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Chapter 1
 
Hadrien Catlin stared at the picture hanging on the cement block wall above the mirror. This wall separated his fencing school from the antique store next door in the strip mall. It was any typical weekday morning. He was giving a private lesson to the spawn of the one percent. His young protégé needed a bathroom break and could be a while.
“She’s pretty,” the woman at his shoulder said, interrupting his thoughts. 
She was pretty, herself. 
“Your wife?”
“What tipped you off?” he said sarcastically.
“Her picture on every wall.” She slid her finger across his shoulder. “But,” she dragged the word out, “since you don’t wear a wedding ring, I had hoped you weren’t married.”
Sasha’s picture was all over the school, but never her. He saw more of his students’ mothers. The first lesson his wife, Sasha, had taken from him, had been love at first sight for him. At twenty-six years old, he had known she was the one. Teaching her to fence had given him good reason to touch her. His arm around her waist, it had taken every ounce of self-control not to kiss her.
Everything he had to show for himself on these walls, Olympic awards and trophies, was nothing compared to losing her.
“My son had a question for you about his last lesson,” the woman said. “One of the moves, I think it’s called the remi.”
“Ruh-mize.”
“That’s it.” She smiled. “I thought maybe you could show me, so that I can show him.”
Hadrien faced her, extending his arm out straight in front of himself.
She turned as well, so that her back faced him.
“Lunge.” He stepped his right arm forward.
She did the same. 
“Extend your sword arm forward. Good. Lunge.” He covered her arm with his own and placed his other hand at her waist. “Don’t bring your arm back to your side, and continue to advance.”
The two stood close now, his chest against her back.
She turned her face up to his and smiled, feigning shyness.
He looked down at her, a vulture, like the others, kept by a cruel aviarius. She smelled expensive, like perfume and leather, like Sasha.
She stood on tiptoe, bringing their lips close together.
Her warm body felt alien against his.
He did not pull away, instead closing his eyes and the distance, his only thought, his wife.
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 2
 
Sasha Meyer Catlin caught the apple tossed to her for inspection. 
“How is it?” Hadrien called, waiting for her to throw the apple back to him.
He still wore knickers, a white jacket to match his fencing pants, and a glove on his left hand. He carried the mask under his arm. Whenever he was in the orchard, he was always careful. Bees loved the rotten fruit. His trim body beneath the white fabric made him seem even younger than he was.
Lifting the red and yellow streaked Gala to her lips, she winced at the fat raindrop that splattered its glazed surface and struck her eye. She would not complain though. She welcomed it. Last summer had been too hot and too dry. 
Thunder rumbled in the distance.
From under the brim of her hat, she squinted. The sky darkened before her eyes. Time was of the essence. As many apples as she could save from the destructive wind, the better. 
The spindle trees, with no scaffold branches to get in her way, stood no taller than ten feet.
She downshifted the track hoe’s engine, smoothly reaching the next tree in the line. The makeshift picker on the front made it possible for her to work the orchard without hiring pickers. 
Hadrien frowned then pointed to the sky, shaking his head.
A look over her shoulder told her he was right. 
The apple he had tossed to her fell from her hand. 
She motioned to Hadrien to move. She had to turn the tractor around.
Hadrien stood there a moment, a thwarted look on his face, before removing his fencing glove to secure the trailer to the track hoe.
She watched him. His bare ring finger glowed like a danger sign to her.
He said that he did not wear his wedding ring because it got in his way during fencing workouts. 
She had never taken hers off.
From the moment I said yes, my heart beat for you and you alone.
A clap of thunder brought her back to her work.
She dropped the load of apples in the picker into the now-full cart.
Thunderstorms were always a welcome respite from the afternoon heat, but this one... 
Not usually one to be superstitious, she just had a bad feeling about whatever was coming down.
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 3
 
