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To my daughters











INTRODUCTION

Four days after the Supreme Court overturned Roe v. Wade, I arrived hot and resentful to a Manhattan hospital for a thirty-three-week ultrasound.

There was no particular reason for the scan, no diagnosed concern, just an impersonal risk calculus driven by the fact that I was over thirty-five. This would be my second child, and admittedly some jadedness had set in. And I was more than a little distracted. For a dozen years, I’d reported on the legal, medical, and personal struggles over reproduction, and on the Supreme Court specifically. So much of my work had been leading up to this explosive decision, which was already throwing people’s lives into chaos.

And yet. Visible on the screen suddenly was a face that had so far eluded us, a shockingly clear delineation: an upturned nose, pouting lips, hanging open at that moment. We gazed at her in quiet, intimate surprise. “She’s looking more like a person now,” I murmured to my husband.

The ultrasound tech had been merry, cracking jokes to leaven the presumption of anxiety. Hearing me, she grew somber. She turned and spoke directly to the fetus enlarged on the screen, which is to say she spoke over me. “You were a person from day one,” she told the image reassuringly.

Her words were instantly familiar to me from my reporting on the fetal personhood movement, which puts the rights of a developing embryo or fetus on par with, or in practice above, the pregnant person, who is rendered a mere incubator. Over the years, I had spent hundreds of hours in conversation with anti-abortion activists, read countless books and briefs, even once ridden around New Mexico with the so-called Truth Truck, the image of a bloody fetus emblazoned on it.

I knew that the ultrasound itself could be a tool for vital healthcare but also a political weapon. Feminist critics had noticed early on how the popular use of ultrasound images suggested the fetus was floating in the ether, wholly apart from a woman’s body. Eventually, anti-abortion activists tried to use this technology’s power to try to talk abortion seekers out of their decisions by passing laws that forced them to look at their ultrasounds. It usually didn’t work, suggesting that the ultrasound simply confirmed whatever the pregnant patient already knew. Now, with the overturning of Roe v. Wade, the movement could claim its biggest legal victory in generations.

Even knowing all this, sitting there with jelly slicked across my abdomen, the amplified thrum of my fetus’s heartbeat filling the room, I was astonished. I could have snapped at this stranger in a white coat, inches away from me, that nobody had asked for her opinion on either of us. That I was a person before and after I became pregnant, and on that day, too. But I held my tongue. I reminded myself the tech had no power to enforce her opinion, just to irritate me. Whatever I’d had to say, I’d just said in print a few weeks earlier, when Justice Samuel Alito’s draft opinion in Dobbs had leaked.

In the fall of 2021, the nation’s highest court had begun considering whether Mississippi could ban abortion at fifteen weeks. To bless the law would mean throwing out about a half-century of precedent establishing a right to privacy. The court went much further than Mississippi had initially dared to demand, allowing all abortion bans without exception. In his draft opinion—leaked in May 2022 and nearly identical to what would be the final ruling a month later—Alito quoted at length the text of the Mississippi law, an emotionally freighted recitation of week-by-week fetal development—heartbeat, hair, fingernails, and so on. The sentence in that leaked document that really set me off quoted from the law: “At twelve weeks the ‘unborn human being’ has ‘taken on the human form in all relevant respects.’ ”

I started writing. My response began with “I, too, have taken on the human form in all relevant respects, although I couldn’t find mention of it in Alito’s draft opinion. At five or six weeks’ gestation of this pregnancy, my second, my heart began to pump an extra 40 or 50 percent blood volume, leaving me dizzy and breathless; at eight weeks, the waves of nausea were near-unbearable, though I wasn’t among those whose illness requires them to be hospitalized for IV fluids; at ten weeks, I, too, had fingernails, but they were breaking thanks to gushing hormones; at 11 weeks, I was still short of breath and gripped by a fatigue that felt like a hand pressing down on my chest. So far, I am having an easy pregnancy, and I chose it.”

Alito and his fellow justices in the majority had their calendar of humanity, but I had one, too—the successive toll of what pregnancy and birth does to you, in excruciating detail. The revelation of my piece—maybe even a revelation to me—was not simply that human reproduction can be scary or unpleasant, though it can certainly be that. I had had the privilege to choose both my pregnancy and its course. I recast Alito and the legislature’s selective account to demand that everyone understand what the bare minimum of the law was forcing pregnant and potentially pregnant people to bear, in all its gruesomeness and gravity. It was a cry against ignorance, an assertion of humanity, and a call for solidarity, regardless of our circumstances or our decisions.

But it was only the beginning of what needed to be said. At the time Dobbs was decided, according to how the census framed it, more than 80 percent of women had given birth at least once by the end of their reproductive years. It’s safe to assume an even greater number have been pregnant, though I could find no data on it. And yet what is clear to me from my years of reporting and my own experiences is how incomplete our story of American reproduction has been, how much has been unexpressed, hidden, or taken for granted, and not just by the Alitos of the world.



THIS BOOK seeks to tell a fuller story by tracing the lives of five very different women living in an America that, in crucial and devastating ways, refuses to recognize their full personhood.

