
The Unborn

A Novel

Nicholas Adamtey

© 2026 by Nicholas Adamtey

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or used in any manner without written permission of the copyright owner, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to actual events is coincidental.

For the women who were told it was only grief.
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The Waiting: I.
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I do not have words yet. I borrow them. I take one from the woman who hums while she cooks, one from the woman who prays, one from the woman who is afraid and says so very quietly to nobody. I am careful. I give them back.

There is a door. I cannot say what is on this side of it. It is not dark, and it is not light. It is the place before a name. On the other side there is a woman, and behind her another woman, and behind her another, a long line of them, each holding one hand open and one hand closed.

The first one I tried was old. She heard me. She was afraid. They took her to a room with a window that did not open and said her name wrongly, and she said mine instead. “Mañana,” she said, again and again, and they wrote it down as a sickness.

I was not angry. You cannot be angry at a door. You wait.

There is a rule, and I did not make it. I can come only where I am believed. Not proved. Believed. It is a thin thing, belief, and it is the only thing that has ever opened a door.

Now there is a new one. She wears a thing at her throat shaped like the place where I wait: a small oval, empty. She does not know what it is for. Neither do I. I know only that it is a door, and that the hand that wears it is still open.

I will learn to speak. I will say it plain.

Mamá.
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Part One: The Locket
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Chapter 1: Tierra Nueva
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The city Amara left was made of color.

Nobody asked about that. They asked where she was from, how long she had been here, whether she liked it, America, as though the country were a meal she had ordered and was still deciding about. They did not ask what she had carried across the border in her chest like a second set of lungs: the color of the light at five in the morning over Guadalajara, the smell of the market after rain, the sound of her grandmother singing off-key while she salted meat in a kitchen so narrow that two women could not stand in it without touching.

Amara carried all of it. She simply learned not to say so.

She had grown up in her uncle’s workshop, on the ground floor of a building near the Mercado San Juan de Dios. He was a textile man who traded in beauty the way other men traded in grain, and his walls were hung with bolts of cotton and wool and raw silk in colors that had no names in English: a green that was also gray that was also the inside of a fig, a red that was not red but the memory of a flower. From the age of eight, Amara swept that floor. From twelve, she sorted thread. By fifteen she could read a bolt of cloth the way other girls read faces: the tension of the weave, the give at the selvedge, the way light moved through it when you held it to the window. This one has fear in it, she told her uncle once, of a batch of linen from a supplier who was late with his delivery. He laughed. He sent the linen back. When the supplier’s ship reached the next port, the whole cargo was riddled with mildew.

She learned to trust what her hands told her. She learned that the truth of a thing lived in its texture, not its surface.

There was one lesson the workshop could not give her, and it lived at the other end of the house. Her grandmother Remedios, whom everyone called Reme, spent her last years at the kitchen window with her hands in her lap. They were quick hands, hands that had made things all her life, and now they lay idle. She said, to nobody, ya viene, ya viene, mañana ya viene. She is coming. Tomorrow she is coming. The adults spoke over her head in the lowered voices people use for weather that has already ruined something. Amara was twelve. She stood in the doorway and understood two things: that her grandmother was not being believed, and that not being believed is a kind of dying that arrives before the other kind. In the winter Amara turned thirteen, Reme was taken to a place the family called the rest home. She did not come back. No one ever explained what lay on the far side of the word rest.

Amara left at twenty-six, and not because she wanted to. Want had nothing to do with it. It was economics, which is to say necessity, which is to say the kind of decision that feels like a door closing quietly behind you before you realize you were already walking through it. At the airport her mother embraced her and pressed into her palm a small silver locket on a thin chain.

“For the most important thing you will ever need to carry,” her mother said.

Amara opened it. It was empty. She did not ask what it was meant to hold. She thought she would know, eventually. She put it around her neck and boarded the plane.

