




[image: ]










[image: images]









For the mothers. You’re a wonder.










PROLOGUE


It wasn’t the sort of neighborhood for murder.


It was exactly the sort of neighborhood that comprised the majority of Patuxent County. Expansive colonials dotted quiet, tree-lined streets, cul-de-sacs and looping curves sprouted from slightly busier, but still relatively peaceful, roads.


It was November, but lawns remained green and free from fallen leaves. It was the sort of neighborhood where yard-care services were maintained on contract, and cleaning crews swept into the houses clandestinely and regularly. It was the sort of neighborhood where polite nods and smiles were exchanged when the mail was carried in from boxes. Where a sign advertising the existence of a NEIGHBORHOOD WATCH program was sufficient to make the residents feel comfortable that criminal activity wouldn’t come knocking, despite the fact that the neighborhood watch didn’t actually exist. It was a neighborhood where doorbell cameras and security systems were superciliously eschewed as unnecessary. Where the parents felt safe letting the children ride their bikes in the street, only glancing out the front window occasionally—no need to purchase those signs that read DRIVE LIKE YOUR CHILDREN LIVE HERE to stake in the front yard.


But there were no children riding their bikes in the street now. There was no one out at all as Detective Jill West turned the wheel of her sedan, directing the car down Ashby Drive. She pulled to a stop at the curb.


The detective paused before climbing out of her car to look out the window at the particular house in which she was interested. It was tidy and stately and almost interchangeable with all the others. At least, it looked that way, didn’t it? But it wasn’t really interchangeable. It was different from all the rest because—all the evidence she had so far was pointing toward this fact—a murderer lived there.


No, it wasn’t the sort of neighborhood for murder. Yet that was exactly what had brought her here.









Part I


The Downfall & The Letdown










One


He had never seen me before, but he knew me inside and out. He’d lived, grown, wriggled inside me for nine months. Here he was. A stranger.


Yet, love was brimming up. Threatening to spill over my edges. It was too much. It felt excessive and counterfeit, almost sickening to my stomach.


They were still pumping Pitocin through my IV—the plasticky contraption was taped to the back of my hand, shooting oxytocin into my veins. It felt foreign and obvious on my skin, even though it had been there for more than fifteen hours. It was the love hormone, was it not? Love and chocolate. They were pumping me with love. Was that the reason for the feeling, or was it natural and real and the strongest force that there was?


Was it all that mattered, the love?


Decidedly not.


I’d asked the nurse if she could remove the IV. She’d told me I needed to finish the bag of fluids and oxytocin. Ideally, they’d leave it in for twenty-four hours after the birth, if I could stand it that long. She was sweet, apologetic. I’d told her it was fine, even though I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to sleep with it stuck to my hand, tying me to the wheeling, metal contraption from which the bag of fluids was hanging.


It was an absurd concern. That wasn’t the reason I wouldn’t be able to sleep.


The nurse had left us alone after that. As panic and an overwhelming urge to cry “Now what?” had gripped me, Tyler had dozed off.


He was still asleep on the plasticky sofa a few feet away from me. I could hear him snoring—softly—but snoring nonetheless, covered in a starchy, white—why were they all so impractically white?—hospital sheet because we’d forgotten to bring a blanket for him from the house. He looked uncomfortable, lying there, but that felt appropriate and fair.


I felt an urge to reach over and shake him, because that he was sleeping was very unfair. Besides, it was a reflex. For years, I’d been nudging him whenever I’d heard him snore. But I couldn’t reach him now, and I was too scared to try to get up on my own. The effects of the epidural had not worn off completely. My legs felt leaden, tied to cement blocks, like someone was planning to toss me off a bridge and wait for me to sink.


When we had arrived in the room, which was far smaller than the room in which I’d given birth, the nurse had helped me out of the wheelchair while Tyler stood guard over the baby’s bassinet with its clear, plastic walls. She’d told me that she needed to make sure I could use the bathroom.


I was still feeling high at that point, from the extra painkillers the anesthesiologist had pumped into my IV before I’d started pushing. I was floating through a haze of airy, rainbow numbness. I couldn’t feel a thing.


With impressive strength—although I had rid my body of an eight-pound human, fluids, and placenta, by the looks of my belly, it was all still there, the entire fifty-five pounds I’d put on during the pregnancy—the nurse had supported me, led me over to the toilet, and sat me down. She’d stood over me, making sure I didn’t fall off, and we waited until we could hear the trickle of liquid. My cloth hospital gown had drops of blood at the hem.


Tyler’s body jolted, then he shifted on the sofa and his breathing evened out, the soft snoring resumed.


Between us was the baby. Oliver. The stranger.


His arms wriggled, his legs fluttered. We watched each other. I knew exactly what he was doing. He’d done just the very same thing every night back when he lived inside of me. Here he was, out in the world, evicted nine days past due with the help of eleven hours of Pitocin drip and one hour and forty-six minutes of pushing. Why should he give up his routine? He showed no signs of sleep. He was free now.


I’d told Tyler to leave the bathroom light on, to crack the door, so that I could see Oliver. The glare reflected off the analog clock hanging on the wall across from me. It was 3:34. I had been awake for twenty-four hours.


Although I still wasn’t sure that I was ready, I used my arms to push my legs off the side of the bed, and I sat. The right leg tingled, feeling fighting its way back in. The left one felt heavy and foreign, as if it belonged to someone else. I stood, gripping the cool metal of my IV stand, testing my own stability. I took a step, then another, then gripped the doorframe of the bathroom, and swiveled myself inside. The toilet was just a step too far, but I lunged for it anyway.


I fell. Calves, thighs, palms smacked the floor.


“Nat?” Benign confusion.


I took a breath.


“Nat?” Panic creeping in.


“I’m fine,” I called.


