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Prologue

1959

The woman in the next bed nursed her baby in the dark. Isabelle listened to wet suckling, to rhythmic sighs so faint they might have come from a day-old sparrow. If the dividing curtain was open, Isabelle would see the outline of tiny fingers batting against an engorged breast, a mother’s palm cupping her infant’s head in wonder. She would see the blackened shapes of helium balloons bobbing against the ceiling. The mother, Beatrice, said her daughter was born two weeks early but healthy as a horse. “A boy and a girl now,” Beatrice said to Isabelle as her visitors filed out. “The million-dollar family.”

Isabelle shifted onto her side and fixed her gaze on the glowing exit sign over the door. Her breasts ached. The hot compresses the delivery team recommended hadn’t done a thing.

The baby was kissed loudly and wheeled away by a nurse. When the covers stopped rustling and Beatrice finally lay still, when the cadence of her breath slowed enough to reveal the woman was asleep, Isabelle placed bare feet on cold linoleum and stood up. She untied her gown, soaked down the front now, and reached for her clothes, folded neatly on the chair next to the bed.

“Don’t give him a name,” the chaplain had said in the labor room, gold cross strung from her neck. With her stout frame, in white suit and hose, sturdy beige nursing shoes, she could be a carton of milk. “Makes them too human.”

The corridor was lit only by the glow of a coffee machine and a goose-necked lamp at the nurses’ station. No sign of life, other than a tired doctor waiting for his cup to fill with bad coffee. Finally he left and Isabelle stepped into the hall.

She’d promised herself she wouldn’t do this.

“Don’t look at the baby, not even for a second,” the chaplain added when Isabelle was instructed to push, “or you’ll see that face first thing every morning for the rest of your life. You’ll never move on.” Isabelle had allowed them to take her son away the moment he was born. The weighing, the Apgar test, it all was done in another room. The baby hadn’t made much sound. One angry squawk when they bundled him off, that was it.

Behind the neonatal station was the nursery—a shallow viewing room that displayed babies like pansies in a window box. Isabelle tied her long hair in a knot and focused on the glass before actually looking through it. Someone should give it a wipe with vinegar, she thought. The fingerprints and nose prints blurred the view.

Finally, she allowed her eyes to skim the bassinets. Pink blanket. Pink. Blue. Pink. Blue. Blue. All swaddled up tight like pastel burritos. She wandered along the window’s ledge, reading the index cards taped to each bassinet. Stephanie Blaskovic. Ayushi Kapoor. Ian Bell. Jenna Fennessey. Baby Jenna was so big she could start nursery school soon. Isabelle, six feet tall herself, mentally wished the girl well.

The next card read only: Baby Boy Santos.

She stopped. Let her eyes travel up the blanket to rest on a flick of wavy hair, a sleeping face the color of baby aspirin. His cheeks weren’t as plump as the others’. You could see what he would look like as a man. Earnest and sad. Resigned. As if he’d peered through the glass and somehow gotten a glimpse of his future.

The chaplain was right. Seeing the child’s crumpled brow and pursed lips, his fists balled and ready to fight, it was a mistake.

Isabelle walked. Down the stairs. Past the candy machine. Out into night air that smelled like water. With shaking hands, she lit a cigarette. Pulled her coat tight and marched toward the bus stop.





Chapter 1

2010

Eleanor gazes out into the darkened gloom of Newbury Street thinking it’s about time to close up shop. A flash of movement catches her eye. There, with rush hour traffic battling the rain behind her, a trench-coated woman stands beneath the tree and takes turns looking from her feet to the window.

She’s trying to work up the nerve to enter.

They feel they have no right, these women. As if having a fully functioning womb were required to even step inside Pretty Baby and if they’re caught without one, an alarm will sound throughout the store. Eleanor knows the feeling well. She steps back from the door, busies herself with a piece of lint on her otherwise pristine white shirt. She took extra care with her appearance this morning. Polished her boots. Ironed her jeans. Folded a vintage hankie and put it in her vest pocket. This isn’t just any Tuesday.

The blonde outside has made her decision. She holds her purse over her head and steps out from beneath the dripping elm.

It doesn’t happen all that often, that an infertile woman enters Boston’s most exclusive baby shop to torture herself with all that could have been, but when it does, it’s always the same. She slips through the door and winces when the bell chirps her arrival. She avoids eye contact with Eleanor and her assistant, Ginny Hardwell, and wanders along the battered wooden floor toward the back, taking care to stick to the store’s periphery where the larger baby equipment is displayed—chunky jogging strollers that look like miniature ATVs, cribs that justify their exorbitant prices by later converting into daybeds. Then, when she no longer feels the weight of anyone’s attention, the woman wanders along the antique shelving, pausing to examine a Baby Mozart CD or a vanilla-scented plastic giraffe. These objects don’t hold her attention for long. What stops her—what stops this woman today—are the newborn sleepers.

