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Content Warning

This novel contains themes that some readers may find distressing, including: child custody disputes, coerced adoption, postpartum psychosis, emotional manipulation, psychological abuse within a therapeutic relationship, stalking, gaslighting, and depictions of maternal grief and loss. Reader discretion is advised.

“The cruelest thing you can do to a mother is convince her she never was one.”

— Catherine Voss, The Borrowed Hours

For the women who loved children the world said weren’t theirs.
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PART ONE
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The Woman Who Stayed
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Prologue
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The boy is three years old and he holds a pinecone like it’s a grenade.

He turns it in his fingers, studying the scales, the sticky sap catching the morning light. His backpack—red, with a dinosaur patch his mother ironed on crooked—hangs off one shoulder. He doesn’t notice. He’s absorbed in the pinecone the way only a three-year-old can be absorbed in anything: completely, savagely, as though the rest of the world has been switched off.

I watch him from across the parking lot. Twenty-three steps. I’ve counted.

His mother crouches beside him. She says something I can’t hear, and he laughs—a bright, reckless sound that travels across the asphalt and lands in my chest like a fist. She takes his hand. He drops the pinecone. They walk toward the entrance of Willowbrook Elementary, and I watch the way her thumb moves across his knuckles, back and forth, an unconscious rhythm. She doesn’t know she’s doing it. I know because I used to do the same thing.

The glass doors close behind them.

I stay.

* * *
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THE FIRST TIME I CAME here, I told myself it would be the last. That I’d see him once—just once—and that would be enough. I’d fill in the blank space in my head with a real image, a living boy instead of the phantom I’d been carrying for three years, and then I’d drive home and take my medication and call Dr. Rowe and say, I did it, I saw him, it’s over.

That was seven weeks ago.

Every morning since, I park in the same spot—third row, near the oak with the split trunk—and I wait. The other mothers don’t notice me. Or if they do, I’m just another woman in a Subaru, checking her phone, sipping lukewarm coffee from a thermos. Willowbrook is that kind of town. Women in Subarus are part of the landscape.

But I’m not checking my phone. I’m watching.

His name is Eli. He turns four in November. He has a constellation of freckles across his nose that I can see even from twenty-three steps away, and when he concentrates, he presses his tongue against the inside of his cheek. His mother—the woman who raises him—cuts his hair too short. I wouldn’t cut it that short. I’d let it curl at the collar the way it wants to.

But that’s not my decision. That was taken from me the same day everything else was.

* * *
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THERE ARE THINGS I know about Eli’s mother that she doesn’t know I know.

Her name is Dina Caulfield. She’s forty, divorced, moved to Willowbrook from Stamford eight months ago. She drives a gray Honda CR-V with a dent in the rear bumper that she hasn’t fixed. She works at a firm on Maple Street—Hargrove & Associates, forensic accounting. She orders the same coffee every morning from the Blue Kettle on Route 9: oat milk latte, no sugar, extra hot. She arrives at the school at 8:07, sometimes 8:09. Never later than 8:11.

Forensic accounting is the art of reading what isn’t written. Every audit I’ve ever conducted has taught me the same lesson: the most important information in any document is the information that’s missing. The line item that should be there and isn’t. The signature that appears too smooth. The date that falls on a Sunday. People who commit fraud don’t leave evidence of what they did. They leave evidence of what they didn’t do—the check they didn’t balance, the receipt they didn’t file, the question they didn’t ask—and the absence tells a story that the presence never could.

I know these things because when you lose a child, the world expects you to grieve in a straight line. Denial, anger, bargaining, depression, acceptance—a tidy procession, like those mothers walking their children through the school doors. One stage after another. Clean. Orderly. Done.

Nobody tells you about the stage where you start memorizing the schedule of the woman who has your son.

