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PRAISE FOR

what was mine

“In a tale ripe with opportunities for drama, Helen Klein Ross never puts a foot wrong. She lets the story tell itself, and in so doing heightens both suspense and emotional impact. Readers will be moved to understanding, but never to judgmentalism. A stellar performance, and highly recommended.”

—Ann Arensberg, National Book Award winner

“Sometimes heartbreaking, sometimes joyous, and always riveting, What Was Mine masterfully makes you question where your sympathy should lie at every turn. I couldn’t put down this fast-paced, fascinating psychological study of motherhood.”

—Lynn Cullen, bestselling author of Mrs. Poe and Twain’s End

“Helen Klein Ross has written a truly brilliant book. I’m obsessed by the change this book made in my thinking of what is, and what is not, forgivable.”

— Abigail Thomas, New York Times bestselling author of A Three Dog Life

“Helen Klein Ross—like Amity Gaige with Schroder, or Emma Donoghue with Room—takes a shocking premise and uses it to illuminate our human condition. A writer of compelling lucidity and vivid precision, she has compassion for all her characters.”

— Claire Messud, New York Times bestselling author of The Woman Upstairs

“Not only a terrific, spellbinding read but a fascinating meditation on the choices we make and the way we love.”

— Elin Hilderbrand, New York Times bestselling author of The Rumor

“Helen Klein Ross pulled me into her intimate tale of loss, love, redemption, and forgiveness that had me turning pages long into the night. You’ll fall in love with What Was Mine.”

— Marci Nault, author of The Lake House

“Ross’s prose is both readable and enjoyable, and she touches on interesting ideas about identity, family, and the malleability of the human psyche.”

—Kirkus
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For my mother, Margaret Whelan Klein and in memory of her mother, Helen Callaghan Whelan


OLDE CELTIC LULLABY

Fhuair mi lorg and eich’s a phairc

Fhuair mi lorg na h-eal’ air an t-snàmh

Fhuair mi lorg na bà ’sa pholl

Cha d’fhuair mi lorg mo chubhrachain

I found tracks of the horse in grass on the hill

I found tracks of the swan on the shore of the pond

I found tracks of the cow in the daffodils

But I found no trace of my fragrant wee one



part one

I looked around, as anyone would, for its mother.

Nothing was there. What did I know about lambs?

Should I pick it up? Carry it . . . where?

—ANNE STEVENSON, “THE ENIGMA”
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lucy

Kidnap. Parse the word. It ought to mean lying down with baby goats. Words can be so misleading.

I can’t tell my story straight. I have to tell it in circles, like rings of a tree that signify the passage of time.

Shall I start with how badly I wanted a child?

I did try to have a baby the conventional way, although Warren and I didn’t pursue parenthood in the first years of our marriage. When we married, I was twenty-five, he was twenty-six. We thought we had all the time in the world.

At first, we devoted ourselves to our respective careers. He: jostling ahead of other associates at a consulting firm; I: spending long, fluorescent hours at an ad agency searching for selling propositions unique enough to propel me from a drywall cubicle to a windowed office.

After three years, Warren had secured a place toward the top of his “class” and I had been promoted from a cubicle to an office with a small but undeniable window. My name was etched in a metal bar affixed to the door, and sometimes, finding myself alone in the corridor, I’d polish the bar with the end of a sleeve, shining it as if it were a medal, which indeed it was.

We lived in the city, which in that part of the world, in that century, meant Manhattan. We rented half of the top floor of a narrow brownstone only blocks away from the Central Park Zoo. East Sixty-Fourth Street was a perfect location in which to raise a child, I’d think on early-morning runs under the zoo’s clock tower. It marked the half hour with musical chimes and the twirl of bronze goats and bears and kangaroos. Perhaps it still does. I’d sometimes stop running to take in the show and imagine watching it someday with a baby in a jogging stroller. But we weren’t ready for babies, not yet. We couldn’t have a baby in that apartment. It was a fifth-floor walk-up and I couldn’t imagine being pregnant and walking up five flights of stairs several times a day. And no way could we make 540 square feet include life with an infant, or the well-appointed life with an infant we projected on mental screens constantly running the movie of our future selves.

The suburbs were a better place to raise a baby, Warren insisted. He was from the Bronx, but spoke authoritatively. I had my doubts, having grown up in a suburb, but was eventually swayed by the abundance of space and natural light we discovered answering ads for houses for sale outside the city. Space and light were things we couldn’t afford in the heating-up market of 1982 Manhattan real estate. I assumed space and light were prerequisites for a happy childhood. But that was before I had a child.