The look on the blonde’s crumpled face as she holds up a tiny onesie says it all. Wanting anything this small cannot be too much to ask of life.

Pretty Baby was born of need. Eleanor Sweet’s need to have a baby of her own. When she opened the store some nine years prior, she knew what she was doing. In stocking the shelves with organic hemp diapers, Swedish soothers, and washable bibs made of antique linen, she was collecting the most elaborate layette an infant could ever hope for.

Her own baby never came.

“Just because it happens for others and not for you,” the doctor told Eleanor and Jonathan last year as he closed her file, “doesn’t mean you’ve failed as a woman.”

It wasn’t easy for Jonathan to accept. Even in the most unpredictable of jobs—emergency room physician—Jonathan took comfort in what he could count on. That the ER would empty out the night of an Olympic gold hockey game. That childhood injuries would peak at 4 p.m. after kids tumbled home from school. That Christmas break would see at least one couple exaggerate an elderly parent’s symptoms so they could fly the kids to Orlando with a clear conscience.

Trying to get pregnant is a game of odds and the odds stack up quite nicely for the average couple. Given a year of enthusiastic trying, eighty to ninety percent of couples will conceive. It never seemed a thing to worry about, until it didn’t happen to them.

But none of that matters anymore. Finally, Eleanor and Jonathan Sweet are to have their baby. Eleanor checks the cash in the till. The paper in the register. She’s never left the store for an entire week before and she wants everything to be perfect.

The store’s atmosphere is paramount to its success. The nine months a woman spends pregnant are made up of moments. Moments in which the mother-to-be holds the secret: that hers is the most special baby ever to be conceived. Pretty Baby is set up to reinforce this. Classical music—often Beethoven’s cello sonatas for their deep, calming tones—wafts through the air.

The decor is soft and romantic without being precious—one wall is brick painted in matte white, the other two are dressed in blue and white toile du Jouy wallpaper depicting scenes of pastoral country life in which a sailor-suited male pushes a nymph on a rope swing. Off to the side, a baby—their baby, it must be presumed—chortles and kicks fat feet from a Moses basket. That the repeating pattern represents fertility did not happen by accident. Eleanor hoped, rather than believed, her ovaries would be kick-started via tasteful visual suggestion.

The store’s shelving is artfully distressed in a creamy white finish. Scattered throughout are sumptuous white denim chairs with matching ottomans upon which tired mothers-to-be can rest their swollen feet. Chandeliers heavy with Austrian crystals sparkle and wink from above.

Eleanor is well aware that a pregnant woman is determined that her infant will be cared for like no baby before. She wants to provide her progeny abundance, luxury, and purity. All this, Pretty Baby provides.

Decorative objects, such as silver piggy banks, heirloom clocks, and dolls are displayed in threes or fives as odd numbers offer greater visual interest. Baby towels and facecloths are plenty and languish in fluffy pastel piles throughout the store. Lamb-soft cashmere and Italian wool blankets are rolled and stacked in pyramids for a calming effect on the psyche. The walls and shelving are dotted at regular intervals with the gleam of something silver. A clock, a tissue-box cover, a photo album meant for baby’s first year.

Even the air’s scent has been given careful attention. Throughout the store are tiny bowls full of roses doused in essential oils. The fragrance is decidedly subtle—the hormones of pregnancy can make a woman’s olfactory senses hypersensitive and Eleanor does not want to offend.

Pretty Baby is an oasis of calm for the expectant mother.

Now, Eleanor approaches the trench-coated woman under the ruse of adjusting a stack of receiving blankets. The blonde, whose purse is cracked at the edges, whose coat is torn beneath one arm, starts. The white sleeper slips off the hanger in her hands and onto the wet floor. When the woman picks it up, she’s horrified. The sleeper is stained along one side.

“I’ll pay for it,” she says.

The gesture makes Eleanor want to put her arms around the woman, who reminds her of herself—mid-thirties, hair the color of vanilla ice cream, mouth slightly too big for her face except when she smiles. “It gets easier, sweet pea,” she wants to say. “Once you stop hoping, it gets better.”

The day after Eleanor learned she’d never bear a child, she took a newborn sleeper from Pretty Baby upstairs to the two-bedroom walk-up above the shop that she and Jonathan have shared since he finished med school. He didn’t know it, but she slept with that Velour, zippered onesie under her pillow for three weeks.

“You know what?” says Eleanor. “Just keep it. Wash it with a bit of vinegar and it’ll come out just like new.”

