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For every mom hanging on by a thread.

And for those trying desperately to be one.





What I increasingly felt, in marriage and in motherhood, was that to live as a woman and to live as a feminist were two different and possibly irreconcilable things.

– Rachel Cusk, in an interview with The Globe and Mail, 2012






He lifts two fingers to his nose and smells the child’s mother as his eyes grow wide in the dark of his kitchen. The clock on the oven reads 11:56 p.m. His chest. Everything feels tight. Is he having a heart attack? Is this how a heart attack feels? He must move. He paces the white-oak hardwood and touches things, the lever on the toaster; the stainless-steel handle of the fridge; the softening, fragrant bananas in the fruit bowl. He is looking for familiarity to ground him. To bring him back.

A shower. He should shower. He scales the stairs like a toddler.

He refuses to look at himself in the bathroom mirror.

His skin stings. He scrubs.

He thinks he hears sirens. Are those sirens?

He wrenches the shower handle and listens. Nothing.

Bed, he should be in bed. That’s where he would be if nothing had happened. If this was just another Wednesday night in June. He dries himself and places the towel on the door’s hook where it always hangs. He fiddles with the way the white terry cloth falls, perfecting the ripple in the fabric like he’s staging a department store display, his hands twitching with an unfamiliar fear.

His phone. He creeps through the dark house looking for where he’s put it – the hallway bench, the kitchen counter, the table near the foot of the stairs. His coat pocket, that’s where it is, on the floor at the back door, where he’d dropped it when he came into the house. He brings the phone upstairs, his legs still feeble, and stops outside their bedroom door.

He can’t be in there.

He’ll sleep in the spare room. He lies down slowly on the double bed, noting the care with which the linens have been smoothed and tucked, and places the phone beside him. He has an aching urge to call her.

What would he say? That he misses her? That he needs her?

It’s too late.

But he stares at the phone anyway, imagining himself hearing the steady march of the ringtone while he waits for her to pick up. And then he closes his eyes and sees the child again.

Sometime later he feels the mattress tremble. Someone has joined him. He waits to be touched. But no, it’s a vibration. And then again. And then again. There’s a streak of tangerine light piercing through the room. He swipes his thumb across the reflection of his bleary face on the phone’s screen to answer.

The pained pitch of her voice. He has heard it before.

‘Something terrible happened,’ she says.




September

The Loverlys’ Backyard

There is something animalistic about the way the middle-aged adults size each other up while feigning friendliness in the backyard of the most expensive house on the street. The crowd drifts toward the most attractive ones. They are there for a neighborly family afternoon, for the children, who play a parallel kind of game, but the men have chosen nice shoes, and the women wear accessories that don’t make it to the playground, and the tone of everyone’s voice is polished.

The party is catered. There are large steel tubs with icy craft beer and bite-size burgers on long wooden platters and paper cones overflowing with shoestring fries. There are loot bags with cookies iced in each child’s name, the cellophane tied with thick satin ribbon.

The back fence is lined with a strip of mature trees, newly planted, lifted and placed by a crane. There’s no sign of the unpleasant back alley they abut, the dwellers from the rehab housing units four blocks away, the sewers that overflow in the rain. The grass is an admirable shade of green. There’s an irrigation system. The polished concrete patio off the kitchen is anchored with carefully arranged planters of boxwood. There is a shed that isn’t really a shed – its door pivots, there’s a proper light fixture.

Three children belong to this backyard, to the towering three-story home that has been built on the double lot, unheard-of in an urban neighborhood like this. The three-year-old twins, a boy and a girl, are in matching seersucker, and they’ve let the mother of this audacious house style their hair nicely, swept, patted. The older boy, ten, insists on wearing last year’s phys ed uniform with a stain on the T-shirt. Hot chocolate or blood, the guests will wonder. But Whitney’s husband had convinced her to pick her battles wisely in the fifteen minutes before the party begins.

By three thirty in the afternoon, she has let go of the urge to rip the gym shirt off him, to wrestle him into the powder-blue polo she bought for the occasion. She has let go of the hosting stress and feels the satisfying high of everyone enjoying themselves. She has impressed them all enough. She can tell from the glances, the subtle pointing between friends who notice the details she hopes they will. She thinks of the photos that will smatter social media tonight. The hum is loud and peppered with laughter, and this air of conviviality satiates her.

This noise is the reason Mara, next door, doesn’t come. She got the heavy-cardstock invitation in her mailbox the month prior, like everyone else, and slipped it straight into the recycling bin. She knows these neighbors don’t really want people like her and Albert there. They think she’s got nothing to offer anymore. Her decades of wisdom don’t matter in the least to those women, who march around like they’ve got it all figured out. But that’s fine. She can see and hear everything she needs to through the slats in the fence, while she tidies her own garden, plucks at the tips of new weeds until her lower back is too sore, then she’ll move to the mildewed patio chair. She notices something in the crispy-petaled branches of her hydrangea bush. She gives it a shake. A paper airplane falls nose first into the dirt. Another one she’s missed. She found several in her yard Thursday morning. She bends to collect it as she hears Whitney’s voice crest above the guests, greeting the couple from across the street.

That couple, Rebecca and Ben, make a point of finding the host as soon as they arrive. They’ve got twenty minutes and a potted orchid to give her. Rebecca has to get to work. Ben has Rebecca to appease, or he’d have stayed home. He is quiet while Rebecca and Whitney exchange pleasantries. Whitney compliments and inquires, she paws Rebecca’s hand and then her shoulder, and Rebecca concedes. She is charmed in a way she isn’t usually. She hopes nobody interrupts.