Nobody tells you because that stage doesn’t have a name. Or if it does, the name is a diagnosis, and the diagnosis comes with a prescription, and the prescription comes with a pamphlet about “managing intrusive thoughts,” and the pamphlet has a photograph of a woman on the cover who looks nothing like me—serene, well-rested, her hands folded in her lap like she’s waiting for permission to feel.

I have thought about what I would say if someone asked me to explain myself. The lawyer, the judge, the journalist, the neighbor who finds out. I have scripted the conversation a hundred times, and in every version I start with the same sentence: He was my therapist. As though that explains anything. As though the word therapist, deployed in the right context, functions like a key—unlocking sympathy, opening the door between judgment and compassion, allowing the listener to see me not as a woman who watches someone else’s child but as a woman who was watched by someone who should have been watching out for her.

But explanations are for people who have choices. I ran out of choices the morning I woke up at Silver Hill and reached for a baby who wasn’t there and understood, with the perfect clarity of the no-longer-sedated, that every choice had been made for me while I slept. The medication. The consent form. The placement. The ink on the line where my name was supposed to be, in handwriting that wasn’t mine, on a document I never read.

I am not serene. I am not well-rested. And I have never, not once in three years, waited for permission.

* * *
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TODAY IS DIFFERENT.

I don’t know it yet, standing here with my thermos and my bitten-down nails and my heart doing that low, sick thrum it does every time the glass doors open. But today is the day she sees me. Not a passing glance—not the kind of half-look people give strangers in parking lots, the reflexive visual scan that registers nothing. Today, Dina Caulfield will look at me, and she will see me. The way I have been seeing her.

And I will say something to her that I have been rehearsing for forty-nine mornings.

I know things about myself that a sane woman would not know. I know the precise distance from my parking spot to the school entrance: seventy-two feet. I measured it once, on a Sunday, when the parking lot was empty and I could walk the route without pretending to be doing something else. Seventy-two feet is longer than a bowling lane and shorter than a basketball court. It is the distance between my life and his life, between the woman who watches and the boy who is watched, between the before and the after. Seventy-two feet is nothing. A child could run it in eight seconds. I could walk it in twenty. But I don’t. I stay in my car and I watch and I count because counting is the only thing that keeps the wanting from becoming action, and action—action would be crossing those seventy-two feet, action would be touching his hair, action would be saying the words I love you and watching his face for the recognition that isn’t there because he doesn’t know me, has never known me, will never know me in the way that a child knows the person who was there first.

First is everything. First is the voice he heard before he was born, the heartbeat he synchronized with in the dark. First is the smell of my skin, which he knew before he knew his own name. First is me. I was first. And then I was nothing, and the nothing has lasted three years, and the nothing is the thing that keeps me in this parking lot every morning, counting the steps I do not take.

Six words.

I wanted to make sure he’s okay.

She won’t understand what I mean. Not today. Maybe not for weeks. But once she starts pulling at the thread—and she will, because Dina is the kind of woman who pulls—everything will unravel. My secret. Her secret. The secret that connects us, buried so deep that neither of us knows the other is standing on the same grave.

The glass doors open. Eli runs out. His pinecone is gone—traded, probably, for some other small treasure. He barrels toward his mother with his arms wide, and she catches him the way good mothers do: without thinking, without bracing, as though the weight of him is the most natural thing in the world.

I press my palm flat against the steering wheel.

Once, I caught him like that. Once, his weight was the most natural thing in my world.

* * *
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MY NAME IS SLOANE WYATT, and I am not a dangerous woman.

But I have done something that no one will forgive, and I am about to do something worse.

I am about to tell the truth.
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Chapter 1
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The Pinecone Boy

Eli collects pinecones the way other children collect bruises—constantly, indiscriminately, with no regard for storage capacity. By the time we reach the car after school, his pockets are bulging, his backpack rattles, and there’s sap on his chin from the one he tried to taste.

“You can keep three,” I tell him.

“Seven.”

“Three.”

“Five and a rock.”