Their stories make clear how deeply linked different experiences of reproduction are. For much of American history and medicine, artificial categories of good and bad pregnancies—celebrated or stigmatized, wanted or unwanted, medicalized or “natural,” healthy or unhealthy, planned or unplanned—have obscured the true complexities of people’s lives. Good women, it is assumed, embrace pregnancy under approved circumstances and comply with doctors’ orders. They are happy to be delivered of a healthy baby without asking too many questions or making too many demands. If life takes a different course, even if you try to do everything “right,” you will be punished.

These categories have been used to pit people—above all, women—against each other who should share a common cause, which is safety, health, and above all autonomy over our lives.

What’s wrong with pregnancy in America is not simply a matter of right versus left, or even simply male control of female bodies, although that sometimes, maybe often, describes what is happening. Two of the women whose stories are traced in this book live in New York City, one of the bluest places in America. For some, the person inflicting the harm was another woman. Nor is it enough to simply say that what these women needed was “a choice.” As the Black-woman-led reproductive justice movement has powerfully demonstrated, a choice isn’t a choice when it’s made before a bare cupboard. “Choice” makes it sound like you’re on a casual shopping trip through life, as if all options are equally accessible and rewarded for everyone, until, of course, you need any kind of community or government support. And “choice” doesn’t encompass messiness like not being able to be pregnant when you desperately want to be, or a pregnancy you desire but wish came under different circumstances.

To be pregnant anywhere means being handed a script you did not write. It is a biological script, laying out the unstable particulars of what your body is and will become, how a microscopic speck does or doesn’t grow, the form and function it all takes on as it saps your nutrients and reshapes your bones, all the way to how and when it leaves you. Even biology, though, is shaped by ever-changing forces far outside your body. In America, where you live and who you are determines so much of who will care for you, and where, and how. The expectations of your behavior, what you consume and what you are told to avoid, what laws and authorities delineate when your body is yours and when it isn’t. Whether you will lose your freedom or your children for something that wouldn’t be a crime if you weren’t pregnant. Nature alone cannot explain why your pregnancy will be fundamentally shaped by giving birth in one hospital over another, or what race you or even your partner are, whether you have health insurance, or what kind it is, or whether you live on one side of a state line or another.

Being pregnant in America, whether it brings joy, consternation, or some ambivalent jumble, means navigating a system that boasts some of the most advanced medical technology and research in the world, but, that in more and more places, cannot provide basic prenatal care or even a hospital labor and delivery ward—and unlike most of the rest of the world, all but abandons you afterward. In America, the language of choice will be used to punish anyone who makes a mistake or doesn’t have access to perfection. Any notion of choice will be functionally undermined if, like most pregnancies, yours is actively managed according to a one-size-fits-all medical script that treats your needs and desires as secondary.

Being pregnant in America means inheriting a legacy of racist reproductive control in which Black women’s childbearing was alternately monetized or punished, where their bodies were the unwilling foundation of American gynecology and obstetrics, and where disproportionate policing, debilitation, and death persist in pregnancy. It means the fetishization of certain babies and certain women’s reproduction—mainly white women with means. But no matter who you are, or what privileges you enjoy, nothing can guarantee your personal safety or security, especially if you diverge from the script.

All of this was true before Dobbs. But the Supreme Court’s decision banning abortion was both clarifying—for those who hadn’t already known all of this—and accelerating. Clarifying because anyone who thought it wouldn’t affect them or someone like them was quickly proven wrong. Accelerating because without the legal bulwark of reproductive privacy or freedom, there is even less to prevent the surveillance, suspicion, and isolation of anyone who can become pregnant.

The end of Roe v. Wade, allowing about half of American states to enact abortion bans almost overnight, has already brought unimaginable pain. It has also exposed how broken the existing system already is, shaped as it is by the same values that animate abortion bans: The desire to control reproduction using every imaginable tool, from coercion to criminalization. The systemic misogyny, paternalism, and racism. The prioritization of potential life over existing life above all else, driven either by conviction or legal cowardice or both. The crass reality that money can often, if not always, buy you a way out. Being pregnant in America, it is ever clearer, means bearing the consequences of separating one form of reproductive care, abortion, from everything else—whether you need one or not.

Even in the face of all of this, and at the cost of personal pain and sacrifice, there are still brave and committed people who are willing to risk almost everything to make pregnancy in America better. They have helped me see that it doesn’t have to be like this, and to imagine a better reality. You’ll meet some of them in this book.



MY GRANDMOTHER, a mother of five, used to say a woman was at her strongest when pregnant. By the time I got pregnant for the first time in the fall of 2019, she was no longer on the earth. My job had repeatedly exposed me to everything that could go wrong in a pregnancy. Now I wished so much I could have asked my grandmother what she meant. Even when welcomed and uncomplicated, pregnancy felt like a loss of control, a self-effacement that left you perilously closer to death.

Of course, both could be true. “The woman’s body, with its potential for gestating, bringing forth and nourishing new life, has been through the ages a field of contradictions,” wrote Adrienne Rich in her 1976 classic Of Woman Born. (Not everyone who becomes pregnant identifies as a woman, but rigid ideas about womanhood and pregnancy constrict everyone.) That body, Rich continued, is “a space invested with power, and an acute vulnerability; a numinous figure and the incarnation of evil; a hoard of ambivalences, most of which have worked to disqualify women from the collective act of defining culture.”

