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This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, grief, child loss, infant abduction, deception within families, and references to death. Reader discretion is advised.

A mother is not the one who gives you blood. A mother is the one who decides, every morning, not to give you back.

— Helen Marsh Crane, The Quiet Arrangement (1961)

For everyone who was loved by the wrong person at the right time. It still counts.
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Prologue
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The lake gives nothing back. Everyone in Harrow knows it. You can throw in a wedding ring, a set of keys, a whole life, and the water will close over it the way skin closes over a splinter, and in a week the surface will look exactly the way it looked before. People say it's two hundred feet deep at the old quarry. People say there are houses down there, a whole drowned street from before they flooded the valley in 1951, mailboxes still standing, doors still on their hinges. People say a lot of things in Harrow. It's the saying that keeps them warm.

On the night this story begins to come apart — though no one will know it for another seventeen years — there are two women in labor on the third floor of Harrow County Hospital, and one nurse standing between them.

It is March. There is ice on the inside of the windows. The heat in the old wing has been failing since Christmas, and the maintenance man retired in October and was never replaced, so the radiators knock and sigh and give up around two in the morning. The night nurse has brought a space heater from home. She has worked this floor for nineteen years. She has caught more babies than the doctor, who is asleep in the call room with his shoes still on, and she has buried things on this floor that no record will ever show.

In the first room, a woman named Britt is twenty-eight years old and screaming in the particular way that means the end is close, the good end, the one that comes with a cry that isn't hers. Her husband is in the hall with his forehead against the cinderblock. At 3:14 a.m. the nurse lays a girl on Britt's chest, and Britt makes a sound that is not a word, and the radiator knocks once, like a knuckle on a door.

In the second room, down the hall, past the supply closet that doesn't lock, another woman is laboring, and this one the nurse loves more than her own breath, because this one is her daughter.

At 3:18 a.m., the second baby is born, and does not cry.

The nurse does everything. She is very good. She has done everything a thousand times in her head for exactly this moment, and she does all of it, and none of it is enough, and at 3:31 in the morning in a failing hospital in a dying town her daughter's child is still and blue and gone, and her daughter is asking, between the contractions that nobody told her would keep coming after, why isn't the baby crying, why isn't she crying, Mama, why—

There is a window of about thirty minutes here. The doctor asleep. The husband in the other hall. The records not yet written, because the nurse writes the records, she always writes the records, the doctor signs whatever she puts in front of him at six when he wakes up gray-faced and grateful she handled the night.

Thirty minutes is enough time to decide that the world has made a mistake and that you are the only person awake enough to fix it.

This is not a story about a woman who stole a baby. That is too simple, and Harrow does not deal in simple things; Harrow deals in arrangements, in the things a town agrees not to see so that it can keep getting up in the morning. This is a story about a woman who looked at a living child in one room and a destroyed daughter in another and did the math that grief does, the terrible generous math, and decided that one mother could survive a loss and one could not, and that she alone got to choose which was which.

By morning there are two healthy baby girls on the third floor. The records say so. The doctor signs. The radiators give up entirely and the maintenance that never comes never comes.

One of those girls goes home to a woman who will love her completely and correctly for seventeen years and never once suspect she is loving someone else's daughter.

The other goes home across the lake, to a house with a leaking roof and a mother who will hold her like a thing returned from the dead, because to that mother, she is.

The lake gives nothing back. But the body does. Seventeen years from now, a single sheet of paper from the Ohio Department of Health, generated by a computer that does not know how to keep a secret, is going to surface like a swollen thing rising slow from the bottom of the quarry, and it is going to land in a mailbox on Sycamore Street, and a woman named Britt is going to read one line about a blood type and feel the floor of her entire life tilt toward the water.

She doesn't know any of that yet. Tonight she is asleep with a newborn on her chest and the whole correct future laid out before her like a set table.

Somewhere across town, a nurse washes her hands for a long time and does not cry, because crying is for people who haven't decided anything. She has decided. The water has closed over it.