What made us ready to have a baby was that we both turned thirty and Warren lost his dad. We stopped feeling like kids ourselves and started wanting to have them. Also, ridiculous as it sounds now—Prince Charles and Lady Di had just had a baby, which added to the zeitgeist of procreation.

We started to shop for houses in Westchester, but one train trip to Bronxville convinced Warren to switch our sights to New Jersey. “Everyone on the Metro-North platform wears the same raincoat,” he said. This surprised me. In fact, Warren wore the same raincoat they did, and the same ties, too: dark-colored silks striped or specked by rows of tiny geometrics. But I understood then, as I hadn’t before, that he wanted to be seen as a man who marched to a different tune. This should have been a warning to me.

We bought an updated colonial in Upper Montclair, paying extra because the yard was just inside the preferred school zone. We celebrated the signed contract with a champagne-soaked dinner in Manhattan and took the subway back to our apartment, which now seemed even smaller. We began that night pursuing parenthood with purpose and exuberance. How freeing it felt to let what we called my Frisbee idle inside its pink plastic clamshell as we made love without it. Soon we were happily trying new things on our new king-size mattress in our new king-size bedroom in New Jersey. We had a goal and this suited both of us. We were goal-oriented people, it was one of the traits that had attracted us to each other in college. We’d met at Cornell, in a co-ed dorm, a new housing option where sexes were segregated by floor. There was a snack machine in the basement and all I first saw of Warren was his blond hair tinged green by its neon light. We were both taking breaks from all-night cram sessions. He kicked the machine into releasing a package of corn chips for me. Seven years later, we married.

We assumed that having a baby would simply be a matter of trying. In fact, we’d gotten pregnant before without trying. I’d been “in trouble” with Warren during our senior year of college. It wasn’t a question for either of us whether or not I should keep it. We didn’t have money for a baby then, nor the inclination. He’d borrowed money from a friend who gave him the name of a doctor. It was 1975, abortion had only recently been legalized, and it still took care to find a doctor who wouldn’t kill you along with your unwanted baby. I was grateful to Warren for making the arrangements, but we were both surprised that, in the days leading up to my appointment, I began to wonder if I’d be able to go through with it. My second thoughts didn’t come from fear of the doctor or from my being religious, though I’d been raised a Catholic. I’d chuffed off religion while still learning it from the nuns in convent school. My change of heart about having an abortion came from a growing sense that something human was flourishing inside me and that I did not wish to assert dominion over the life of this other, no matter how small and nascent its stage of development. I’d been mesmerized as a child by photos of an embryo in Life magazine. The thing inside me had lips and toes and a brain.

“It’s not a baby, it’s a lima bean,” Warren protested, pointing to a drawing in his premed roommate’s biology text. But I couldn’t think of what I was carrying, no matter how small, as something inanimate, a disposable object.

Yet—what else could I do? I couldn’t take care of a baby and knew I wouldn’t be able to give birth to one and open my arms and give it away. I wasn’t that generous. I apologized to it for what I was planning to do. I spoke to it silently, words that I passed from my brain through my heart. “Come back in a few years,” I whispered again and again.

Then, the day before my appointment, the baby came out of its own accord. There was blood in the toilet. It didn’t look like a baby, it looked like a clot, but I knew what it was and left it for Warren to see when he came over. We stared at it silently for a while, then flushed it together, his fingers curled over mine on the handle. As the swirl of red disappeared into white porcelain, I felt a cavern of sadness open up in me, which didn’t make sense, as what happened was the very thing we meant to have happened, only now we could cancel the expensive appointment.

After some months of trying, Warren and I were both surprised that zealous effort hadn’t resulted in my getting pregnant again. I faithfully popped vitamins, gave up alcohol and sushi, swam strengthening laps at a health club before getting on the bus to work. Sometimes I’d feel a twinge deep inside when we made love, and be certain it was the feel of a baby being implanted. Afterward, I’d will myself not to move on the bed, so as not to dislodge the bud of our baby. But month after month, my body betrayed me.

Books advised buying certain equipment and soon our bedroom resembled a chemistry lab: graph paper, colored pencils, a thermometer to take my temperature before I got up. Our experiments failed, though we didn’t know why—they always proved successful on paper. I began to fear something I never shared with Warren—that our lost baby had somehow warned others off me, spreading word that I was a hostile environment.

After a year, we went to a fertility clinic and soon became fluent in its harsh language: harvested eggs, assisted hatching, embryo selection. The whole thing was ugly and complicated and hard on us both. Warren had to work himself up to giving me injections, which he learned how to do on an orange in shot class. I’d lower my pants and curl against him on the bed, closing my eyes and bracing myself for the jab. The first time he did it, the shot took so long in coming, I looked behind me to see what was the matter.