He’s three years old and he negotiates like a futures trader. I buckle him into the car seat while he clutches a pinecone in each fist, his face arranged in an expression of profound dissatisfaction. I kiss the top of his head. His hair smells like playground mulch and the orange soap they use at the school’s hand-washing station.

“We’ll find more tomorrow,” I say.

“Promise?”

“Promise.”

He accepts this with the solemnity of a treaty signing, and by the time I pull out of the Willowbrook Elementary parking lot, he’s asleep. Mouth open, pinecones abandoned, one sock off for reasons I will never understand.

I check the rearview mirror. Not for traffic—for the Subaru.

It’s still there. Third row, near the oak with the split trunk. Dark blue, Connecticut plates, a dent in the passenger door shaped like a comma. The woman behind the wheel hasn’t moved. Her hands are at ten and two and she’s staring straight ahead, but I know—I know the way you know someone’s eyes are on you in a crowded room—that she was watching us.

Not us. Him.

* * *
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I NOTICED HER FOR THE first time three weeks ago.

This is what I mean by “noticed”: not a glance, not a peripheral awareness. I mean I registered her the way a smoke detector registers the first tendril of heat before the flame. Something fired in my brain—some primal alarm calibrated by evolution or motherhood or the particular frequency of my own damage—and I thought: that woman is watching my child.

Marcus would call this projection. Marcus called everything projection. My worry about Eli’s food allergies was projection. My insistence on a baby monitor past eighteen months was projection. My refusal to let his mother—his grandmother, Marcus’s mother, a woman who smoked Virginia Slims two feet from the crib—babysit alone was projection.

“You’re transferring your anxiety onto the child,” Marcus said, in that therapist voice he used at home the same way he used it in his office, the same voice that made patients feel understood and made me feel diagnosed. “You’re seeing threats because you’re afraid of your own inadequacy as a mother.”

We are divorced now. The inadequate mother got full custody. Marcus kept the house in Stamford, the practice, the second wife. I got Eli, a Honda with a dented bumper, and a one-year lease on a two-bedroom in Willowbrook that smells faintly of the previous tenant’s dog.

I also got the thing Marcus never understood about me: I am not projecting. I am not anxious. I am paying attention. And right now, I am paying attention to a woman in a blue Subaru who parks in the same spot every morning, drops off a child—a girl, maybe six or seven, dark hair—and then stays.

She doesn’t leave. She watches.

* * *
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WILLOWBROOK, CONNECTICUT, is the kind of town that markets itself on safety.

The real estate listing for my apartment mentioned the school’s proximity three times. Walking distance, it said, as if the ability to walk your child to school were a moral achievement rather than a geographic coincidence. The town website features a banner photograph of children on bicycles, no helmets, golden hour light, autumn leaves. The message is unmistakable: nothing happens here. Your children are safe. You can exhale.

I have not exhaled since I moved here.

The apartment is fine. Small, but Eli doesn’t need much space, and I don’t need any. I set up his room first—the dinosaur sheets, the nightlight shaped like a crescent moon, the shelf for his pinecones—and lived out of boxes for two weeks before I unpacked my own clothes. My bedroom is functional: a bed, a dresser, a lamp I bought at the Goodwill on Post Road because the overhead fixture flickers and I can’t sleep in a room that flickers. Against the wall, a desk where I work when Eli’s asleep, forensic accounting, which is exactly as exciting as it sounds—spreadsheets and depositions and the quiet satisfaction of catching someone in a lie told with numbers.

The kitchen window faces the street. From it, I can see the park where Eli will play when it gets warmer, the coffee shop where I go every morning, and the bus stop where Mrs. Petersen, my neighbor, waits for the 7:45 to New Haven. Mrs. Petersen is seventy-two and brings Eli homemade applesauce that he won’t eat and I can’t throw away, so the fridge is developing a small applesauce museum.

This is my life. It is quiet. It is deliberate. I chose it because quiet felt like the opposite of Marcus, and deliberate felt like the opposite of the woman I was when I was married—the woman who second-guessed every instinct because her husband had a degree in psychology and a talent for making her believe that love and surveillance were the same thing.