The city she arrived in was not made of color. It was made of function. Everything had a purpose and nothing had a soul; the streets ran straight and clean, like things that have never needed to be anything other than what they are. She found a room in a house shared with two other women, both from elsewhere, both good at performing ease while feeling profoundly displaced. They cooked for each other. They laughed at each other’s English. They did not talk about what they missed, because to name it would have been to feel it, and they could not afford that yet, not until they had built enough of a life here to cushion the weight of the one they had left.

She found work. Her English was functional and her hands were gifted, and a small design studio hired her as an assistant to an assistant. She learned the software. She trained the eye her uncle had raised on silk and raw cotton to the demands of a country that wanted its patterns bold and its fabrics fast. She was good at it. She was extraordinary at it, in fact, though no one said so for a long time, because extraordinary women in entry-level jobs are usually described as reliable.

She survived. She built. She did not call it loneliness. She called it independence, which is the name loneliness takes when there is no one to give it to.

* * *
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The city Theo left was made of distance.

He came from Monterrey, where the mountains come down hard and close and the light is bright and unforgiving, and teaches you early that the world will not soften itself for your benefit. He was the third son of a man who believed that strength meant silence and provision meant love, and who died of a stroke at fifty-two without ever telling any of his four children that he was proud of them. That haunted Theo, though not as grief exactly. It felt more like a sentence stopped in the middle of a clause.

He had been good at school, in the way of boys who are clever without being celebrated: not quick, not loud, but able to sit with a problem for a very long time until it revealed its shape. He studied engineering. He worked. At twenty-seven he looked around the landscape of his life and understood that he had not chosen it, that it had simply accumulated around him, the way clutter accumulates in a room you never get around to clearing, and that if he did not move now, the clutter would become furniture and the furniture would become walls.

He went north because his older brother Ignacio had gone two years earlier, and the work was there, and the money was better. It was not a romantic reason, and Theo never pretended otherwise. He did not need his decisions to be romantic. He needed them to be correct. He had a gift for large gestures of warmth and an almost unconscious habit of retreating from anything that asked too much of him inwardly. He was generous with his time, his hands and his labor, and sparing with his interior, which he had learned to treat as a private room that only he was allowed to enter, and even then rarely.

He found work in construction management and was good at it. He liked problems with physical solutions: a wall that needed reinforcing, a load that needed distributing, a schedule that needed shifting. What he had never been taught was how to sit still inside a difficulty that had no solution. He did not know this about himself. He thought of it as practicality. He thought it made him useful.

It did. It also left him lonely beneath the usefulness, in the way of men who have mistaken competence for contentment for so long that they have forgotten there is a difference.

He did not call his mother as often as he should have. He sent money. He believed that was the same thing, and he was not sure he knew another way.

* * *
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They met on a Saturday in October at a gathering of Mexican expatriates in a rented community hall that smelled of carnations and fried corn and too many people warming each other’s air. Nobody went to such events unless some private part of them was looking for something: a room where the Spanish needed no translating, where the jokes landed without explanation, where for two or three hours you could set down the performance of assimilation and simply breathe.

Amara had not wanted to come. She had spent the week finishing a design project, her back ached, and she would rather have been at home with a book. But Luciana had called her indolent and Gracia had called her antisocial, and so she wore her blue dress, the color of the inside of a mussel shell, and came.

She was standing by a folding table with a glass of something that was allegedly sangria when she noticed him. He was not remarkable to look at. He was tall and broad, dark-skinned, close-cropped, dressed like a man who had made a reasonable effort without quite believing it would matter. She noticed him because of what he was doing, which was listening.

A man of about fifty was complaining at length about a car, or a contract, some small injustice. Most of the people nearby were performing interest while calculating how soon they could escape. Theo was not performing. His whole body was turned toward the man. He nodded where nodding was right, and once he asked a question that made the man stop mid-complaint and look gratified. The question solved nothing. It proved that someone had heard.