Hadrien stepped over another rotten apple on the ground, avoiding the deadly yellow jackets making it their lunch. He stayed on the edge of the row of trees since the picker’s vibrations scared up the wasps. They would be back underground soon enough, but not until the rain saturated the air and ground. 
He slouched out of his fencing jacket, too hot and humid to keep it on. 
The epinephrine pen he kept in the pocket slipped out. Leaning down to pick it up, the picker’s movement caught his eye.
His wife maneuvered the machine over the soft green grass.
He could never say this to her, but he should feel like the luckiest man alive. Not only was her uncle's farm ninety-three acres with a view of the Blue Ridge Mountains, but the house they shared was five of the houses he had grown up in. His bedroom was as big as an apartment. And Sasha’s apple orchard supported them all. His fencing school was nothing more than his own entertainment, and they all knew it.
Hadrien caught Sasha's eye and made a slicing motion over his throat with his left hand, his signal for her to cut the picker's engine. The engine was loud enough that a human voice could not be heard over it.
The clouds had collected together in a dark mass. That was why he had left work early. Sasha’s concentration on the apples meant she sometimes missed the bigger picture.
Sasha killed the engine. 
He noticed the scowl that darkened her beautiful features but decided best to ignore it.
“I'm starved,” he called out as the engine noise finally died down, “and those clouds are too dark to keep going.”
“Right.” She hopped off the seat and eyed the ten bushels of apples that had doubtless taken her all morning to pick.
Her freckled cheeks had developed a pink hue, reminding him of having her beneath him in bed.
“Nice work.” He smiled, meaning to draw her out.
“You’re home early,” she said flatly.
“I wanted to come check on my lovely wife.”
“How nice.” 
Sarcasm dripped from her words, but not wanting to start anything, he blew it off. “If there were more of me,” he teased, “I could be in two places at once.”
The lines of Sasha's mouth flattened, and she turned her back on him.
Realization hit him too late. He had meant what he said as a joke. He wanted to make her laugh. Their lack of children was not her fault. Hell, even at thirty, he was not sure he should be anyone's father.
“That's not what I meant,” he said, but his words fell on deaf ears.
“I should take the rest of these to the refrigeration barn,” she said in a clipped tone.
“Sasha.”
“I know.” She blew out a heavy sigh. “I have to get this done before the rain.”
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 4
 
Sasha tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear and squinted against another raindrop.
The rain was slow to start.
The orchard, the one thing in her life of which she was immensely proud, needed the water. 
The wind shifted her hair, and an image of herself standing in that exact spot many, many years before crossed her mind. The distinct feeling that she had been there before, in another lifetime, was nothing new. It was hard for her to put into words how much the orchard really meant to her. Since she was a girl, she had wanted children of her own. That was not going to happen. So preparing new cuttings, nurturing their roots, watching them grow in the fertilized soil, then seeing their buds become fruit was her legacy, as close to miraculous as she could get.
Apple orchards, it is said by their owners, are a daily reminder of twenty years' worth of mistakes. And every day, caretakers have to live with those mistakes. A missed opportunity to prune new growth here, a lateral branch allowed to grow too large there, all had to be dealt with sooner or later, like ghosts who must complete unfinished business before they can move on to their next life.
The mistakes are passed down generation to generation, like abuse, the kind she had suffered at her parents’ hands. Physical remnants of the past were the trees that made up half of it. The new half, her half, were clones of their ancestors, different, better. The fruit happened to grow on trees, not the other way around.
The original half of Meyer's Orchard was old standards, McIntosh, Granny Smiths, Golden Delicious, and Pink Ladies, and each tree took about ten years to bear fruit. With cloning, the new half of the orchard was a thousand trees per acre. They were narrow columns, called spindles, instead of traditional umbrella-shaped trees. The spindles bore fruit within the first three years of planting, and were stronger, and resilient. The trees were new incarnations of themselves, the same, but better.
 
