the paper she held in her hand. “You’re not
even listening to me.”

“Sure, I am, buddy.” When he scowled at her,
she grinned and admitted, “Well, I am now, anyway. What’s up?”

“I have to paint the model.” He gestured to
the plaster half circle he’d crafted from covering bits of
newspaper with the flour and salt concoction the night before. “I
asked if you had any food coloring.” She shook her head, and he grimaced, then she could tell he was
thinking hard. “Markers. There’re old markers
in the kitchen drawer.” He rushed that direction, then yelled over
his shoulder, “I need five or six little jars. Do we have anything
like that?” He was digging in the junk drawer now, pulling out the
old markers that Jaime had intended to throw away weeks ago.
“Pliers!” he shouted happily, and turned to
give her the double-dimple grin, the one she’d do anything for. The
sight of that got her up and moving.

Squatting in front of the bottom cabinet, she
moved a pile of pots and brought out a box, taking six small glass
jars from inside. “If baby food jars will work, then we’re covered.
How are you making paint?”

“Scissors!” This shout was as happy as the
previous one, and he ran to the table, grabbing the leftover
newspaper from the previous night. “The markers are dry, but they
have ink inside still. I just need to use primary colors so I can make strong paint fairly quickly. I’ll
crack the tubes open, cut up the marker bits and put just a tiny
bit of water on them in the jars.”

“How do you know how to do this?” Jaime shook
her head. “I get it, and I see how it will work, but how did you
think of it?”

“I dunno. How do people think about
anything?” Nonchalant about his idea, after spreading the newspaper
on the floor, he got to work, both hands on the pliers as he opened
one of the tubes.

“You need my help, Nate?” It was clear he
didn’t, not really, and that felt strange. Where did my little
boy go? “Let me cut up the marker tips. Those are sharp
scissors.”

Without speaking, he nudged the scissors in
her direction, then using the pliers, held up a long, red piece of
what looked like felt. “Pink, red, and a little purple can all go
in the same jar.” She stood and grabbed the tongs she used to serve
food, and then took the marker tip from him. Nate grinned at her,
then bent his head back to his self-appointed project. Soon they
had tidy piles of the remains from dismantled marker tubes on one
side, and a line of glass jars with color-sorted marker tip bits
that were slowly marinating in water. “Makin’ marker juice, Momma.
Good job.” She laughed, reaching out to ruffle his hair, stopping
when he said, “I saw Mr. Solon today. He said the rent is
paid.”

Jaime pulled in a breath, shaking her head at
how the manager seemed willing to use her child to leverage against
her. Asshole. “Yup, we’re good to go for a while.”

Nate touched the inside of her elbow with one
finger, gently tracing along the edge of the bandage that covered
the skin there. “You okay, Mom?”

Jaime leaned down and pressed her lips to the
top of his head, tears stinging her eyes. “Right as rain, Nater
Potater. Right as rain.” She swallowed hard.
“I love you a lot, you know that?”

“I love you, too.” His voice soft, Nate
returned the words to her. They were quiet for a minute, and Jaime
tried to etch this moment on her memories. He’s growing up so
fast. Nate cleared his throat, then said, “I’ll let the markers
sit for a bit, then finish the model.”


Chapter Two

Connor

“Good hustle.” He lifted the whistle to his
lips and blew hard, creating a piercing sound that echoed through
the gym. The squeaking slide of shoe soles on varnished wood
stopped and one of his seniors cradled the
ball on his hip. Thirteen pairs of teenaged eyes locked on him as
he walked out from the sidelines. Connor held up his hands in a
wordless request, catching the ball when it was thrown. “Good
hustle,” he repeated, “but we’re trying to play pack-line defense
and keep the ball out of the paint. You—” He pointed at one of the
kids, then tossed the ball. “—are over there gambling on every pass
that comes your way. Need to be a team player to be on a team.” Two
quick blows of the whistle and he said, “Reset and run it again”
and walked back to the sidelines.

“Coach,” he heard, and
looked over his shoulder at the kid he’d reprimanded. A sophomore,
he’d been a stud on the court back in junior high, but now was one
of a handful of talented players at the high school level looking
to make a name for themselves. Connor could almost predict the next
words.

“I can’t play that way.”

