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Chapter One




He’s already made up his mind about me. The crisis counsellor scribbles his diagnosis at the top of his notebook, which he leaves open on the table for my eyes.  Postpartum depression, the only explanation for a first-time mom leaving her four-month-old unattended in the backyard. 

“I’m not convinced,” I say. I fight the urge to correct his typo; he’s split the word postpartum in two. “It doesn’t make any sense. We didn’t go outside all day—they issued a heat warning.”

He says nothing.

“It’s like someone is … gaslighting me, or something,” I mutter under my breath.

I imagine the neighborhood moms laughing over glasses of Cabernet, their sick way of welcoming me to the neighborhood. 

The tapping of his pen brings me back to reality. There is still no response from the thirty-something glorified counsellor who has the task of analyzing my psychological state. He can’t even prescribe me medication for his diagnosis.

Looking down at his notebook, he finally says, “I saw that play, Gas Light, when it came to Toronto. The husband tries to make his wife think she’s crazy. Wants to send her away to an asylum instead of divorcing her.” 

This is the most he’s said since I entered his “office” that doubles as a staff lunchroom during work hours. The fluorescent lighting is garish. I sit directly across from him at a round table trying to avoid touching the remnants of someone’s salad. I adjust myself in the hard plastic chair, the kind that outnumbers students at every high school in North America. The late summer heat makes my legs stick to the bright orange seat every time I move, which I’m discovering is a lot. 

He scratches his pen on the page until blue ink appears in an angry scribble. “Gas Light.” He makes a note. It is unclear whether he plans to include this in his report or if he wants to see the revival. 

I know his type. I’ve dealt with more than a few of these crisis counsellors before. Most of the time they just listen to you. Get you to resolve your issues on your own. 

When I first arrived, he asked me if I wanted tea or coffee. I told him that as a nursing mom, I needed to avoid caffeine, and his beady eyes shot me a look of skepticism. Was I the nurturing mother who cut out caffeine, alcohol, and junk food to purify her milk, or rather, the woman who slept through her baby’s cries all morning? The anonymous tip claimed Addison wailed for hours, but I can’t believe that I slept that long. 

He sips his coffee and I imagine the liquid mingling with his overgrown moustache hairs. “Why don’t we start with your pregnancy, Mrs. Girard. Was it difficult?” 

I consider correcting him—my name is still Joanna Baker. I haven’t gotten around to changing my surname yet. I’m a feminist, yes, but I also have debilitating laziness when it comes to personal administrative tasks.

“Has any woman ever had an easy pregnancy?” I chuckle. It’s a momentary lapse of judgement. I straighten in my chair. This is no laughing matter. “As far as pregnancies go, mine was relatively easy.”

Sure, I’d felt nauseous throughout the first trimester, and my feet swelled during the third, but these are ailments one expects to endure while pregnant. I handled my emotions too, for the most part. A pleasant wife and mom-to-be. JP would agree on that, too. 

“Has someone talked to my husband? I’m just not sure what usually happens when someone calls Child Services on one parent.” I couldn’t get a hold of JP before coming here. He had been in meetings all afternoon.

“He’s up to speed on the situation. We’ll talk about next steps once we wrap up our chat,” he says. Chat, as though he’s been equally contributing to the conversation. I am starting to feel like this man has lost his passion for this job.

“I had a fairly smooth pregnancy. No concerns; JP can attest,” I say.

“Your husband mentioned an upcoming work trip. Does he travel a lot?”

“He’s the vice president at an advertising agency. He visits the Montréal office frequently. His family is from there, so it’s really his second home.” I’m not sure if I’m trying to justify his travel to this counsellor or myself. 

“Have you been having regular appointments with your doctor?” he asks. He checks number four off his list of questions. I narrow my eyes and silently count ten more until he interrupts me by clearing his throat. 

“I had my six-week postpartum check-up a couple of months ago and everything was fine. Physically and mentally. You can call my OB-GYN to confirm.” His silence pressures me to continue. “I’m in the process of finding a new doctor, though, because of the move.” The move, a key event for his notes. A young couple packs up their glamorous lives in the city for the suburban high life filled with playdates and Costco shopping trips. The wife, abandoned with her newborn and her thoughts. 

“And what about with your other doctor?” He checks his notes. “Doctor Lui, your therapist?”

“I haven’t gone to Dr.  Lui since college,” I say. JP must have mentioned her when they called him. He’s been trying to get me to see her since I got the baby blues after Addison’s birth.

“Okay, so nothing that stood out in your pregnancy, then?” 

“Nothing.” 