* * *
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AT THE OFFICE, I PULL up the school’s parent directory on my laptop.

Hargrove & Associates occupies the second floor of a converted Victorian on Maple Street. My desk faces a window overlooking the parking lot, which is not scenic but means I always know when Warren Hargrove, my boss, arrives, which is useful because Warren likes to surprise people with questions, and I like to have answers before he asks them.

The parent directory is a PDF posted to the school’s portal. It lists names, addresses, phone numbers, children’s names. I scroll through it looking for—I don’t know what I’m looking for. A name that connects to the Subaru. A face I recognize.

I don’t find one.

The woman doesn’t look like the other Willowbrook mothers. This is not a judgment; it’s an observation. The school-gate mothers move in a recognizable choreography—Lululemon, iced coffee, AirPods, a distracted hand on a stroller while texting with the other. They know one another. They cluster. The woman in the Subaru doesn’t cluster. She stands apart, near the fence, and she’s always wearing the same gray coat—not threadbare, but worn, the kind of coat a woman wears when she’s stopped caring whether her coat matches the season. Her hair is brown, shoulder-length, no style to it. She’s thin in a way that suggests forgetting to eat rather than choosing not to.

I know that kind of thin. I was that kind of thin during the divorce.

My phone buzzes. A text from Jeanette, the receptionist at Hargrove, who also functions as the office’s central nervous system: Warren’s looking for the Whitfield audit files. I close the parent directory, open the Whitfield folder, and carry it down the hall.

But the woman stays in my head. Parked in the third row, near the oak with the split trunk. Watching.

* * *
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THAT NIGHT, AFTER ELI’S bath, after the story (Goodnight Moon, always Goodnight Moon, we are on our fourth copy because the pages absorb bath water and peanut butter at an equal rate), after the crescent-moon nightlight clicks on and his breathing thickens into sleep, I stand in the kitchen and pour a glass of wine and think about what it means to be watched.

I am an expert on being watched. Marcus watched me the way a scientist watches a lab rat—not with malice but with clinical interest, noting behaviors, cataloging responses, adjusting variables. When I cut my hair short after Eli was born, Marcus asked what I was “really” expressing. When I cried during a commercial for life insurance, Marcus asked if I was experiencing “disproportionate affect.” When I told him I thought his mother was dangerous around the baby, Marcus wrote something in a notebook he kept by the bed and said, “We’ll talk about this in the morning.”

We didn’t talk about it in the morning. We never talked about anything in the morning. Mornings were for Marcus’s silence and my compliance, the two of us moving through the kitchen like planets in separate orbits, him reading the Journal, me feeding Eli, the space between us thick with everything I wanted to say and the absolute certainty that saying it would be used against me.

So I know what it feels like to be watched. And I know the difference between being watched and being seen. Marcus watched me to control me. The woman in the Subaru—I can’t explain this, and I wouldn’t try to explain it to anyone because it sounds exactly like the kind of thing Marcus would circle in red and label “irrationality”—the woman in the Subaru watches like she’s in pain.

She watches my son the way I watched my son the first time I held him: with hunger, and terror, and the desperate need to memorize every detail before he’s taken away.

I rinse the wineglass. I check the locks. I stand in Eli’s doorway and listen to him breathe.

Tomorrow morning, I decide, I’m going to talk to her.

* * *
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I PRACTICE WHAT I'LL say. Standing at the kitchen sink, rinsing Eli's dinosaur plate, I rehearse openers the way I rehearse deposition questions—testing for tone, for ambiguity, for the ways a sentence can be misread. “Hi, I’m Dina, Eli’s mom” is too casual. “Can I help you?” is too confrontational. “I’ve noticed you in the parking lot” sounds like an accusation.