After two tries at the clinic, Warren insisted we stop going because insurance wouldn’t pay anymore. Without insurance, the treatments were prohibitively expensive, more than we had put down on the house. Warren wouldn’t consider adoption. He said he didn’t want to inherit someone else’s problems. Problems are just as likely to happen to kids you give birth to, I told him, reminding him that plenty of people had problems with kids they hadn’t adopted. Agencies screen for health problems, I assured him. But Warren wouldn’t listen.

Dealing with infertility means you’re always poised at a fork in the road, staring down two paths: life with a baby or life without. Warren was already setting off on the life without, accommodating himself to childlessness, acquiring fantasies that having babies precluded: exotic vacations, vintage convertibles—but these things stirred no desire in me.

I was reminded countless times in the course of each day of my inability to accomplish what came easily to others. Things I’d barely noticed before now seemed fraught with accusation. Childproof caps. Family-size cereal. Car windows boasting Baby on Board!

Some mornings before work, I’d stare out our front window, a bay window which I’d come to think of as pregnant, and see people in suits walking children to bus stops, children they ignored or tugged at impatiently. One mother dragged her toddler on a leash, jerking him from objects that caught his attention. So many people had children they didn’t deserve. Every day in the papers, newborns turned up in garbage dumps or parents left babies to care for themselves. One father grew so impatient getting his kids ready for school, he took a gun out of his sock drawer and shot them.

As years went by and our childlessness continued, I tortured myself with how many images the word “barren” could conjure: a dried-up field burned brown by the sun. A frozen tundra. A dust bowl or desert where nothing can grow.

A friend at the office suggested visualization, to which she attributed her house in Southampton. Picture it, she said, and it will come true. Why not? I thought. I had nothing to lose. I outfitted the spare bedroom with a crib, pine rocker, a cheerful border of ducks on the wall. I’d sit in the rocker and close my eyes, imagining a small weight in my arms, rocking back and forth, back and forth, as if I could rock myself to where I wanted to go.

When Warren left me, I was thirty-five, the age grandmothers died in the Middle Ages.
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warren

Trying to get Lucy pregnant was fun at first, but soon the sex was like a part-time job. There were certain days, even hours we had to clock in. If one of us had to stay late at the office, we had to borrow an apartment. There wasn’t even the pretense of romance about it. It got so that even when we were in the middle of things, Lucy had her eye on the clock, worrying we wouldn’t make deadline. “Hurry up,” she said once, which had the opposite effect than the one she’d intended.

Once we got started at the clinic, I had to do my part in a room marked Collections, a closet, really. I tried to relax in a fake leather recliner with a paper pad spread over the seat, watching TV, whichever porn video I’d picked out of the box, trying to ignore sounds of other guys waiting their turns outside the door. Needless to say, I preferred giving at home, but we lived in New Jersey. The clinic was in midtown Manhattan. Which meant that, to get to the lab in time—sperm is only viable for about an hour—I had to drive like mad, hoping there was no tunnel traffic, with a baggie taped to my abs, under a down vest to keep it at body temperature. This was before they figured out how to freeze it.

The worst thing was having to give her injections. There was a reason I went into business instead of to med school. I’d hated needles since I was a kid. I’ll never forget the first time I had to give her a shot. She was kneeling on the bed, waiting, her trusting butt in my face. I was holding the syringe, when I turned and saw our shadows huge on the wall. I looked like a monster about to knife her. I hurried to do what I had to do with the needle before she looked up and saw that monster, too.

At a certain point, I realized a baby wasn’t going to happen for us. But I couldn’t get Lucy to see it. And nobody but me was willing to put an end to the quest. Everyone else had a vested interest in keeping our hopes up. The leader of our counseling group at the clinic worked for the makers of Pergonal, one of the biggest infertility drugs at the time. The drugs made her look pregnant. Her breasts got engorged. She put on an extra ten pounds, not her fault, and began to waddle because the drugs hyperstimulated her uterus, making walking painful for her. Walking! Forget sex. We’d stopped having it if it wasn’t on schedule.

I tried to reason with Lucy: We shouldn’t go on. We should resign ourselves to the fact we weren’t having a baby. She was enough for me. It made me sad I wasn’t enough for her.

I didn’t realize how crazy the baby thing was making her until one night, I came home from a business trip and saw she’d turned the guest room into a nursery. Completely outfitted: crib, rocker, even a border of ducks on the wall. When I saw those ducks—in permanent paper, not tester strips you can peel—it was like a cold hand slapping my face, waking me up, making me see how far out of control things had gotten.