The light flickers above us, and I squint, adjusting my eyes. My only negative feeling during the pregnancy happened early on, but I refuse to mention it to this counsellor. I had been reading a novel about a high school shooting and had to put it away by the second trimester, not because I was afraid my baby might be a victim in a school shooting, but because I was worried that my baby would grow up to be the shooter, that I could have a negative impact so profound on my child.

“Why don’t you tell me about your birth experience,” he says, still focusing his eyes on his notebook. 

I’d rather not go into detail about my birth experience with a man. Would he like me to begin with my second-degree perineal laceration? I pick at the side of my thumb and scan the room for something familiar, comforting, but all I see is a sad plant that hasn’t been watered in days and a faded fire evacuation plan. Looks like my nearest exit is the window behind me. 

I tell him about the code pink—baby in distress—and that Addison spent her first days on Earth in the neonatal intensive care unit due to a slow heart rate. I don’t tell him about my fears during our separation. While Addison tackled those early days on her own, anxiety was my constant companion. I worried she would find it hard to trust me after her abandonment. As a woman who never got along with her own mother, my concern for my future relationship with my daughter had been almost as worrisome to me as her health. 

“You all right, there?” he asks, referring to my thumb, which I’ve picked raw and is now bleeding.

“I’m fine.” I wipe my thumb on my maternity jean shorts that I thought would be packed up in a box by four months postpartum. 

“We’re almost done here.” He licks the tip of his ballpoint pen and doodles some more in his notebook. “It sounds like the last few months have been quite eventful. Moving cities, a new baby. How do you normally respond to change?” 

If I’m honest, we could be here for a while. I chew on the inside of my lip. This sounds like a job interview. I answer correctly and I get to be Addison’s mother. I’m not sure I want to know what answering wrong will mean. 

“How have you responded to change in the past?” he presses. 

“Listen, Mr. …” I have completely forgotten his name. 

“Just call me Herb,” he says.

“Herb, right. Mommy brain.” It makes me physically cringe. I told myself I would never be one of those women who become flighty after they have a baby, and who use that horrible phrase. “I’m as confused as much as anyone about this. Would you mind bringing me up to speed on the complaint? Who called it in? What exactly do you mean by next steps?” My left breast throbs as it swells. “I have to get home to feed Addison.” I adjust my bra strap to drill in my point. 

Herb presents a flow chart; a masochistic choose-your-own-adventure. It begins with a complaint. Likely from one of my neighbors who heard Addy crying outside. Then the organization decides whether the complaint warrants an investigation. In my case, it does.

I bury my face in my hands. I’m running on four hours of sleep and my breast has started to leak, my milk pooling in my bra. Herb wraps up his list of questions, avoiding eye contact, and advises that someone will be stopping by the house unannounced in the upcoming week. 

I will have to start changing out of my pajamas. 


      [image: image-placeholder]Rain cascades down the windshield, offering hope that the sticky heat we’ve experienced throughout September will make way for autumn. I let the heavy drops fill the entire windshield before turning the wipers on.

After about ten minutes of stop-and-go driving, I turn right onto the rural road that takes me along the Oak Ridges Moraine—nearly one hundred miles of protected green that spans from the Niagara escarpment east to Trent River. Its rolling hills and forests are being suffocated on the north and south by expanding urban development.

This untouched green drew me to our town, but the urban amenities convinced JP to move here. Best of both worlds, really. Our house is a five-minute walk from a plaza with a grocery store, hair salon, and doctor’s office. It’s also down the street from a dairy farm. We’ve only had buyer’s remorse on sweltering days when the smell of manure from the farm fills the air.

The road is empty, so I increase my speed to twenty over the maximum. I’ve yet to see a traffic cop doing radar on this stretch of the highway and can’t wait any longer to see Addison. When I arrive, I’ll need to feed her and put her to bed. I’m trying to stick to a consistent sleep schedule. 

I’ll also have to face JP and explain that I have no idea how Addy ended up outside. I have no recollection of the time after I put her in her bassinet for her nap and decided to take one myself. If it wasn’t for my sister Amy’s phone call, I might not have woken up when I did.

I turn up the radio in hopes that Michael Bublé’s crooning will drown out my thoughts, but the song ends, and “Hungry like the Wolf” takes over. My wiper blades match the tempo of the bass, and my mind goes to a dark place. I think of Diane Downs, the mother who shot and killed her daughter and left her other two kids in critical condition, all while the Duran Duran song played on her car radio. I guess I can thank my college intro-to-psychology course for that mental image.

This is ridiculous. I love Addison. I would never do anything to hurt her. Logistically, it makes no sense—how could I even move her bassinet while I was asleep? More importantly, why would I do something like that? The whole thing is absurd. When Addison cries, I’m the first to run to her side. That’s how it’s always been.