But that is not a question you can ask a stranger. That is a question you can only ask someone whose answer you’re prepared to hear. And I am not yet sure I am prepared for anything this woman might tell me.
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Chapter 2
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Forty-Nine Mornings

The pill organizer has seven compartments and I’ve labeled each one with a day of the week in black Sharpie because the printed letters wore off months ago.

Monday: sertraline, trazodone, the small white one Dr. Rowe added in January whose name I can’t pronounce and whose purpose, I suspect, is to make the other pills behave. Tuesday through Friday: same. Saturday: same, plus a vitamin D supplement because my bloodwork came back low and Dr. Rowe said, “We need to take care of the whole person, Sloane,” as though the whole person were a project she’d been assigned rather than a woman sitting in a leather chair trying not to cry. Sunday: same as Saturday, because consistency is the architecture of mental health. Dr. Rowe’s phrase, not mine.

I swallow Monday’s pills with tap water that tastes like copper. The kitchen faucet needs a new filter. I added it to the list on the refrigerator—a list that now has twenty-three items, beginning with fix faucet filter and ending with call school re: Margaux’s allergy form. Between these two entries, the list tracks a landscape of small failures: replace porch light, return library books (overdue), buy socks for M (the ones without seams—she won’t wear the ones with seams), reschedule dentist, call landlord re: radiator noise, pick up prescription, cancel prescription (wrong dosage), pick up correct prescription.

My daughter appears in the doorway. Margaux is seven and has opinions about breakfast the way diplomats have opinions about treaty language—firmly held, non-negotiable, and subject to change without notice.

“No eggs,” she says.

“I wasn’t making eggs.”

“You were going to.”

She’s right. I was going to. Margaux has the unsettling ability to read intention, a trait she inherited from no one I can identify, since neither of her parents ever knew what the other was thinking until it was too late.

I make toast. She eats the edges and leaves the center, which she arranges into a small rectangle on her plate and studies with an expression of scholarly contemplation.

“Is it a door or a window?” she asks, holding up the toast rectangle.

“Which do you want it to be?”

“A window. Doors are for leaving.”

I don’t answer that. I pour her juice.

* * *
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THE DRIVE TO WILLOWBROOK Elementary takes eleven minutes from our apartment in Greenfield, the next town over.

Eleven minutes in good traffic. Fourteen if the light at Route 9 catches red, which it does more often than probability should allow. I’ve thought about this—the statistical anomaly of that traffic light—because when you spend forty-nine mornings driving the same route, your mind wanders into strange arithmetic.

I could send Margaux to Greenfield Elementary. It’s four minutes away. Her pediatrician is in Greenfield. Her dentist is in Greenfield. The library where she checks out books about marine biology and returns them smelling like peanut butter is in Greenfield. Every practical thread of our life is in Greenfield.

But Margaux goes to Willowbrook Elementary because three years ago, when I was researching schools from the locked ward at Silver Hill—a psychiatric facility in New Canaan where they let you use a laptop between group sessions if your privileges are current—I found the school where they placed him. The school Dina Caulfield’s son attends. The school where, every morning at 8:07 or 8:09 or 8:11, a woman I’ve never spoken to walks a boy through the glass doors, a boy whose face I last saw through a medicated haze when he was nine days old.

I enrolled Margaux at Willowbrook because it was the only way to stand in that parking lot every morning without being arrested.

A mother dropping off her child is invisible. A woman alone in a parking lot near a school is a headline.

* * *
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I PARK IN MY SPOT. Third row, near the oak.

The oak is massive—a red oak, probably a hundred years old, its trunk split by a lightning strike that must have happened decades before the school was built. The split has healed into a thick seam of bark that runs vertically, dividing the trunk into two halves that lean slightly apart, like two people who were once close and have since thought better of it. I find this metaphor too obvious but can’t stop noticing it.

Margaux unbuckles herself. She is fiercely independent about the car seat, refusing help with the buckle since she was five, treating my offers of assistance as personal insults.

“Have a good day,” I say.

“You too.” She pauses, one foot out the door. “Are you staying again?”