The blonde looks at it, her mouth twisted with desire. “I could never.” She fumbles with the ninety-eight-dollar price tag that twirls on a pale pink ribbon.

“I insist.”

Before Eleanor might change her mind, the woman thanks her and is gone, the Genova sleeper tucked inside her vinyl handbag—maybe later, beneath her pillow.

Eleanor feels a nervous flutter in her stomach. The flight is in less than four hours. It’s time to go upstairs and finish packing.

“Ginny,” she calls as she marches to the back of the store, “if I leave you instructions not to torch the place while I’m gone, can I trust you to follow them?”

Ginny sits in the staff room filing invoices into an accordion envelope, her shirt so rumpled it could be a used Kleenex. Ginny’s attire is always better from a distance. Eleanor has spoken to her about the benefits of a crisply ironed blouse—Pretty Baby customers should feel they’re being cared for by consummate professionals—but having a police-officer husband who does shift work and three hyperactive boys under the age of five, Ginny once explained, bumps her wardrobe down on her own personal hierarchy of needs. When you’re scraping last night’s lasagna from the dining room wall, bleaching spit-up stains from the shoulder of your sweater drops dramatically on the list of priorities.

“We could keep clothes here for you,” Eleanor says. “Like a Pretty Baby uniform you change into when you arrive. And you would never, ever wear it home.”

Ginny looks up at her boss. “Would I have to dress like you? Turtleneck, blouse, vest. I could get you a parka too.”

Eleanor smoothes her shirt. “What? Layers are fashionable.”

“Not when the store is heated by radiators.” Ginny stands up and checks the thermostat. “Seventy-three degrees in here.”

“I’m leaving. If anything comes up, I’ll be checking my e-mail every day—as long as I have service. Just remember to lock up at night. If you pop out for lunch, put a sign on the door. And don’t forget the Kleinmans are coming in next week to pick up the furniture order. Mr. Kleinman said he’d assemble the crib himself, but based on the way his tie was done up, I’m pretty sure he’ll need your help. So if you don’t mind heading over there—”

“Hey.” Ginny looks up casually. “Can I book a week off over Christmas?”

“Didn’t you use up your three weeks over the summer? You went to Ted’s parents’ place out on the Cape? You brought me back one of those snow globes but it cracked in your suitcase and was empty when you gave it to me?”

“It’s the thought. Remember that.” Ginny blinks at her boss. “And you gave me four weeks when you hired me.”

“I’m pretty sure it was three.”

“Honestly, Eleanor. You should write this stuff down.”

It’s possible she did forget. She has been mentally wrapped up in the adoption. And before that, the battle to get pregnant. God knows, Jonathan keeps pointing it out. “Okay, then. Christmas is fine with me.”

With a triumphant grin, Ginny punches a number into her phone. She turns to Eleanor and covers her mouthpiece. “Do you mind?”

“Oh. Of course.” Eleanor gathers her bag from the closet and heads to the front.

As she goes, Ginny says into the phone, “Hon? I just scored an extra week’s vacation!”

Eleanor stops, hoists her bag farther up her shoulder. She should fire the woman. Anyone else would. Ginny is unkempt. She can’t stand her own kids, let alone anyone else’s. And she’s surly to customers. But who else would hire her? And with the three boys, Ginny and Ted struggle financially. The Hardwells need the job.

“Ginny?”

Her assistant’s dark ponytail pokes through the doorway as she leans way back in her chair. “Yes?”

“I was just thinking. What if she doesn’t like me?”

“Not possible. Babies are hardwired to love their mothers, no matter what. I can’t even pee without at least two of them following me into the bathroom and you know what kind of mother I am.”

Eleanor smiles. “Yes. A terrible one.”

“Exactly. Now get your skinny butt on that plane and go pick up your kid.”

With a wave goodbye, Eleanor heads out the door.





Chapter 2

The suitcases line the entryway like well-behaved children waiting for recess. Eleanor sets her purse atop the tallest and pulls on a jacket. The cotton isn’t warm enough for the cab ride to the airport, not on a rainy night in October, but she won’t need a coat once they land. It’ll be ninety degrees, and when they land in Palm Springs, the last thing she’ll want is heavy wool outerwear for the long, dusty drive to El Centro, California.

“Hurry up,” she calls to Jonathan, who hasn’t come out of the bathroom since she got home.

Plane tickets, birth certificates, keys.

She stares at the bags—the largest of which props open the apartment door—and secretly hopes the elusive Valerie across the hall or one of the guys from the third floor will appear and ask where she and Jonathan are headed.

It doesn’t happen.

