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For every mother who mistook hunger for love.

And for every child who learned the difference too late.
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A Note from the Author
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I wrote this novel in the dark. Not literally — though the Oregon rain against my office window made it feel that way — but in the sense that I didn't know, for a long time, whose side I was on.

Ethan frightened me. Julia broke my heart. Dave made me furious in ways I still can't fully explain.

This is not a story about good people and bad people. It is a story about empty people, and the catastrophic shapes they bend themselves into when someone finally offers to fill the void.

If you have ever loved someone who was performing love back at you, and you knew it, and you stayed — this book will be difficult. I hope you read it anyway.

C.N. Portland, Oregon
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PROLOGUE
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THE FILE

The folder is beige. Standard county-issue, soft at the edges from too many hands. A coffee ring stains the upper left corner — someone else's morning, someone else's carelessness pressed into the cardboard like a thumbprint at a crime scene.

I open it the way you open anything that might change your life. Slowly, and with the wrong amount of breath in your lungs.

His photograph is clipped to the first page. Not a school portrait — those have backdrops and forced smiles and someone telling you to tilt your chin. This is a caseworker snapshot, taken in what looks like a fluorescent-lit office. A boy sitting in a plastic chair, hands flat on his knees, looking directly into the lens.

He isn't smiling. That's the first thing I notice. Most kids in these files perform something — happiness, shyness, the ragdoll blankness of a child who has learned that expression is currency and they're bankrupt. Ethan does none of that. He looks at the camera the way you'd look at a door you've been told leads somewhere but you've stopped believing in doors.

I find it brave. I will think about that later — how I assigned courage to what might have been patience, or practice, or something else entirely. But right now, in this office that smells of copier ink and stale HVAC air, I see a boy who refuses to sell himself, and I think: honest. I think: dignified. I think: mine.

His name is typed beneath the photo in a font designed to carry no emotion. Ethan James Marsh. Age fourteen. Height five foot six. Weight one hundred eighteen pounds. Brown hair, hazel eyes, no known allergies. Current placement: temporary group facility, Josephine County.

I read the basics the way you read a recipe you've already decided to cook. Checking for ingredients, not reasons to stop.

Born in Medford. Removed from biological mother at age four — the details are in a subsection I'll get to, I tell myself. Foster care since then. Six placements across Southern Oregon. Academic performance: above average. Behavioral assessments: cooperative, well-adjusted, eager to engage. A sentence near the bottom of the first page, written in a caseworker's exhausted shorthand: Client expresses strong desire for permanent family placement. Engages well with maternal figures.

My throat tightens at that. Maternal figures. As though motherhood were a category on a form. As though the thing I've wanted so badly it left a bruise on every organ in my chest could be reduced to a checkbox.

I turn the page.

Medical history. Clean. Vaccinations up to date. A broken wrist at age nine — the file notes it was treated at a foster home, consistent with a fall from a bicycle. I picture him on that bicycle. I picture the fall, the snap of bone, the panic. I picture whoever was watching him that day — foster parent number three or four — and whether they held him while he cried or drove him to the ER in silence.

I'm already filling in his history with my own grief, and I know it. I know I'm doing it. I continue anyway.

Education. Transfers — five schools in ten years. Despite that, his grades hold. A note from an English teacher at his current middle school: Ethan is a perceptive reader with a strong command of written expression. He gravitates toward complex characters and demonstrates unusual emotional maturity in class discussions. I read that sentence twice. Complex characters. Emotional maturity. I think of Dave — who reads the business section and calls novels "a lot of words for something you could say in a paragraph" — and I feel a flicker of something possessive and bright.

This boy would talk to me. This boy would sit at the kitchen table and tell me what he thought about a book, and I would listen, and he would know I was listening, and that would be enough. That would be everything.

I reach the section labeled "Behavioral Notes."

The tab is red. A small adhesive flag, the kind you buy at office supply stores in packs of two hundred. Someone placed it there to mark importance, or caution, or both. I run my finger across the edge. The adhesive has dried. It lifts slightly under my touch.

I don't read it.

I will tell myself, later, that I planned to come back to it. That the caseworker was already speaking, that the light in the office was giving me a headache, that I needed more time with the rest of the file before I could absorb whatever the red tab contained.