Much of what Rich described had been imposed from the outside. It fell to feminists to imagine how to define pregnancy’s meaning from within. Rich’s fellow second-wave feminist Shulamith Firestone categorically declared that pregnancy, which she hoped might be soon replaced by technological reproduction, “is barbaric.” Rich called that view “shallow and unexamined.” But what would come instead?

Years of reporting on abortion in America hadn’t prepared me for what might happen when you actually wanted to be pregnant and had so far avoided catastrophe. By then, I could recite the litany of prohibitions, mainly what to eat and what not to, and the counterarguments to not eating or doing those things. But there were deeper, fundamental questions of how this pregnancy would go, starting with who would care for my body and the one I was gestating. Having made my “choice” and been lucky enough to see it made reality, I found I would still have to keep fighting off incursions from the outside that treated me as less than a person. I wasn’t the only one to be surprised by that.



A LITTLE over a year after that post-Dobbs ultrasound, I spread a blanket on the patchy grass of a local park and held my damp-haired second baby on my lap. New York still smelled mustily of late summer, lingering into the fall’s new beginnings. That day, a few loosely connected families had gathered before our kids were about to start public preschool together. They were roaming the playground in our sightline.

Someone who knew me asked how this book was going, and someone who didn’t asked a polite follow-up, asking what it was about. I hesitated. I was still struggling with the hugeness of this story. I hadn’t yet figured out what had to be in a story about pregnancy in America when almost anything could. And anyway, it was a preschool meet-and-greet half full of strangers. It didn’t feel like the moment for a soapbox.

But I named the title, and noticed the fathers tilt a bit, casting a careful eye to their partners. Did I imagine it, the alertness to triggers?

“The way you’re treated when you’re pregnant…” I paused, searching for a word that would be honest without circumscribing too much. “Like you’re a child.” I needn’t have worried.

“Like an animal,” replied one mother instantly.

“Like a child-animal,” said Maggie Boyd vehemently.

I knew who she was already, but from Instagram, so I cagily pretended not to. The ceramicist and artist who had made the gleaming green tiles beneath the counter at the new coffee shop, etched with shapes my older child liked to trace with her fingers as we waited: an undulating mermaid, a star. In person, Maggie was warm and whimsical and unguarded, with wide blue eyes and delicate features. Soon she was skipping among the kids, gamely sticking pretzels in her mouth to pretend to be a walrus.

The sudden rawness of that moment in the park stayed with me. It was, for the most part, a group of people with education and access, people who had options, who were used to asking for something better, whatever better looked like to them, and even getting it. If some of the luckiest, best-prepared women in America had a shudder of recognition at the phrase child-animal when recalling some of their most vulnerable and meaningful experiences—if I did, too—what hope was there for people who didn’t have all that going for them?

But that was the point, too, I came to realize. Privilege could insulate you from a lot, but pregnancy had a way of humbling everyone. And people like me who are used to the system bending to their will might suddenly learn what it feels like to be treated like a child-animal. When I’d met with the writer and sociologist Tressie McMillan Cottom that summer and marveled at the stories spilling out about disrespectful care from people who expected better—mostly but not all white, well-off women—she remarked that in America, pregnancy and birth could “pierce the class veil,” a glimpse at a world they might otherwise never see, but that is all too common for so many others.

It would take some time to learn, and to be astounded by, what Maggie was referring to when she said child-animal. I would also have my breath taken away by how her experience intertwined with that of another woman in New York, Christine, whom she had never met. Both helped me get closer to understanding what has gone terribly wrong with pregnancy in America.

In the strictest sense, what they went through had nothing to do with the Supreme Court banning abortion. They both lived in New York City, a place that has long held itself out as a refuge for abortion seekers from hostile states. We liked to congratulate ourselves in New York, but somehow the largest, wealthiest city in the country, with its world-class hospitals and universities, is also a place with a starker racial disparity in maternal mortality than Alabama. Both my personal experiences and my reporting had suggested to me that when it came to pregnancy care, bigger and richer didn’t always mean better for everyone. And anyway, as I’d glimpsed for myself in the ultrasound room, purportedly cosmopolitan New York City is hardly exempt from a worldview that treats you, at best, as secondary when you get pregnant.

Alabama was a place I found myself returning to again and again to report, dating all the way back to my first gig out of college as a small-town newspaper intern at the Anniston Star in 2005. There was always a story in Alabama, and it wasn’t only one of state suppression, though they have plenty of those.

Alabama was foundational to the bloody birth of modern gynecology, itself inextricable from enslavement and Jim Crow. It is the vanguard of fetal personhood—a place where pregnancy is the most obviously punitive. Long before Dobbs, long before Alabama banned popular fertility treatments for the sake of “extra-uterine children,” the state was forcing teenagers to be cross-examined in court about why they wanted to have abortions, and appointing attorneys for their fetuses. A third woman in this book, Hali, lived the brutal realities of how Alabama has led the way in arresting and criminally punishing people for crimes related to their pregnancies.