Okay. Focus. Eleanor does a mental tally of what she’s packed. It’s important to think in terms of bodily zones. Otherwise things get left behind. You forget, say, the entire region of feet. Then you’re left with no socks on a hiking trip. Or you may remember your face—soap, moisturizer, toothbrush, floss, lip balm—but neglect to consider hair. Now you’re stepping out of a shower after a windy afternoon in Chicago with no comb.

“Trim that cool-guy stubble before we go,” she shouts to the bathroom door. “It’s prickly when it gets long and I don’t want to meet her with a chafed chin. We’re going to neck like teenagers over Louisiana. I once read in a book they had quicksand there. Whatever happened to quicksand, anyway? It’s like the Bermuda Triangle. As a danger it just sort of vanished.”

One bag sits at the front of the lineup, smaller but most important. This taupe Gucci-knockoff carry-on is Sylvie’s. It contains the most precious cargo. Diapers. Formula. A doll. A crushable rattle. A muslin swaddling blanket. A pink ruffled dress with matching bloomers. A Kissy Kissy matching bodysuit, cardigan and hat. All sized for a child six months. They’ve been warned that Sylvie is tiny.

“I can’t believe she’s going to be ours,” Eleanor calls to Jonathan, who still hasn’t appeared. “What am I saying? She is ours.”

Angus, a massive black Great Dane that better resembles a baby dinosaur than a dog, pants at her feet, huge bony elbows and knees jutting across the foyer. His uncropped ears work to catch any sound that might signify departure. Every minute or so he whines accusingly at the suitcases—the source of his distress. If they’d just stayed under the bed where they belong, his humans wouldn’t be leaving. A growl emanates from deep within his barrel.

“Poor baby.” Eleanor pauses to rub his nose. To Jonathan: “Don’t forget, we have to drop him off. Cab driver should love a dog this size in the car almost as much as Angus loves the vet.” Angus looks up at her and pleads with a thwack of his tail on the floor. “I need to get rid of my guilt. What was it you told me about dogs and their sense of time?”

He doesn’t answer.

“Something like, they can sense when it’s four o’clock every day but not the passing of hours, whatever that’s called?”

Jonathan has a mind for scientific facts no matter what the species. “Linear time. That’s a construct of a more developed type of brain.”

“Right.” She tickles the velvet of Angus’s floppy ears. “We could be gone half a day to him, right? Not a whole week.”

Silence from behind the bathroom door.

“Jonathan?”

“Mmm.”

They got the news three weeks ago. A large envelope from California, the stamps depicting the state flag. Holding her breath, she tore open the envelope and scanned the letter. It was the news they’d been waiting for. Their adoption had been approved. The baby girl she and Jonathan had only seen in one photograph was theirs.

The infant’s story is tragic, and unusual after a quake that injured many but only killed five. The Baja California earthquake happened April 4 in Mexico, earning it the nickname the Easter Sunday Quake. The epicenter was just off the coast of the Gulf of California and while Mexico was hit hardest, with the sides ripped off buildings, fallen telephone poles, and cracked roads, it was the strongest quake to hit Southern California in eighteen years. Skyscrapers shook in San Diego. Sporadic power outtages. Broken water mains.

In El Centro, in the far southeastern corner of California, the damage was largely limited to gas leaks, collapsed chimneys, and sheds. There were many injuries, but only one death: a young Irish-Vietnamese woman named Tia Kim, who had just moved into a forty-year-old apartment building. She’d been sunning herself on her main-floor balcony when the three balconies above collapsed on her and her three-month-old infant.

Sylvie Kim had no father on record, though with her pale green-gold eyes, caramel freckled skin and wild kinky hair that ranged from deep brown to blond at the hairline, she was clearly a striking mix of races beyond her mother’s unusual background.

With only a disabled aunt as a family member, the infant was declared an orphan and placed in an already crowded foster home with five other children. There, she shared a room with two other babies. Eleanor and Jonathan saw her photo at Back Bay Adoption here in Boston. Eleanor took one look at the girl’s cute-as-a-button face, stunning eyes wide with wonder, tulip-bud mouth half open, impossibly tiny white teeth, and fell hard.

They met all the requirements through the partner agency in California, including the paperwork and a home visit by the Boston branch to save precious agency dollars. Everything is finally in place. They’ve been approved and will finally have their little girl.

Now, two beeps from outside have Eleanor racing to the living room window. There on the sill sits a fat wooden picture frame she bought specifically for the stock photo it came with. A photo of a toothy family, all windswept and bare-toed and brunette, all in jeans and black T-shirts on the grass in front of a lake. Not posed stiffly either. This is no boring family. These people frolic, laugh, piggyback. As if this is life all the time, not just when a professional photographer is poised to immortalize them on a stock photo website.