In a week, the surface will look exactly the way it looked before.

Act I

The Surface of the Water
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Chapter One
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Routine Bloodwork

The mail is the only thing in my life that still arrives on time, so when it doesn't come by two o'clock I notice, the way you notice a clock that has stopped — not the sound of it, the absence of the sound.

I'm standing at the kitchen window with a cup of coffee gone cold around eleven, which is my one stretch of the day that belongs to me. I work the back half of the week at the clinic, three twelves, and Thursdays I sleep till nine and then I don't know what to do with my hands. The house is too quiet. Willa's at school, or she's supposed to be, and the dishwasher is running, and I'm watching the Pruitt kid two doors down ride his bike in a circle in the cul-de-sac like he's waiting for something to happen in Harrow, which, son, let me save you the years.

Sycamore Street is nine houses on a dead end that backs up against the woods that back up against the lake. We're the fourth one in, a brown ranch with a carport Dale never finished closing in before he left. The For Sale signs went up across the street two springs ago and never came down. People don't move to Harrow. They get born here and they stay or they leave and the leaving is permanent, like the lake. There's no third option. I was born at the hospital on Route 9, three miles from where I'm standing, and I will almost certainly die there, and in between I have done the one thing I came here to do, which is raise a daughter who is better than this town.

That's the thing about me you should know up front, because it explains everything that comes after. I am a person who finishes things. I don't leave the carport half-closed. I'm a nurse because nursing is a job where you are handed a problem and you fix it or it doesn't get fixed, and there's a clarity in that I've never found anywhere else, not in marriage, not in church, not in the long flat afternoons of this town. You hand me a wound, I'll close it. You hand me a fever, I'll break it. I am very good at the part of love that looks like competence, and I have spent seventeen years telling myself that's the same thing as the other part, the soft part, the part Willa keeps asking me for in a language I can't quite hear.

The mail truck finally turns onto Sycamore at quarter past two. I watch Gary work his way down the row. By the time he gets to our box I'm already at the door, because the truth is I've got nothing else, and a person with nothing else will take a circular for a furniture store going out of business as an event.

There's the gas bill. There's a flyer for the church fish fry. And there's a long envelope, the heavy kind, with a return address in Columbus and a little state seal in the corner that I take, at first, for jury duty.

Ohio Department of Health. Vital Records Division.

I open it standing in the carport with the cold coming up through my socks because I didn't put shoes on, and I read it twice before any of the words agree to mean anything.

It's a form letter. You can tell by the way it apologizes without meaning it. There has been, it says, an identified discrepancy in records associated with a birth registered at Harrow County Hospital on March 14, 2007. As part of a statewide digitization audit, certain archived records have been cross-referenced against subsequent medical data, and an inconsistency has been flagged in the file associated with my daughter, Willa Anne Soren. I am asked to contact the office at my earliest convenience to verify certain information so the record may be corrected.

I read the date again. March 14, 2007. 3:14 in the morning. I have never needed a record to tell me when my daughter was born. I was there. I have the scar, the stretch marks, the memory of the radiator knocking like somebody was at the door.

An inconsistency in the file.

I am a nurse. I know what records are. I know they are wrong all the time, that a transposed digit can give a man the wrong blood, that a checkbox in the wrong column can take a person's whole history and hand it to a stranger. I have spent my career being the person who catches those things before they hurt anybody. So my first feeling, standing in the carport, is not fear. It is irritation. Somebody in Columbus has fat-fingered a keystroke and now I have to spend a morning on hold to fix it.

I want to stay in that irritation a little longer, looking back, because it's the last clean feeling I'm going to have for a long time, and I didn't know to savor it. The administrative annoyance of a competent woman. The eye-roll of someone who has fixed a thousand of these and will fix one more. There's a whole self that lives in that four seconds, a Britt Soren who still believes the worst thing that can happen on a Thursday is a long hold time with the state of Ohio, and I'd give a great deal to climb back into her and pull the door shut and never read the next paragraph. But you can't unread a thing. That's the first lesson of the next eleven weeks and it's the one I'll keep relearning: the words don't go back in the envelope. Once they're in you, they're in you, and you are a different person than the one who picked up the mail, and the difference is permanent, and there's no audit that corrects it.

