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Content Warning

This book contains themes of infant abduction, reproductive coercion, psychological manipulation, illegal adoption, pregnancy loss, institutional exploitation, emotional abuse, police interrogation, and maternal trauma. Reader discretion is advised.

“She didn’t take anything that wasn’t given. That’s the story she told. And the terrible part is, it was true.”

— Nora Calloway, The Quiet Possessions

For the ones who carried what they couldn’t keep.

Act I

THE GOOD MOTHER
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The Weight of Small Things

I don’t see the baby first. I see her hands.

They’re shaking. Not the subtle tremor of cold or nerves but a full-body vibration that starts in her wrists and works up through her fingers until the bundle she’s holding seems to quiver with its own strange pulse. She’s standing at the edge of the parking lot where the fluorescent light gives way to darkness, half in, half out, like she hasn’t decided yet whether this is something she’s doing or something that’s happening to her.

I’ve been sitting in my car for forty minutes. The engine is off. The windows are down because the October air has that particular Midwestern sweetness to it—wood smoke and dying leaves and underneath, barely, the chemical tang of the Walmart garden center. I came here to buy laundry detergent. That’s what I told myself when I pulled out of the apartment parking lot at 7:15, and it was true in the same way that taking a drive at midnight is about needing milk. The detergent was a destination. The driving was the point.

I’ve been doing this for months. Driving. Sitting. Watching other people move through the ordinary motions of their ordinary lives and feeling the distance between their world and mine like a pane of thick glass. Tonight I sat here and watched a man carry a flat-screen TV to his truck while his kid danced circles around his legs. I watched a woman load groceries into a minivan while her baby slept in a car seat, mouth open, in the particular abandoned sleep that only infants can manage. I watched and I felt the thing I always feel, which is nothing and everything at once, which is the specific hollow that three lost pregnancies carved out of me, a space shaped exactly like what should have been there and isn’t.

Then the girl appeared.

She walked out of the dark end of the lot, from the direction of the bus stop on Route 40. Gray hoodie, hood up. Jeans that were too big for her—I could see the cuffs pooling over her sneakers. She was young. Sixteen, seventeen. And she was holding a baby the way people hold things they’re afraid of dropping: too tight, too high against her chest, her chin pressed into the top of the blanket.

She walked toward my car. Not directly—she traced a long curve past the cart return, past a pickup truck with a peeling bumper sticker, past a lamppost buzzing with moths. But the curve bent in my direction, and by the time she was ten feet away, I knew she was coming to me.

I should have started the car. I should have rolled up the windows. I should have driven to the other side of the lot, or out of the lot, or to the nearest police station, because a teenage girl approaching a stranger’s car at eight o’clock at night holding a baby is not a normal thing, and normal people respond to abnormal things by creating distance.

I rolled down the window the rest of the way.

She stopped. Up close, she was smaller than I’d thought—birdlike under the oversized hoodie, sharp cheekbones, dark circles that made her eyes look painted on. The baby was wrapped in a gray blanket with white stitching along the border, and he was asleep, or at least quiet, his face turned into the girl’s collarbone.

“Are you okay?” I said. Which is what you’re supposed to say. The decent thing, the expected thing, the thing that positions you as a concerned citizen and not as whatever I was about to become.

She looked at me. Her eyes were wet but her face was still—she’d been crying, but she’d stopped, or forced herself to stop, or she was past the part where crying helped.

“He’ll be better with you,” she said.

Four words. Five, if you count the contraction. I’ve replayed them so many times since then that they’ve worn smooth in my memory, lost their original texture. But that night they were rough and real and they hit something inside me that I’d spent two years trying to bury.

“What?” I said.

She held the baby out. Not a casual offering—a deliberate transfer, arms extending, the blanket shifting to reveal a face. Small. Pink. Perfect in that unfinished newborn way, everything still soft and uncertain, still becoming. His eyes were closed. His mouth made a shape like the letter O, and one tiny fist was curled against his cheek.

“Please,” she said. Her voice broke on the word, and the break told me everything: she had made a decision, and the decision was bigger than her, and she was going to go through with it whether I helped or not. If I said no, she would find someone else. Or she wouldn’t. And that possibility—the she wouldn’t—lodged itself somewhere below my ribs and would not move.

I got out of the car.

I don’t remember deciding to. One moment I was sitting behind the wheel with the seatbelt still on, and the next I was standing in the parking lot with my arms open. She placed the baby in them. His weight was nothing—six pounds, seven, the weight of a small bag of flour—and yet the moment he settled against me, something rearranged itself inside my body. Not a metaphor. A physical restructuring, as if my organs shifted to accommodate him, as if they had been waiting for exactly this shape, this weight, this warmth.