A lie. But I couldn’t have Tyler coming in here, leaving Oliver unattended. I was relieved he was awake, though. He could take over for a few minutes. Oliver needed to be watched at all times. To make sure he was breathing. To make sure his heart was beating. Besides, it seemed shameful to have collapsed on the bathroom floor. I didn’t want Tyler to see me like this, which was perhaps irrational, considering what he had just witnessed—the birth.


I willed my legs to move but they didn’t, so I used my arms to pull myself up and onto the toilet. I was stronger than I thought. I was a mother now.


Something poured from me. Perhaps blood. I could hear it more than feel it. I hadn’t even felt the need to go to the bathroom. I was only abiding by the nurse’s directive—“Try to get up every couple hours to use the bathroom if you can.”


If you can. I’d just birthed a child. I could do anything, and following the rules was in my nature. Doing so was a compulsion, as powerful as an addict’s need for a fix. I was a deadline meeter, an overachiever, a rule abider.


Or perhaps I couldn’t do anything. I’d gotten up. But then, I’d fallen.


My supplies were within arm’s reach of the toilet—bless the nurse—my squirt bottle, pads, and ice packs. I unwrapped an ice pack and cracked it in half to activate the chemicals and the glorious, cooling sensation.


“You okay?” Tyler called.


I grunted noncommittally. “Just don’t come in here,” I said.


I steeled myself to stand, but I didn’t. Not just yet. I was afraid I might fall again, and I wasn’t ready to fall.


I surveyed the room as I sat on the toilet. Blood pooled on the floor. I wouldn’t be able to clean it up. I couldn’t bend down, balance, wipe the ground. It looked like a crime scene. It looked violent and dramatic. It looked like someone, or something, had died.


And it would take some time for me to understand that something had died.


As my son came to life, as he entered the world, something else was in the process of dying.












Two


“I’m not leaving.”


“Nat.”


I poked my nipple at Oliver’s chin. His mouth, pink and wet like chewed-up bubble gum, turned down at the corners, remained resolutely closed. He was so beautiful. Peach fuzz of golden hair, eyes that were cobalt in the light, black in the dark of night.


“Natalie. Let’s go home.”


“No,” I said. “I’m not leaving.” I tried to squeeze out a drop of colostrum, to wave it beneath my baby’s nose.


“Home,” Tyler said again. He dragged out the word, as if I were a child learning to speak. “Don’t you want to sleep in your own bed tonight?” Tyler asked.


Sleep. I almost laughed.


My dad had visited us the previous day, followed by Tyler’s parents, then his sister. I’d not managed to change out of my blood-spotted hospital gown before any of them had arrived. I’d not managed to shower until after all of them had gone. Then, once they were, and I might finally be able to sleep, I couldn’t. My mind raced, and I watched Oliver.


The night nurse had come in at two in the morning and watched me try to get Oliver to latch. She looked like a ghost, hovering in the doorway in her pale scrubs.


“Have you slept at all?” she asked.


I hadn’t. “I’m fine,” I said.


“I can take him to the nursery for a couple hours,” she said. “Let you get some rest.” She eyed Tyler, who was sprawled across the sofa, his right arm grazing the floor, with a measure of skepticism.


The nursery. I knew what that meant. They’d put my son in a plastic bassinet, alongside the other babies. They would all look alike. When time was up, they might bring me the wrong one. Would I even know? When Oliver cried, they’d feed him a bottle—a bottle—filled with formula—formula.


“That’s okay,” I said. “I’ll be okay.”


She had nodded, businesslike, then she took my vitals, dispensed two Midol, and left.


I needed that nurse to come back tonight. To ask me again. I might even let myself say yes. I might not. But, still, I wanted her to ask. I wanted to feel the pride, to hear the little voice in my head telling me I was a good mom if I said no. If I was at home, she wouldn’t come. At home, no one would come.


“Natalie,” Tyler said. “You’ve been discharged. Oliver has been discharged. Let’s go home.”


He took Oliver from my arms and began to rock him back and forth, looking down at me, his eyebrows raised in a silent directive. Come on. Get dressed.


“You need to get the car seat, right? Pull the car out front.”


“Oh,” Tyler said. “Right.”


I pushed myself out of the hospital bed and began to dig through the duffel bag we had packed together, weeks ago, filled with hope and excitement, getting it ready for when labor spontaneously began. It never had.


“Should I just . . . ?” Tyler looked around the room, as if searching for a third person who could hold the baby. He put Oliver in his bassinet. “Be right back,” he said, then he disappeared.


Nothing I had packed fit. I had read that I should bring clothes that had fit when I was six months’ pregnant. My optimistically bright and floral maternity T-shirts, which had previously stretched tightly, cutely, over my bulging belly, looked ridiculous hugging my sagging, puckered flesh. I pulled on one of Tyler’s T-shirts. It was threadbare and dirty, smelling like sweat and warmth and the body wash he had used the morning before we left for the hospital. There was a smear of deodorant along the hem.


I inspected myself in the mirror. There were swollen, purple circles beneath my eyes, bruise-like, and just as tender. I was a mother now. I’d never looked so hideous.


Tyler burst back into the room, the skin above his upper lip damp with sweat.


“It’s so hot,” he said. “Ninety degrees already. I pulled the car up out front, left it running to cool it down.” He placed the car seat onto the bed from which I’d barely moved for the last two days.


“That’s not legal,” I said. I was peeking at Oliver every few seconds while packing up my things. “You can’t just abandon a running car.”


I could tell that Tyler wanted to roll his eyes, but he knew he couldn’t. I had just been stitched back together after birthing his child. I was hormonal. He had to tread carefully. He spun away from me and left the room.


“He should know that,” I whispered to Oliver, who had dozed off in his bassinet. “He’s a lawyer, too.”