Lucy and I stayed technically married for a year after that, but we’d already separated, at least in my mind. By then, she wanted only one thing from me and I couldn’t give it to her. I met Sasha at work. She was a new hire and I fell for her the first time I saw her in the elevator. I’m not proud of that. But we’ve been married now for twenty-one years. I have to say it was a relief to be with someone with whom I didn’t share a giant problem. We had two kids right away. I put that pressure on. She’s ten years younger than Lucy, but one thing I learned going to all those fertility classes—putting off kids, for women, is like Russian roulette. The older the eggs, the higher the chances of problems.

Lucy and I didn’t keep up, but I ran into her at our twenty-fifth college reunion. It was good to see her again. She had her daughter with her. Cute kid, doing cartwheels on the quad. Lucy said she was adopted. That was over ten years ago. We didn’t keep in touch.
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lucy

After Warren left, I toyed with the notion of sperm donors and even called for the literature. But my sister put me off the idea. Cheryl’s a nurse. She said my baby could have hundreds of siblings. I imagined the sperm donor as a Pied Piper, followed by midgets who looked just like himself. I didn’t want to do that to a child. In my experience, one sibling is plenty.

I looked into adoption, but this was the late 1980s. The irony was, now that I’d separated from my spouse who didn’t want to adopt, I couldn’t adopt because I was single. I couldn’t get approval, unless I went to China, but I’d read up on Chinese adoptions—their process took years. My best bet was to do a private adoption. Private adoptions were beginning to be popular, mostly in the Midwest. I got an art director at work to help me place an ad in the Kansas City Star. I liked the idea of a baby from Kansas. I began to dream of a house twirling in air, bringing a baby to me.

Loving Professional Seeks to Mother Your Baby. But none of the girls wanted to consider a single mom, which is what they themselves would have been. “They all want a home like in the sitcom Family Ties,” said a lawyer I called. “I’m sorry,” he added, but I didn’t feel apology from him, only haste in dismissing me. I called numbers in ads placed by girls themselves, seeking homes for their babies. It traumatized me, how roundly I failed auditions again and again. I wouldn’t get anywhere telling the truth, I realized. I decided to fake a spouse and ran another ad: Loving Couple Wants to Give Your Baby a Beautiful Home. I got calls this time, but soon discovered that the process of adoption involved too much paperwork, too many inspections to pull off this kind of deception.

Did I want to foster an older child? If so, I could probably bring one home right away, someone told me. Part of me wished I was bighearted enough to take in an older child who needed mothering. But I wasn’t that generous. I wanted a baby. My heart was set on having a baby, not a child too old to be beautiful in the way that all babies are beautiful. I wished it were otherwise.

It seemed everyone I knew was having babies. I attended shower after shower for coworkers and friends, even hosted one myself, for the art director who’d helped me place the ads in Kansas. I went all out—it was a big deal to ask people to schlepp out to New Jersey and I wanted to make the commute worth their while. Instead of napkins by the plates, I folded cloth diapers. I filled party bags for each of the guests, with jars of gourmet pickles. I spent a shocking amount on cheese to go with the theme: Tetilla, a Spanish cheese in the shape of a breast. During Baby Bingo, one of the guests en route to the bathroom mistakenly opened the door to the nursery and soon the entire party was gathered at its threshold, faces agog, silent, and I saw myself as they did: a woman stocking up for a baby I’d never have. For the first time, I realized, as they did, as Warren had tried to convince me—I wasn’t ever going to have a baby. I just wasn’t.

Once the party was over, and I walked the celebrant to her car carrying shopping bags full of loot and the hat made of the ribbons in which they’d been wrapped, I spent the rest of the weekend in bed, mourning the baby I’d lost, the marriage I’d forsaken in futile pursuit of parenthood. The baby I might have had (I’d felt it was a boy) would be fourteen years old then and I imagined, with tenderness, the crack in his voice, new hair on his smooth face. He’d be four years older than Cheryl’s Jake and I imagined them together, Jake looking up to his older cousin, the same way Cheryl used to look up to me. Now it was like Cheryl thought I didn’t know anything anymore. Once she had babies, it was like she stopped being sisters with me, and became sisters with our mother instead. At family gatherings, they talked in corners, exchanging stories, secret language, as if they were members of a club that I couldn’t get into.