This family is either whole, or doing a damn good job of pretending. Which is fine. She’ll replace them with one of her own family soon. Herself, Jonathan, and Sylvie. And Angus, of course.

She leans over the photo to look down at the street. There, double parked, is a yellow Boston Cab glistening in the rain. “Car’s here.” She rushes to the kitchen to make sure the window is locked tight, then to turn off the lights throughout the apartment. “Jon!” She drags all the bags into the outer hallway. Another beep from the street. “It’s rush hour. And we have to stop at the vet’s first. Then we check in. Fight our way through the lineup at check-in …” One quick stop in the bedroom to make sure she hasn’t left anything on the bed, to find she left something on the bed. She grabs the car seat and rushes it to the door. “Then the plane. Then the mile-high make-out because we’re going to be parents but we’re not going to be dull. Jonathan, hurry. Sylvie!”

A click. A thunk. The bathroom door creaks open. Her favorite room in the apartment. Deep porcelain tub, black and white hexagon floor tiles, many of which are cracked from a near century of use. The freestanding sink still has separate hot and cold faucets—a feature Eleanor finds charming and Jonathan does not. Keeps burning his hands, he says. He steps out from behind the door wearing nothing but boxers.

She stares at his bare feet, arms, chest. “You’re not even dressed!”

He leans against the door frame. He doesn’t speak.

“Hurry. Throw on some pants. We have to go.”

A movement so small she doesn’t realize right away that he’s shaking his head.

“What? What’s wrong?”

More honking from outside.

“Jonathan. Talk to me.”

“I just. I can’t do it.”

“Can’t do what?”

He doesn’t move. Doesn’t speak. She doesn’t breathe. For what seems a lifetime, he stares at a spot on the wall just over her left shoulder. The front door is wide open and a chill from the stairway makes her shiver. A series of clicks as the heat kicks on inside the apartment. The honking has stopped.

Finally, Jonathan motions toward the bags and car seat in the doorway, the airline tickets on the hall table, the bedroom awaiting their adoptive daughter. “Any of it.”





Chapter 3

Her first instinct is to bolt. To get on the plane without him. Without a word she grabs her purse, her passport, the car seat, then her bag and Sylvie’s, and heads down the narrow staircase. She trips halfway down and her suitcase and the car seat somersault to the bottom, where the seat lands on its yawning face and the bag bursts open. Ignoring her T-shirts and panties splayed out on the tiny landing beneath the row of mailboxes, she rushes out onto the street to stop the driver from leaving.

The cab is gone.

It’s okay. She’ll repack her bag. Hail another cab. She’ll get to the airport if it kills her. She marches back into the building to stuff sundresses and flip-flops and a tampon box back into the suitcase as Jonathan tries to stop her.

“Don’t be ridiculous. You can’t just show up as one half of the adoptive couple and take her with you.”

“Oh yes I can.”

“Eleanor, be real. We need to talk about this.”

“I’ll go get her, bring her back, then we can talk.”

The case won’t zip up. Eleanor shoves sleeves and stray socks back inside the bag and leans her weight onto it. Tugs on the zipper.

“Eleanor. Forget it.”

She tugs harder and harder on the zipper until part of it breaks off in her hand. Dropping back onto her heels, she sinks to the floor and stares accusingly at the metal slider on her palm. The scream inside her head comes out as a whisper. “How could you?”

A half hour later, they’re back upstairs. Jonathan lowers himself onto the bed and leans over his thighs, rubbing his jawline. “Cassie Shreve from ICU’s been telling us all these stories about her sister. Adopted a boy from Russia. Now the kid’s a tween and a total horror show. Shoots coke, smokes in the house. He’s barely fifteen and grabbed the car keys one night. Took off until the next day; they had no idea where he was. It’s a nightmare. They have two other kids and thought they’d give back by taking in this orphan. Now their lives are ruined. Cassie said specifically: don’t do it.”

Eleanor sits on the other side of the bed. Reaches for a pillow and presses it into her abdomen.

This bed, king-size. She didn’t say anything about children when they picked it out; there’d been too many miscarriages at that point and Jonathan had placed a moratorium on baby talk. “Every conversation doesn’t have to be about how great our lives would be with kids,” he’d said. When they lay side by side on the display mattress, he spoke about the way the pillow-top sunk down just enough that it felt like a full-body hug. He asked the salesgirl if it came with a warranty. If it was included in the Spring Price Wars promotion.

Eleanor didn’t care about the price. She was busy imagining their baby on a Saturday morning, all fed and changed and happy, crawling around between them and giggling when the downy surface knocked him off balance. Or her. She hadn’t shared her fantasy with Jonathan until the bed was delivered. He kissed her hand then and said they were going to have that one day. They were going to have it all.