Nailed it, he thought, and held up a hand to stop the forward from
beginning the play. “Can’t doesn’t belong on my court.” Connor
shook his head. “Can’t is for people who want things handed to
them. Who don’t want to work for them. Can’t
is for kids who don’t have discipline and drive. Can and will?
Those are for players, men and women who
aren’t afraid of a little hard work. Can you?” Connor tipped his
head at the scoreboard which would show the score if this was a
game. “Board will tell. Will you?” Connor lifted his chin and
looked the kid up and down, watching as the boy’s own chin came up
to match his posture, how his shoulders squared up. “I think you
will. Now let’s play ball.”

When practice was over, Connor made his way
to the office adjacent to the gym, going through his e-mail that
had come in over the afternoon. He printed out several, packed them
into a folder and had just stood, finger to the switch of the light
he used on his desk when Jordan Bates, one of his senior boys came
to the doorway.

“Coach?” Connor gave him a level gaze and
waited. “Can I talk about my grades? I suck at chemistry, and I’m
afraid I’m gonna fail.”

Shit. The school had a no pass, no
play rule like nearly all academic institutions, and this was never
a good start to a conversation. Beyond basketball, the kids needed
a solid educational career so they could get into a decent college,
and move on from here. He tossed the folder down on the desk and
rolled his chair out to sit, “Sure, son. Tell me what’s going
on.”

Two hours later they’d hammered out a
strategy to help Jordan keep his science grade up, and Connor had
praised him for coming forward before things had become
unrecoverable. He turned off the light and picked up the folder,
locking the door behind him as he followed the kid out into the
hallway. “You got a ride home?”

“Yeah, Coach. I’m covered.” The kid started
trotting away, and then turned, running backwards. “Coach Con, you’re the best.”

“Yeah, yeah. Just bring the attitude you have
on the court to the books. Make it worth my time.” Connor laughed
and pushed through the door to the parking lot.

Home or diner? He started the truck and sat a minute,
folder on the seat beside him. I go home, I
won’t eat. The rumble from his stomach settled things, and he
pulled out, headed towards a nearby twenty-four-hour diner.

He ordered his usual without referring to the
menu, and then pulled the papers from the folder, taking a pen from
his shirt pocket. He was digging through the stack, making notes as
he went along, things he needed to handle or respond to, and items
to research. This cut down on his time in front of the computer,
and he found he’d do nearly anything to make that happen.

The waitress appeared at his elbow, plates in
hand. He shifted things to accommodate the dishes, putting the
stack of papers he had finished back into the folder, leaving just
a few on the table. “You’re always working when you come in here,”
the waitress said, and he looked up, seeing a coy smile on her
face. “You ever just have some fun?” Hands on her hips, she waited
for his response.

“I have fun all the time.” He unwrapped his
silverware, smoothing the paper napkin across one thigh.

“You ever wanna have fun with me?” She dipped
her chin, looking at him from underneath her lashes. “I could give
you my number.”

“I think I’m all booked up for fun, sorry.”
Connor kept the smile on his face, hoping the fact he wanted her
out of his space didn’t show. “Thanks.”

With narrowed eyes, she stared at him for a
minute, then pulled his ticket from the pocket of her apron.
Turning to walk away, she tossed a clear understanding of where
they stood over her shoulder. “Let me know if you need
anything.”


Chapter Three

Jaime

“Hi,” Jaime said, keeping the slight smile on
her face. “I’m interested in the surrogacy fertility program you
have. How can I make an appointment to meet with someone to discuss
it?” She let the smile drop and shook her head. Taking a deep
breath, she began again, her expression serious. “Hi, I’m Jaime
Grimes. I’m interested in applying for the surrogacy program your
clinic offers. Can I make an appointment to talk to someone?”

The mirror Jaime stared back at her, clear
blue eyes locked on hers. “I can do this.”

One bus transfer later, Jaime stood in front
of the clinic, staring up at the sign over the doors. “Am I really
going to do this?”

In her mind, she pictured Nate’s face,
imagined having the money to pay for the classes she knew he would
need. Imagined not having to worry about rent. Imagined having
breathing space for a few weeks or months. Then she imagined seeing
the faces of the parents who would love and cherish a child, seeing
it as a gift of life. She remembered how she felt when she carried
Nate, the sense of rightness and joy she had.

“I’m going to do this.”
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