I struggled to zip the duffel bag. Our belongings seemed to have multiplied, expanded, like belongings tended to do on vacation, like the bellies of the people who had packed them, although our experience couldn’t otherwise have been any less like a vacation.


Tyler appeared again, sweatier than before. There were speckles of moisture on his chest. He was out of shape. He’d gained weight during my pregnancy. He’d probably never lose it, and that would be okay. Meanwhile, I was overwhelmed by the repulsiveness of my body, now that our child had departed from it. I was struck by a sense of urgency for it to go back to the way it had been before.


“I found a spot near the front,” Tyler said. “We’ll go down and you can wait in the lobby while I cool the car down.”


He said it as if we were checking out of a five-star hotel.


We both turned to Oliver. He was still sleeping, wrapped in his swaddle. The nurse had wrapped him up for us. Tyler and I still didn’t have the hang of the technique. That first night, every time we had changed his diaper, after wiping the sticky, tar-like mess from his bottom, too tired to laugh at how disgusting and difficult it was, we had each tried to swaddle him several times, but one corner of the blanket always popped free. It wasn’t tight enough. It wasn’t safe. If it was too loose, the fabric could cover his face. It could suffocate him. So, I’d had to watch him, to make sure the fabric stayed in place, to make sure he didn’t suffocate.


“I guess we should dress him,” Tyler said.


I held up the onesie I had extracted from our bag. It was creamy and silky soft and printed with tiny elephants. Tyler gingerly tugged the blanket loose and Oliver promptly began to fuss in his sleep.


“Maybe we should just wait for him to wake up,” I said.


Tyler ignored me, so I stepped forward and pulled the outfit over Oliver’s head, a sick feeling brewing in my gut. He seemed so fragile.


We looked down at our child. He was swimming in the outfit, blinking up at us with eyes that were heavy with sleep.


“Do you have shoes?” Tyler asked.


“Shoes?” I was aghast. “He’s a newborn baby. He doesn’t have to wear shoes.”


“Er, socks, then. It seems like he should have something on his feet, doesn’t it?”


I lifted Oliver up and approached the car seat. I hadn’t brought any baby socks. I didn’t even own a pair.


“I don’t know,” I said. “No one bought me socks for the baby shower. I think that if a baby was supposed to wear socks, people would have bought me some.”


“Did you put them on your registry?” Tyler asked.


I hadn’t.


I blinked back tears as I pushed the car seat straps to the side, already feeling like I had failed my son. I tucked him in as carefully as I could, then fastened the straps. I’d practiced buckling them and unbuckling them last week, barely able to see what I was doing over my belly.


“Is that tight enough?” Tyler asked.


“Why are you asking me all these questions?” I snapped. “I don’t know the answers. Why don’t you look them up?”


Dutifully, he turned away from me and began to search for something on his cell phone. I tucked the blanket around Oliver’s lap and slipped my feet into the flip-flops I’d worn to the hospital, the only shoes that had fit over my fluid-filled feet at the end of my pregnancy. They still looked grotesque, swollen up to the base of my shins. The nurse had assured me that the swelling would go down in a couple weeks.


She came bustling into the room, then, after a curt knock.


“Are we ready?” she asked. “He looks darling.”


“Is this tight enough?” I asked her, fiddling with the car seat straps.


She bent over to look. “It’s perfect,” she said.


“Yes,” said Tyler. “The clip should be beneath the level of his underarms, no slack in the straps,” as if he’d known this all along.


“You’ll have to sit in the wheelchair, alright?” the nurse said. “I know you can walk, but it’s policy.”


“Okay,” I agreed. I settled onto it, feeling slightly ridiculous. Tyler slung the straps of our duffel bag over his shoulder and tucked the pillows we’d brought from home under his arms. He had no arms left for the baby.


“Here,” said the nurse. “I’ll put the car seat on your lap.”


She pushed me through the halls, struggling to round corners. She was a petite woman, and her effort felt shameful, a reminder of all the weight I would have to lose. People smiled at me and moved out of the way as we passed. Congratulations, they murmured. I smiled back, but I wished they’d stop looking.


Tyler ran ahead of us to start the car and pull it up front.


“Let’s go just outside,” the nurse suggested. “Better to wait in the shade outside than in here. Too many germs.”


I was horrified. I’d not even thought of the germ-infested lobby air as a danger to my baby. I hugged the car seat more tightly to my body, as though I could shield him from illness that way.


The nurse pushed me down to Tyler’s car. We bumped over the cracks in the sidewalk and I clenched my teeth, feeling pain echo through my body.


Tyler took the car seat and clicked it into place in the middle seat in the back of the car.


“Do you want to sit in the back with the baby?” the nurse asked. I could tell she’d forgotten his name.


“Yes,” I replied, grateful for the suggestion. I hadn’t thought of that, hadn’t realized that the days of sitting beside Tyler in the car, fiddling with the air-conditioning controls, changing the radio station, feeling his hand reach for mine, were over.


“Bye, sweetie,” the nurse whispered as I slid into the backseat. “You’ll do great.”


I nodded, smiled bravely.


She slammed the car door, and then she was gone.


“Ready?” Tyler asked.


I wasn’t. I wasn’t the one who wanted to leave.


“Sure,” I said.


He pulled away from the curb. Oliver had dozed off. I reached into the car seat and slipped my index finger into the hollow of his curled hand.


Tyler sped past the road that led to our old neighborhood.


“Where are you going?” I almost asked. I’d forgotten. We weren’t headed to our little rancher just outside the city limits. We were going to the new house, impractically spacious for just two adults and one small baby. With soaring ceilings and the white kitchen I had thought that I wanted so badly until I had it. With shiny porcelain tile and dove-gray walls. With four bedrooms and glossy, wide-plank wood floors. With a two-car garage that we weren’t even using because the previous owners hadn’t left the remote openers behind and we were too busy to buy and program new ones.