“That’s one case,” Eleanor says now. “One boy. We don’t know how they raised him. What mistakes they made.”

“Their other two are honor students. Dream children. But their lives are being completely messed up by this Pavel kid.”

“When did this conversation with Cassie even happen?”

He shrugs. “A while ago. Couple of weeks.”

“And you’ve gone along with everything. Painting her room. Booking the flight. Letting me think you were onside.”

“I guess I thought … I don’t know what I thought. I’d change my mind or something. Getting this baby seems like it will fix everything. Like it will be the same as our own child, but it won’t.”

“Of course it will.”

“You don’t know what you’re getting. It’s too risky. The attachment bond is broken at the infant stage. Once that’s severed, there’s no repair. Not even with years of therapy.”

She says nothing.

“The child can grow up to have difficulty forming meaningful relationships,” he says. “They can reject those who love them and chase down those who don’t in an attempt to win back the mother who rejected them. The damage can last a lifetime.”

Sylvie’s curly pigtails. Those sweet, streaky pom-poms above the tiny whorls of her ears. Eleanor will never get to touch them. To pull out the elastic bands and see what her hair looks like loose and wild. To bury her nose in Sylvie’s neck and inhale the smell of her own child. To stare into those incredible eyes. “This is a young baby.”

“Doesn’t matter. Attachment is everything.” He reaches over to squeeze her fingers. “It’s not as if we’re trained to handle this, even. We’d mess her up for sure.”

She pulls her hand away.

“It would be different if she were our own.”

“We can’t have one, Jonathan.”

“But why destroy our lives by taking on someone else’s problem?”

“I was someone else’s problem. And I turned out fine.” He hesitates a moment too long. “I didn’t turn out fine?” she snaps.

“Ever since we started dating, you’ve asked over and over if I’m going to leave you. And over and over I tell you I’m never going to leave you. Our entire relationship you’ve been certain I’ll take off, like your birth mother did. How is that fine?”

It was true. Eleanor always knew he would leave.

They met at a pet store not far from the shop. Eleanor was still in business school and wanted a low-maintenance pet, something she could say good morning to and good night. She’d spent half an hour studying a little brown mouse working to tunnel through the corner of the aquarium, his furious efforts creating an impressive mound of cedar shavings behind him. There was something about his desire for more that she found admirable. As she priced out cages, a man with a narrow nose and a headful of black curls lifted a sack of dog food over his shoulder, only to have the bag rip open and kibble scatter across the floor like marbles. She rushed to help him, feeling her cheeks heat up when his green eyes were upon her. His wild hair, his Saturday-morning stubble, his lazy grin—men like this did not pay attention to Eleanor Prue. So when he asked her for coffee after, her instinct was to say no. But she didn’t.

Ever since, through the engagement, on the honeymoon, and well beyond, she’s been certain he’ll come to his senses. Figure out she isn’t worth his time. He’ll suddenly notice something that escaped him before. Like how flat her hair is in the morning. Or that she can never pick a good movie. That her nose looks bigger from the left.

But he hasn’t.

From the start, he said he loved the way her focus followed him, like a spotlight. Even if he left the room, left the apartment, he could feel her thoughts, her affection still with him. He was raised the middle child of five, by parents too busy trying to keep their framing shop in the black to pay one studious child much attention. Jonathan did well in school, he didn’t cause trouble. The others just needed more. One with dyslexia, another partied away his future. Jonathan could raise himself.

Eleanor not only had time for him, but made time for him. And that was something he’d never before experienced.

Once in a bookstore he was riffling through the magazines while Eleanor debated between two just-released novels. She felt his eyes on her and looked up to find him staring, an odd expression on his face. That’s it, she thought. He’s realized he’s made a horrific mistake and wants out of the marriage. He’s trying to figure out how to tell me he doesn’t like my laugh and that he’s done. Instead, he came closer, draped his arm over her shoulders and said, “God, I’m lucky.”

She would concoct scenarios in which she left him and he pined for her. Oh, how he pined! In one make-believe, oft-repeated sequence, Jonathan wakes up from a nap in the living room to find she isn’t in the kitchen making her same old spaghetti with ground turkey that she always overcooks. Instead she’s made ginger-soy glazed mahi mahi and spooned it onto platinum-edged plates she doesn’t even own. He gets up and searches the apartment for her, baffled. Eleanor never goes anywhere on a Sunday night.

Then he sees it. Tacked to the inside of the front door is a note he can barely read through his tears.

Dear Jonathan,

I’ll always love you. I’ll always wish you well.