The cold is coming up through my socks and I'm aware of it the way you're aware of small things in the seconds before a large thing, the radiator knock of memory, the bike going around and around in the cul-de-sac, Gary's truck whining off toward the Pruitts'. I'm aware that it's an ordinary Thursday in an ordinary town and that I am standing in a half-finished carport my husband never closed in, holding a piece of paper, and that some part of me, the lake-watcher, the part of this town that's in my marrow, has already gone very still and very quiet, the way the surface goes still right before something underneath it moves. I tell that part of me to hush. It's a typo. It's Columbus. It's a morning on hold.

That's the version of me that exists for about another four seconds.

Because then I get to the part of the letter where they list, for verification, the data points that don't reconcile. And one of them is a blood type. Willa's blood type, pulled from a routine panel they ran at the sports physical in the fall, the one I drove her to and sat in the waiting room for and signed the consent on. AB negative.

And I stand there with my cold feet in my own carport and I do the thing I do, the math, because math is just another wound you close, and I think: I am O positive. Dale is O positive. We are the most boring blood in America, the both of us, the blood they ask you to donate because anybody can take it. Two O-positive people do not make an AB-negative child. They can't. It's not a question of unlikely. It's a question of impossible, the way it's impossible for water to run uphill, the kind of impossible they teach you in the first week of nursing school so you'll never forget it.

I crack the knuckle of my left thumb without deciding to. It's a thing I do. Dale used to say he could hear me thinking from the next room.

There's an explanation. There's always an explanation. The panel was mislabeled. Some other kid's tube got Willa's sticker. It happens — God, it happens, I could tell you stories. That's the explanation, and it's a good one, it's the right one, it's the one a sensible woman accepts and then goes inside and makes a sandwich.

I go inside. I do not make a sandwich.

I stand in my kitchen with the dishwasher hissing through its cycle and I call the clinic, not the number in the letter, my own clinic, and I ask Renata at the desk to pull Willa's panel from the fall, the actual lab result, not the summary. And while she's looking I open the drawer by the stove where I keep the things that matter, and under the takeout menus and the spare key to a car Dale took with him, there's a photograph. Willa at four, on the dock at the lake, squinting into the sun, holding a fish Dale caught and pretending it was hers. She has my mouth. Everybody says so. She has my mouth and Dale's stubbornness and a way of going quiet that came from neither of us, that I always told myself she invented on her own.

Renata comes back on the line. AB negative, she says. Confirmed, run twice, that's a clean result, Britt, why, is something wrong?

I look at the photograph. My daughter's mouth. My mouth.

"No," I tell her. "Computer thing. You know how it is."

After I hang up I stand there a while. The dishwasher clicks off and the kitchen goes truly quiet, the kind of quiet this house has had since Dale's truck stopped being in the driveway, a quiet with a shape to it, a missing-person shape. I put the photograph back under the menus and I close the drawer and I tell myself the conversation is over, the matter is closed, and I get as far as the refrigerator before I turn around and open the drawer again and take the photograph back out.

Willa was an easy baby and a hard child and an impossible teenager, which the books all promised me was normal, was textbook, was exactly what's supposed to happen. But there's a particular thing about Willa I have never told anyone, not Dale, not my own mother before she passed, because saying it out loud felt like a confession of some failure in me: I have always, from the very beginning, felt like I was loving her across a small distance. Not a coldness. I want to be clear. I would walk into the lake for her. But a distance, a half-step, a pane of glass so clean you forget it's there until you put your hand out and meet it. I assumed every mother felt it. I assumed it was the thing nobody admits, the gap between the child you imagine in the dark of the third trimester and the actual stranger they hand you, who grows up to have opinions about cilantro and a boyfriend you don't like and a way of looking at you, sometimes, across the dinner table, like she's trying to place where she knows you from.