There was no activity along Ashby Drive. A few weeks of summer vacation remained, but school would be starting soon. Colored markers, scissors, glue sticks, and mechanical pencils had been bought. Back-to-school clothes were hanging in closets and folded in drawers, awaiting their first-day-of-school debuts. The high schoolers were almost looking forward to the day. Would they be cool this year? Popular? Would anyone notice their haircuts and tans? As if any of it mattered. They thought it did. I had, too, back then.


It was too hot, too sunny, to set up sprinklers in the front yard or drape Slip ’N Slides along the hill out back. The heat was rising from the pavement in rippling waves. It was the kind of day that conjured thoughts of skin cancer and heatstroke rather than summer fun.


Tyler parked in the driveway and leapt out, rushing over to open the door for me, like we were arriving at my house at the end of a date that had gone extremely well.


“Can you get the baby?” I asked him after pulling myself out of the car with an astonishing lack of grace.


“Of course,” he said.


He was so chipper. He’d not been awake for three days and two nights straight.


Meanwhile, I feared that I was dying. The burning pain from the stitches. The dull ache behind my eyes. It felt like I was being held beneath the surface of a murky body of water. Everything smelled faintly of blood.


I stood in the driveway and watched Tyler unlatch the car seat and remove it from the car. “I’ll come back for the stuff,” he said.


I nodded and followed him up the porch steps. He fiddled with his keys and I closed my eyes for a second, feeling my body sway, imagining we were standing on the porch of our little rancher.


It had been Tyler’s idea to move. We needed more space for the baby things. More bedrooms for the baby and his future sibling, because I was an only child, and I had always assumed I’d have two kids of my own. We wanted a better school district. A garage so we could shuffle the kids and our belongings and ourselves from house to car while protected from the rain and snow.


Sure, those things would be nice. One day. We hadn’t needed those things immediately. And we hadn’t needed worse commutes. We were already about to experience a massive change that would shatter our lives completely. Wouldn’t it be easier to have a smaller house, closer to our respective offices, familiar in its smells and creaks? I could make my way from our bed to the kitchen and back with my eyes closed in that house, without having to climb any stairs.


But Tyler had been insistent. Interest rates were low. It wasn’t a good time to move, but it would never be a good time to move. It would only be more difficult once the baby was born. Besides, the perfect house had come on the market. Just over three thousand square feet, not including the basement, move-in ready, with a brick porch and grand portico held steady by white columns. Schools ranked nines and tens. All of those things that should matter in a house but in which I wasn’t interested because it wasn’t our house. It wasn’t home.


Tyler had booked a tour the morning the listing went live, and we made a full-price offer that night. The house was ours before I was able to fully digest how little I wanted it.


Then came the matter of getting our rancher ready to list. New paint. Power washing. Replacing light fixtures. Having carpets cleaned and hardwoods waxed. Fortunately, it sold in a week. It was a darling house, with turquoise shutters and bay windows that looked like eyes flanking the front door, which was as yellow as the daffodils that bloomed out front every April. I had painted the door myself the weekend we had moved in, five years ago.


Suddenly, the move was complete. The rancher was no longer home, while the house on Ashby Drive had not yet taken its place in my heart or mind.


Unpacking took days, and we had tripled our square footage. We bought and assembled complete rooms’ worth of furniture. We painted the nursery a soothing green. We hung pictures and measured for area rugs. All of it was at Tyler’s insistence. He seemed to believe that filling the house would make me feel more settled. It had only made me feel like I was a guest in someone else’s home, sitting on stiff couches, resting my head on strange-smelling throw pillows, gazing at canvas prints that meant nothing to me.


Finally, Tyler located the correct key and pushed the front door open. He placed the car seat on the floor in the foyer. Frosty air, unfamiliar, the smell of a stranger’s house, swirled around us.


“You’re home,” he told Oliver. He turned and went back outside, presumably to retrieve our bag and pillows from the car.


I unbuckled the straps and extracted Oliver. He was still sleeping, but I had read that you should never let your baby sleep in its car seat if it wasn’t actually riding in the car. Automatically, I limped up the stairs and entered the nursery.


I laid Oliver down in his crib. He looked so tiny in the middle of his mattress. His eyes opened and he turned his head to the side, staring out between the crib bars. It was like he was in jail. His eyes drifted closed again.


I wanted to unpack my things from the duffel bag. To take a shower beneath the rain-shower head in the master bathroom. To pop a Midol. To lie down. But how could I do any of those things, now that Oliver was here? I longed, ached, to put him back inside me. Then I could go about my business, while knowing he was safe and comfortable and part of me.


There had been so much anticipation leading up to Oliver’s birth. It had been the center of our lives ever since we had sat cross-legged on our bed and stared down at the tiny word on the plastic, pee-soaked test last November, while we laughed giddily, nervously—PREGNANT. Everything we had done since was with Oliver in mind, was in preparation for his arrival. Now, here he was, and I hadn’t a clue what came next.


I moved toward the door, then paused. I couldn’t leave him.


I leaned over the top of the crib, reached for his body, then froze. I couldn’t wake him, either.


I sank to the floor, pressing my face into the unusual fleshiness of my arm, trying as best as I could to muffle my cries. It had been a foolish thing to do, crouching down, letting myself collapse. Pain engulfed me. I needed that Midol. I needed something much, much stronger.


Downstairs, the front door slammed. Behind me, Oliver began to whimper. I wiped my face with the hem of Tyler’s T-shirt, then pushed myself up from the ground. I couldn’t break down. There was this human now, this human we had created.