An hour later Luciana introduced them, in the pushy, cheerful, perfectly transparent way of a woman who has decided that you need meeting. “This is Amara. This is Teodoro. He is also from Jalisco. Well, Nuevo León, but close enough.” It was geographically inexact and socially tactical. Theo smiled at it, a smile that understood exactly what Luciana was doing and declined to embarrass her by saying so. Amara liked that.

They talked for twenty minutes, perhaps thirty. It was not yet the conversation of two people who have found each other. It was the conversation of two people who have found, in each other, a brief rest from the effort of being foreign. They talked about Guadalajara and Monterrey. They agreed that the sangria was terrible. He asked about her work, and when she explained it he asked a question that proved he had listened rather than waited. She asked about his, and he made her laugh with a dry account of explaining structural tolerances to a project manager who had once described a load-bearing wall as “a vibe.”

When the room began to thin, he said, “Can I get your number?” It was not the easy request of a man who asks often. It was the careful one of a man who has decided something and means to see it through.

She gave it to him. She walked home with Luciana and Gracia, and Luciana asked seventeen questions, and Amara answered three. She ran her thumb along the locket in the dark of the street and thought: I don’t know anything about him. And then, just beneath that: But I think I recognized something.

* * *
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He called on a Wednesday. That was exact of him. Not the next day, which would have looked frantic, and not the weekend, which would have looked indifferent, but the middle of the week, which said: I thought about this and decided. She appreciated exactness.

He brought flowers, and they were not roses. They were yellow tulips in brown paper, slightly lopsided, as though he had carried them a long way and the walking had rearranged them. Later, when the plates were cleared and the conversation had grown easy enough that questions felt allowed, she asked him why tulips.

“I didn’t want it to look like an apology,” he said. “Roses always look like apologies. Or like someone making a point.”

She looked at the tulips, yellow and improbable and without pretension, and thought: Yes. I see.

They talked for three hours and missed the bill twice and had to call the waiter back each time. He told her about his father, briefly, the way you touch a bruise to confirm it is still there: He did not say much, my father. I got that from him, for better and worse. She told him about the workshop, the uncle, the bolts of unnamed color, and he listened as he had at the party, not waiting but with. At some point she said something in Spanish, out of instinct and not intention, and he answered in Spanish, and both of them noticed, and neither said so, that they had stopped performing ease and begun to feel it.

* * *
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What followed was not a courtship in the dramatic sense. There were no grand gestures. There were dinners and walks and Sunday mornings, and the slow accumulation of a shared vocabulary: her hatred of overhead lighting, his habit of doing crosswords in ink, the restaurants they agreed on and the ones they did not. There were two real arguments in six months, about things that did not matter, which is how you know that the argument itself was the matter, and the only question was whether two people could find their way back. They could. They did.

He was warm. She had not prepared for how warm, with the warmth of a man who has learned to keep it mostly in reserve and gives it, when he gives it, completely. He could fill a room with it. He could make a waiter feel like the most important person in the restaurant. At her best moments with him she felt that the self she had spent years quietly assembling in a foreign country was not a performance after all, that she had always been exactly this, and he was merely the first to make it plain.

She also saw the other thing, because she always saw the other thing. When a conversation moved toward real vulnerability he took one step back, a slight, nearly invisible recalibration, a joke that was not quite a deflection but was not entirely not one. He did not do it to harm. He did it the way people do what they have always done, without knowing, because it once kept them safe.

She loved him, and did not say so for a long time. She was careful with important things. She carried them for a while before she set them down.

He said it first, on a night when they were washing dishes in her small apartment and she had said something that made him laugh. He stopped in the middle of drying a glass and looked at her, only looked, and said, “I love you.” He did not sound surprised. He sounded like a man announcing a fact long settled, which had only now reached the surface.

She set down the pot she was holding. “I know,” she said. “I love you too.” And then: “Why did you wait so long?”

He grinned. “I was making sure.”

“Of what?”

“That I wasn’t wrong.”

She looked at him and thought: You are not wrong. You are also going to be very difficult, in ways you cannot see yet. So am I. And here we are.