The first couple of months were hard. I barely felt like a human. Every mother must feel overwhelmed in the beginning. That experience was not unique to me, and I’m doing so much better now. There are times when I might do something without remembering—forget a load of laundry in the washer, leave the milk out on the counter—but I’ve never put Addison at risk. I grip the wheel harder and press down on the pedal, the speedometer rising along with my heart rate.

Of course, I found those early days on our own an adjustment: getting into the rhythm of the new sleep schedule, stressing about my milk coming in, worrying about Addison’s weight gain. Bath time was my Everest. How would I get everything ready for the bath while also looking after her? I had to balance the changing pad on the bathroom counter so that it wouldn’t fall into the sink. Then I would sponge bathe her with my free hand, all the while avoiding her umbilical cord stump, which couldn't get wet, which is precisely why I had to sponge bathe her instead of running a real bath—which, oh my god, was going to be even harder to do on my own.

Then there were the hallucinations that happened for the first few weeks after Addy’s birth. But they were just dreams, weren’t they? They only happened during the night between bursts of sleep. Every night I would dream I was nursing Addy in bed. I was sitting up, leaning back on my pillow, which was propped up against the headboard. She was in my arms, suckling, half-asleep. It all felt very real. Then I would wake up, and she wasn’t in my arms. I had dropped her. She was suffocating under the duvet. I would wake JP in a panic, frantically feeling around us in bed, crying out, “I can’t find her—she’s somewhere under the covers!” He had to grab me by the shoulders, shake me back to reality, convince me that she was perfectly fine beside me in the bassinet. I moved into the guest room with Addy, so we wouldn’t disturb JP, and we’ve been sleeping there ever since. The nightmares stopped shortly after—as soon as I got my sleep under control. Nothing too concerning.  Sleep deprivation is real.

A train’s whistle screams, overpowering the song that still mocks me on the radio and I realize how close I am to the tracks. I slam on the brakes and squeeze my eyes shut. The ground rumbles beneath me as the train races past. I open my eyes. 

Oh, dear God, how could I have ignored the crossing sign screaming at me? How did I not notice its flashing red lights?








  
  
Chapter Two




The house in front of me is unrecognizable. I sit in the driveway, waiting for my heart rate to slow. I am still shaken up from my encounter with the train—what if I stopped two seconds too late? What if Addison had been in the car with me?  

The rain continues to pelt against the windshield, streams of water distorting my view. Every light is on in the home, and it glows against the leaden sky. 

Our house stands on the corner of a street of identical houses, new builds made to look like modern Italian villas with stone bases, tan stucco finishes, and wrought iron accents. In the spring, we leaned into the design by planting a slew of magenta and orange geraniums around the property. We'd even draped some along the Juliet balcony railing outside of Addy’s window. I can’t remember the last time I watered them, and it shows. Their petals are muted and shriveled. At least tonight they are getting a good soaking. 

I check my reflection in the sun visor mirror, hoping to see a woman who is put together—like one of the momma influencers who appear in my social feed. Instead, my mascara is smudged, and my eyes are puffy and bloodshot. The humidity has frizzed out my dark bob. I make a run for the porch, not bothering to shield myself from the storm. 

When I enter the house, Addy’s beautiful belly laugh erupts from down the hall. I remove my sandals and wipe my damp feet on the shoe mat before stepping onto the marble floor. I approach the open-concept kitchen with caution. JP is making faces as Addison swings in her chair in a pendulum motion; she reaches for his face every time she gets close. 

I’m startled that my visceral reaction is jealousy. I’m jealous that my husband is making our daughter laugh. I think I’m just defeated and embarrassed that he had to clean up the mess from today’s incident. 

I hover beside the island as if this isn’t my house or my family, then I clear my throat to announce my presence. “I’m so sorry. I have no clue what happened.”

JP ignores my apology and unbuckles Addison from her seat. He approaches me with her held tight in his arms. “There’s Mummy—I think she’s ready for dinner.” He doesn't meet my eyes.

“Yes. I’ll go feed her right away.” The tears flow freely now. “JP, I’m really sorry about everything.”

JP hands Addison over, and in an over-the-top baby voice says, “That’s okay, Mummy.” Switching to his regular tenor he adds, “Let’s not cry in front of Addy. We’ll talk it out once she’s asleep.”

As I head upstairs with my daughter, JP’s cell phone rings. It’s likely my mother-in-law, Margot, calling to check in. JP would have told her by now, the doting son he is. I wonder how many people are privy to our situation. Margot has never been one to keep things to herself.