Goodbye,

xox

Eleanor

“Baby, let’s just go,” Eleanor says now. “Meet her in person. Then decide.”

He lets out a heavy breath.

“You may feel differently. You can’t make a decision this big until you see her.”

Jonathan gets up, moves to the window. Outside, a neighbor’s balcony light goes on. Then off. Blurry red and white dots in the sky mean a plane lowering itself for a landing in the rain at Logan. Minutes pass, or hours. Maybe years. Finally, he turns.

“It’s not just Sylvie.”

Eleanor doesn’t breathe.

“All these years of thinking about getting pregnant and trying to get pregnant. The thermometer and the sex that was no longer about sex but about a goal. And then the adoption frenzy—where from, and are we good enough, and home visits, and meetings with Nancy. You and me, we just vanished. Or you did.”

“I didn’t.”

“When was the last time we had sex?”

“Sex? I don’t know.”

“Well I do. It’s been a month and five days. And it had been two months before that. Almost three before that. I ask and I ask. And you keep saying you’re tired.”

“It’s been rough, this process.”

“We used to sit at the kitchen table on a Saturday morning and do the crossword puzzle. You actually looked at me when you spoke. And when you spoke it was about something other than ovulation charts or adoption agencies. You were right there with me. Present. You once faked a sprained ankle to surprise me in the ER, remember? And you’d snuck in a bottle of champagne in your purse.” He laughs. “Damn near got me fired.”

“That’s not gone. We’ve just been living this battle for a baby.”

“But that shouldn’t break us. That shouldn’t ever have taken over and replaced what we had. What we were.”

“It hasn’t. Don’t you see? Once we have her, it’ll fix everything. We’ll be just like before.”

“That’s not the way it works, El. You don’t get a baby to fix your life. We need to fix us first. Then we can see.”

“I can’t do it that way. We’ll lose Sylvie. They’ll give her to someone else. People are clamoring for her, you know that.”

He slides his hands into his pockets and leans against the window frame. “It’s the only way I’ll even consider it.”

“You’re telling me to choose between you and my baby?”

“I’m telling you I’m no longer sure.”

“About me, or about the adoption?”

“About anything.”

The rattle of his keys as he stuffs them into his pocket. The sweep of air as he moves past on his way out of the room. From the hall, as the door swings shut, a sharp click, then footfalls down the apartment stairs.

She walks into the second bedroom and stares. The walls they painted yellow so the Boston climate would feel sunny to Sylvie, even in the dead of winter. The stuffed penguin poised atop the change table to offer her something to play with during diapering. The vintage trunk Eleanor covered with cotton batting and striped fabric, the lid of which Jonathan rigged with a safety hinge to protect small fingers.

She sinks to her knees and rests her cheek on the floor. The adoption approval had made Eleanor feel solid in her marriage for the first time. She doesn’t know what about this evening is worse. The irony or the tragedy.





Chapter 4

Eleanor pushes the covers off her face and struggles to sit up. A slice of light made of dust motes travels drowsily across the bed, over Angus’s bony legs, and along the bathroom floor. Nearly eleven, the digital clock says. If all had gone according to plan, she and Jonathan would now be nervously pacing in a motel room in El Centro, moments away from having Sylvie in their arms.

For the fourth, maybe fifth time since he left, Eleanor rushes into the bathroom and leans over the toilet, her stomach knotted from dry heaves. Like he did the other times, Angus clamors to his feet, gallops over, and watches, the tip of his tail twitching with concern. She drinks from the faucet and returns to bed, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. She needs to call Nancy, her caseworker at Back Bay, but not before she comes up with a better excuse than the possible—probable—dissolution of her marriage. A marital separation at this moment is certain to stop the adoption process dead.

Sylvie’s face haunted her all night long. Worse than Jonathan backing out, far worse, is the scene she can’t get out of her mind.

Her foster mother, Cathy Siebert, the forty-something former factory worker Eleanor and Jonathan have never met, bouncing the child on her hip, telling Sylvie her mother and father are coming to get her. Their caseworker from the California agency, a young Hispanic man named Luiz, telling Sylvie she has a family now. A home. That she’ll be getting on a big airplane and flying somewhere far away. That she is lucky. That she is loved.

Sylvie cannot possibly grasp the magnitude of what is surely going on, but she must feel the atmosphere crackle with excitement. At ten months of age, she must be able to understand that someone is coming for her. That this day belongs to her.

The anticipation builds. Any second now the happy couple will walk in to claim their most precious of prizes. But as the wait creeps into twenty minutes, Cathy and Luiz start to wonder. Luiz calls the agency. Asks if they’ve heard anything.