None of that is true.

The truth is simpler and uglier. I didn't read it because I didn't want to find a reason to stop. Because I had already decided, somewhere in the twelve inches between the photograph and the behavioral notes, that this boy was coming home with me. And I could not afford to let a red tab — someone else's caution, someone else's clinical language — stand between me and the first thing that had made sense in three years of nothing making sense at all.

The caseworker across the desk is talking. Margot Chen, her nameplate says. Young. Tired around the eyes in that specific way people get when they care about their work and their work doesn't care back. She's explaining the timeline: home study, background checks, parenting classes, a transition period of supervised visits before placement.

I nod at the right moments. I ask a question about the school district. I use the phrase "trauma-informed" because I read it in a book and it seems like the kind of thing that makes you sound prepared.

Margot watches me with an expression I will later recognize as hope held at arm's length. She has seen women like me before. Women who walk into this office with hunger in their posture and call it readiness. She knows the difference. She hands me the file anyway, because the system needs families more than it needs caution, and because the boy in the plastic chair has been waiting ten years for someone who wants him enough to skip the red tab.

I close the folder. I press my palm flat against the beige cover, as though I can feel his heartbeat through the cardboard, through the paperwork, through all the clinical language meant to hold a child at a safe descriptive distance.

"He looks like he's been waiting for someone to choose him," I say.

Margot doesn't respond immediately. She straightens a pen on her desk. Aligns it with the edge of a notepad. A small, precise gesture that I will later understand was her deciding not to say something.

"They all are," she says finally.

I don't hear the warning. I hear confirmation.

I stand. I smooth my jacket. I hold the folder against my ribs like a thing I've recovered rather than a thing I've been given.

And I think — I know — I was made to be that someone.
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ACT I

THE GOOD FAMILY
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BEFORE HIM

Tuesday mornings are the quietest. Not because the house makes less noise — the refrigerator still cycles, the baseboard heaters still tick their arthritic rhythm — but because Tuesday is the day that has no excuse. Monday belongs to recovery. Wednesday tilts toward the weekend's distant gravity. But Tuesday sits in the middle of nothing, accountable to no one, and the silence it produces is the honest kind.

I set the table for two. Every morning. Placemat, fork, knife, glass. Dave's side and mine, facing each other across four feet of reclaimed oak that we bought at a salvage yard in Sellwood the year we moved to Alder Creek. He said the table had character. I said it had termite damage. We bought it anyway, and for a while, it held dinner parties, tax returns, board games with couples whose names I can barely recall now. A surface for living on.

Dave left for work at six forty. His coffee mug is in the dishwasher. His chair hasn't moved. I eat standing at the counter — a yogurt I don't taste, half a banana that browns while I check emails I won't answer. The placemat across from me stays clean. I'll fold it back into the drawer tonight and set it out again tomorrow, and if you asked me why, I'd say habit, because the true answer involves a kind of math I'd rather not perform in daylight.

Upstairs, the second bedroom door is closed.

It's been closed for eighteen months. Not locked — we don't lock interior doors in this house, a principle Dave articulated once as though it were a philosophy rather than a preference — but closed with the particular finality of a room that failed its purpose. We painted it sage green in my thirty-fifth week. Dave did the trim while I sat in the glider we'd ordered from a catalog, one hand on my belly, reading the assembly instructions aloud because he refused to look at them. The crib is still in there. The mobile — silver fish, spinning on fishing wire — is still hooked to the ceiling mount. I know this not because I've checked recently but because the cost of disassembling it exceeds the cost of keeping the door shut.

In the bathroom medicine cabinet, behind the ibuprofen and Dave's electric razor, the prenatal vitamins sit on the third shelf. Forty-six capsules remaining. I counted them once, in November, during a week when I was counting everything — steps from the bed to the kitchen, seconds between Dave's text responses, days since anyone had touched me with intention. Forty-six. A number that means nothing except that I stopped taking them on a Tuesday, which tracks.

I rinse my yogurt spoon. I put on shoes.