By Monday morning, I was myself again—or rather, I acted like myself: made myself get out of bed, take a shower, put on a smart outfit, take the commuter bus to the city, and throw myself into my work. Soon I was the go-to copywriter for fast turnaround: brochures, print ads, TV spots. I practically grabbed pink pages off the top of the pile of job requisites, whereas before, like most creatives, I’d hidden when traffic people came around trying to get me to accept assignments. No job was too much for me to take on. To meet deadlines, I’d sometimes stay overnight at the office, tap, tap, tapping at my Kaypro computer. I came to be one of the copywriters in highest demand, one of the first to be called upon when the agency pitched accounts. I redirected my fervor for a baby into a passion for work, creating campaigns for clients who were like babies themselves in their constant demands, their inability to separate their own needs from that of the person gratifying them.

And that is how I took my first trip to IKEA. The store in Elizabeth had just opened, it was only the second IKEA store in this country.

An account man drove us out to do research—driving is never left to creatives. The parking lot was crowded, though it was midweek and I recall thinking how well the new campaign must be working. Yet, the brand manager was already seeking to replace it. He’d invited the agency I worked for to pitch the account.

It was only May, but we were having a heat wave. We had to walk a long way from the car, in hot sun. The heels of my shoes kept sticking to the tar of the parking lot and I stopped a few times to extricate them. When a wall of glass doors opened up to admit us, a wave of happiness washed over me, which at first I attributed to air-conditioning.

A woman in a red apron greeted us cheerfully, handing us bright yellow bags for our shopping convenience. The yellow bags were enormous, the size of trash bags—but they weren’t big enough to hold furniture. I was confused. Wasn’t IKEA a furniture store? Furnish Your Life was the tag line. Yes, there was furniture—lots of it—but there were little things to buy, too: candles, bottle openers, fridge magnets, measuring cups, clocks, all designed in practical but unexpected ways which made ordinary household items seem exotic. I followed the group into a forest of floor lamps, but soon wandered away, drawn by the room displays. I was mesmerized by dioramas of family life. A white canvas sectional around a giant TV screen showed the commercial the brand manager hated. Blond dining rooms, dark book-lined studies, eat-in kitchens with groceries on the counter—all appeared to be lived in by happy people who had just stepped away. I meandered through room after room of intentional disarray gleaming with possibility. A childlike optimism invaded me. This seemed a place where nothing bad could happen.

I spent the next few weeks holed up in my office with my art director, working to come up with campaign ideas that would make others fall in love with the place, as I had. Our presentation got a standing ovation, but we didn’t get the account, after all. The agency of record retained it. But I found myself going back to the store. Not just once, but again and again. I went there on summer Fridays as others went to the beach. Sometimes I’d pack a sandwich from home and eat it on a wooden bench by the entry, observing the comings and goings of people who would enter empty-handed but leave with so much that red-aproned helpers had to assist them out of the store. Or, I’d stand by the Ball Room and watch children playing sound-lessly behind glass. The Ball Room was like a giant aquarium: instead of water, a sea of brightly colored foam balls in which kids were jumping, diving, mutely laughing in the swell. Basically, it was a babysitting service, a clever marketing move, as it freed parents to concentrate on filling their carts.

Sometimes I’d go to the café, where menu items were Swedish, and linger over meatballs and lingonberry juice, transfixed by the motions of mothers around me, admiring their skill at keeping both trays and babies aloft. They moved in pairs, combining broods of small children, seating them at tables laden with food, fencing them in with large shiny carts overflowing with the fixtures of family life. I imagined their good fortune wafting to me, borne in the mingle of scents from their trays. I pictured myself in their midst, dandling a baby on my knee as I joined in their discussions, weighing in on the advantages of wood cribs versus metal, classical versus pop songs for musical mobiles, at what age to take a binky away.

The press has it all wrong. It was not premeditated.
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lucy

The agency had summer hours: every other Friday off.

August 10, 1990, was an off Friday for me. I convinced myself, as I sometimes did before pointing the car toward IKEA, that I needed to buy something there. The heat was unbearable, air conditioners were taxing operational systems all over the East Coast, and there were rumors that the strain would cause a blackout. I needed candles and IKEA sold them—perhaps sells them still—in handy boxes of many for a bargain price.

There I was, innocently trawling the aisles, empty yellow bag slung over my shoulder. (I always took a bag from a greeter when I came in, so as to look shopperly.) I was trying to remember where candles were, when I came upon a baby sitting alone in a cart. Not sitting, exactly. The baby was too young to sit. She was slumped in a plastic infant carrier which was the same yellow as the bags. The carrier was attached to the seat of the shopping cart, as was common in the days before car seats became portable. The baby was in a fallen-over position that looked extremely uncomfortable. Her eyes were open and wide and blue. She was staring at me and my skin prickled all over. Her face looked exactly like the one on the cover of a picture book I’d loved as a child: Baby’s First Christmas. Whenever I thought of having a baby, hers was the baby’s face I’d imagined. She was a girl, I knew. Her sunsuit was pink. She looked at me wonderingly, as if trying to work out where she’d seen me before. When she smiled a gummy grin, I felt a sea swell under my breastbone.