His head fit in the curve of my elbow. His body curled against my forearm. He smelled like milk and something clean I couldn’t name, and when he made a small, wet sound against my shirt, I felt my throat close.

The girl was already backing away. Three steps, four, her sneakers scraping the asphalt.

“Wait,” I said. “Wait—whose baby is this? What’s your name? What happened?”

She shook her head. She was crying again, silently, her mouth pressed shut. She turned and walked—fast, almost running, back toward the dark end of the lot, toward Route 40, toward wherever she’d come from.

“Wait!” I called again. But the baby stirred against my chest, and I looked down, and when I looked up again, she was gone.

I stood there. The parking lot hummed. A shopping cart rolled across the pavement in the October wind and bumped gently against a concrete barrier. Inside the store, someone was making an announcement over the intercom, tinny and distant, something about a sale on fall decorations. A normal night at Walmart. A woman holding a baby in the parking lot. Nothing unusual, if you didn’t look closely. If you didn’t see that the woman was trembling. If you didn’t notice that her eyes had gone wide and dark and fixed on the baby’s face with an intensity that had nothing to do with concern and everything to do with recognition.

I knew him. That’s the only way I can describe it. I had never seen this baby before, and I knew him the way you know your own heartbeat—not through learning but through existence. He was not mine. And he was mine. Both of those things were true at the same time, and they occupied the same space inside me, and neither one was willing to give way.

I got back in the car. I buckled him in with my jacket wrapped around him because I had no car seat, no diaper bag, no bottle, no plan. I turned on the heat. I adjusted the rearview mirror so I could see him in the back seat. He was sleeping. He didn’t know that his life had just transferred from one pair of hands to another, that the course of his existence had been altered in a parking lot between the cart return and a pickup truck.

I pulled out of the lot. I did not drive to the police station. I did not drive to the hospital. I did not call 911, or my sister, or my ex-husband, or anyone who would have told me what a sane and law-abiding person does when a stranger hands them an infant in a parking lot at night.

I drove east. Toward the town I’d already scouted, the apartment I’d already found online, the life I’d already half-built in my mind during all those months of driving and sitting and watching and wanting. I’d told myself those preparations were fantasy—a coping mechanism, a game I played to survive the emptiness. I’d told myself I would never actually use them. But the body knows what the mind won’t admit, and my body had been getting ready for months.

Somewhere past the county line, he woke. Not crying—just a small, questioning sound, like a kitten finding its voice. I pulled over at a gas station and lifted him out of the jacket nest and held him against my shoulder. He rooted against my collarbone, searching for something I couldn’t give him yet. I didn’t have formula. I didn’t have diapers. I had nothing a baby needed and everything a baby needed, and I sat in that gas station parking lot at quarter to ten and whispered into the soft fuzz of his head: “I’m going to take care of you. I’m going to be so good at this.”

The girl in the parking lot had seen something in me. I didn’t know how, and for a long time I wouldn’t let myself wonder. She had looked at me and recognized a specific shape of want—a vacancy, a grief with edges sharp enough to cut—that told her I would say yes. That I would take this baby and drive east and never look back.

She was right.

I drove forty miles before I stopped shaking. I drove another forty before I named him. Theodore. Theo. I whispered it into the dark and the dark held it for me, and the road unspooled ahead like a promise I was making to no one and everyone, a promise I had no right to make and no intention of breaking.
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The Perfect Fit

Everyone tells me Theo looks like me.

It happens at least once a week—at the grocery store, at the pediatrician’s office, at the park where I take him every afternoon when the weather holds. Some woman will lean over the stroller and say, “Oh, he has your chin,” or “Those eyes—he’s all you,” and I’ll smile the way you’re supposed to smile, grateful and modest, and I’ll say thank you, and I’ll feel the lie settle deeper into my bones, where it’s warm and close and almost comfortable.

He doesn’t look like me. He has dark eyes where mine are gray-green, a wide forehead where mine is narrow, skin a shade darker than mine that tans golden in the autumn light. But people see what they expect to see, and when they see a woman holding a baby, they look for resemblance the way they look for constellations—connecting dots that were never meant to form a picture.

I let them.

It’s December now. Two months since the parking lot. I live in Bellhaven, Missouri, a town of eleven thousand people located exactly where the suburbs of Columbia stop pretending and the farmland begins. My house is a rental—a two-bedroom Craftsman bungalow on Sycamore Street with a front porch that sags on the left side and a backyard just big enough for a swing set I have no reason to buy yet but think about constantly. The landlord is a retired dentist named Phil who lives in Florida and doesn’t ask questions, which is the only qualification that mattered.