      [image: image-placeholder]I feel complete holding Addison close as we rock slowly in the nursing chair. She is starving and tries to latch a few times before I have a chance to expose my nipple. I admire her delicate features, the peach fuzz on the top of her round head. Her blue eyes meet mine occasionally before darting back down to concentrate on suckling. 

She strokes my breast affectionately with her top hand. With the bottom hand, she continues with a less endearing habit she recently acquired. She grabs the back of my arms, scratching and pinching with all her might, frustrated by her hunger. She has no clue that she is hurting me and when I let out a whimper, she pulls off the breast, surprised. Normally I would loosen her grip, but tonight I don’t. Tonight, I deserve it. 

I close my eyes and let the pain in my arm take over, thinking about the high school habit that I carried throughout college. Dragging tweezers, scissors, or any sharp object nearby in a downward motion on my inner thigh, retracing until I finally drew blood. Whenever I lost control of my relationships or my weight, I would take pleasure in marking my perfect skin. It’s been a while since these thoughts made their way to the front of my mind.

After about twenty minutes on the right breast, Addison is satisfied and flashes me a smile. It’s amazing how children can forgive so easily. I wipe my tears with the back of my hand and return her smile. 

“I love you, baby girl. You are my everything. How could they think I would do that to you?” 

After five minutes of rocking, she falls asleep in my arms, something my eldest sister Meg always advised against. Don’t rock your baby to sleep, trust me. She swears that it’s the reason her son Coltrane wet the bed until the age of eight. I hardly see how they are related, but there’s no point in arguing with her. Meg is the epitome of Super Mom, and she doesn’t let anyone forget that.

I sway in the chair for another twenty minutes watching Addison sleep, partly because I love the little expressions she makes as she dreams—eyelids fluttering, brows furrowing, and an occasional smile. I can’t bear to face JP downstairs.

The rain continues to fall, and a rush of water escapes the eavestrough. Addison’s room grows darker, reminding me of my own fatigue. I rise slowly with her nestled in my arms, careful not to wake her. I creep across the room and notice her teddy bear—my old bear—in the crib. He looks like a baby with a blanket placed over him. He wasn’t there earlier today. I’ve always kept him on the bookshelf. 

JP must have been playing a game with Addison.








  
  
Joanna’s Bird




Seven years old 

Jo didn’t want to believe that a mother could abandon her baby. Then she found the stranded bird under the tree in their backyard. 

The bird craned its neck, pink and wrinkled, and opened its beak wide so Jo could see deep down its throat. She wanted to scoop the bird up and whisper that everything was going to be okay, but it kept screeching. Jo didn’t want to lie. The bird had only a few wet feathers covering its small body, making it a few days old. Its mother was nowhere in sight.

Amy dragged over a cinderblock and sat down to get a closer look. Their eldest sister Meg stood frozen by the swing set, grasping the candy-cane-striped pole. 

Jo fled to get a snack for the bird. When she returned with a soda cracker, her sisters, in their matching corduroy dresses, had moved closer and were now huddled around the spot where it lay.

“It’s hungry,” Meg said, averting her eyes. 

Jo approached with a small piece of cracker. She would be the hero. She tossed it towards the baby, but the cracker got caught in the bird’s wing. Amy shrieked, which added to the frequency of the bird's cries. 

The screen door swung open, and Mother plodded across the uncut lawn in her slippers. She was still dressed in her Sunday’s best—other than her feet. 

“Lunch is soon.” She sighed. “What were you doing in the pantry?” Her blue eyes met Jo’s with a look of irritation the girl recognized well. 

Jo crouched towards the bird, hoping one of her older sisters would come to her defense. The snack wasn’t for her. She was only trying to feed the hungry bird.

Mother hovered above them, her shadow looming larger than her small frame. 

Jo reached towards the bird. She could fix this.

“Joanna, leave it alone.” Mother grabbed Jo’s arm.  When Jo pulled away, tiny crescent moons fell in a pattern down her forearm where Mother’s nails had dug in deep.

Jo wasn’t going to hurt the bird.

The maple’s leaves were just starting to bud, making it easy for Mother to spot the nest in the tree. “I think the mom knows the baby is here.”

“Can we get a ladder and put it back?” Jo asked, rising on her tiptoes to get a view of the nest. Her arm was still throbbing, but she put on a brave face.

“Haven’t you done enough? You probably broke its wing.”

Jo’s stomach twisted into familiar knots. Why did she keep making mistakes?

“I’m putting a can of soup on.” Mother turned back to the house.