~
 
Dr. Creighton Meyer never left his laboratory for lunch, but that did not stop Sasha from checking on her uncle every afternoon. 
A medical doctor, who had earned his credentials during the Vietnam War, had given up his practice after his wife died. Since then, he had researched death. The basement of the farmhouse had become one part doctor's office and one part scientist's lab.
“Here's your sandwich,” Sasha called out, setting the tray on the table furthest from test tubes and beakers.
The sleeves of his white shirt were rolled up to his forearm. The tattoo of a war eagle showed, a reminder of time spent tending to the wounded from the back of a medivac helicopter. Scars from the past were sometimes invisible, like her own.
“Coffee’s in the thermos,” she said. “It's already sweet. If you want anything else, let Ilka know. She'll come and get me.”
“I don't need anything,” he said gratefully over his shoulder. “I want to show you something.”
“I've got all the time in the world while it's raining,” she drawled.
“It's raining?” Uncle Creighton peered over his reading glasses to look out one of the basement’s many windows. 
Sasha chuckled at her uncle's lack of attention to the outside world. Except for the periodic table, only an I Want to Believe poster that hung from the cement block walls, his work was all he could see.
“What do you want to show me?” she asked at his shoulder.
“This.” He gestured towards four small, portable cages.
“Your mice?” she said chuckling. “I've seen them, Uncle.”
“You haven't met these,” he said expansively. “Sasha, let me introduce you to Pippi’s four successfully cloned offspring.”
“Cloned?”
“All exact copies of the original, like your apples.”
Sasha leaned down to get a better look at their white fur and pink tails. Her uncle was inclined to make mountains out of mole hills when it came to his research, but this was impressive. “How did you do it?” she breathed.
“Reproductive cloning replaces the nucleus of the mother's unfertilized egg with her own somatic cells. But in this case, I didn't do that.”
“What did you do?” Sasha asked apprehensively.
“I drew blood from Pippi's tail and bombarded the cells with radiation.”
“You didn't use a host?” Sasha was astounded. Her knowledge of mammalian cloning had all come from her uncle, but she had never heard of this being done.
“No host,” he said proudly. “It’s too risky, for the host and the embryo. Pippi’s somatic cells came from her blood. I introduced microwave radiation, and that acted like fertilizer on a cutting from your apple trees.”
“I'm… amazed. Congratulations, Uncle. I know you’re proud.”
“They’re the first of their kind, Pippi One, Pippi Two, Pippi Three, and Pippi Four.”
“You named them all after Aunt Pippi.” Sasha felt a lump form in her throat. She was the closest thing her aunt and uncle had to children of their own. “She would've liked that.”
He nodded, beaming at the narrow faces of the mice, who twitched pink noses and watched him with shiny black eyes. “I did this for you.”
“For me?” Sasha said, that lump making it harder to speak.
“Now that I know it can be done with mice, I can clone a human.”
“But, Uncle, that’s illegal.”
He chuckled, patting her hand. “It is, but that doesn’t mean it’s not done. So far, the only published research has been for commercial livestock. The mothers rarely survive, and that’s why I didn’t use one.”
“Why would you risk getting in trouble?” Sasha said.
“The world needs this if we are to survive.” He looked at her. “And… this will ensure that if the unthinkable ever does happen, I won’t lose you too.”
“I'm not going to relapse.” She swallowed hard, her hand going involuntarily to the glands in her neck that had been swollen, her first warning sign that something was wrong. “The doctor said my cancer is gone.” She stood in front of the glass-fronted refrigerator, where he kept his specimens, so that he could not see her face. She did not want him to see the tears that welled in her eyes. 
“Do you realize what cloning could mean for women like you?” he said sincerely.
Women like her, treated for lymphoma, could go on to have children of their own, but chemotherapy had damaged her eggs and left her with fewer. Natural conception was no longer possible for her.
“Cloning would mean that anyone diagnosed,” he went on, “even with an incurable disease, could be cloned, and could conceivably live forever.”
“Is that the goal?” she said more forcefully than she had meant to. But she need not have worried, because her uncle took no notice. As usual, he was lost in his own world. 
She frowned at the contents of one of his samples. “Uncle, what are you doing with Aunt Pippi’s DNA?”
“It was her idea.”
Her stomach fell, but she did not have the nerve to ask. 
Uncle Creighton joined her in front of the refrigerator and wrapped an arm around her. “I would never want to be without you.”
Sasha felt a pang of regret. She sometimes had a hard time taking her uncle’s wishful thinking seriously, but she knew he meant well. If anyone could clone a human being successfully, and for the good of mankind, it would be her uncle. 
“How did I ever get so lucky?” she murmured and rested her head on his shoulder.
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 5
 