No one else was around. The baby was alone in the long, empty aisle. Her eyes were bright with expectation. A wisp of blond stood at the top of her head. It was as if the cart was a spaceship that had landed, bringing her to me.

“How old is she?” asked a passing shopper who was pregnant and pushing a cart full of wicker. She gazed at the baby with admiration and I welled with an inexplicable pride.

“Two months,” I said, without thinking, beaming idiotically, as if the baby were mine.

“Two months? She’s enormous!” and I guessed that I had grossly miscalculated.

Now the baby was listing further in the seat, held by straps, but not very tightly. There was a chance she could fall. I saw that the woman expected me to prop her up.

I can honestly say that my only intention in reaching into the cart was to right the baby. But as soon as my palms pressed against her doughy arms, I felt a force so strong I can still feel the bind in my chest. Her skin was cold. She had goose bumps. She was dressed for heat, not for air-conditioning, wearing a lacy bib, but no shirt. The folds of her neck were slick with drool, making her susceptible to drafts. She could catch pneumonia!

As I straightened her in the seat, she gazed at me with what looked to be gratitude. I inhaled a sweet scent from the down on her scalp and a flow of something warm started through me.

The pregnant woman leaned on her cart and pushed away.

How could someone leave a baby alone in a shopping cart? Anyone might come along and take her, someone who might do her harm. I couldn’t just leave her there.

I decided to take her to the front of the store, to one of the cashiers. As soon as the cart began to move, the baby brightened and looked around, pumping her bare feet as if to help propel us on the little journey we’d embarked on together. The cart glided easily, almost of its own accord, down one aisle and up another, toward the bank of cash registers at the front of the store.

Then, it was moving away from the registers, toward the exit sign, four vivid red letters lurid in their suggestiveness to me. I told myself: I was only taking her outside for a minute, to get her out of the cold. She could catch a chill. A deathly chill. The air outside would warm her up.

And then, we were within inches of the exit doors, when alarms went off, and I do what I always do when I panic—I froze. A tumult sounded, electronic bells were banging and bonging, and the baby began to cry as a woman in uniform hurried toward us. I felt a sudden distance from my own body, as if I were watching myself on a movie screen, wondering how the picture would turn out.

The woman smelled like jasmine, which, oddly, was the name on the badge over her breast: Jasmine, Security. But her eyes weren’t accusing, they were apologetic.

“Guess your baby forgot to pay for this,” she said, smiling as she leaned into the cart and wriggled a rubber duck from inside the baby’s sunsuit. She squeaked the toy, which made the baby stop crying, and waved us into the bright, waiting world.

My ears were throbbing with the sound of my own heart as I unstrapped the baby. I lifted her cautiously out of the cart. She was heavier than I thought she would be. Talcum, a scent I hadn’t inhaled in years, came to me as I pressed her soft weight to my chest. Rubbing her back in circles to keep her calm, a motion resurrected from years of babysitting, I dropped my chin on her back (a possessive gesture I noticed often in mothers) and walked quickly—but not too quickly—through outer doors which opened automatically to release us. Us! Oh, the enormity implied by that diminutive word, how exhilarated I was by its sudden insinuation into my consciousness.

The heat of the unconditioned air was a shocking contrast to the cool inside the store and this moving from the comfort of one place to the shock of another brought to mind the process of birth, which I’d often imagined—though not in this way.
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I even apologized to her. God forgive me. It never crossed my mind she was a kidnapper. It was my first job as security. It was a sophisticated system, state of the art they’d invested in because they were afraid of high shrinkage—retail for shoplifting—because of the area. I was told the system was sensitive. They were still getting the kinks out. I was supposed to check bags of anybody who set off the alarm, but the lady didn’t have any bags. I saw the duck in the baby’s clothes. It had a sticker. Stickers were always falling off one thing and onto another, and sure enough, the duck was marked SHOWR CRTN. I sent them on their way.