But as this book explores, Alabama is also home to a powerful tradition of resistance that continues to this day, and it includes people who refuse to abandon their pregnant patients and clients. That describes two more women, whose stories are told in this book, Yashica and Alison, whose moving and at times enraging personal stories inform their commitment to a better way.



IT TURNS out that simply writing about what pregnancy does to a body—even if just your own—can be profoundly threatening. My piece in the wake of Dobbs was one of several, some of them harrowing first-person accounts, that were promptly accused of fearmongering. “Oh my, apparently someone needs to speak up for pregnancy,” wrote conservative pundit Mona Charen, who worried that young women might be scared off pregnancy. New York Times columnist Ross Douthat accused us of isolating “the traumatic aspects of childbearing, the better to cast them as a disease or a form of trauma, from the radical gift that pregnancy provides,” meaning the baby, and added that research shows many women who had been forced to give birth eventually made their peace with it. “Most pregnancies aren’t dangerous and are natural experiences of bringing human life into the world,” the Catholic anti-abortion scholar Erika Bachiochi told Ezra Klein, whose wife, the writer Annie Lowrey, went on to publish one of the most excruciating accounts of pregnancy complications I’ve ever read. By no coincidence, many of these same commentators were wringing their hands about women’s childbearing decisions supposedly leading to imminent population collapse. In so many words the message was: Ladies, just get over it and enjoy.

Pregnancy can be a gift. It can be well worth the physical and emotional risks and transformations. But nothing can truly be considered a gift when it comes wrapped in coercion or paternalistic silence. The fact is that this country makes pregnancy much more dangerous than it needs to be.

According to the Center for Disease Control (CDC), 80 percent of maternal deaths are preventable. Even when you take into account changes in how states measure pregnancy-associated deaths, they started surging over the first decade of the twenty-first century and have stayed unacceptably high, despite the medical advances in the last twenty-five years. By any measurement of pregnancy mortality, the US comes in last among the top ten comparably wealthy countries.

And abortion bans make a bad situation worse, although the people pointing this out were also accused of overreacting. “We all know pregnancies can come out beautifully or horribly,” Hope Ngumezi, a Texas engineer, told ProPublica after losing his wife, Porsha, who bled to death because doctors waited too long to give emergency care they feared would be deemed an illegal abortion. “Instead of putting laws in place to make pregnancies safer, we created laws that put them back in danger.” In at least three states, the response to such reporting was to simply make it harder to count maternal deaths.

Despite all the obfuscation, Americans—who are, it is true, increasingly choosing to have fewer children later, or not at all—are drawing their own conclusions. Three months after the Supreme Court’s decision, a survey conducted by pollster Tresa Undem found that roughly four in ten women of reproductive age said they’d thought about not having any kids, or any more, directly because of Dobbs, and a similar number said they’d thought about their risk of death if they got pregnant.

Undem also found that the number of people who were worried about the decision affecting their lives had grown beyond those who imagined they might have an abortion. Instead, Undem told me in early 2025, Americans had begun thinking more broadly, and more deeply, about pregnancy.



THIS BOOK, too, is about pregnancy. It was born out of years of reporting on people who are or have been pregnant, or the people who care for them and fight for them. Some of them desperately wanted to be pregnant, and some didn’t, and for some it wasn’t that simple, but no one term or political narrative could even begin to explain their lives and what they went through. Pregnancy defined them whether they wanted it to or not.

My reporting has brought me glimmers of hope and admiration for the work people are doing even in the face of unimaginable pain. And so this book is fueled by my rage and my sadness, but also my belief that we all deserve so much better than this. In time, I even came to understand some of what my grandmother might have meant about strength and pregnancy. Speaking only for myself, pregnancy and birth was a sensation both alien and euphoric, a matter of reaching what I thought was my limit and going further, culminating in the chance to learn to love a person, and then another one, that I had willed into existence. For me, the exercise of that will was foundational. It was my power. It’s no wonder so many want to take it away from us.








PART ONE LIFE AT CONCEPTION








MAGGIE BOYD NEW YORK CITY


Maggie had been driving for twenty hours when she rolled up to a bar in New York’s East Village at two in the morning and met the man she would marry.

It was the day before Christmas Eve 2009, and Maggie, twenty-six years old, had driven from New Orleans, a detour on her cross-country road trip. Her former Vancouver housemate, now tending bar in New York, had wailed that she was about to be sad and alone on Christmas. Maggie had downed an energy drink and started driving, pausing only for a power nap in a Waffle House parking lot in Tennessee.

Her friend was working until four a.m., so Maggie started talking to a guy quietly reading at the bar, which turned into an urgent conversation about the kittens prowling the bar, how they both had sleep paralysis as kids, her sculpture practice, his writing. The guy, whose name was Matt, had deep-set brown eyes and a gentle demeanor. They stayed up all night talking, during which she clocked thirty delirious hours awake. Maggie had a boyfriend at home in Vancouver, and she would soon return to art school in Halifax, but she lightly kept in touch with Matt over the years. She made art out of clay and glazed it with exuberant color and form. He opened a used bookstore cafe in Brooklyn, Molasses Books, which felt like someone’s well-loved home library and looked like it had always been there, and he published some books under his own press. She was always dating someone, but every once in a while she would write to him randomly to suggest creative collaborations, and his band once crashed at her place. There was the time she came to New York with a boyfriend and the three of them went for a drink, during which Maggie and Matt talked mainly to each other.