Jo wouldn’t give up on the bird. She reached once more toward the bird and as if Mother had eyes in the back of her head, she said, “We don’t even know that the mother wants it. The baby could be sick. Or weak. Just leave it.”

Later that day, when the bird still lay crumpled in the long grass, Jo finally accepted its mother wasn’t coming back. The baby bird’s whimpers had subsided, and it barely had the energy to lift its head when Jo approached. It gave one last plea for food, opening its beak as wide as it could. 

That’s when Jo picked up the cinderblock.








  
  
Chapter Three




Addy lies on her change table waiting for me to finish fastening her diaper. I kiss her tummy and guide her limbs into her sleeper. She refuses to bend her left knee, making it impossible to complete the task.  

“Come on, sweetie, you gotta bend your knee.”

It always amazes me how I can feel so much better after a good night’s sleep. This is relative; in my current situation, six hours is a win. 

I adopt a funny face to make her giggle. After a few fruitless attempts, she flashes me a gummy smile. This is enough of a distraction to get her to bend her leg. At last, I can zip her up.

The sun is shining through the French windows, making a crisscross pattern on the wall next to her change table. She reaches for the shadow. I consider snapping a picture with my phone, but I stop myself. I need to be in the moment, more present. It’s better witnessed alone. This is, quite literally, the calm after the storm.

Noise travels from the kitchen as JP makes breakfast—the clinking of glassware, the banging of pots. It sounds as if he is using every dish and cooking utensil we own; he insists on creating a mise en place even for simple dishes like boxed mac and cheese. Cooking has always been his stress reliever and since we barely spoke last night, I imagine he needed a distraction this morning. When Addison and I arrive at the stairs, I can smell my favorite: blueberry pancakes. Today is a new day. I’m not going to let my negative thoughts taint it.  

I skip down the stairs snuggling Addison and singing one of my many made-up songs about the mundane tasks of motherhood. This one is about diaper changing and is my attempt to make the task more tolerable. 

Addy has the cutest baby butt, 

even when it’s a stinky butt, 

now it’s all cleaned up but, 

it’s still the cutest butt. 

“Morning, Daddy. I just had a big poopy. Too many nachos last night,” I say in a high-pitched voice while waving Addy’s right hand in front of her nose.

JP turns to face me and brushes his brown hair out of his eyes, leaving a trail of flour on his forehead. “Sleep okay? I was hoping you’d come back down last night.”

“I know, I’m sorry. I was so tired. I fell asleep after feeding Addy.” 

He wears a look of genuine concern but shows his discomfort, shifting his weight from side to side. “I’m making pancakes. Wanted to use up the buttermilk.” He turns back to the stove and flips the pancake with one swift lift of the pan. It lands perfectly. 

The kitchen is a mess—ingredients clutter the marble countertop, dishes flood our stylish apron sink, and the dark, floor-to-ceiling wood cabinets have flour smeared all over them. I wish we would have chosen white cabinets, but JP thought dark wood was timeless. I think they show grease more.

I lean against the island counter and allow Addy to sit on the countertop. “Pancakes sound perfect. I slept okay. She was up at midnight and then four, but she let Mommy sleep in until eight today.” 

When did I start referring to myself in the third person? Sadly, I think it’s been going on for a while. Perhaps it’s my way to separate Jo the person from Jo, Addison’s mom.

JP eyes the torn skin on my thumb and lets out a disapproving sigh. “You’re doing that again?”

I pull my hand away. “It’s nothing.” I clasp my hand to hide the wound. 

“How many do you want?” JP dishes pancakes onto two plates that sit across from each other on the counter. All he needs to do is turn on the overhead light and he’ll have himself an interrogation room.

“Three’s good. Thanks.”

He stops at three and passes over a bottle of maple syrup from his uncle’s farm. There’s nothing quite like Québec maple syrup, and we get this stuff by the case. 

I place Addison in her swing then climb onto my usual seat at the counter. My mouth waters in anticipation. The pancakes are exactly what I need after skipping dinner last night. I worry about the conversation that’s coming, so in between mouthfuls, I do my best to fill the silence. I animate Addison’s favorite toy—a zebra stuffy named ZuZu—with a shoddy South African accent. “Howzit, Addy? It’s me ZuZu, the South African zebra. How do you like my stripes?”

“Listen, about yesterday,” JP starts.

I jump in. “I have no idea what happened. I wish I did. I put her in her bassinet down here just after ten. I know it was ten because I heard the train go by. Then I lay down beside her on the couch. The next thing I know, I wake up to Amy’s call and realize that Addy’s crying but it’s coming from outside. The bassinet was on the patio table, under the umbrella.” I notice I have been using the stuffy as a prop to set the scene and drop it to the floor. “Thank God she was in the shade.”