Hadrien watched his wife from the end of a row of trees.
Within the hour, the storm had passed, the sun had come back out, and the air outside was damp from the afternoon rain. The resulting steam rose from the pavement surrounding the barn where Sasha had parked the picker inside to keep it dry. The cicadas chimed in, reminding Hadrien that they were only halfway through the summer, and many more hot, humid days were ahead.
Sasha was back in the saddle of the picker, wiping sweat from her eyes, removing apples from another tree, when Hadrien felt his head was about to cave in. He ignored the sudden, intense pain, figuring he was dehydrated from overdoing his workout that morning. 
After several more seconds of sharp pain, he doubled over, retching the grilled ham and cheese sandwich that had been his lunch. He silently cringed from the pain in his head, not wanting Sasha to know that he was in pain. He did not want her to see any sign of weakness in him. 
She still saw him as the strong, young man she had married, and he wanted to keep things that way.
She moved up the hill, further and further from where he stood.
He wanted to follow, but pain prevented him from taking another step. He faltered then fell to his knees. He could not take another step. “Sasha!” he finally cried out.
But it was no use. She could not hear him over the tractor's engine.
The sun burned his eyes. He squeezed them shut as another wave of pain hit him. He fell backwards onto the soft grass.
Moments later, from very far away, he heard Sasha calling his name.
He feared that he was about to die, and he had to tell Sasha that he wanted her to be happy. 
He grasped her hand that lay on his cheek now, pulling her towards him. “Sasha,” he whispered, barely able to take the next breath, “I’ll come back to you.”
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 6
 
Sasha screamed over Hadrien's unmoving body, “Uncle!”
She couldn’t make sense of what Hadrien had said.
“I’ll come back to you.”
Did he think he was dying?
She called for her uncle again. Patting her empty pocket, she cursed under her breath. Cell connection was iffy at best on the farm, but today of all days, she had to leave her phone charging on her dresser.
Ilka appeared at the edge of the row of Galas. “Sasha?”
“It's Hadrien!” she cried. “Call Uncle. Tell him I need him.”
Ilka's aged feet left the ground even before she cried out in her halting English, “I will.”
“And call nine one-one!”
With a quick nod of her gray head, the housekeeper disappeared behind the trees.
Sasha was unaware of how many minutes passed before her uncle arrived outside. Time was a blur.
Beads of sweat rolled into her eyes as she pressed Hadrien's chest with the heels of her doubled-up palms and blew air into his slack mouth in intervals. Even in her panic at seeing her husband lying on the ground unconscious, she was aware of one rational thought: aside from the fact that the CPR was not working, they would not hear sirens for a while longer. They lived too far from the hospital for an ambulance to reach them quickly. Even the substation was miles away. But that was something she had never considered before. They had never needed help. Her husband was in peak physical condition, something he reminded her of every day.
“He's not breathing,” Sasha cried at her Uncle Creighton when he appeared in the row.
He knelt beside her and took over the compressions, while she continued rescue breaths. 
“Do you have his epi pen?”
She patted Hadrien’s jeans. “It’s not in any of his pockets.”
After several more protracted minutes of taking turns breathing into Hadrien’s lungs and her uncle compressing his chest, the sun beating down on the back of her neck, her uncle stopped. 
“What are you doing? Why did you stop?”
“We have done all we can do,” he said solemnly.
“No.” She reached for his hands, placing them back on Hadrien's chest. “We can’t stop. Keep going.”
“There’s nothing more we can do for him here.” He shook his head. “Your husband's body has expired, my dear.”
“No!” she cried.
Her uncle put his arm around her to comfort her, but she pushed it away.
“My husband is not dead,” she said through gritted teeth. “People come back all the time.”
“There is nothing more we can do here,” Uncle Creighton said, more forcefully this time.
Sasha collapsed on the ground beside Hadrien, her muscles having suddenly begun to shake uncontrollably.
“Ilka,” Uncle Creighton said calmly to the older woman standing behind them, “we need your help.”
The housekeeper, quietly blowing her nose into her handkerchief, nodded.
“Grasp below his shoulder,” he said, “under his arm, and lift. Sasha, you do the same.”
Wide-eyed, Sasha stared at him.
“We need to get him to the lab as quickly as possible,” he said, his tone leaving no room for argument.
In shock, Sasha did not question her uncle or his motives. She simply followed directions.
She and Ilka at Hadrien's shoulders, her Uncle Creighton at his feet, they silently carried Hadrien’s lifeless body to the farmhouse.
 