At first, Matt was the more obviously smitten; he wrote and performed a song about her, entitled “Maggie Marie,” though she didn’t know about it until much later. In 2016, an artist she was working with who dabbled in tarot cards gave Maggie a reading for her birthday. She told Maggie she would go to New York to meet a man with dark hair who did things with books and paper, and that she would spend time in a place called Long Island. That night, she texted Matt: “By the way, are you from Long Island?” It turned out that he was.

Three months later, Maggie came to New York for a ceramics show, and she and Matt spent two heady weeks straight together. They married within a year, in September 2017. Making it official was mostly about getting Maggie legal permission to stay in New York, where Matt’s bookstore and his family were.

Maggie was used to being itinerant, but the timing wasn’t ideal. It was the second year of Trump’s first presidency. She joked that when the visa officer at her green card interview asked for proof of their relationship, she could just say, “Do you understand what it means for a Canadian to move to America right now? Obviously I’m in love, I mean idiotically in love. Because this is so dumb, to move to America right now.”



WHAT WAS particularly disorienting for Maggie was the convoluted, patchwork American system of healthcare. Back in Canada, it was relatively simple: Though it varies by province or territory, everyone is covered by a publicly funded plan that sets out to offer basic access for all, without additional cost to the patient. In practice, Canadians do tend to have additional expenses, but these are negligible compared to what Americans shell out. Though Americans spend twice as much as Canada per person in overall healthcare costs, they often get less care for it. Americans are two to five times likelier than Canadians to report going without healthcare out of financial worry; more than one in four Americans have said they skipped going to the doctor, getting tested, or going to a follow-up appointment because they’re worried about cost.

One day, on the subway, Matt tried to explain how private insurance worked. The deductible was hardest to fathom: “Okay, wait,” Maggie said, “so you pay your insurance rate, but then, if you need something, you still have to pay $5,000 just to get covered by your insurance first.” Matt replied that he hadn’t even told her about co-pays yet. Maggie burst into tears right then and there on the train. “This place is so fucked up,” she wailed. “I do not understand how you can say you are the greatest country in the world and have people begging not to get taken to the hospital in an ambulance because they’re more afraid of the financial burden than their body being broken.”

This wasn’t a hypothetical for them. They had a friend who had been hit by a car while riding a bike and had ended up with a $40,000 bill. Matt’s own mother had described asking, as she was being anesthetized for a hospital procedure, how much she would be charged for Tylenol. Even so, one summer afternoon, his parents—Catholics who had voted for Trump—defended the system.

Matt’s dad declared that he didn’t know why he should have to pay for someone else’s pregnancy. Maggie recoiled.

She decided to respond practically, hoping it would be more persuasive to her audience. “Well,” she said, “the idea is that I would pay for your prostate.”

Matt’s mother turned to her husband and casually asked, “How much did Matthew cost?” It felt to Maggie like a science fiction nightmare world, like they were talking about putting dollar values on humans.

But that’s just what the American system prompted. One 2022 study found that even for Americans with private health insurance subsidized by a large employer—generally considered a cushy situation—the average out-of-pocket payments for pregnancy, birth, and postpartum totaled $2,854—not counting all the other baseline costs for insurance. Breaking out cesarean births was even starker: The privately insured still had to shell out an average of $3,214 after what their insurance covered. Another study showed that because insurance reset annually, people unlucky enough to have their babies in January ended up paying out of pocket over $1,000 more, on average, compared to the ones having December babies.

Not long after that conversation with her in-laws, Maggie read a foreboding article on climate change and declared to her mother she could kiss the idea of having grandchildren goodbye, because Maggie was never bringing children into this world.

The next day, she had to call her mother back to tell her something that surprised them all. Maggie was pregnant.







HALI BURNS ETOWAH COUNTY, ALABAMA


Hali Burns wasn’t sure if it was just because she’d been a sheltered little kid, but it felt like the Etowah County of her childhood was a place where no one struggled. Back in the day, people used to say there were steel-plant kids and Goodyear kids. Technically, Hali had been a steel-plant kid because her dad worked there, though her parents split when she was a baby, and she mostly grew up with her mother. Set in the Appalachian foothills, at its peak the steel plant employed three thousand workers. It drew all the mountain people—like Hali’s family—who lived in the former mill village known as Alabama City, the south Gadsden people. The Goodyear plant got famous because it was where Lilly Ledbetter found out she was being paid thousands less than more junior men, and took it to the Supreme Court and then Congress.

The steel plant closed in 2000, when Hali was twelve. Goodyear moved most of its operations to Mexico in 2015 and closed a few years later. In their empty complexes were new companies that promised to bring as many as seventy new jobs. Etowah County could have been anywhere in America, was how Hali thought of it. But these days, she believed, it was a place where you had to be careful. You had to be careful and walk a very straight line.