JP sits quietly, looking at me intently and coaxing me to continue. 

“I’m guessing it was Marjorie who called it in. She has nothing better to do than watch us from her back window.”

JP stands abruptly from his seat at the island, and his hands escape the confines of his pockets. “Who cares who called it in? You left Addison outside by herself.” He motions to the back door. “In that heat!”

“It’s just—I don’t understand why I would have done that. I mean, I was exhausted yesterday because she was fussy the night before. I think she’s teething.”

“Do you think you might have done it in your sleep?” JP paces around the kitchen putting ingredients back in the cupboards even though he still has pancakes on his plate to eat.

“I don’t think so. I’ve never sleepwalked before.”

“I know, but Jo, come on. You have to admit that you’ve adopted some weird sleep habits since Addy was born.”

I freaked him out too much with the hallucinations early on after Addy’s birth. Now I’m a sleepwalker who lugs around a twenty-pound portable crib while unconscious. Makes complete sense. 

“Okay. But having bad dreams about Addy is different from sleepwalking,” I say.

“Well, I think it’s worth you getting checked out.” He stops his make-busy tasks and returns to his seat at the counter. “If it’s not with Dr. Lui, then maybe a sleep specialist or something.” He shovels a few bites of soggy pancake into his mouth.

“Yeah. You’re probably right.” 

“For your and Addy’s safety.” The worry in his eyes cuts into my heart.

“I think maybe it’s time Addy has naps in the nursery. I’ve been wanting to set up the video monitor on her crib,” I say.

JP moves the pancake around his plate like a toddler stalling so he doesn’t have to eat his vegetables. The sullen look he wears tells me he’s lost faith in me as a mother. 

“I can set up the monitor for you today,” he finally says. 

“Thank you. I think this is a good move. Gives me a bit of separation from her, and then we have the camera in case anything weird happens again.”

He looks up abruptly with furrowed brows.  “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.” 

Addy fusses, so I move to the floor, zebra in hand, to score more smiles. “Top of the morning to you, Addy,” I say as cheerfully as I can muster.

I glance at the sliding glass doors that overlook our back porch. The sheer curtains rustle in Marjorie’s window. She’s spying on us. It has to be our 75-year-old widowed neighbor who made the anonymous complaint.








  
  
Chapter Four




JP left for Montréal this morning—a trip he nearly cancelled—and I can finally breathe. He isn’t here to follow my every move and ask me when I’ll be making an appointment with a therapist. With Addison in her bassinet, I finally have some time for myself.  

Bathing was once a necessity but now it’s a luxury. I turn the tap all the way to the right to fill our en suite Jacuzzi with the hottest water possible. I usually leave my baths as red as a tomato and as shriveled as a prune. Facing the mirror, I slowly strip down layer by layer, until my clothes collect in a pile next to me like I’m a snake that’s shed its skin. 

I tilt my head to one side and my reflection follows. I blink three times, each one pronounced. Every time I reopen my eyes, my reflection is there staring back at me, as it should be. When I was a kid, I used to be terrified of mirrors. I was convinced that the me I saw in the mirror was a separate entity, tricking me into believing I was the one in control. I would try to catch my reflection in a lie, a delayed movement, an angle slightly off. 

I look at myself and wonder if the body that stands before me is playing a trick on me. I don’t recognize it in its postpartum state. I give myself a once-over from head to toe; the white lighting I chose, which I thought would make the room brighter, only serves to accentuate every flaw. My eyes are glazed and heavy, the bags beneath them pronounced. What I wouldn’t give for a full night’s sleep, and the chance to get my eyelashes filled again. I developed a bad case of eczema during pregnancy, and the red blemishes still hover around my jawline. My nose and mouth are unchanged and I’m thankful for that.

This time of year, my skin is usually an olive tone from basking in the sun on weekends. This summer we had a record heat wave—not the best conditions for a newborn who can’t regulate her body temperature—so, we spent it mostly indoors. My current pigment is a sickly yellow-green that will remain this way until the spring. 

I’ve noticed that my hair has been falling out lately; it’s especially thinning near my left temple. Another fun postpartum side effect. I’ve been parting my hair in the middle so it’s less noticeable, but it reminds me of the haircut I reluctantly sported from ages five to seven.  

Fifteen pounds of extra weight still hovers around my stomach and hips. The skin is loose surrounding my navel and the linea nigra cuts through it vertically, dividing my torso in half. Presently, my breasts are asymmetrical since Addison passed out before I could switch sides; blue veins pulsate through the right breast, which swells by the minute, and the left hangs like a deflated water balloon, with no purpose after Addison’s last feeding. The horizontal stretch marks lining the outside of both breasts look almost iridescent, like the markings of an albino tiger. Both nipples are raw pink, in contrast to the dull areolas, which have faded in color from excessive sucking.