I rolled up Tyler’s T-shirt and settled down in the rocking chair. One of the breastfeeding pillows I had received at my baby shower was on the floor beside me, where I’d stationed it, ready and waiting for action. I congratulated myself for the forethought. I had done quite a bit of planning. Planning, preparation, was what gave me confidence. It was what I did before making presentations to partners at work. Before stepping into a client meeting. Before dialing opposing counsel to negotiate a term in a contract. Preparation and research made me feel competent and intelligent. It wasn’t working when it came to mothering. I had planned and researched every tiny thing. Why did I still feel lost?


I arranged the pillow on my lap and settled Oliver on top of it. I poked my nipple into his mouth, which was opening and closing as he fussed. On the third try, he accepted it and began to suck. My breast felt oddly firm, which meant, I suspected, that my milk was finally coming in.


I could hear Tyler climbing the stairs. He appeared in the doorway, leaning against the frame. “Look at you,” he said. He was smiling. He didn’t look like he was dying. “Settling right in.”


I didn’t move, didn’t speak. I didn’t want Oliver to lose his grip.


“My mom dropped off some groceries,” Tyler said. “Our fridge is packed. Want me to make something to eat?”


He didn’t wait for me to respond, just turned and left. I could hear his footsteps, light and quick on the steps. I hated how free he was. I didn’t think I would ever be that way again. The weight of what we’d done, the responsibility of what we would need to do next, for almost two decades, was squeezing the air from my lungs.


Oliver was falling asleep at my breast, so I tickled his head with the tips of my fingers the way the lactation consultant had shown me in the hospital. She’d said I needed to keep him awake so that he could eat, to wake him every two hours for a feeding, until he’d regained the weight he’d lost after birth. I knew this already, of course. I’d read this in all the baby care books I had downloaded onto my Kindle and devoured during the sleepless, restless nights during my pregnancy.


Oliver drifted to sleep anyway, so I sat there, cradling him against me, rocking in the chair.


I heard Tyler clattering dishes and slamming cabinets downstairs. I thought of his mother carrying brimming paper bags into our house and unloading them carefully, putting everything in the wrong place, smiling faintly at the thought of her first grandchild. She hadn’t worked a single day since she was twenty-eight years old. She’d left her job when she was eight months’ pregnant with Tyler and had never returned. She liked to tell me stories of the exhaustion she’d felt, how difficult breastfeeding was. How her body hadn’t made enough milk, so she’d switched to formula after a few days.


She’d never pumped milk into little plastic bottles and lined them up in the communal fridge. She’d never dragged herself out of bed after two hours of sleep and driven downtown to meet with clients and write memos to partners and account for every minute of her time in the software that tracked billable hours.


She had no idea what lay ahead of me. Neither did I.


“I made you some food,” Tyler called from downstairs, a hint of pride in his voice.


“Congratulations,” I murmured.


I carried Oliver downstairs with me and settled into a chair at the kitchen table, cradling him in both my arms.


“Do you want to, um, put him down or something?” Tyler asked. He’d made sandwiches, little piles of strawberries on each of our plates.


I shook my head, rested Oliver on my lap, my right arm still cradling him, and lifted my sandwich with my left hand. Slimy, deli-style chicken I never would have purchased or eaten fell out the bottom, along with several leaves of butter lettuce smeared with mustard that looked like wet sand.


I started to cry.


“Nat,” said Tyler. He sounded alarmed. “What’s wrong?”


I shook my head. I couldn’t explain it. I couldn’t say what I was feeling. It was too shameful, too wrong.


And that was the thing. It felt wrong. Everything did. Everything felt too different. Too overwhelming and impossible. What had I been expecting? What had we done?


I felt broken. Heavy with exhaustion. Hunger was twisting my insides into knots. Pain was ricocheting through me as I sat on the unforgiving wooden chair. I felt like a nuisance to myself. A burden. That my needs and my feelings still existed wasn’t fair. How could I possibly care for us both?


A tear rolled down my face and fell onto Oliver’s forehead. He didn’t stir.


“Nat,” Tyler said again. I could tell he was scared.


I wiped at my eyes with the back of my hand. “I just feel a little overwhelmed, being home,” I said. “But it’s fine. I’m fine.”


It wasn’t the truth, but it would have to be. What choice did I have?












Three


From its resting place on the dining room table, his laptop screen went dark, as quickly as the blink of an eye, as lasting as a sudden death. It felt like an accusation. An admonishment. He should have been keeping it awake, his fingers flying across the keyboard. Each key was dotted with a shiny circle, right around the letter, worn by the oil of his hands. He wouldn’t have minded a new laptop, but a new laptop would make Erin’s eyebrows rise.


Do you really need that?


She wouldn’t say anything about it. That wasn’t her style. Her antipathy was of the silent and simmering variety. It had seeped between them a long time ago—years ago, he thought—and had been bubbling there ever since.


Seven hundred and fifty words. That was his daily writing goal, as he chipped away at the ninety thousand or so he’d need for the document that would become his novel.


It was a respectable goal, he thought, but perhaps not a particularly ambitious one for a stay-at-home father whose child attended an expensive (We really can’t afford it anymore.) private school at which she spent six and a half hours, five days a week. Somehow, he still managed not to meet it.


“You should aim higher, Paul,” Erin would tell him. “Why aren’t you writing more? What is it that you do all day?”


He cleans her house. He makes her dinner. He pulls her weeds and rakes her leaves. Oh, and he raises her child. The one she treats with coldness and indifference, as if Petra were a mosquito that flew into the house and took up residence on the ceiling. An irritant, but not enough that it would be worth it for Erin to dust off the ladder, drag it out of the basement storage room, and take care of it.


That was his job.


He paced through the dining room, back and forth between the two windows, the heavy mahogany drapes rippling slightly in the breeze from the blasting air-conditioning, waiting for words to flood into his head so that he could rush over, wake up his computer, and spill them onto the screen.


Was it still considered writer’s block if it had lasted for more than a decade? Or did that just mean he wasn’t a writer at all? Was it just . . . block?