The mornings belong to Theo. I wake at 5:40, twelve minutes before he does, because I need those twelve minutes. I need to stand at the kitchen counter with my hands wrapped around a mug of coffee that I won’t finish and review the architecture of the day. Bottle at 5:52. Diaper. The blue onesie with the snaps, not the white one—the white one has a formula stain I can’t get out and stains suggest carelessness and carelessness invites scrutiny. Tummy time on the quilt at 6:30. The pediatrician’s handout says three to five minutes, so I do five, because if the pediatrician ever asks, I want to be the mother who does more, not less.

I have a system. The bottles are in the refrigerator door, labeled with masking tape: 6 AM, 9 AM, 12 PM, 3 PM, 6 PM, 9 PM. The diapers are stacked in the nursery closet, organized by size, even though he only needs one size right now. The nursery itself—pale gray walls, a white crib I assembled alone with a YouTube tutorial and an Allen wrench—is spotless. Not clean. Spotless. There’s a difference. Clean is what a normal mother achieves between loads of laundry. Spotless is what a woman who is terrified of being inspected achieves at 11 p.m. with a bottle of all-purpose cleaner and the specific focus that terror provides.

Theo doesn’t know any of this. Theo knows warmth and milk and the exact frequency of my voice, which he’s learned to track with his dark eyes like a small, solemn satellite. He’s ten weeks old and already the most competent person I’ve ever met. He eats, he sleeps, he occasionally screams for reasons I can’t decode, and in between he watches the world with an expression that suggests he’s reserving judgment.

I love him. I need to say that plainly, because it matters, and because it’s the part that makes everything else so complicated. I love him the way I was supposed to love the three babies my body refused to carry—fiercely, protectively, with a devotion that lives in my muscles, not my thoughts. When I pick him up, my arms know what to do. When he cries, my whole system reorganizes around the task of comforting him. This is not a performance. This is the most real thing I have ever done.

The thing about love is that it doesn’t care how it got there.

Today is Wednesday, which means the Bellhaven Mothers’ Circle meets at ten o’clock in the basement of First Presbyterian Church. I found the group through a flyer at the library—hand-lettered, cheerful, “ALL MOMS WELCOME” in purple marker with a drawing of a sippy cup. I’ve been planning to attend for two weeks but kept finding reasons not to. The reasons were good: Theo had a cold, I was unpacking, I didn’t have the right kind of diaper bag. The real reason was that every new person I meet is a new person I have to lie to, and lies are load-bearing walls—the more you build, the more weight the structure has to hold.

But isolation is its own kind of danger. A woman alone with a baby and no friends, no family, no visible history—that’s a woman people wonder about. Better to be seen. Better to be known. Better to be the nice single mom on Sycamore Street who goes to Mothers’ Circle and brings banana muffins and remembers everyone’s baby’s name.

I rehearse on the drive over. This is something I do now—rehearse conversations before they happen, running through the likely questions and my prepared answers the way an actor runs through a script before opening night. Where is his father? Not in the picture. Where was he born? Kansas City. What hospital? Research Medical Center—a hospital I chose because it’s large enough that no one would remember a specific birth, and because I know from my legal work that their records system was migrated two years ago and the transition created gaps that would slow any verification request.

The drive is twelve minutes. I use six of them on the rehearsal and six on the breathing exercise I found on a parenting podcast—the kind of podcast that assumes its listeners are normal mothers with normal anxieties about sleep schedules and developmental milestones, not women who are one phone call away from a criminal investigation. The podcast host has a voice like warm honey and she says things like “trust your instincts” and “you know your baby best,” and I listen because the voice is soothing and the advice, if you remove the context of my specific situation, is actually quite good.

Theo is in the back seat, in the car seat I finally mastered after three YouTube tutorials and a bruised thumb from the harness mechanism. He’s wearing the blue onesie. He’s awake, watching the world go by through the window with his dark, solemn eyes, and I catch myself watching him in the rearview mirror the way other people watch sunsets—not because I need to see him but because seeing him is the only thing that makes the knot in my chest loosen, the only thing that reminds me why I’m doing any of this.

I park at First Presbyterian and unbuckle him and settle him in the carrier against my chest, and his weight against my sternum is the weight of the whole world and also the weight of nothing at all—six pounds of future, six pounds of borrowed time, six pounds of a happiness I stole from someone and can’t give back.

I bring banana muffins.

The basement is warm and smells like church—old carpet, lemon polish, the ghost of ten thousand percolated coffees. Eight women sit in a loose circle of folding chairs with babies in various states of consciousness distributed across laps and car seats and one of those bouncy contraptions that looks like a small trampoline for someone who can’t hold their own head up. A woman in a green sweater waves me over before I’ve gotten both feet through the door.

“New mom! Come, come, there’s a seat right here. I’m Josie.”