The security cam hadn’t worked that day. Some electronic had failed. We didn’t know it until the next day when the FBI requested tapes. There was no footage to identify her and I couldn’t remember anything about her except she was white. If only I’d detained her for a minute, things could have been different, is what I kept telling myself for years.
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How many times have I relived that terrible day, the day of the “event,” as Tom, my ex, called it almost as soon as it happened, distancing himself from it, or trying to, as if it had impaled some other family, some far-flung unlucky family you read about in the news.

Luck had always been with us before. We both had good jobs, or what I thought was good in those days, when career and financial success were still paramount. Tom was a lawyer on Wall Street and I’d just been promoted to sales manager at AT&T, a top-ten company for working mothers. We’d recently renovated a colonial in Cranford, in a good school district. The mortgage was already half paid down.

Of course, luckiest of all, we had a new baby. A wondrous, perfect baby girl, Natalie. Tom thought she was named for his mother, but secretly, I’d named her after the secretary to my first boss, a girl whose carriage and delicate facial structure I found so beguiling that my breath stopped each time I had to approach my boss’s desk.

That morning, I overslept the alarm. I was tempted to leave out this detail later, in the recountings I made to the police and the press. I thought it made me sound lazy and was afraid this detail—a lackadaisical mother!—might prejudice people against me and reduce the urgency of the search. But I didn’t hold back even this morsel of memory, in case it was an important piece to the puzzle. I was already beginning to apprehend the connectedness of the universe.

At 7:58 a.m. the phone rang, pulling me out of a dream. I remember the time because I was shocked to see the numbers on the Dream Machine clock switching over, dropping from 7:57 to an impossible 7:58, with a soft click, well past the time I’d usually be getting Natalie up and changed and fed and ready for Charu to dress her in whatever outfit I’d laid out on the bathinette.

What was the dream, a policewoman wanted to know, but how could I remember? I didn’t put much stock in dreams in those days and didn’t see what dreams had to do with the nightmare of the reality that had descended upon us.

Still groggy from sleep, I reached for the phone, knocking over a wineglass that was on the nightstand. I never could get that red stain out of the carpet, though I scrubbed it with every product imaginable. When we put the house on the market a year later, I pulled the bed over, to hide it.

I couldn’t tell who had called, at first. The snooze alarm was going off and the buzzer was so loud I couldn’t hear whoever was on the other end of the line. At first, I thought it must be Tom calling from the office, but he’d still be on the 7:49, his car phone out of his reach, embedded in the dashboard of his new car parked at the lot. The only way he’d be able to call from a train would have been from a cell phone which he didn’t have, practically no one had one in those days, no one but me. The company had given it to me the month before. AT&T had just started a policy of letting new mothers work off premise. My last month on maternity leave, an IT guy had come out to the house to set me up with a company computer, fax machine, even a cellular phone, a new compact model the company was coming out with and touting because it weighed less than a pound. I could test-drive it for R&D, he said.

I thought maybe the caller was Tom’s mother. She sometimes called at odd hours and maybe they were putting off their drive up from Virginia. They were due to drive up that weekend, to meet the baby. It was already Friday! They’d be there the next day and there was still lots to do to get the house ready for them. I’d wanted to give them the master bedroom, but Tom felt that wasn’t necessary, they could stay in the room we both used as an office. That room was fine, but its bathroom needed a few things: a shower curtain, a bath mat, a hanging shelf for toiletries. I planned to run out after a meeting, to go shopping at Conran’s, which was a few blocks away from the AT&T office on Forty-Eighth where I worked.

When I heard Charu’s voice, my heart sank. If Charu was calling, it meant that she wouldn’t be coming at 8:30 like she usually did. Without a babysitter, I was in trouble—or so I thought, then still unaware of what real trouble was. Without a babysitter, I couldn’t go into the office, I wouldn’t be able to deliver the report I was due to present at the meeting that afternoon. My boss had chosen me to present it in his stead and I’d been up until 2 a.m. the night before, rearranging slides and rehearsing words I had memorized, words meant to sound spontaneous, but which I didn’t dare trust to spontaneity, because the thought of public speaking sent shivers down the back of my legs. Little did I know that my preparation that night was readying me to speak on television, for the first time.

As I was talking to Charu, Natalie woke up. I could hear her on the monitor, the little song she used to sing to herself upon waking. I knew exactly how long that song would last—three minutes. Three minutes would give me just enough time to call the office and say I wasn’t coming in. I dreaded making that call. The report was important. If I delivered it well, it could mean I’d get the new account I’d been angling for. But of course, by the end of the day, my career wouldn’t matter to me anymore.

I hung up with Charu. I wasn’t angry with her, as some news reports said I was. How could I be angry? It wasn’t her fault that her son was sick and she couldn’t come in. I was frustrated with myself for having no backup to call. I supposed I could call in a sitting service, but I worried about leaving a four-month-old baby in the care of someone I hadn’t met. Of course, later, I wished with all of my heart that I’d called in that service.