~
 
Sasha’s disturbed mind told her that the lab's exterior door seemed further away than ever before.
Uncle Creighton directed them to place Hadrien's body on the galvanized metal table where he did most of his work. Clear of beakers and test tubes at the moment, the room resembled a doctor's office, cold and sterile. If Sasha did not know better, she could imagine Hadrien there for a simple examination.
“Leave me now,” her uncle said.
“What?” she stammered, still holding her husband's hand. “Why? What are you going to do?”
“Leave me,” he said again, more emphatic this time.
Sasha started to panic. “The paramedics are going to ask why we moved him.”
“Leave that to me,” he said calmly. “I’m a doctor. I’ll take care of the explanations. Just send them here. I have friends at the hospital I can trust.”
With shaking hands, Sasha closed the laboratory door. When she turned, Ilka stood behind her.
She let the older woman guide her upstairs to the kitchen, where a pot of fresh coffee and a tray of shortbread cookies waited on the counter for her uncle's four o'clock break.
Instead of serving her uncle this afternoon, Ilka poured Sasha a cup of coffee. She added vanilla soy milk instead of cream and guided her to the round kitchen table that sat in the alcove. Light from the window poured into the room. Outside, the birds moved around the conservatory, splashing in their bird bath and flitting around their feeder, unaware that anything out of the ordinary had happened.
She let her chin rest in her hand. Though the world moved around her, time stood still. Her mind blank, she let her thoughts drift in and out, to nowhere in particular. A heavy weight pressed against her body, not just in her chest where she had felt the grief of losing the closest thing she would ever have to a child, Benji, her dog. This was different even than when her parents died. That had been the kind of grief that angered her because of what her life could have been but never was. This grief she felt all over. And the longer she sat at the table, the longer it would take her to get back up again, if ever.
A loud, metallic clang shook Sasha.
Ilka picked up the pot she had dropped and set it on the stove top. She continued to move about the kitchen. 
Life goes on, even though Sasha’s world had ceased.
As the sun began to shift in the sky, the smell of food cooking slowly filled the kitchen.
She should really get outside and finish the apple harvesting before dark, but her arms and legs would not allow her to stand, let alone operate heavy equipment. So she had to let that thought go.
At one point, Ilka came to the table and touched Sasha's back, getting her attention. Something about finishing her coffee.
But when Sasha looked down at the cup, she had not touched it yet or the cookie next to it. She was frozen without Hadrien, like the samples in her uncle's lab. 
She needed her husband.
Her gaze wandered to the other side of the kitchen where Ilka stirred the pot on the stove. She envied Ilka today. Though Sasha’s life was free of mundane tasks such as feeding a family day in and day out, today she would be glad of it. Food had to be made. Life had to go on, for the living.
The next thing Sasha knew, her uncle came through the door. Without saying a word, he poured himself a cup of what must be lukewarm coffee by now from the carafe and sat across the table from Sasha, four cookies on a paper napkin.
He proceeded to finish his afternoon snack, though a little late, as though it were any other day. But there was something different about him, not a particular action, not a tear stain on his cheek, but a crease, a crinkle in the skin around his eyes that had not been there this morning or even at lunchtime for that matter.
She knew that crease. It was worry. She had had it when Uncle Creighton's wife had died last year, and she had worried that he would stop sleeping, stop eating, stop working, and make himself sick. But she had not needed to worry. Her uncle had handled it as well as could be expected. In fact, his work had kept going as usual. He had only taken time off for the funeral.
The funeral!
Sasha's heart leapt.
Then, as though reading her mind, her uncle reached across the table, covering her hand with his. “I do not want you to worry about a thing. Everything will be taken care of.”
“But I—” Her mind spun with all the things she had to do—call Hadrien's parents and tell them what happened, then the funeral home to make arrangements—she could not finish her sentence before Uncle Creighton interrupted her.
“I will take care of everything.” He smiled wanly. “Now, I want you to eat, then go upstairs to bed.”
As if on cue, Ilka placed a steaming plate of food in front of her. Though Ilka was an excellent cook, the scent of the chicken and rice turned her stomach.
“No arguments,” her uncle continued. “I’ve arranged for temporary help from the university’s agriculture department to cover the apple orchard until you’re ready to go back to it. They’ll send some volunteer students down in the morning. You get a good night's sleep.”
 