As a kid, Hali had wanted to be a nurse, like her mother. It was a family thing. Her sister was an occupational therapist assistant. Her cousins were nurses. Then, just as Hali was accepted to nursing school, her brother’s lymphoma worsened. She felt like she had to decide between spending time with him and going to nursing school. She chose him. His death at the age of twenty-two—when Hali was twenty-one—crushed her. In those same years, when she was eighteen, twenty, and twenty-two, Hali had multiple sinus surgeries, for which she was prescribed pain pills: Tylox, which contains oxycodone, and Norco, which contains hydrocodone, both opioids. After her second surgery, she developed a staph infection, which came with more pain pills. Her high school boyfriend got pretty into pills, too, and soon they were buying them on the street.

Eventually she found work as a health aide and then as a medical assistant. Later, she would call herself a very productive addict. One day, at the doctor’s office where she worked, the good-looking guy she’d remembered from refereeing her high school basketball games came in for a checkup. Craig Battles was fourteen years older than her, a veteran who’d been deployed in Iraq. She liked that he was tall and he was fun.

Soon they were living together at a place they rented from Craig’s aunt, and she got pregnant. She was happy; she was thirty, and the time seemed right. A couple of years before, she’d gone to the addiction clinic in town and had been prescribed Subutex, which tapered her usage down and kept her addiction at a manageable level without withdrawal.

After their daughter Charly was born, Hali stayed home while Craig worked at the Army Depot. Paying $150 a month for her maintenance medication started to be harder to manage, so Hali was breaking up the pills in little pieces to make them last longer. Sometimes, when the pills didn’t feel like enough, she smoked meth.

It was early in 2022 that she realized she hadn’t craved a cigarette in a while. And then it sunk in that the last time she’d felt that way had been with Charly. Hali was pregnant again.



UNTIL WELL into the twentieth century, confirming early pregnancy relied on self-knowledge and intuition, with a little help from superstition and guesswork. Ancient Egyptians peed on barley or wheat and waited for a sprout to tell them whether they were pregnant; in the nineteenth century, a popular manual suggested keeping a woman’s urine in a bottle for three days to see if it grew “small living creatures.” A woman accustomed to irregular periods and frequent bouts of illness might wonder if bleeding was a sign of early miscarriage but had no way of knowing for sure. Pregnancy was established by a woman’s own account of fetal movement, or “quickening,” usually between four and six months. According to historian Leslie Reagan, “At conception and the earliest stage of pregnancy before quickening, no one believed that a human life existed; not even the Catholic Church took this view.” Quickening was so widely recognized in the United States as the point in which a pregnancy began to matter that when states started banning abortion in the mid-1800s, abortion remained legal until that point.

In the early twentieth century, the first reasonably accurate lab test for pregnancy required injecting several baby mice with urine for days on end and then seeing if they went into heat; the relevant hormone, human chorionic gonadotropin, wasn’t even identified until the 1950s. When the FDA approved the first at-home pregnancy test, the first ads, in 1978, touted them as “a private little revolution,” exulting that “at last, early knowledge of pregnancy belongs easily and accurately to us all.” The decades since have proven that message to be somewhat naive. Knowledge of pregnancy doesn’t definitively equal power, nor guarantee privacy, not in an age of surveillance technology, total abortion bans, and criminalization. Early detection of pregnancy, whatever the circumstances, can simply expand the parameters of when your body becomes state property.

It turns out you don’t even have to be pregnant to be expected to diligently prepare your body for gestation. Contrary to the old cliché that says you can’t be a little bit pregnant, in America today, anyone who can even hypothetically be pregnant—whether they actually are, whether they intend ever to be so—is presumed pre-pregnant. The Center for Disease Control (CDC) clearly believed itself to have benign, apolitical intentions when, in February 2016, it issued a bulletin entitled Alcohol and Pregnancy: Why Take the Risk? “More than 3 million US women are at risk of exposing their developing baby to alcohol because they are drinking, having sex, and not using birth control to prevent pregnancy,” the federal agency declared. The number was extrapolated from a survey of women who reported whether they’d had sex that could result in pregnancy or consumed any alcohol in the previous month. The CDC urged women to “stop drinking alcohol if they are trying to get pregnant or could get pregnant.” The first category was intuitive. The second was slippery.

In its zeal to reach tippling women who might become pregnant, or might be pregnant without knowing, the federal agency had cast an enormous net. “Any woman between 15 and 44 years old was defined as ‘pre-pregnant,’ thus targeting, in effect, about 61 million American women,” observed sociologist Miranda R. Waggoner. She coined a term for this notion: the Zero Trimester, “the period when a woman is not pregnant but when she is supposed to act as if she is pregnant.” That is to say, pristine, exemplary according to whatever the current dictates may be, her body and behavior already in service of others even before there is an embryo or fetus to allegedly harm. It’s why, for decades now, the state of Kentucky has mandated that bars post an unproven warning that drinking alcohol “prior to conception… can cause birth defects.” One expert told Waggoner, “A woman is a mother from the time of her own conception.” All women are mothers, whether they ever want to be pregnant, give birth, become a parent, or even identify as a woman.

