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Borrowed Babies


    Apprenticing for motherhood



    


    Cooking, the science of foods, budget-making, house beautifying, dressmaking and a knowledge of textiles, all of these subjects have been considered essential to the teaching of home economics but the art of babies has until this late date been left to theory, and Providence. Now, however, schools of home economics are adding a new branch of study to their curriculum—practical mothercraft.


     


    —“Apprenticing for Motherhood,” Today’s Housewife (July 1924)




     


    I remember the first time I heard about the “borrowed babies.” I was in a graduate writing class in Tuscaloosa, Alabama; the professor was the writer Michael Martone, and he said something, something, something, “borrowed babies,” something. And I said, “What?!?” No doubt, the desired response. And he revealed what he knew: until the 1960s, there existed programs for home economics students meant to teach women how to mother, programs that needed babies. So babies were being borrowed all over the place. No flour sacks, pampered eggs, or electronic baby dolls for these students. No. These infants were the genuine article.


    We were all agape. Seriously, Martone? Are you for real?


    Martone was a fiction writer, at least half the time. I figured he was making it up. After all, excerpts from his Blue Guide to Indiana, where he lived (as I do now), were published in Indiana papers, inviting visitors to pop on by the Eli Lilly theme park. These tourists were disappointed by their inability to locate It’s a Prozac World or the Possible Side Effects Funhouse.


    I’ll admit that my initial attraction was of the what-the-fuck variety: human lab infants? What gives? After class, I asked around. Had anyone heard of these babies? No. Could there have been some kind of cover-up? Like the Tuskegee syphilis trials or the children at the Willowbrook State School infected with viral hepatitis? And what happened to these babies when the college girls were finished with them?


    In other words, I was compelled by the mystery and the potential horror—not the babies themselves. At least, not consciously. I tried to forget, but a year later, I was still thinking about what Martone had said. What if he wasn’t making it up? What if this was a story that needed to be told?


    With some easy sleuthing, I made contact with a librarian in the human ecology library at Cornell University. Turns out Martone was telling it straight this time, so I applied for a grant to do research in Cornell’s human ecology archives, got it, and blocked out a three-week trip for the following summer. Then I got pregnant, as easy as a lattice-topped cherry pie in a test kitchen. Of course I did. So there I was, just weeks after the level-two ultrasound, almost five months pregnant, with a ticket to fly into Syracuse, New York, where I was to pick up a rental car at the airport and drive up to Ithaca. Alone.



    


    Ithaca is lovely in the summer, I told myself, and archives are like treasure hunts for nerdy people. This was a fantastic beginning for my new book project, and the old me would have been giddy with anticipation—but the new me was not. I was miserable and terrified and lonely. I didn’t want to go. Granted, this was probably one of the most unstable times of my life, hormonally speaking. I wanted to snap on a reality show about childbirth and hunker down on my couch with a box of Wheat Thins, a glass of lemon fizzy water, my dogs, and my husband.


    My husband, Mark, urged me to see the error of my ways: Come on, Jill. It’ll be great. This is the last time for a while that you’ll be able to do this! You need to go! And I pouted like a child. (The first months of pregnancy infantilized me in a way I never could have predicted.) I also whimpered. But I want to stay here. I don’t care about research. Who cares about books? Nobody cares about books.


    Meanwhile, the part of my brain that maintained the vestige of my professorial, writerly self knew that Mark was right. This was it. Now or never. And what’s more, I should relish this opportunity. All the parents I knew said it, giving each other a conspiratorial, knowing look, all the magazines in the waiting room of my ob-gyn’s office said it, the pregnancy books said it: Enjoy those last months alone. Clearly, in addition to my primal urge to go nowhere and see no one, I was a loser. Life as I had known it for 34 years was slipping away, and I was willing to open up my puffy fingers and let it go.


    For one thing, I’d done my share of imagining what I’d find in those archives. I was finished with my whistle-blowing fantasy, and, my hormones roiling, on to stories of heartbreak, of young “mothers” falling hopelessly, fruitlessly in love with babies placed in their care.


    Yet something stronger than my fear told me I needed to go.


    Maybe I was looking for guidance, a blueprint my own freewheeling mother could not provide. Apparently, I lacked her spirit of adventure. When I was a child, she took us motoring into the Atlantic on her boyfriend’s fishing boat in search of tuna, or across the whole country on Amtrak, or into prayer-meeting potlucks for the cultlike followers of the Maharaji. The worst thing that ever happened to me was a jellyfish sting and a sunburn; the train trips left happy recollections of hours spent sketching in the observation car, of pancakes in Chicago and rainbows over the Rockies. As for the Majaraji meetings, I remember wondering about one ghostlike young woman with a feeding tube who’d pushed too far into a hunger strike seeking something I was too young to understand, but I wasn’t traumatized at the sight of her. Certainly no one harmed me.


    Yet in my restless mind, decades later, I was worried about going on a journey too far from home, too risky for the baby growing in my belly. What if I messed up? Not even out of Indiana yet, I refused to walk through the checkpoint x-ray machine even though the long-faced old security guard looked impatient and the chubby young security guard laughed and assured me that she’d had four babies and she walked through the x-ray all the time and they were all fine. No matter. I wouldn’t budge.


    “I need a female for a hand search,” the long-faced one announced too loudly. I didn’t know it, but this was the beginning of judgment. These women didn’t worry about the cumulative effects of x-ray exposure; therefore, if I did, refusing to step through their machine, I was casting judgment on their prenatal parenting choices. So my journey began.
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