She said none of this. She picked up the pot, and they finished the dishes. The kitchen was yellow-lit and warm and smelled of cumin and orange peel and soap, and she would think much later that it was one of the most ordinary moments of her life, and one of the most beautiful.

* * *
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They were married two years later.

The ceremony was small, not out of poverty but out of intention, the choice of two people who had both spent years in rooms that asked them to perform and had developed a quiet allergy to it. Luciana came, and Gracia, and Theo’s brother Ignacio from Phoenix, and a handful of others who mattered in the specific and irreplaceable way that the right few always do. The hall was not the one where they had met, but it was close: the same neighborhood, the same smell of October in the air, cold and bright, the clarity of a day that knows exactly what it is.

Amara wore white. She had chosen a dress of simple cut with a wide band of ivory embroidery at the hem, because it was well made, because she could see the care in the weave, because she distrusted dresses that were only surfaces. Her hair was braided and coiled. At her throat hung the locket, empty, as it had always been. She had still not found what it was meant to hold.

She watched Theo from across the room. He was laughing at something Ignacio had said, head thrown back, the laugh unguarded in the way she had seen only in private, or in moments like this one, when he forgot to keep anything in reserve. She thought: I want to make a life with this man. Not I have or I am. The thought arrived in the tense of longing, not certainty. I want. As if the wanting were itself the act, a choice she would have to make again and again, and this was neither frightening nor sad. It was simply the truth of love, which is never finished, only continued.

She touched the locket without knowing she had done it. Smooth and cool and weightless. Still empty.

The evening opened around them, warm and golden and full.

At her throat, silver and small, the locket waited.
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Chapter 2: The Silence of Empty Rooms
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The calendar was inside the cupboard.

That was the first rule they made without speaking it aloud: the calendar would hang on the inside of the cupboard door, facing the shelves, turned away from the kitchen. Amara had screwed in the hook herself, a small brass hook no wider than her thumbnail, and hung the calendar so that only its pale cardboard back showed when the door stood open. That way, when Theo reached past it for the coffee or the cumin or the tin of chilies he could never find, he would not have to see the small circled dates. He would not have to count forward or back. He would not have to do the arithmetic of hope.

She did not know whether he understood why it was there. She never asked, and he never mentioned it. It was one of the languages their marriage had invented in its third year, a fluency in the unsaid.

Three years.

They had been married three years when everything changed, and there is a danger in telling those years: the danger of the inventory, of grief cataloging itself and calling it mourning. So here are five small windows instead. They are not the whole story, but the whole story is inside them, the way a single thread pulled from a bolt of silk will give you the color, the weight and the weave.

* * *
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Eight months after the wedding, Amara woke before dawn and lay in the dark listening to Theo breathe. She was not counting days. She was only awake, one hand flat on her abdomen, the way you press your palm to a wall to feel for warmth. There was nothing to feel. She knew that. She kept her hand there anyway, as though she were listening for a knock from the inside.

She rose without waking him and stood at the kitchen window while the street came slowly out of the dark. A truck crawled past, its brake lights painting the wet road red. She made coffee. She thought: next month. Then: perhaps. Then nothing, and she stood holding the cup and let it warm both hands.

* * *
[image: ]


At the studio she was working on a commission, a textile installation for a corporate foyer: twenty meters of handwoven cloth hung in long cascading panels from an atrium ceiling. The client wanted the colors of the Pacific, deep teal bleeding into green bleeding into the gray-blue of shallow water. She spent three weeks on the warp, the balance of vertical and horizontal, the exact sequence of threads that would produce the illusion of depth, of water held still.

She was good at this. She had always understood the grammar of pattern: how repetition makes meaning, how the smallest interruption in a sequence becomes the most beautiful thing in it if it is placed correctly. She worked with hands and mind together, the shuttle keeping its rhythm, and for those hours she felt the clarity of a person doing what she was made to do.

Only at the end of the day, walking home, did she understand why she had not stopped since seven that morning. She had eaten lunch standing at the loom without tasting it. She had needed, badly, to be the person who understood how things were made.