I look at the fish. I look at the squint. I look at my own mouth on my daughter's four-year-old face, and for the first time in seventeen years the explanation I have always reached for — she's just her own person, she came out fully herself — turns over in my hand and shows me its other side.

I put the photograph in my pocket. Not back in the drawer. In my pocket, against my hip, where I can feel the edge of it through the cotton, and I go about the rest of my Thursday — I switch the laundry, I text Willa about dinner and get back the single thumbs-up that passes for conversation between us now, I take the chicken out to thaw — and the whole time the photograph rides against my hip like a stone in a shoe, and I do not take it out again, and I do not put it away, and that, if I'm honest, is the moment the old life ends. Not the letter. The pocket. The not putting it away.

It's the first lie I tell, and I want you to notice how easy it is, how it comes out smooth and warm and finished, because I'm going to tell a lot more of them before this is over, and so is everyone else in this town, and the only difference between us in the end will be what we were trying to protect.
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Chapter Two
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The Gardener

The peonies are early this year, which means the spring is wrong, which means everything is wrong, but you have to start somewhere and I start with the peonies. They come up out of the dirt in March like fists. People think they're soft because of how they end, all that blowsy pink falling apart in a vase. They aren't soft. They are the toughest thing in the church garden. I planted them the year I retired and they have outlived two pastors and one of my hips.

I'm sixty-three years old and I tend the garden at First Methodist because the alternative is sitting in my house listening to it settle. My husband has been gone eleven years. My daughter, Carrie, is nine miles away in a development called Lakeview that has no view of the lake, raising a girl who is the reason I get up in the morning and the reason I don't sleep at night, though those two things have never been in conflict for me the way people assume they should be. You can be a reason for both. I am, to a great many people in this town, the reason for both.

The girl's name is Hazel. She's seventeen. She has Carrie's temper and her dead father's chin and a laugh that comes out of her like she's surprised by it every time, and I have loved her since before she was born, since before she was anyone, since she was just the idea of a baby growing in my daughter who had wanted one so long and so hard that the wanting had become a kind of illness in the house.

There are two stones at the back of the garden, behind the peonies, where the hose bib is. They're small, the size of a hand, and they don't say anything. I put them there myself the spring after I retired and I told the pastor they were markers for the perennial beds, which they are not. People accept what you tell them if you say it while you're holding a trowel. A woman on her knees in the dirt is above suspicion. That's a thing I learned late and have used hard.

Let me tell you what a person does with seventeen years of a thing like this, because I don't think most people understand that a secret isn't kept the way you keep a letter in a drawer. A secret is a living thing and it has to be fed and watered and walked, every single day, for as long as it lives, which in my case is going to be exactly as long as I do. You think you'll hide it and forget it. You don't get to forget it. You wake up next to it. You set a place for it at every Sunday dinner. When Carrie tells me Hazel made the volleyball team I feel the joy of it as a grandmother and underneath the joy, in the same breath, always in the same breath, I feel the cold arithmetic — that the child making the team isn't the child I was given to keep, that the joy is built on a swap, that there is no clean feeling left to me in the whole world because every good thing in my life now stands on the one bad thing I did in the dark.

And the worst of it, the part I've never said and am only saying to you because you can't be hurt, is that I would not give the joy back to be rid of the cold. Given the choice again — Carrie whole and Hazel breathing, or my conscience clean and my daughter destroyed — I would choose exactly as I chose, every time, a thousand times, in the dark, with my steady hands. That's not remorse you're hearing. I told you there wouldn't be remorse. What you're hearing is something I don't have a word for, something between a confession and a boast, the sound a woman makes when she's carried a stone so long it's grown into her spine and become the only thing holding her upright. Take it out now and I'd fall down. So I keep it in. I tend the peonies. I feed the secret. I walk it every morning in the cold, and I call it gardening, and the whole town drives by and sees a tidy old woman who loves her flowers, and not one of them, not one, has ever once looked at the two blank stones behind the hose bib and thought to ask a thing.