He moved into the hallway and smushed his finger into the rubbery button on the thermostat, turning the temperature up, the air-conditioning down.


“You keep the house too cold during the day,” Erin would say, when the gas and electric bill arrived in her email inbox, the creases between her brows deepening, her mouth a sharp slash of bleeding red lipstick, the color she always wore.


The bill wasn’t too high. It was only a jab. One of so many that he endured every day.


Her subtext: go spend the day in an office, use someone else’s AC, like the rest of us.


He paused before the left window, looking out at the tree-lined street and stately colonials. There was no one out. Not a soul.


It was ninety-five degrees, the sun beating down on the asphalt like a fluorescent bulb in an interrogation room. The only movement outside was the rise of heat waves, rippling up from the ground. There weren’t even any children out playing, savoring the last few weeks of summer vacation.


They were all in their houses, he supposed, watching their screens, their tablets. They made tablets especially for children these days, he thought disdainfully, with parental controls and thick, silicone cases. Petra had never owned a tablet. She was far too bright for that. He never stuck her in front of a screen. They spent their days reading and conversing, having adventures inside the house and out, their imaginations streaking wildly, erratically, but together. Did Erin thank him for that? Did she appreciate all those screen-free days he spent with their daughter?


Of course not. She only saw him as a leech. A liability. A burden. Much the same way she seemed to view Petra herself.


“You need to forgive her,” he used to tell Erin. “You need to let it go. It’s irrational.”


That was his theory. That Erin held on to resentment toward Petra since her difficult pregnancy, since Petra’s impossible first few months of life.


“Don’t be ridiculous,” Erin would tell him coldly. “I don’t resent her. It’s all in your head.”


He’d given up on such comments, on trying to help.


Or perhaps the neighborhood kids were at camp, like Petra, not going cross-eyed before their screens. She was at her expensive (We can’t afford that!) horse-riding camp this week. He hadn’t wanted her to go to the camp, but it was only half-day and it only lasted a few weeks out of a long summer, and Petra wanted to go, and what Petra wanted, he wanted.


A car rolled slowly down the hill, past his house, toward the end of the cul-de-sac, the sun sending its charcoal paint aglitter. He recognized the car. It belonged to the new couple, returning home from somewhere. He hadn’t yet met them.


The sale had closed, and the moving trucks came and went, first carrying the Tuckers’ belongings away, then bringing the new family’s in. He’d felt an ache for Lara Tucker, as her absence settled in and became all too real. He would miss her. But he had smiled at his wife and daughter.


“We should walk down to meet the new neighbors, bring them a plate of brownies or maybe a potted plant.”


“No one does that anymore,” Erin had said sullenly, as though she were the hormonal preteen, while Petra had only shrugged at him.


He had seen them on occasion, in passing. The man in his suits, climbing into and out of his gray sedan. The woman, her honey-blond hair brushing her shoulders as she heaved her heavily pregnant body out of her own car, rubbing her obviously sore lower back, late in the evening, after, he presumed, a long day at the office. She was attractive, at least from a distance—soft and fair. She looked nothing like his wife.


He watched the car slow further as it bumped over the low curb at the end of their driveway. He watched as they climbed out. The man sprang from the driver’s seat, while the woman seemed to drag herself from the backseat, still heavy, but no longer pregnant. The man stooped and awkwardly extracted a car seat.


The baby was here. All milky skin, soft like the back of a dog’s ear. Inexplicable lavender smell, even before its first bath. He thought of the moment he’d first held Petra in his arms. Everything had felt so solid and simple and sure. How could they be anything but happy, ever, as long as they had her? he’d thought. How had it all gone so wrong?


The man struggled at the front door for a while, then they disappeared inside. They were home, a place of comfort and familiarity, yet everything had changed.


He and Erin had moved into this house while Erin was still pregnant, just like this family. Erin had been no help at all during the move. She’d been violently sick every day of her pregnancy, beginning two weeks after the positive test. She had lain on the couch, the first piece of furniture the movers had brought inside, clutching a waxy barf bag, directing the movers as to what went where, while he raced around, unpacking their smaller possessions, the boxes they had brought in their own cars, sweat pouring into his eyes.


He’d been so hopeful that day when they had arrived home with their brand-new baby. The pregnancy was over. The sickness was gone. Erin would return to the way she’d been before, and they had the love of their lives, their existence holding new meaning and importance, as they forever would orbit their tiny daughter, their minuscule and glowing sun. He’d been brimming with happiness. He had his child, and he’d get his wife back. Everything had felt so perfect.


Was this family feeling like he had, he wondered? Happy and hopeful and simply just full? Or was one of them feeling like Erin had felt? When the baby was born, when it left the woman’s body, had something else snuck in? Something poisonous? Something pervasive?


Only time would tell.


He very much wanted to find out. He wanted to meet this woman who had moved into Lara Tucker’s old house. He wanted to see her up close, to discover who she was, and who she might become for him.


But not now. Now, they’d need space. Time to settle in.


He turned away from the window, but he closed the curtains first, pulling them tightly together. To keep the sunlight out, he told himself. To keep the house cool. So that he wouldn’t displease his wife.


He laughed, then, because everything he did displeased his wife. His very existence. The rise and fall of his chest as he breathed. The steady beat of his heart.


He returned to his seat at the dining room table, and he woke up his laptop. The empty document blinked accusingly back at him.


You’re worthless, it seemed to say. It sounded like Erin.


He slammed the lid closed.












Four


My dad held Oliver stiffly, just the same way he had when he’d visited us in the hospital. He looked like he’d not held a baby for thirty-two years.


I felt a pang in my chest, and a tiny bubble of resentment, so unfair, popped to life. Because he wasn’t my mom. And did a woman ever need her mother more than when she became a mother herself?