It was the month the calendar had been circled.

She did not let herself think about it until she was through the apartment door. Then she went into the bathroom and sat on the edge of the tub for a long time, not crying, waiting for the next few minutes to declare themselves.

When she came out, Theo was in the kitchen. He looked at her face and looked away. He opened the refrigerator and studied it. After a moment he said, “I’ll make dinner,” and she said, “Thank you,” and they did not speak again until the food was ready.

At the table he reached across and laid his hand over hers and left it there. She was grateful. She was also aware of a weight in his silence that was not quite the weight of her own, as though his quiet held one more thing that he was not saying. She filed it away without looking at it. She was good at filing things away.

* * *
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A Sunday in the second year. She stood at the sink rinsing a blue bowl she had made herself during a short pottery phase the spring before. She had bought a bag of clay and a set of tools and spent two weekends at the kitchen table making things, mostly badly, but this bowl had come out right: a deep cobalt, a little uneven at the rim, which she found she preferred to the factory evenness of the others in the cupboard. She used it for fruit. She used it for keys. Sometimes she left it on the counter empty and found that its emptiness had a patience in it, as though it were content to wait.

She was rinsing it when the thought arrived, whole and unbidden: I am not going to become pregnant.

She did not move. The water ran over her hands and over the blue inside of the bowl, and she stood with the thought for perhaps thirty seconds, long enough to know it was not despair. It was quieter and more exact than despair. It was a reckoning. Then she turned off the tap, set the bowl on the counter, dried her hands, walked into the living room and sat down.

Later she would understand that it had not been a premonition. It was her body speaking in the only language her rational mind would accept, the language of accumulation, two years of evidence arranged into a conclusion. She was a woman who read patterns. Her body had laid one out.

She did not tell Theo what she had thought. But the following week she made the appointment.

* * *
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Thirteen months of trying, and the silence at the end of each one had its own texture and weight. She had not known how many kinds of quiet a marriage could hold. There was the comfortable quiet of two people reading in the same room. There was the easy quiet of Saturday mornings. And then there was this: the silence of a bathroom door closed longer than it needed to be, the silence of dinner in the third week of the month when neither mentioned what both were thinking, the silence of a man reaching past a calendar he had learned not to look at, the silence of a woman at four in the morning with her hand on her own abdomen and nothing to feel.

By the thirteenth month they were fluent in it. It had almost become their mother tongue.

Theo agreed to come to the appointment with a readiness that surprised her. She had prepared for negotiation, for the careful male reluctance, the do you think that’s necessary, the optimism used as armor. But he said yes before she had finished the sentence, and the speed of it made her pause. He was already nodding, already reaching for his jacket, like a man who had been waiting for someone to give him permission to move toward an answer. She understood then that it was not courage but relief, the relief of a man who has stood very still in the hope that the thing he fears will not find him, and who is finally, wearily, ready to be found.

They went together on a Wednesday in September. She would remember the month, the day, the light through the clinic’s high windows. She would remember the fluorescent tubes in the corridor and the faint blue they gave everything, how the other patients’ faces looked slightly removed from themselves, as if everyone in that waiting room were being slowly converted into a photograph of who they had been. She would remember a child’s drawing pinned near the reception desk, a crayon family in a garden, green grass, yellow sun, and how she looked at it until it stopped making sense and became only color and shape.

The doctor was a woman of about fifty, measured and unhurried, in the manner of someone long practiced at delivering difficult information. Her compassion did not perform itself. It sat quietly alongside the facts and did not try to soften them into anything they were not.

She said certain things. In memory Amara compressed them into a sequence of clinical terms and the register of the doctor’s voice, low and even, which she believed she would still recognize on a street corner twenty years later. The light through the windows. The blue photographs on the viewing panel. Numbers that meant things she had not yet taught herself to understand. And then the sentence that settled over everything:

“Nature will not allow it.”

The doctor said more. She spoke of options and pathways and the importance of not closing doors
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