I stand there, in front of the mirror in both awe and shame of my postpartum body. Why is it that female body is celebrated during pregnancy? You’re glowing. Being pregnant suits you. You have the perfect bump. A month after you’ve given birth, society can’t accept what it’s become. I get whiplash just thinking about it.

My eyes are drawn to the overgrown black tuft between my legs. It was once kept as smooth as a baby’s bum when I had the time, energy, and money to invest in myself. It isn’t sexy like a 1970s porno bush, more of a frightening, thick forest. I won’t let JP near that region. I tell myself I’ll tend to it once I decide to reopen for business. 

I almost let myself stop there but force myself to look at the self-inflicted scars on my inner thighs. The cluster of thin, raised marks run in no evident pattern or cohesive direction, insecure thoughts from fifteen years ago that will stay with me for life. I trace one of the longer incisions that spans two inches long. I remember this one clearly. It was my first, executed with Mother’s metal nail file I had watched her using on her nails earlier that day. Maybe I wanted to feel close to her and thought that would connect us by intimately sharing the object. 

That was the day Mother said she didn’t love me the same way she loved Meg and Amy. 

It was also the day that she died.

I conceal my scars by clasping my hands in front of me. This is the position I stand in whenever I’m exposed. Even when I’m intimate with JP, I start out in this awkward pose, like a nervous sixteen-year-old about to lose her virginity. 

I retreat from the mirror and proceed to the bath, which is full of foamy bubbles that smell of lavender. I light a candle with a matching scent and turn off the lights. Stepping into the bath, I pause to let my body adapt to the temperature. After a few minutes I’m satisfied and I sink to the bottom of the tub, inviting the bubbles to engulf me. 

I close my eyes and allow the warm water to rise to my chin. I stretch my legs out, grazing the other side of the tub with my big toes. My sisters and I grew up with one bathroom that we had to share among the four of us. The door was never locked, and it was rare to find a moment alone. The tub in the washroom was small, not large enough to stretch out in. We had to sit upright in order to stretch our legs out or lie down with our knees bent. 

I hold my breath and sink beneath the surface. Slowly, I float back to the top. When I resurface, my ears pop, but I swear I hear the front door shut. I pause, slowing my breath so not to make a sound, and remain absolutely still. Am I hearing things? No, it had been distinct, the front door had definitely shut. I grab my phone and blow out the candle. The lavender mingles with the smell of burned wick. I wait. The house is silent.

I’m almost positive I locked the door after I took the recycling to the garage. There’s no way someone could have opened it. Maybe JP flew home early. I send him a text and wait, hoping to hear the ding of his phone from downstairs as he receives it. Nothing.

I know what JP would say, You’re being silly. You listen to too many true crime podcasts. No one is in the house. We live in the safest neighborhood. But JP isn’t here. I’m alone with my thoughts, and I’ve never been as logical as JP.

I’m naked and wet in the dark. The closest weapon is my hairdryer. If I make my way into the hall, I could grab a Maglite flashlight from the linen closet. One swift hit and I could surely knock out an intruder. 

I hold onto my knees and pray that my mind is playing tricks on me. It’s because I’m alone in the house. It’s because of the week I’ve had. If it wasn’t for Addy, I might wait it out in the cooling bath, but I must check on her. Then I can face the rest of the house. 

I don’t dare drain the water. That would give me away. Instead, I carefully step out of the tub and pat my body dry with the towel I’d laid out. I wrap myself in my robe but skip the slippers which make a scuffing sound when I walk. Using the flashlight on my phone, I guide myself out of the bedroom. Moonlight spills into the hallway from the windows above the staircase. 

Standing on the upstairs landing, I spend a moment allowing my eyes adjust, and when they do, I realize I am far too close to the edge. I stumble backward, clutching the handrail. I can’t decipher whether the door is locked from where I stand. I creep down the hallway toward the guest room where Addy is nestled in her bassinet. I open the door a crack, but it’s difficult to get a visual. I tiptoe towards the bassinet and breathe a sigh of relief. There she lies on her back, snuggled in her sleep sack, her arms outstretched above her. 

