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JEAN PHILIPPE CAME home with groceries. That was the thing Angelique remembered later -not the good mornings or the way he still reached for her hand when they walked, but that day when he came through the door with a bag of food she hadn't asked for. Bread. Apples. A small wheel of cheese from the shop on Rue Commerciale that was more expensive than it needed to be. He set it on the counter and said nothing, just unloaded it item by item while Céleste watched from her bouncer.

This was her life. This small apartment in Cabano with its drafty kitchen window and the radiator that clanked through the night. This man. This baby watching them from a bouncer printed with yellow ducks. Angelique had chosen all of it, and standing in that kitchen with the smell of bread and her daughter's breathing and Jean Philippe's shoulder warm against hers as he reached past her for a knife, she could not think of a single thing she would take back.

Céleste made a sound. Not a word yet -she was ten months old, still trading in syllables and declarations -but a sound of opinion, clear as anything. He laughed at their daughter. The kitchen was very small and his laugh filled it entirely.

The apartment was on the second floor of a building on a street she still thought of as new, though they had lived there a year.  She didn't mind not driving. She never had. Back in Pickering it had been her legs and the bus. She knew every crack in the sidewalk between here and Jean Philippe's parents' house.

Madeleine called on Thursdays, in the late afternoon, just as Céleste was starting to get restless. She always inquired about Céleste's well being first.

"She pulled herself to standing this morning," Angelique told her. "Against the coffee table. She looked very surprised at herself."

She could hear Madeleine's pleasure. "Tu es prête?" 

Jean Philippe's parents lived an hour away on foot -she knew this because she had timed it once, pushing the stroller through the first real snow of the season, Céleste bundled into a shape that was more bundle than baby.

Madeleine and Henri were generous people. Their house was warm -dishes appeared when you arrived, the television was always on but always turned down, Henri had a way of sitting in his chair that suggested he had nowhere else to be and was glad of it. Céleste reached for him every time they arrived. He received her as someone irreplaceable and indeed she was.

The basement was Damien's, when Damien was home, which was not often. He had a girlfriend somewhere south of Cabano and a life that seemed to exist in a different register from all of theirs -faster, louder, less willing to hold still. When he was home there was noise and laughter and the particular energy of someone who took up more space than the room expected. Tippy Toe lived in a terrarium near the window and regarded all of it from eight legs and an ancient patience.

"She's getting big," Damien had said the last time he'd seen Céleste -meaning the baby, not the tarantula. He'd held her at arm's length, not quite sure of his hands, and Céleste had grabbed his finger and pulled it toward her mouth.

"She does that to everyone," Angelique told him.

"D'accord," he said. 

That night Jean Philippe didn't come home for dinner. She fed Céleste and put her down and ate standing at the counter, the bread he'd brought still in its paper sleeve. She wasn't worried. He'd mentioned something about running into an old friend and she hadn't quite tracked it, had been watching Céleste attempt to reach a cup she'd pushed just out of range. He ran into old friends. He had a whole life here that she was still walking into, a history of streets and schoolyards and people who knew him before she did. She did the dishes. She listened to the radiator. At some point she fell asleep on the couch with her book open on her chest, and when she woke at two in the morning to Céleste's small sounds from the next room, Jean Philippe was in bed with his back to her, still dressed, smelling of cold air and something sharp she could not name. She got up with Céleste and fed her in the dark. Céleste's eyes were closing. Angelique watched her in the dark -this small person, this quiet room, this life they were in the middle of building. The radiator clanked once. From somewhere below came the faint sound of a guitar. She didn't know the song. She tucked Céleste back into her crib and returned to bed and lay in the dark beside her husband and told herself that tomorrow everything would be ordinary again. She believed it completely.

***
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THE NEXT MORNING THE apartment smelled faintly of burnt toast. Jean Philippe had left before she woke. She could tell by the silence of the place. When he was there the apartment carried him somehow - cupboard doors, footsteps, the scrape of a chair moved with one hand while holding coffee in the other. Without him there was only the radiator and Céleste talking to herself from the crib.

Angelique lifted her daughter and carried her to the kitchen. Céleste immediately leaned toward the counter where the bread bag still sat folded closed. “Always hungry, hmm?”

There was enough coffee for one cup if she stretched it. She drank it standing at the sink while Céleste sat on the floor pulling measuring spoons from a drawer one by one. She watched people pass below bundled in coats and boots, heads down against the wind. Cabano still did not fully belong to her. She knew the routes she walked, the pharmacy, Jean Philippe's parents' house, the grocery store, but sometimes she still caught herself turning a corner expecting Ontario.
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