To his credit, my dad seemed to understand this.


“I wish your mom could have met him,” he’d murmured when I’d first placed Oliver into his arms.


His eyes were wet, and mine had flooded, too. I’d only nodded, not able to say anything more, because I simply couldn’t. I couldn’t think about it, couldn’t talk about it. That was the only way I could cope with the fact that my mom had become sick with breast cancer five years earlier, that she’d died only eighteen months after her diagnosis, that she’d never been able to meet her grandson, that she wasn’t here to hold my hand and tell me what to do and assure me that I was competent and I was strong and I could do this.


“Tyler, how much time do you have left before you head back to work?” my dad asked, still stiffly holding Oliver, watching him closely as though the baby might suddenly spring from his arms.


I shifted uncomfortably on the sofa, and not just because I was physically uncomfortable, although I was. Tyler’s return to work was another subject I didn’t want to discuss or consider.


“I go back a week from Monday,” Tyler replied, sounding very blasé. He didn’t sound scared, or full of dread, like I was.


What would happen when it was just the two of us? What mistakes would I make? It was like a swarm of bees, the fear, lingering behind me, buzzing, distracting, occasionally knocking me in the head.


I had called my dad our first night home from the hospital and asked for his advice. Do I have to hold the baby all the time? Can I leave him alone?


Yes, you can put him down in his crib and go do something else, he’d said. If he’s sleeping or he’s not crying, you can leave him alone and do what you have to do.


But he’d sounded uncertain. I suspected he couldn’t really remember, or else my mom, who, in her role as school librarian, had worked far fewer hours than my lawyer dad, had handled much more of the childcare responsibilities.


Was his advice wrong? Old-fashioned and outdated? Acceptable during the same time when it was acceptable to let a baby suck liquor off your finger and go to sleep on its stomach? But not acceptable now. Not when we knew more. Did we know too much?


Still, I needed the advice. I needed the rules. They guided me. They gave me purpose.


“What about you, Nat?” my dad asked. “Seven more weeks of leave?”


“Eight weeks,” I corrected. But then I considered that my leave had started the day we’d headed into the hospital for the induction. Oliver had been born the next day. Suddenly, it was closer to seven weeks than eight.


I swallowed an urge to cry, while thoughts swirled in my head. They terrified me, these thoughts. Of all the thoughts that knocked on the door of my mind, these were unstoppable. They didn’t bother to knock. These leapt out of nowhere, screaming, “Boo.” These were the most terrifying of all.


What if I couldn’t go back?


Work had been my identity for so long. I was an attorney. It was what I did. I prepared license agreements and negotiated complex commercial contracts. I attended networking events and helped partners draft research papers to be presented at conferences. Now those things seemed alien. And how could I leave Oliver? I wanted to work, but the thought of being apart from my baby made me feel like I had just raced up a flight of stairs and couldn’t catch my breath.


“I don’t want to talk about going back to work,” I snapped. I looked down at my lap, fiddled with the hem of Tyler’s T-shirt, still the only thing I could wear comfortably.


“Nat is tired,” Tyler told my dad confidingly, as though apologizing for my behavior, and my rage burned. “We had a rough night.”


“Oh?” My dad was unruffled, unoffended by my tone.


I could feel Tyler looking at me, silently directing me to explain what had happened, but I didn’t want to. I glanced around the room, noticed clean diapers littering the coffee table. A stained onesie was draped over the back of an armchair. A pack of wipes had been left open on a blanket on the floor, where Tyler had taken to changing Oliver. The entire house was like this. There were clothes spilling from drawers. Cat hair was collecting in the corners of rooms. Dust had settled onto nightstands and dressers and shelves. Black rings were already forming in the toilets. A thin layer of grime covered the floors, everything, me.


I’d put a hold on our cleaning service. I didn’t want anyone else coming into the house, bringing their germs. After all, I’d be home. Not working. I’d have time to clean the house, I’d thought. How had I been so foolish?


“Oliver wouldn’t sleep at all last night,” Tyler continued. “I mean, not at all. He never fell asleep.”


Even though I’d not wanted to be the one to tell the story, hearing Tyler say it only made my rage burn higher. Because Tyler didn’t really get it, did he? He had slept.


Although Tyler did look like he’d been up all night, too. He was standing in the arched doorway between the dining and living rooms, leaning against the wall. I knew the exact shape of him, the way he moved. I’d recognize him anywhere. From behind, from the side, from a distance, from so close up that my eyes crossed. I’d loved him for a decade, ever since a few weeks after we had met, back in college, so hopeful and burdened and stressed we were, or so we thought, in our LSAT prep course. I’d always loved him, but I hated him now. For the slump of his shoulders. For the droop to his eyes. For how tired he looked.


It wasn’t a competition. May the most exhausted parent of all be the winner. There was no winner. Or were we both winners? That’s how a good mother would feel—like she’d won, even while she felt like she’d died.


“He just wouldn’t stop crying, Dad,” I said. “Every time I got him quiet and put him into his bassinet, he’d scream like he was being tortured. He did it the whole night. I just kept nursing him, but it didn’t help.”


At four in the morning, Tyler had staggered into the nursery, finding Oliver and me still sitting there.


“Here,” Tyler had said, arms outstretched, reaching toward us. “Let me take him. Get some rest.”


“But he’s eating,” I’d whispered, even though he wasn’t. Just an hour earlier, I had squeezed my breasts, tender and spent, trying to force out a drop of milk. There was none left.


“He’s not eating.” Tyler had peered down into my arms. “He’s sleeping.”


I’d let Tyler remove him from my arms. He began to cry as soon as my nipple slipped from his mouth. Tyler sank into the rocking chair while I hesitated in the doorway.


“You just fed him. He doesn’t need to eat again for two hours. You can get some sleep,” Tyler urged.