Now that I know Addy is safe, I cautiously approach the hallway and proceed to the linen closet. I carefully open the door, pausing briefly when it creaks, and reach for the flashlight on the top shelf. Once I return to the top of the stairs, I shine the light towards the front door. It appears to be locked but I must check to know for sure. I’ll never fall asleep if I don’t. I ease down the cool marble stairs one step at a time, my hand gliding along the brass railing. When I arrive at the bottom, the brass ball on the newel post shifts beneath my hand, and I almost miss my step. 

I look towards the front door, and I can finally breathe—it’s locked. It was in my head. It had to be in my head. Maybe a neighbor’s car door. Maybe my imagination. So much for my relaxing bath. How will I ever fall asleep tonight? One thing is for certain—I’m sleeping with the steel flashlight.








  
  
Good Luck Chewing Your Hair




Five years old 

Jo dug her bare feet farther into the sandbox and watched her dad’s truck pull out of the driveway. She didn’t know that it would be the last time she would see him. If she did, she might have tried to stop him. A sand drift of tiny crystals fell from her legs, leaving behind a faint dust. She licked her finger and ran it down her shin bone, which was speckled with tiny golden bruises that matched the setting sun. Her long hair covered her face—the wind daring the left side to reach for the right. 

Mother called her by her full name, “Joanna Louise Baker!” and scared the wind away.

Jo chewed on the ends of her hair, which tasted faintly of salt from the sweat that glistened the back of her neck. She made her way to the screen door and stepped inside. Mother’s ice-blue eyes were surrounded by red puffy skin, but any tears had been wiped dry. 

“Stop chewing on your hair, it’s rude.” Mother released the screen door, and it grazed the back of Jo’s heel. Jo winced. 

“Why aren’t you wearing any shoes? Honestly, you make no sense sometimes.”

“I like the way the sand feels.” 

“You should always wear shoes outside. A school friend of mine once stepped on a stick and it went straight through her foot. It got infected and the doctor had to cut it off.”

“Where’d Dad go?” Jo asked and then shoved the hair back in her mouth.

“Stop chewing your hair, Joanna,” Mother ordered. 

Jo spit out the soggy strand and let it fall to her shoulder. She wanted to ask where Amy and Meg were, but Mother was getting increasingly annoyed.

Mother tilted her head to the side. “It’s too hot for long hair.” She raised her eyebrows like she had an idea. 

Mother dragged the stool from the wall, into the middle of the kitchen. Then, she hurried off down the hallway and Jo could hear the linen closet open and close. Mother returned with a beach towel in her arms and a half smile on her face. She covered the peach linoleum with the rainbow terrycloth.

“I’m going to give you a trim.”  

“Why?” Jo asked. Jo liked her hair. She liked when Meg braided it in pigtails after her bath. 

“You’re going to need one for school.”

Jo climbed onto the tall stool and adjusted in the brown leather seat. The rip where the foam spilled out scratched the back of her thigh. Mother yanked a wet comb through her hair. She worked efficiently like she was on some sort of deadline. 

She jerked Jo’s head every time she released a knot, but Jo didn’t want to protest. They were spending time together.

Jo yelped when Mother scraped her daughter’s left ear with the comb. It grew hot with pain. “Your hair is tangled.”

Mother went to the drawer and presented the scissors, still stained from the orange freezies she had cut open for Jo’s snack. She gathered Jo’s hair and snipped with the sticky blade—short enough to expose Jo’s neck. 

“Time for bangs?” With a lift of Jo’s chin, Mother positioned Jo’s head towards the ceiling. “Stay still.” 

A brown coffee-like stain near the ceiling light kept Jo’s mind off the clumps of hair that fell to the floor until bits of hair got caught in her eyelashes.

When Mother finished, she said, “Bangs are a bit short, but they’ll grow back."

Jo’s bangs were barely a fringe, exposing three inches of her forehead. Jo tugged at the sides of her hair, which fell just above her chin. 

It was more than a trim.








  
  
Chapter Five




Addison lies on her back on her activity mat in the nursery, excitedly kicking and grabbing onto the colorful animals that hang above her. Meanwhile, I scroll through my social feeds, living vicariously through my single friends who are soaking up the last days of summer cottaging or patio hopping.  

Out the window, the sun invites me to take Addison for a walk. We could stop in at Steeped, a trendy café on our main street that I frequent on good days. The staff has grown accustomed to my neurotic drink order. 

“What do you think, Addy? Should we stay inside today or go out on the town?” I tickle her belly, and she giggles. “I dunno, it’s tempting. But we should really keep a low profile today. Don’t want Marjorie to complain about something else.”

Addy reaches for an elephant just out of her range, almost rolling to her stomach. I sit on my knees, hunched down at her level, like I’m her own personal cheerleader. 

“Yes, yes Addy. You’re so close, babe. You can do it.” 
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