I left a message with the group secretary saying I wouldn’t be in. My boss wouldn’t be happy, but what could I do? Bring a four-month-old in and hope she wouldn’t roll off the table when I made the presentation? Now I hear the company has day care on-site, but that was a distant dream in 1990.

I still ache to remember how distracted I was with Natalie that morning which turned out to be the last I’d spend with her for twenty-one years. I look back at my old, unseeing self lifting my baby out of the crib, thinking not of her, but of the consequences of having to take care of her, and wish I could reach back and shake myself into consciousness.

If I could grab back a minute of my life, it would be when I laid her on the vinyl mat of the changing table, raining talcum on her as she gurgled and kicked in the moment before I put on her last diaper. I’d look at her, really look at her as I buttoned the straps of her new sunsuit, inhaling her sweet scalp as I took my daughter into my arms for what would be the last time in her babyhood. I’d give her my full attention, instead of what I was thinking of instead: of the report due at work, the visit from Tom’s parents the next day. No. If I could take back any minute, of course, it would be when I turned my back on her in the store. That’s the minute I’d go back to, and change.

I worked at home that morning at the dining room table, Natalie happy in her swing beside me. She loved to go back and forth in that swing. Battery-operated swings had just come out. Tom and I called it our time machine, because putting her in it gave us at least twenty minutes to do whatever we had to do. We assumed we had all the time in the world with her. She’d sit in that swing with a beatific expression, listening to an electronic version of “It’s a Small World.” Her eyes fixed on some odd object of fascination: a knob on a cabinet, a water stain on the baseboard. She’d assume a half smile, then list to one side, a position that looked uncomfortable but didn’t seem to bother her. She’d frown when I’d right her and soon she’d be happily listing again, her lids drooping lower and lower until she passed out, as if drunk.

While she swung in this seemingly trancelike state, I sat at the table beside her, trying to tune out the Muzak, working up final numbers for the presentation, before I faxed them. It was bad enough I wasn’t going to be there. I didn’t want the numbers to be wrong, which would make me look even worse.

Natalie went down for a nap around ten, but when she woke up she was fussy and I did what I always could count on to soothe her: strap her into the car seat and go for a drive. I needed to go out anyway, to shop for the hall bath before Tom’s parents arrived the next day.

IKEA had just opened and I’d wanted to go for their inaugural sale, but I hadn’t been able to figure out how to get there. This was before they made a special exit off the highway for it. The area wasn’t developed yet, the store was hidden away on some hard-to-find back road. When I found myself driving past it, I thought: This is my lucky day.



7


charu

If I came to work that day, the terrible thing wouldn’t happen. Always, I feel sorry for this. But my son was just six and sick with a fever too easily passed to a four-month-old baby. I could not bring him with me. My sister usually took care of Ranni when he had to stay home, but Vina was back in my country to stay by our mum. Our father was ill and our mum needed a daughter to help her with him.

My husband was on day shift at the factory, but even if he had been home, he couldn’t take care of a sick child. He is a man who can’t even take care of his sick self.

Marilyn called me at lunchtime, as I was trying to get Ranni to take some soup, and I could not hear what she was saying. Her crying was strong and her words came in and out so that I knew she was somewhere not home, calling on the cell phone that was a new kind of phone in those days. At first, I thought she wanted to talk about if I can come in the next day, but instead she was asking if Natalie was with me. These words made me feel afraid right away. Because if Marilyn’s baby is not with Marilyn, where did she go?

Next, a police lady is on the phone asking me questions: who I am, where do I live, how many children do I have? She wanted to know can she come over to where I was right away. I didn’t want her to come over because it is Friday and Saturday is cleanup day, so the house isn’t looking too good, but I know I cannot say no to this question. I was glad I got my special visa already.

I took out this visa and left it on the table so when the police came, they could know without asking, that I was legal, nothing to bother about once they see the baby I don’t have.

I believe this thing would never happen when I take care of Natalie. Because taking care of a baby is my job and my job was important to me, to my family. But Marilyn’s job is not taking care of a baby. Her job was an office job. That day she was trying to do a good job, like me.

Sometimes a baby is better off with someone who is paid to take care.
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marilyn

I took Natalie from the car seat and snapped her into the Snugli and hurried across the parking lot to get us both out of the blistering heat. August in New Jersey can feel like a furnace, hotter even than summer here in San Mateo, where the heat is broken by breezes from the bay.
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