I wanted nothing more, yet I felt simultaneously empty and lost without Oliver pressing against my chest. I’d climbed into bed, but I couldn’t fall asleep. Not while Oliver was crying. So, I’d returned to the nursery, found Tyler standing in the middle of the room, swaying robotically from side to side. “I don’t know what’s wrong,” he said, a hint of panic creeping in. “He’s not stopping. Maybe he’s still hungry,” Tyler had suggested hopefully. Could it be so simple?


I’d felt tears stinging the corners of my eyes. “I’ve been nursing him all night long,” I said. “I don’t think I have any milk left.”


“Let me just give him some formula,” Tyler suggested.


“It’s too early for him to drink from a bottle,” I snapped. That was another rule. The words nipple confusion automatically, obediently, floated into my mind, even though the concept seemed artificial and absurd.


I didn’t admit that there was another obstacle to Tyler’s suggestion. We didn’t have any formula. My mother-in-law, skeptical of my plan to exclusively breastfeed my son for the first six months of his life, had suggested that I buy some formula for the house, “just in case.” But it was exactly for that reason that I had not. If it was there, here, it would be tempting. In a fit of sleep-deprived hysteria, I might shove an unsterilized bottle and a box of formula toward Tyler and order him to take over for the night. If we didn’t have any formula, I couldn’t do that.


There was a CVS, open twenty-four hours, only five minutes away from Ashby Drive.


But, no, no. I was only following the recommendations promulgated by the American Academy of Pediatrics. They wouldn’t recommend something that was impossible. And if it was possible, that meant I needed to do it.


Tyler had sighed, then given Oliver back to me. He had stopped crying immediately, and it sent a shiver of pride down my spine.


“You can sleep,” I’d told Tyler. “At least one of us should be sleeping.”


Tyler had left then, and I breastfed my son. He fell asleep. I tried to put him into his bassinet, to climb into bed myself. Oliver cried. I tried again. And again. And again.


When Tyler awoke, he returned to the nursery, his cheek creased from his pillowcase. The lines in his skin, the rumpled look of his hair, were like slaps to my face.


“Nat,” he’d said. “You okay?” There was fear in his eyes.


I broke. “This can’t be normal.” Sobs shook my shoulders, chopped my breaths. “I have nursed him all night. If I’m not, he’s crying. There’s something wrong with him.” I could barely understand myself.


“Let’s call the doctor,” Tyler said definitively.


I’d not wanted to. It seemed ridiculous. “My baby won’t sleep. He’s crying.” Was that not what babies did? I was too ashamed to wake the doctor, was thinking of Elaine, my best friend. She was a pediatrician, often complaining to me about the phone calls she received from new parents. I had promised her that I wouldn’t be one of them.


So, Tyler had called. The pediatrician on call, Dr. Williams, had been sympathetic, although admittedly groggy. We were scheduled to bring Oliver in to see Dr. Lee the following morning, but Dr. Williams told us that she had an opening at nine, and suggested that we come in then.


“We brought him to the doctor this morning,” I told my dad. I didn’t admit that we’d called at six-thirty in the morning. “She said Oliver seems fine, that he might have just been hungry.”


“He was cluster feeding,” Tyler replied knowingly, reciting the term the doctor had mentioned, as if giving it a name made it something that was manageable, rather than something that felt very, very impossible.


“Well,” said my dad. “I’m glad he’s okay.”


I felt a prickle of hurt. Because this was my dad. And what about me? What if I wasn’t okay?


Oliver stirred, his mouth stretched open, and he began to cry. My dad looked alarmed and immediately pushed himself up from the couch. “That’s my cue,” he said, chuckling. “Time to go back to your parents.”


Tyler and I both stepped forward, reached for Oliver. My dad handed him to me. “He’s probably hungry again,” I said, edging away from Tyler. My dad had been holding Oliver for almost an hour, and I was aching to press my baby against me, to smell his skin, to stroke the top of his head.


“I’m working tomorrow,” my dad said as we walked him to the door. “But call if you need help.”


“I will,” I said, even knowing that I wouldn’t. Aged sixty-six, widowed, and living an hour away from his only child, my dad was still working as a public defender. He’d been doing it for forty years now. Sometimes, I worried that he didn’t have more in his life. But mostly, I was grateful that he had his work. The relationships, the stimulation, the socialization that it afforded, relieved some of my daughterly duties and concerns. If I needed help, I wouldn’t pull my dad away from his job.


Same with my best friend, Elaine. Although she might be an ideal option, in that she was a pediatrician, she, too, was working a busy schedule. And she was expecting a baby soon herself. She and her husband had stopped by briefly the previous evening. Elaine had held Oliver and gushed over his cuteness, but I could tell that she was exhausted from spending the long workday on her feet, moving from appointment to appointment. Her ankles were swollen, her lower back aching. She didn’t have the energy to assuage my new mother fears, to teach me how to take care of my son.


My dad clapped Tyler on the back, then wrapped an arm around my shoulders, squeezed once, and then he was gone.


“I’ll be upstairs,” I told Tyler. I could sit anywhere to nurse Oliver, but I was most comfortable in the nursery, my breastfeeding pillow wrapped around my waist, my elbows propped on the armrests of the glider, which already smelled of sour milk and spit-up.


“Okay,” Tyler said. “I’ll make us something to eat.”


He trailed into the kitchen, and I heard him opening and closing the fridge and cabinets, surveying the items that his mother had dropped off. She’d stopped by earlier with another bag of groceries. Her helpfulness was a pretext—she just wanted to hold her grandson. Perhaps I should have been more grateful than I was.


But I didn’t really want visitors. I didn’t want anyone to come. I felt ashamed. Like something dirty, something to be kept hidden. Something incompetent and failing. Like I should shut myself away until I figured things out, until all of it got easier.
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