~
 
Sasha lay down in the bed she had shared with Hadrien for the past three years, her heart aching in a way she had never known. It was too early to sleep. The sun was still up. The heaviness had not left her. It was not the few bites of rice and roast chicken she had forced herself to swallow that still sat heavy in her stomach. It was not the heavy wedding band quilt that lay across her body. It was the feeling that simple movements took every ounce of effort she could muster. So she just laid there, thinking about what Uncle Creighton had said. He had taken every worry from her. She had nothing left to do but sleep. 
Her gaze fixated on the quilt’s interlocking circles of patchwork until her eyelids grew heavy.
She found herself sitting on the end of a long, wooden pew, the first inside the camp’s open-air cathedral. 
Hot, summer wind blew her long hair away from her shoulders, allowing the perspiration that had formed at the nape of her neck to cool her overheated skin.
A procession of other teenagers began, heading to the altar to confess their sins to the young pastor in charge of the summer camp. As they passed Sasha, she watched, casually, barely taking notice of them as they ambled by, one by one, doing as expected, participating willingly in this rite of church camp passage, whether for show or private reasons, only they knew. Sasha willingly stayed in her seat. Her conscience was quiet. Any problems she had were hers and hers alone, that had been her adolescent rebellion, as her parents had referred to it.
She looked down at the denim skirt that brushed the tops of her suntanned knees. Even in a sitting position, her clothes had to be modest. The light floral top she had chosen was loose-fitting, and as she shifted in her seat, let in some of the coveted breeze.
The pastor knelt in front of those confessing, touching the tops of their collectively bowed heads.
Sasha looked up as one last straggler caught up to the others. This one also wore a denim skirt like hers, her legs tanned as well by the week of water skiing and standing on the shore as their peers received baptism in the lake. Her eyes went down to the young woman’s feet. They were also donning the same pair of sandals.
She looked up above the skirt, and there was the same floral rayon blouse hanging from her shoulders as well, catching slightly in the hot breeze.
For a moment, Sasha’s sun-soaked mind barely registered that the young woman also had long, silky blond hair that fell between her shoulder blades. Then it hit her—this woman looked like her from behind.
She looked to her friend sitting next to her to see if the realization had hit her as well.
It had not.
Terrified, she looked around to see if anyone else could see the resemblance, but everyone was either lost in the moment or dreaming of ice cream and air conditioning, because no one except her seemed to notice.
As moments ticked by, her heart beating in time with the second hand on her watch, the procession began back to their pews.
The woman turned her head.
Just before Sasha could see the young woman’s face, she sat up in bed.
 
~
 
Sasha had fallen into a restless sleep, awakening before sunrise, early, even by her own standards. 
When her eyes opened, reality hit hard. 
Hadrien was dead. 
She wished she could undo yesterday somehow, make it different. But reality did not allow for do-overs. 
She shoved away the quilt, unable to lie still a moment longer.
Without hesitation, she showered and dressed in her usual work clothes, jeans and a light, loose-fitting, long-sleeve button-down blouse to keep the sun from her skin. 
She would work. That was what she needed, to focus, so that she did not lose her mind.
 
~
 
Sasha pushed open the door to her uncle’s lab, and the mice in their cages jumped as if startled by her.
She knew she must look sleep-worn and frazzled, but not bad enough to frighten rodents.
“Did you get any sleep last night?” her uncle said.
“I tossed and turned most of the night.”
“Sasha,” he chastised, “you should go back to bed. There’s nothing
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