The drive to the Bright Horizons Children's Shelter takes fourteen minutes if I catch the light on Bancroft, nineteen if I don't. I've been volunteering there since March — twice a week, reading hour for the younger kids. The coordinator, a woman named Deb who wears lanyards like jewelry and speaks exclusively in exclamation points, assigned me the Tuesday-Thursday slot and called me "a gift." I'm not a gift. I'm a forty-one-year-old woman with a master's degree in pediatric occupational therapy, a half-dead private practice, and enough empty hours to fill a cathedral. But Deb doesn't need my résumé. She needs a body in a chair, holding a book, making eye contact with children who have learned that adult attention comes with conditions.

Today I'm reading Frog and Toad Are Friends. The kids sit on a carpet that smells of apple juice and industrial cleaner, cross-legged, vibrating with the particular energy of children who have been asked to be still and are trying their best. There are nine of them. I know all their names. I know which ones will interrupt and which ones will stare at the page as though the illustrations contain a code only they can crack.

Bria sits in the back row. Six years old, missing her left front tooth, hair in two puffs held by elastics that don't match. She arrived at the shelter eleven days ago. I know this because Deb mentioned it, casually, in the hallway — "New one, quiet, no trouble" — as though a child's entry into the system could be summarized by the absence of problems she caused.

I read. The kids laugh at the right parts. Bria doesn't laugh. She watches my mouth form the words, and her focus is so total, so consuming, that I feel it on my skin. Not attention. Surveillance. The watchfulness of a child who has learned to read adults the way other children read books — scanning for tone, for shifts, for the moment the warmth withdraws.

When reading hour ends, the other kids scatter. Bria stays.

She walks to me with the deliberateness of someone crossing a room they're not sure they're allowed to be in. She stops eighteen inches from my chair. She doesn't speak.

I hold out my hand. Not because the training says to — the training says wait, let them initiate, don't force physical contact — but because something in her posture asks a question I recognize in my own skeleton.

She takes my hand. Both of hers, wrapped around my fingers. Small, dry, fiercely warm. She holds on.

Thirty seconds. A minute. Deb glances from the doorway, assessing, and I shake my head — it's fine, we're fine. Bria's grip tightens. Not desperate. Certain. She holds my hand the way you hold a railing when the stairs are dark and you can't see the bottom but you're going down anyway.

She lets go when a staff member calls her name. No goodbye. She turns and walks back across the room without looking at me, and the absence of her hands on mine registers as temperature loss, as phantom weight, as the particular emptiness of a space that was briefly, precisely, occupied.

I make it to the parking lot.

I sit in the driver's seat, key in the ignition, engine off. The dashboard clock reads 11:47. Through the windshield, the shelter's front door opens and closes — staff, delivery driver, a woman with a stroller who hesitates at the threshold before going in.

I'm crying. Not the kind that announces itself — no buildup, no trembling lip, no filmic slow-motion collapse. Just fluid, sudden and mechanical, as though a valve turned somewhere inside my chest that I didn't authorize. Tears on my cheeks, on my collar, on the steering wheel where my hands grip at ten and two because if I let go I'll have to decide what to do with them.

I call Dave.

Four rings. Five. His voicemail, recorded three years ago, still begins with the phrase "Hey, you've reached Dave Whitfield" in a voice that sounds like a man who believes he'll get back to you. I hang up before the beep. I stare at his name on my screen — just DAVE, no emoji, no last name, the contact entry of someone so permanent he doesn't require identification — and I wait for him to notice the missed call the way I've waited for him to notice the placemat, the closed door, the vitamins, the version of me that stopped being okay somewhere between the sage-green paint and now.

He doesn't call back.

I put the phone in the cupholder. I pull out of the parking lot. At the light on Bancroft — red, always red — I pick the phone up again.

I don't call Dave.

I call the number I've had saved in my contacts for six weeks under a name that isn't a name. Just three letters: ADT. Not the security company. My own private shorthand, my own small encryption, so that if Dave ever scrolled through my phone, he'd see nothing worth asking about.

Adoption Discovery Team. Josephine County Family Services.

A receptionist answers on the second ring. I give my name. I say I'm inquiring about the process. I say I'm interested in older children. I say the word "teenager" and it tastes specific in my mouth, deliberate, like a confession rehearsed so many times it's calcified into fact.