Depending on where you live in America, testing positive for drug use during pregnancy could mean you get a referral for treatment, lose custody of your children, or both. The drugs didn’t even have to be illegal; the Marshall Project uncovered numerous cases in which women lost custody of their children for testing positive for drugs the hospital had just given them for pain or anxiety.

In 2006, amid a panic over a meth epidemic, the state of Alabama passed a law making it a felony to commit “chemical endangerment,” which was defined as “exposing a child to an environment in which controlled substances are produced or distributed,” or allowing one to “be exposed to, to ingest or inhale, or to have contact with a controlled substance, chemical substance, or drug paraphernalia.” This purportedly would crack down on parents taking their kids to meth labs, but even having a pipe in the house with a child present could count. Pregnancy wasn’t mentioned, but it took less than a year for prosecutors in Alabama to figure out they could use the law to target pregnant women as well.

That was how long before Roe v. Wade was overturned, being pregnant in Alabama could easily make you a suspect. In the most exhaustive known count of pregnancy-related arrests in the sixteen years before Dobbs, Alabama accounted for almost half of the total—46.5 percent, with 649 cases. (The next-biggest offender was comparably sized South Carolina, with only 180 arrests.) Whether you went to jail in Alabama depended on which county you lived in and how the prosecutors saw things. Strikingly for how rural it was, Etowah led the state that led the country in arresting people for charges related to pregnancy. In a country that leads in basically every measure of incarcerating its citizens, that made Etowah County the world capital of locking up pregnant and recently pregnant people.

Many were prosecuted by Brandi Fuller, an investigator in the Etowah County Sheriff’s Department. Hali knew Brandi a little. She’d worked with Craig back in the day, and they’d run into each other over the years, once at a local flea market.

In February 2022, only a couple of months before Hali found out she was pregnant, Brandi arrested a woman named Stacey Freeman on suspicion of chemical endangerment. Freeman was being investigated by child protective services for alleged drug use when her young child told a caseworker that her mother was pregnant. Freeman spent thirty-six hours in jail before anyone bothered to give her the pregnancy test she asked for. She wasn’t pregnant. In fact, according to a lawsuit later filed against the sheriff’s office, she had her period, and no one would give her pads or tampons.

When Freeman was finally released—no pregnancy, no crime—Brandi told Freeman to use a condom if she had sex and that if she did get pregnant in the next few months, she’d be charged, according to a lawsuit filed against the county that also named Brandi as a defendant. The lawsuit, which described Fuller as having been involved in “an obscene number of arrests for pregnant and postpartum women jailed on chemical endangerment charges,” was settled out of court.

Unexpectedly pregnant for the second time, Hali told her mother she wanted an abortion. She wasn’t even sure if you could get one in Alabama in the spring of 2022. (Technically she could.) Her mother urged her not to. Hali was scared. She’d grown up going to church, and she worried about what an abortion would mean when she met her maker. She felt like she didn’t really have any other option. So she did what she figured she was supposed to do, which was see a doctor for prenatal care. Getting an appointment with an OB/GYN wasn’t easy. They put her on a wait list. She was already two and a half months pregnant, she estimated, when she finally got the appointment. At around six months, a nurse called to tell her she had failed the drug screen. Hali panicked. She’d been struggling with depression, and had smoked meth a couple of times.

She didn’t need to be told what happened in Etowah County if you tested positive for drugs while pregnant. It seemed to her like they were arresting people left and right. She’d seen the public shaming campaigns, which came in the form of county press releases on Facebook. The dull-eyed mug shots and the captions that said what the women had tested positive for. Hali herself knew six or seven women who’d been arrested on chemical endangerment charges and then lost custody of their children. It felt like that could happen to anyone.

On the phone, the nurse assured Hali that they did the tests to help patients, not to report them to the police. She insisted to Hali that everything would be fine.






CHRISTINE FIELDS NEW YORK CITY


When Christine Fields was in middle school, a teacher assigned the class to write about what they would want their obituary to say—to dream of what they would want written in between their names and that dash. Christine knew what she wanted it to say. A God-fearing, educated, successful Black woman. And she wanted to be a mother, the best one she could be, and to give her children the stability that she had never had moving between thirty foster homes in five years. And she would get there, she said, by putting God first.

Much of this dream seemed to be out of reach the day she ran into Jose Perez coming out of a store, near the graying brick towers of her mother’s housing project, where the Brooklyn neighborhoods of Bed-Stuy and Bushwick meet. They’d met a few years earlier in the neighborhood, and she recognized his wiry, compact frame, and the way his initial gruffness gave way to gentleness.

It was September 2019, and she was twenty-five. Educated, successful? It was complicated. Christine, who had left school at the age of fifteen, had recently gone back and gotten her high school degree, but her circumstances were less than she’d dreamed of. She was working full-time at a Dollar Tree and part-time at a supermarket. The year before, she’d been elated to learn she was pregnant, because she would finally have the chance to give a baby what she hadn’t had—a mother and a father. And she was putting God first, writing on Facebook a few weeks before the day she ran into Jose that she’d prayed for “someone that would motivate me and not keep me down… a person with no limitations to loving me. I wanted someone worth fighting for.” But right before the baby shower, she learned for the first time that her son’s father had a wife and kids out of state, and soon after, he walked out the door. The depression that gripped her in pregnancy got worse after her son, Liam Christian Fields, was born prematurely and needed more care. A year on, the fog had only just begun to lift.