Josie Farrow is thirty-four, a landscape designer with freckles and a baby named Caleb who is currently asleep in a carrier strapped to her chest. She has the kind of warmth that feels structural—not a social performance but a load-bearing personality trait. She talks with her hands. Within five minutes of sitting down, she’s knocked over her own water bottle, caught it, laughed, and told me more about the group dynamics than a sociologist could extract in a month.

“Karen over there is sweet but she’ll tell you about her birth story if you make eye contact for more than three seconds. Avoid the topic of sleep training unless you want a civil war. And the muffins are a genius move—Leslie brought store-bought cookies last week and I think three people judged her. Out loud.”

I laugh. It comes out real, which surprises me. I wasn’t planning on laughing.

The group leader is a woman named Monica who has gentle eyes and a clipboard and who asks everyone to share “one rose and one thorn” from their week. The roses are predictable: first smiles, good checkups, a baby who slept four consecutive hours. The thorns are predictable too: exhaustion, isolation, a partner who doesn’t do enough, a partner who does too much and does it wrong.

When it’s my turn, I’m ready.

“I’m Maeve. This is Theo—he’s ten weeks. We just moved here from Kansas City. I’m a paralegal—just started at Beaumont and Kessler. And, um, his dad isn’t in the picture.” I touch my bare ring finger when I say this—not on purpose, not a rehearsed gesture, just my thumb pressing into the place where a ring used to be. “One rose: Theo slept five hours last night. One thorn: I still can’t figure out the car seat.”

They laugh. They welcome. They move on. I’ve passed. The story is simple enough to be boring, which is the point—boring stories don’t generate follow-up questions. Nobody asks where Theo was born, what hospital, who my OB was, whether I breastfeed or formula-feed and why. Nobody asks because these are strangers making small talk over stale coffee, and small talk has a shallow depth of field.

Except Josie. Josie is not making small talk.

“Ten weeks—so, September baby?” she says, when the formal sharing is over and the room dissolves into side conversations. She’s bouncing lightly, and Caleb is still asleep against her sternum.

“Early October,” I say.

“Where’d you deliver? I had Caleb at Women’s and Children’s in Columbia. Hated it. The nurse kept calling me ‘mama’ and I wanted to throw a bedpan at her.”

“Back in Kansas City,” I say. Vague. Redirect. “How long have you been in Bellhaven?”

“Six years. Long enough to know which streets flood.” She tilts her head. “Kansas City’s a haul. You have family out there?”

“Not really. It was time for a change.”

“I hear that.” She looks at Theo, who is awake now, peering out at the fluorescent lights with the quiet intensity of a small philosopher. “He’s beautiful. Got those big dark eyes.”

“Thank you.”

“He doesn’t look like you, though. Must take after his dad.”

A beat. Half a second where the room narrows and my vision telescopes down to Josie’s face, her freckles, the easy curiosity in her expression, and I need to decide: is this an observation or an interrogation?

An observation. She’s being friendly. People say this.

“Yeah,” I say. “All his dad.”

We move on. Josie tells me about a farmer’s market on Saturdays. She gives me her number. She tells me that if I ever need someone to hold the baby while I take a shower, to call her, and she says it like she means it—not the performative generosity of someone who hopes you won’t take them up on it, but the real offer of someone who remembers what it was like to be alone with an infant and no reinforcements.

I like her. I don’t want to like her. Liking people makes them harder to lie to.

We walk to the parking lot together. It’s cold—mid-December in central Missouri, the sky the color of an old nickel, the kind of cold that gets into your teeth. I buckle Theo into the car seat I eventually figured out and feel Josie watching me do it with the quiet attention of someone who has been trained to notice things.

“You know,” she says, her breath making small clouds, “you don’t have to have all the answers figured out. Nobody checks.”

She means it kindly. I know that. But my hands tighten on the car seat strap, and I think: Actually, someone will. It’s only a matter of when.

I drive home. Theo sleeps. The gray blanket is tucked around him, the one he came with—soft, well-made, white stitching along the border. I never washed it. I should have. But it’s the only thing he arrived with, and getting rid of its scent feels like erasing a part of the story I’m already working so hard to revise.

On Sycamore Street, I park, carry him inside, lock the door. Stand in the living room with the baby on my shoulder and the house quiet around me. The walls are bare. The furniture is rental-neutral: beige couch, pine bookshelf, a kitchen table for two. But the nursery—the nursery is perfect. I made it perfect. Every mother makes the nursery first.

The thing about a perfect room is that it’s a room with no questions in it. Everything has a place. Everything is accounted for. The bottles, the diapers, the monitor, the crib. The baby. All here. All mine.

I press my thumb into the center of my palm and don’t notice I’m doing it.
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