She transfers me to intake.

I wait on hold. Bria's hands ghost across my knuckles. The light turns green. Someone behind me honks.

I drive, and I stay on the line.
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CHAPTER 2
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THE PITCH

I rehearse it in the shower. Standing under water hot enough to pink my shoulders, I map the conversation the way a litigator maps closing arguments — not by what's true, but by what lands. Dave responds to structure. To bullet points, to timelines, to proposals that arrive with their objections already neutralized. Emotion makes him retreat. Logic makes him lean in. So I'll give him logic. I'll give him such clean, reasonable, airtight logic that by the time he realizes this isn't a discussion but a detonation, he'll already be nodding.

I've been preparing for six weeks. Since the first call to Josephine County, since the intake coordinator emailed me a forty-page PDF titled Your Path to Adoption: A Guide for Prospective Parents that I read in one sitting on my phone in the bathroom with the fan running so Dave wouldn't hear me turning pages on a screen. Six weeks of research conducted in the negative spaces of our marriage — while he showered, while he drove, while he sat three rooms away watching football with the volume high enough to mask anything short of a structure fire.

I know the process. I know the costs. I know the wait times, the home study checklist, the background check requirements, the parenting class schedule offered through Multnomah County every third Saturday. I know the tax credit — $15,950 per child for qualifying adoptions, applicable in the year the adoption is finalized. I hate that I know the tax credit. I hate that I've decided to lead with it.

But Dave is Dave. And Dave has never once, in fifteen years of marriage, made a decision based on how it would feel. He's made decisions based on how they would function. So I'll speak his language. I'll hand him a cost-benefit analysis dressed as a conversation, and he'll run the numbers in his head while I sit across from him at the termite table and pretend I haven't already memorized a boy's face from a county photograph.

Dinner. I make the risotto he likes — arborio rice, white wine, pecorino, the one recipe I execute well enough that he always says "this is great" without the inflection of surprise that accompanies his compliments on everything else I cook. The risotto is strategic. Food as anesthesia, as goodwill, as the culinary equivalent of softening the ground before you drive a stake into it.

He comes home at 6:22. I know because I hear the garage door — the mechanical grind that marks the border between alone and together, between preparation and performance. His keys hit the bowl on the entry table. His shoes come off. He walks into the kitchen in socks, briefcase still in hand, and sees the table: two places set, candles I found in the junk drawer, the risotto in the Le Creuset I bought for our tenth anniversary that we normally use to store lids for pots that don't match.

"Fancy," he says.

"Sit."

He sits. He loosens his tie. He tells me about a server migration that went sideways, and I nod with calibrated interest — enough to register listening, not so much that it invites elaboration. I let him eat half his plate. I refill his wine. I wait for the pause that always comes after Dave's second glass, when his shoulders descend by a quarter inch and his jaw stops working like a machine processing fuel.

"I want to talk about something."

He sets his fork down. Not alarmed — resigned. The posture of a man who has heard that sentence before and knows it precedes either a request or a reckoning.

"Okay."

"I've been thinking about adoption."

No preamble. No throat-clearing. I've learned that Dave absorbs blunt better than gradual, the same way some people prefer a bandage ripped rather than peeled. His face doesn't change. This is his processing mode: stillness that could be mistaken for calm by someone who doesn't know that behind it, columns of objections are being sorted by priority.

"Adoption," he repeats.

"Not an infant. I'm not talking about the waitlist, the agencies, the two-year pipeline. I'm talking about an older child. A teenager, probably. Someone already in the foster system who needs a permanent home."

"A teenager."

"Yes."

He picks up his fork. Puts it down again. Reaches for his wine instead. A sip, not a gulp — Dave never gulps. Even his drinking is measured.

"Where is this coming from?"

The honest answer: from Bria's hands around my fingers. From the prenatal vitamins on the third shelf. From the closed door at the top of the stairs and the mobile with silver fish turning in a room nobody enters. From the sound of his voicemail greeting, which I've heard more often than his actual voice this month. From fourteen minutes alone in a car in a parking lot, weeping with a competence that terrified me — efficient tears, no wasted motion, as though even my grief had learned to be functional.