Thirty minutes stretches into an hour. Sylvie is placed back in her playpen or crib while Luiz and Cathy huddle over a desk or coffeepot and wonder aloud what kind of about-to-be parents simply don’t bother to show up.

But it’s the image of Sylvie sitting in the middle of her mattress, not knowing how badly she’s wanted, that renders Eleanor unable to breathe.

Now, she punches Nancy’s number into the phone and waits, her heart hammering in her ears.

“Nancy here.”

“Hey. It’s Eleanor Sweet.” Her mind races for an explanation big enough to excuse missing the flight. Death in the family is too traceable. Illness, perhaps. Something swift and sure. But quickly curable, should Jonathan change his mind. Nothing comes to mind. She coughs into her hand.

“What’s happening? I just got off the phone with Luiz,” Nancy says, confused. “You guys didn’t show?”

“I’m so sorry. Of all the timing—I’m sick. Haven’t gotten out of bed except to throw up.” At least that part was true. “The doctor said it’s a sinus infection.”

“Oh dear.”

“Fever of a hundred and two. Everything hurts, even my fingernails.” What if Nancy expects Jonathan to have gone without her? She quickly adds, “Jonathan got it first, then me.”

“Huh. I didn’t think you could catch a sinus infection.” A pause. “Wait. You mean you’re still in Boston?”

“We couldn’t make it to the airport.”

“Okay. You two focus on getting better. I’ll sort things out on the other end.”

“I’m devastated, Nancy …”

“With life comes puke. It can’t be helped. I’ll call you back in a few hours to rearrange things. Don’t worry.”

Eleanor hears a click and lets the phone drop into her lap. Don’t worry. If only it were possible.

The cold morning air hits her like a slap. Eleanor stumbles out onto the foggy sidewalk and stands perfectly still, wrapped in a vintage cape she plans not to remove. Ever. The wool-blend tweed may be only thing holding her upright.

Part of her wishes she’d tried harder to make it to the airport. Maybe if she’d arrived in California as planned, maybe if the people there met her, if they saw Eleanor and Sylvie together, they wouldn’t care about Jonathan’s sudden withdrawal. They’d know, as Eleanor does, that this adoption was simply meant to be.

Jonathan’s exodus sits like a knife in her left shoulder, of all places. There’s something weak and needy about her frame. It absorbs emotional pain and funnels it straight into her trapezius. She wraps herself tighter in the cape.

The agency will nullify the adoption. Even if they allow singles to adopt, would they give an already vulnerable infant to a woman whose marriage combusted during the process? Where’s the stability in that?

Another pain pierces her shoulder.

A group of teenagers peer through the window of the place next door, vacant since her beloved neighbor Birdie Gross died, bringing the close of the tea shop she ran for twenty-seven years. Eleanor looks up. Now, replacing the flowery Birdie’s Tearoom sign is a black backlit sign reading, in knife-slash font, death by vinyl punk, funk, and junk. The logo is a d stylized into a skull, and inside the store, two mohawked males graffiti a wall with spray paint.

Birdie would die a second death.

Music thumps from the new store. As Eleanor unlocks her own door, she finds the music even louder inside Pretty Baby. “Bohemian Rhapsody” by Queen. Loud enough to hear Freddie Mercury’s murderous confession to his mother. She flicks on the lights and sinks onto the stool behind the cash. It was wrong to come in. She should have stayed home to come up with a plan. What to tell Nancy. How to save the adoption.

Outside, Ginny fumbles with her keys, her eyes practically closed, a steaming coffee in her hand. That the door wasn’t locked escapes her notice. She walks in to drop her coat on the floor beside the diaper pails. Eleanor at the counter doesn’t register at all. It’s the light switch that does it. She looks up, confused that the lights are already on. Finally, she sees Eleanor and her mouth drops open.

“You won’t believe it …” Eleanor begins.

But Ginny wanders over and touches Eleanor’s clothes. “A cape? Are you freaking kidding me? And what’s with this wool skirt over pants? And a scarf?” Ginny says. “It’s like you’re trying to sneak a new wardrobe, several new wardrobes, past Customs.”

Eleanor is willing to admit she overdresses. But only to herself. “Runway models dress exactly like this, for your information.” She pulls her cape closed. “Anyway …”

“Careful, I see a bit of skin here,” Ginny mumbles as she tugs Eleanor’s sweater sleeves down over her hands. “And here.” She pulls Eleanor’s scarf higher up her neck as Eleanor swats her away. “Wait a sec. Aren’t you supposed to be somewhere warm?”

“He bolted.”

“Who bolted?”

Eleanor shoves her hands into her pockets and feels around for bits of thread, paper. Anything to
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