From what little she knew of Jose, though, she felt like he had just been through worse. She had heard through the grapevine that he’d just lost Teresa, his partner of twenty-two years, to complications from cancer.

Christine gave him her open, dazzling smile and threw her arms around him. Jose was stunned by the sudden flash of warmth and compassion. Christine was like that, though. Even when things were hard, she would put on purple lipstick—purple was her favorite color—and do her hair and keep the energy ebullient. She made friends with the older folks and took them out on the town. She watched over the kids in the neighborhood, grabbing their phones to call their parents when they misbehaved. She organized toy drives in the public housing complex where she now lived with her mom and Liam.

Not long after that meeting in front of the store, Christine ran into Jose again, this time with Liam in tow. He cooed over her son, how tiny and wide-eyed he was. Too tiny, said Christine. She worried about Liam’s growth and whether he was hitting his milestones. He didn’t seem close to walking. She’d decided to get her act together and apply to colleges to study criminal justice, she told Jose. She’d been accepted to Monroe College, but she had no idea how she was going to juggle it all.

The words were out of his mouth before he’d even thought them through. “I’m going to hang out with Liam,” Jose said. “You’re going to go to work like you normally do, and I’m going to take care of him.”

The truth was, he was lonely. Teresa was only a few months gone, their two sons grown, and one had moved to Virginia. Spending time with a baby, he decided on the spot, would be therapeutic. Christine was incredulous but agreed.

Being a good father was important to Jose, the youngest of ten children. Some of his earliest memories were of waking up in his parents’ bed to find his father punching his mother in the face. It got worse on weekends, when his father drank. When he told his mother she didn’t have to deal with this, she said she was waiting for Jose to turn eighteen so she could leave. That’s when Jose decided to get out, so she could, too. At only fifteen, he had moved in with his girlfriend, Teresa.

In between driving a moving truck and doing building maintenance, Jose started taking Liam around the neighborhood, trying to teach him how to walk. One day, Christine told him that she’d always wanted someone like him, who’d taken care of his boys, the kind of man who helped out the way he did. “I made a mistake,” she told him, by choosing Liam’s father. Jose told her what had happened was God’s plan. He was honest with Christine that he was grieving, that being with anyone right then would feel like he would be cheating on Teresa. She said she understood.

But in spite of himself, Jose was falling for Christine. At thirty-six, he’d buried his forty-five-year-old partner, and he wasn’t interested in younger women. But Christine, he decided, was an old soul, and that’s how she saw herself, too. By Valentine’s Day 2020, she told Jose she loved him, and they tentatively stopped being just friends. It seemed like Christine got pregnant the first time they were intimate.

Jose told Christine it was her choice—she’d only just started her criminal justice program; they weren’t even officially together—but she never hesitated. She and her friends excitedly joked about Christine having a “Spanish” baby with the last name Perez. Finding out Christine was having a girl swept away any trepidation he had—with three sons between them, this would be their first daughter. By this time, the pandemic shutdowns had begun, and they had found work from home for a medical answering service, until Jose got restless and went back to driving a truck.

Their daughter Nova was born in December 2020. Jose thought she looked just like her mother—lighter-skinned, but with the same wide, soft brown eyes. It felt like a fresh chance for Christine to be the mother she wanted to be. When Nova cried out in her sleep, Christine whispered in her ear, “Don’t mess with mommy’s baby,” and Nova relaxed, which Christine took to mean she knew her mother had her back.

One day, Christine woke up excitedly and told Jose she had dreamt of Teresa, even though they’d never met, and she said it wasn’t the first time. In her dreams, Teresa and Christine plopped down on the bed like girlfriends, and Teresa told her about the blue silk nightgown Jose had loved for her to wear. Jose had no idea how Christine could have known about that. It felt like Teresa was giving him permission to move on.

In the spring of 2023, Christine came out of the bathroom weeping, happily—she was pregnant again. Happy because this time, she was about to graduate from her college program, and they had moved out of her mother’s place and into the Bushwick apartment Jose had once shared with Teresa. This time, they had a stable foundation between them. And Christine had a feeling things were about to get even better.







ALISON MOLLMAN MONTGOMERY, ALABAMA


It was 20/20 that gave Alison the flush of recognition. Specifically, the news footage of lesbians that flashed across the screen. Oh, she thought, this is why I like my girlfriends and why I’m not interested in boys. Alison, who was in the fifth grade at the time, glanced uneasily at her mother to see if she had noticed anything. That night, she wept in the tub, contorted in fear. No one could ever know, she decided. Certainly not her mother, who after a childhood in poverty with what used to be called a broken home finally had the respectable life she wanted—a good job in sales at IBM, a husband who was a lawyer, a nice house in a suburb of Cedar Rapids, Iowa. Alison somehow knew even then her mother would be terrified that someone would think she had failed because her daughter was a lesbian.
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