The answer I give: "The shelter. Volunteering there — it's opened my eyes to how many kids age out of the system with nothing. No family, no support, no stability. And I've been reading about adoption outcomes for older children, and the data is encouraging when the home environment is right. Which ours is." I pause. Let the assertion sit. "The financial commitment is manageable. There's a federal tax credit of almost sixteen thousand dollars, and Oregon offers additional subsidies for special-needs classifications, which most older foster children qualify for. It's not free, but it's nowhere near the cost of the IVF cycles."

I didn't plan to mention IVF. The word exits my mouth like a bird from a cage — uncontrolled, irrevocable, immediately altering the room's atmosphere. Dave's jaw shifts. A micromovement, lateral, the kind of thing a dentist would flag and a wife catalogs without comment.

"That's a different conversation," he says.

"It's the same conversation. We wanted a family. The method we tried didn't work. This is another method."

"Julia."

"I'm not being emotional about this. I've done the research. I have a binder."

I actually do have a binder. Teal, three-ring, tabbed by section: Process, Costs, Timeline, Agency Contacts, FAQs. It's in the bedroom closet behind my winter boots. I assembled it over two weeks with the methodical obsessiveness of someone building a case for parole.

Dave leans back. His chair creaks — the salvage-yard oak protesting beneath the weight of a man deciding something he doesn't realize he's already lost.

"What age are we talking about?"

"Thirteen, fourteen. Old enough to communicate. Young enough to still need parents."

"And you've already looked into this."

Not a question. Dave is perceptive in the specific, maddening way of men who notice everything and address nothing. He knows I've already looked into this. He knows the risotto was a strategy. He knows the tax-credit figure wasn't spontaneous. What he doesn't know — what I am banking my entire performance on him not knowing — is that I've already found the child. That a boy named Ethan Marsh is sitting in a group facility in Josephine County right now, and that I have studied his file with the devotion of a scholar and the hunger of a woman who has been starving in a house full of furniture.

"I've done preliminary research. Yes."

"How preliminary?"

"Enough to know this is possible."

He looks at me across four feet of reclaimed oak. I hold his gaze. I've forgotten how to read him at this distance — or he's forgotten how to be readable, or the table has stretched, or the candles are casting the wrong quality of light. Any of these explanations would comfort me. None of them are true.

"If this is what you need," Dave says.

There. The sentence I predicted. Five words arranged in the shape of permission that is actually surrender. He doesn't say want. He says need — locating the desire in my pathology, as though wanting a child were a symptom he's agreed to treat rather than a hope he shares.

I should correct him. I should say: It's what we need. Both of us. This family. I should reach across the table and take his hand and make this a joint decision rather than a concession extracted under the influence of pecorino and pinot noir.

"Thank you," I say instead.

He nods. Finishes his wine. Carries his plate to the sink and rinses it with the thoroughness of a man who believes that cleanliness is a form of participation.

I sit at the table after he goes upstairs. The candles burn. The risotto cools in the pot. I pull out my phone beneath the table's edge, open my contacts, scroll to the entry marked ADT, and draft a text I won't send until morning: Julia Whitfield. We spoke last month. My husband and I are ready to begin the process. I'm particularly interested in the file for Ethan Marsh.

I delete the last sentence. Too eager. Too specific. Too honest.

I retype it. Send the version without the boy's name. Close the phone.

Upstairs, Dave turns on the bathroom faucet. The pipes in this house carry sound between floors — another thing the home inspector mentioned, another thing we decided not to fix. I listen to my husband brush his teeth and I think about a boy in a plastic chair who looked at a camera without performing, and I tell myself that what I'm doing is brave, and generous, and right, and I almost believe all three.
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CHAPTER 3
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INTAKE

Margot Chen arrives eleven minutes early, which tells me everything about the kind of woman she is. People who show up early to someone else's home aren't being polite — they're seizing territory, establishing that their schedule supersedes yours, that the clock belongs to them. I know this because I do it too. Every appointment, every meeting, every dinner reservation: eleven minutes early, minimum. It's a control mechanism dressed as courtesy, and I recognize it the way you recognize your own handwriting on a note you don't remember leaving.