I am telling you about the stones now, early, because I'm not going to lie to you the way I've lied to everyone else. I don't have the years left for it, and you weren't there, so you can't be hurt. Britt Soren can be hurt. Carrie can be destroyed. Hazel — God, Hazel — but not you. So here is the truth, or the start of it: I know exactly what I did, and I have known every single day for seventeen years, and if you're waiting for the part where I tell you I'm sorry, you should put this down now and go do something with your one life, because I'm not. Sorry is for people who think they had a choice.

This morning, kneeling in the cold dirt with the peonies coming up like fists, I get the feeling for the first time in a long time.

It's a feeling I've trained myself out of, mostly. The feeling that the water is moving. Harrow taught me to read it young — you grow up on a lake that drowned a town, you learn to watch the surface for the thing that's changed underneath. And this morning the surface has changed. I can't tell you how I know. A car I didn't recognize on Route 9. A look the woman at the pharmacy gave me, or didn't give me. The way the audit notice came to the church office last month, a form about digitizing the old county records, and how I read it twice and then put it in the drawer and told myself it was nothing, the way you tell yourself the lump is nothing right up until the day you can't.

I knew this day would come. I've always known. You don't do what I did and believe the water holds forever; you only hope it holds longer than you do. I'm sixty-three. I had a number in my head, an arrangement with God if you want to call it that, though God and I stopped speaking the night I made my choice and have been politely ignoring each other in His own house ever since. The arrangement was: let it hold until I'm gone. Let Hazel have her whole childhood and her wedding and her own babies before anyone does the math. Let Carrie die not knowing. That was the prayer. Eleven more years, maybe. That's all I was asking.

But the peonies are early, and the spring is wrong, and somewhere across the lake a woman I have spent seventeen years quietly, carefully loving from a distance — a woman who waves at me at the grocery, who once held my hand at a funeral and called me a comfort — has, I would bet my failing hip on it, just opened an envelope.

I sit back on my heels and I look at the two stones that don't say anything.

One of them is real. There is something under it, or there was, in a coffee tin lined with a christening blanket, the size of a thing that lived thirty-one minutes and never made a sound. I dug the hole myself, at night, three weeks after, when I could finally stand to.

The other stone is a lie I tell the first one, so it won't be lonely. I'm aware of how that sounds. I have had seventeen years to get comfortable with how it sounds.

Carrie calls while I'm still kneeling there. I can see it's her by the picture that comes up, Hazel at her eighth-grade graduation, gap-toothed, mine. I let it ring twice because I need my voice to be the right voice.

"Mama," she says, and her voice is the wrong voice, it's the small voice she gets, the one I'd know in a stadium, "do you have a minute? It's probably nothing. Hazel had a doctor's thing at school, a form came home, and the blood-type box — I don't know, it doesn't match what I thought, and you always say I worry over nothing, so just tell me I'm worrying over nothing."

The peonies come up out of the ground like fists. The water is moving. I close my eyes and I put my free hand flat on the cold dirt over the stone that doesn't say anything, and I do what I have always done, the only thing I have ever been good for, which is decide whose loss this is going to be.

"You're worrying over nothing," I tell my daughter. "Bring her by Sunday. Bring the form. We'll sort it out together."

I have until Sunday.

I kneel in the garden a long time after she hangs up. The cold comes through my slacks and into the bad knee and I let it. Penance is a posture before it's anything else; my mother taught me that, on these same Sundays, in this same dirt, though the flowers were different then and the body underneath was only ever a dog. I have made this little plot the most tended thing in Harrow. The peonies took three tries to establish — they don't like wet feet, and the ground here runs to the lake — but I coaxed them, I amended the soil, I gave them what they needed the way you give a difficult patient what they need, which is patience and a refusal to be discouraged by them, and now they come up every May like clockwork, fat and white and obscene with health, over a thing that never got to draw a breath.
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