“I have some calls to make.”

She looks at me with those serious gray eyes—my eyes, the only feature of mine she carries; the rest is her father’s—and I can see her deciding whether to believe me. She decides to let it go. This is new, this letting go. Six months ago, she would have pressed. But Margaux has learned, at seven, what some people never learn: that there are questions adults won’t answer honestly, and asking again only makes both parties uncomfortable.

“Bye, Mom.”

She walks toward the school. I watch her go—the rigid posture, the backpack straps adjusted to military precision, the way she holds the straps instead of letting them hang. She is careful, my daughter. Careful the way children of unstable parents learn to be careful: with a vigilance that looks like good behavior but is actually survival.

She disappears through the glass doors.

I watch the space where she was. The glass reflects the parking lot, the sky, the oak with its split trunk, and for a moment Margaux’s absence is overlaid with these images—sky where her face was, asphalt where her backpack was—and I think about how loss works, how it fills the vacated space with whatever is nearby, how the world rushes in to cover the gap the way water rushes in to cover a stone thrown from its bed.

Margaux doesn’t know about Eli. She knows she has a brother—had a brother, in the language I was taught to use at Silver Hill, past tense, relinquished tense, the grammatical form reserved for things you are not allowed to want anymore. She was four when Eli was born, old enough to understand the belly, the hospital, the promise of a baby, not old enough to understand why the baby didn’t come home. I told her the baby went to live with another family. I told her it was the best thing for everyone. I told her what Marcus told me, what the social worker told me, what the discharge nurse told me as she handed me a plastic bag containing my clothes and my wallet and my dignity, neatly folded.

Margaux accepted it the way she accepts everything: quietly, with a small nod, her hands folded in her lap. She didn’t cry. She didn’t ask follow-up questions. She went to her room and closed the door and I heard, through the thin walls of our apartment, the sound of her rearranging her stuffed animals on the bed. Putting them in order. Making the world manageable.

She was four years old, and she was already managing the world.

I think about this every morning in the parking lot. I think about the two children I made and the two ways I failed them—Margaux by being too broken to shield her from the truth, Eli by being too broken to keep him. The geometry of motherhood, when you’re the kind of mother I am, is always subtraction. You start with everything a child needs and you subtract yourself, piece by piece, until what’s left is the love without the person, the need without the body to hold it, a ghost that haunts the school parking lot every morning because haunting is the only form of presence she’s been allowed to keep.

I stay.

* * *
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THE GRAY HONDA CR-V arrives at 8:09.

Dina gets out first. She’s wearing a navy blazer today, which means client meetings. I know her wardrobe patterns the way I know the traffic light at Route 9—through repetition, not intention. Blazer means clients. Cardigan means office work. The denim jacket with the fraying cuffs means Friday, because Dina Caulfield is the kind of woman who assigns casual Fridays to herself as though she’s still working at a firm with a dress code.

She opens the rear door. Eli tumbles out. He’s holding something—of course he’s holding something; this child’s hands are never empty—and today it’s a stick. Not a special stick. An ordinary stick. But he holds it at arm’s length, studying it against the sky, and my breath catches because he tilts his head at the same angle I tilt mine when I’m concentrating. The same angle. The same slight leftward cant, as though the answer to whatever he’s looking at lives just beyond the edge of straight-ahead.

People say genetics are a lottery. They’re wrong. Genetics are a haunting. They appear in gestures you didn’t teach, expressions you didn’t model, a way of holding a stick against the sky that nobody showed him and nobody needed to because it was written into his body before he was born.

Dina takes his hand. They walk.

And today—I feel it like a change in atmospheric pressure, like the air before a thunderstorm—today, Dina looks at me.

Not a glance. Not the reflexive scan of a mother checking her environment. She looks at me the way an accountant looks at a column of numbers that doesn’t add up: with suspicion, with patience, with the absolute certainty that given enough time, she’ll find the error.
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