I'm ready. I've been ready since five a.m., when I woke without an alarm and walked every room in the house with the critical eye of a woman preparing for an inspection that will determine whether she deserves to be a mother. I scrubbed the baseboards in the hallway. I replaced the hand towels in the guest bathroom — the ones with the fraying edges, swapped for new ones still creased from their packaging. I cleared Dave's running shoes from the entryway, stacked his trade magazines in a neat pile on the coffee table, angled the spines so the titles faced outward: Architectural Digest, Wired, The Economist. Evidence of a household that reads. Evidence of a household that functions.

The one room I did not touch is the one at the top of the stairs. Door closed. Sage green behind it, crib and silver fish and forty-six capsules of folic acid gathering dust on a shelf. If Margot asks about that room, I have an answer prepared. We're planning to convert it into the child's bedroom. We wanted to wait until we knew more about their preferences before decorating. Clean. Forward-looking. The kind of sentence that transforms a graveyard into a blueprint.

The doorbell rings. I count to four before I answer. Too fast reads desperate. Too slow reads reluctant. Four seconds: the tempo of a woman with a full life who nonetheless makes time for what matters.

Margot is smaller than I expected. Five foot two, maybe less, in flats that look orthopedic and a blazer that doesn't quite fit through the shoulders. Her hair is pulled back with a clip that's losing its grip — a strand falls across her temple and she doesn't fix it, which means she's either too busy to notice or too tired to care. Clipboard in one hand. Canvas tote in the other, stamped with the Josephine County seal and bulging with file folders.

"Mrs. Whitfield? I'm Margot Chen, assigned caseworker." She extends her hand. Her grip is firm, brief, professional. "Thank you for having me out so early."

"Julia, please. And it's no trouble at all. Come in."

She steps inside and does what I knew she'd do — scans. Left to right, floor to ceiling, cataloging surfaces and corners and the quality of light. I've watched enough home-renovation shows to understand how people assess a space in the first ten seconds: cleanliness, order, temperature, smell. Our house smells of the coffee I brewed twenty minutes ago and the Meyer lemon candle I lit in the living room, which cost fourteen dollars and has been burning since dawn specifically for this moment.

"Beautiful home," Margot says, and writes something on her clipboard before the compliment finishes leaving her mouth.

I give her the tour. Living room, kitchen, dining area, Dave's office, the backyard where my garden beds sit freshly mulched and waiting. She nods at everything. She opens cabinets — not rudely, but with the practiced ease of someone whose job description includes looking behind doors. She checks the locks on windows. She counts smoke detectors. In the kitchen, she pauses at the refrigerator, studies a photo pinned under a magnet: Dave and me at Cannon Beach, two years ago, his arm around my shoulder, both of us squinting against the glare. We look happy. We may have been. I can't separate the memory from the photograph anymore — the image has replaced the experience, the way a headstone replaces a person.

"And the bedrooms are upstairs?"

"Three bedrooms, two baths. I'll show you."

We climb. The master — bed made, Dave's nightstand cleared of its usual debris. The guest room — neutral, inoffensive, ready. And then the closed door.

"This would be the child's room," I say, opening it.

Margot steps inside. She sees the crib. The mobile. The half-assembled changing table in the corner that Dave never finished because there was no longer a reason to finish it. Her pen stops moving.

"We lost a pregnancy eighteen months ago," I say. The sentence comes out calibrated — not too raw, not too flat. I've practiced this disclosure the way an actor practices a monologue, modulating the catch in my voice to suggest grief mastered rather than grief performing. "We haven't gotten around to clearing the room. But this is where the child would sleep. We'd redecorate completely."

Margot looks at me. Not at the crib, not at the mobile. At me. Reading something in my face I didn't authorize.

"I'm sorry for your loss," she says, and means it, which is worse than if she'd said it reflexively, because sincerity from a stranger lands in a place I haven't armored.

"Thank you. We're in a good place now. Both of us."

She writes. I cannot see what.

Downstairs, the interviews. Margot sits in the wingback chair I positioned to face the couch where Dave and I sit together — not touching, but close enough that the gap between us could be read as choice rather than distance. She starts with the standard questions: employment history, financial stability, health records, criminal background. Dave hands over a folder he organized last night, labeled in his architect's block lettering: WHITFIELD — ADOPTION DOCUMENTATION. Inside: tax returns, bank statements, insurance cards, letters from our respective physicians confirming good health and mental soundness. The mental soundness letter cost me $200 and one very careful forty-five-minute conversation with a therapist I'd seen exactly twice.

"I'd like to speak with each of you separately," Margot says. "Standard procedure. Just to get individual perspectives."

Dave goes first. He takes Margot to his office. The door closes. I sit on the couch and listen to the muffled percussion of his voice through drywall — steady, even, the cadence of a man presenting quarterly results. Twelve minutes. He emerges. His face reveals nothing, because his face rarely does.

My turn. Margot's clipboard has a fresh page. She sits across from me in the wingback chair and uncaps her pen with her teeth — a gesture so unselfconscious it makes me like her for the first time.

"Tell me why adoption, Julia."

"Because I have room. In this house, in my life, in whatever capacity matters. I've worked with children for fifteen years as an occupational therapist. I understand developmental needs, trauma responses, attachment challenges. And I want — not clinically, not professionally — I want to be a mother. I believe I'd be a good one."

"And Dave?"

"Dave is steady. He's responsible, he's present, he provides stability. He's not the most expressive person" — I allow myself a small, strategic smile, the kind that says you know how husbands are without saying it — "but he shows up. Every day, he shows up."

"When I asked Dave why he wanted to adopt, he said something interesting." Margot pauses. Glances at her notes. "He said: 'I don't know if I'll be a good father. But I know she'll be an incredible mother.'"

My throat constricts. Not because the sentiment moves me — though it does, somewhere below the machinery — but because I hear what Margot hears. A man who framed the entire endeavor as his wife's project. A man who positioned himself as a supporting character in a story about someone else's dream. It's the most honest thing Dave has said in months, and it is also, in this room, in front of this clipboard, the most damaging.

"That sounds like Dave," I say. "Humble to a fault."

Margot writes. She caps her pen. She stands.

At the front door, she shakes my hand again. Same grip, same duration. Professional to the last vertebra.

"You have a lovely home, Julia. I'll submit my report this week. You should hear from the agency within ten days regarding next steps."

"Thank you, Margot."

She walks to her car. Halfway down the path, she turns.

"One more thing. The room upstairs — the nursery. I'd recommend clearing it before the child arrives. Not for regulatory reasons. For yours."

She drives away. I stand in the doorway, hand on the frame, and wonder whether she meant it as advice or diagnosis. Then I climb the stairs, open the closed door, and begin taking apart the crib.
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CHAPTER 4
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ARRIVAL

His shoes are wrong. That's the first thing I notice — not his face, not his height, not the way he holds himself in the doorway of our home like a guest who suspects the invitation might be revoked. His shoes. Black sneakers, off-brand, a size too large. The left sole is separating at the toe, a thin mouth of rubber gaping with each step. Someone at the group facility gave him those shoes, and whoever it was either didn't check the fit or didn't have a better option, and both possibilities make me want to drive to Josephine County and burn the building down.

Margot stands behind him on the porch. Her hand rests near his shoulder blade without touching it — a professional proximity, close enough to suggest guidance, far enough to respect the body of a child who has been touched by strangers more than anyone should inventory.

"Julia, Dave — this is Ethan."

Dave steps forward. He extends his hand the way he extends his hand to everyone: fully committed, shoulder-width apart, the posture of a man who learned handshakes from a father who believed they were moral acts. Ethan takes it. Brief. Correct. He meets Dave's eyes for exactly the amount of time that politeness requires and not one second beyond.

"Nice to meet you, sir."

Sir. A word no fourteen-year-old uses unless he's been trained or is performing. I file it. I don't know under which category yet.

Then Ethan turns to me, and I hug him.

I shouldn't. The parenting coordinator from the preparatory course spent forty-five minutes explaining the importance of letting adopted children set the pace for physical contact. Respect their boundaries. Let them come to you. Touch is loaded for kids from the system — don't assume it means the same thing to them that it means to you. I absorbed every word. I took notes. I highlighted passages in the supplementary handout with a yellow marker I bought specifically for the occasion.

And now I'm hugging a boy I've known for nine seconds, because his shoes don't fit and his file is in my kitchen drawer and the space between my arms has been measured for him since before he arrived, possibly since before he existed, possibly since a Tuesday morning in a parking lot when a six-year-old girl held my hand and I understood that I would not survive another year of holding nothing.

Ethan permits it. His arms stay at his sides for a beat — two — and then one hand rises to my back. A light touch, palm flat, fingers spread. Not returning the embrace. Acknowledging it. The gesture of someone who has learned to accept affection without absorbing it, the way a window accepts light without warming.

He steps back. A controlled distance. Fourteen inches — I could measure it with my arm.

"Thank you for having me," he says.

No child talks like that. No child raised in stability, in normalcy, in a house where the doors stay open and the shoes fit. Only a child who has auditioned for homes before, who understands that first impressions are currency and currency runs out. My heart breaks and rebuilds in the span of his sentence, and the rebuilt version is structured entirely around the project of making sure this boy never has to audition again.

Dave carries his bag upstairs. One bag. A duffel, navy blue, fraying at the strap. I weighed it mentally as Dave lifted it — twenty pounds, maybe less. A fourteen-year-old's entire material life, lighter than a bag of groceries.

I show Ethan the house. Kitchen, living room, Dave's office, the backyard. He nods at each room with a composure that unnerves me until I reframe it as resilience. In the kitchen, he pauses at the counter where my seed packets are stacked — nasturtium, sweet pea, sugar snap, a variety of dahlia I ordered from a catalog in September and haven't planted yet. His fingers drift across them. He reads the labels.

"You're building something," he says.

I go still. Not because the observation is remarkable — seed packets on a counter, it doesn't take a detective — but because of the verb. Building. Not planting, which is what you'd say about a garden. Building, which is what you'd say about a life, or a family, or a structure designed to outlast the season.

"Trying to." I lean against the counter. Casual. Grounded. The posture of a mother who has always been here. "The soil out back is good. Heavy clay underneath, but the top layer drains well enough for raised beds. I've been amending it since spring."

Ethan looks through the kitchen window at the yard. His reflection overlaps with the garden — his face superimposed on the turned earth, the empty beds, the stakes I drove last weekend to mark where the rows will go.

"My third foster placement had a garden," he says. Flat. No sentiment loaded into the statement, no fishing for a reaction. Just information, offered the way you'd offer someone directions. "Mrs. Herrera. She grew tomatoes and chilies. She used to let me water them after school."

"Did you like it?"

"I liked that they needed me every day." He turns from the window. "Plants don't decide they're done with you."

I want to promise him that I won't either. The sentence forms in my throat — fully conjugated, ready to deploy — and I swallow it. Too soon. Too much. Let him arrive before you make vows, Julia. Let the boy put down his duffel before you hand him the weight of your loneliness.

"Dinner's at six thirty," I say. "I made chicken. Is that okay? Margot said you didn't have any dietary restrictions, but I want to check."

"Chicken's great. Thank you."

He goes upstairs to his room. His room — I've been calling it that for three weeks, since the crib came down and the new furniture went in. A desk I chose from a catalog, solid pine, the kind that says your homework matters here. Bookshelves I stocked with a mix of what his English teacher recommended and what the intake coordinator flagged as his favorites: Vonnegut, Bradbury, a worn copy of The Outsiders that I found at Powell's and left on the pillow like a hotel chocolate. New sheets. A reading lamp. A window that faces the garden.

I did not decorate the walls. That felt like an overstep — like furnishing someone's interior without permission. The walls are white, clean, ready. A blank page in a language he gets to choose.

Dinner. The three of us at the reclaimed oak table that hasn't seated three since Tessa and Mark came over in June and the conversation died somewhere between the salad and the main. Dave sits at his usual end. I sit at mine. Ethan takes the chair between us — the one nobody uses, the chair without a placemat, which I remedied this afternoon with a blue linen one I bought at a kitchen store downtown, spending eleven minutes choosing between blue and green and gray before settling on blue because it seemed like a color that didn't demand anything.
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