Ben’s hair is still damp from the shower, and he smells like the morning. He feels Whitney glance at him while she speaks to his wife. His hand is in the back pocket of Rebecca’s white jeans. He pulls her closer. Rebecca can sense that he isn’t listening to her conversation with Whitney, not really, and she is right. He is watching the magician twirl a colorful scarf around one of Whitney’s giggling twins, the girl, she has found Ben’s friendly eyes. He’s not overly social with other adults, but the children are always drawn to him. He is the favorite teacher. He is the playful uncle. He is the baseball coach.

From across the yard, Blair watches as Ben and Rebecca find subtle ways to touch while they listen to Whitney orate, like they still find in each other every last thing they need. They are childless, child-free, and so they have not yet been irrevocably changed, not like the rest of them. They speak to each other in fully composed sentences with civilized inflection. They probably still fuck once a day and enjoy it. Fall asleep in the same bed with their limbs tucked into each other’s crevices. Without a pillow wedged between them to separate her side of the bed from his, to imagine the other isn’t there.

Blair watches her best friend, Whitney, begin to drift as she wraps with Rebecca, in subtle search of her next conversation. Aiden, the loud man who sleeps on the other side of Blair’s barrier pillow, booms from the corner of the backyard. He has an audience, always an audience. He is building to a punch line she has heard before, he has caught Whitney’s attention as she passes, and Blair is painfully aware she is standing by herself. She looks for Jacob, Whitney’s husband, whom she spots with a couple she hasn’t met. A toddler with tight braids wedges herself between the mother’s legs. Jacob is gesturing to his house, drawing the shape of the roof with his finger, explaining a part of the design. He’s wearing his signature black T-shirt and black chinos rolled at the cuff, he is sockless in crisp white designer sneakers, his hair, his brows, the rims of his Scandinavian eyewear, it’s all intense and cool, but he’s so gentle. He lifts a hand in Blair’s direction, hello. She blushes, she has been staring. He is easy to stare at. Her eyes search again for his wife.

Whitney is speaking now to a group of mothers from her older son, Xavier’s grade. They have a group chat that Whitney rarely responds to, because she doesn’t know the answers to the questions they ask about the first-term project and the hot lunch menu and the deadline for ordering class photos. But she likes being in the group chat anyway. Sometimes she chimes in with an emoji, as she arrives at the office early in the morning to her third cup of hot coffee and the pleasure of silence and thought. Thumbs up. Red heart. Thanks for the updates! Nothing helpful, slightly mocking. Whitney can feel the women’s attention follow her now as she makes her way to say hello to their husbands, who stop their conversation, straighten their backs as they greet her.

Blair catches Rebecca’s attention instead, and it’s their turn for the pleasantries now. Blair can think only of the weather, always the goddamn weather, how early the evenings grow cool now, and then Rebecca’s grueling hours at the hospital, where she’s due in forty-five minutes. But Rebecca loves those grueling hours. The two women have nothing in common but their proximity. Rebecca offers herself to Blair as an on-demand medical encyclopedia, answering every text she sends about her daughter’s new rash or barking cough or itchy eardrum or grayish-colored poop. The kinds of things that can occupy Blair for days. Blair wonders how it feels to be so purposeful. To wear white denim to a family barbecue.

Rebecca’s eyes fall every few seconds to Blair’s seven-year-old daughter. She can’t stop looking at her. Wondering what it would be like to be here with her own. She lets herself run with this version of her future and it gets longer and longer and longer, like the scarf from the magician’s hat. The girl is drawing in chalk on the patio concrete with the twins, who are waiting for their turn with the rabbit. The two women watch Blair’s daughter together now, each pretending to be more amused by the children than they are.

Whitney joins them, her drink refreshed, and Blair and Rebecca come alive. She drapes her hand on Blair’s shoulder and pretends not to be annoyed by the chalky colors covering the twins’ palms. How sweet they are together, Whitney drawls, how good Chloe is with the littlest ones. She takes an inconspicuous step back, in fear of powdered handprints on her dress.

Rebecca tries to imagine what it’s like to be interested in doing this kind of thing, the hosting, the display. She has three minutes left and her brain will tick through all one hundred and eighty seconds because that is what it does. She, too, comments on Chloe’s good nature while the seconds tally.

‘Delightful’ is the word Rebecca uses. Blair smiles, downplays her only child’s perfection, but she is buoyed in the way only this kind of comment can achieve. As perfunctory as it might be.

The word ‘delightful’ makes Whitney wonder where her undelightful son is. She can’t see him in the backyard. Blair said she last saw him a half hour ago, standing at Mara’s fence with his face between the slats. He is never where he is supposed to be. Whitney has warned him to be on his best behavior, to entertain the smaller children, to be friendly. Just this once. Just for her. He should be out here. The magician is nearly done.

Maybe he just needs a moment alone. Blair says this slowly, quietly, wondering if she shouldn’t.

But no. Whitney will find him.

Can’t he just do what she asked him to? Can’t he be more like Blair’s daughter? She thinks of his perpetual pouting, of how it borders on a scowl, people asking why he’s in a grumpy mood when it’s just the way he looks. Long faced. Morose. In need of a haircut he won’t agree to. She moves quickly through the house calling his name. The pantry. The living room. The basement playroom. She shouldn’t have to do this in the middle of a party with fifty-odd guests in the backyard. Is he hiding? Has he sneaked the iPad again? Xavier! Must he always push her buttons like this? She hurries to the third floor and opens the door to his room, and he is there, on his bed, with the stolen loot bags for the children emptied around him. Every last one. There is chocolate on his face and on the sheets. He is licking the icing from a cookie wrapper stickered with another child’s name.

‘XAVIER! WHAT THE FUCK ARE YOU DOING?’ She swoops to rip the licked cellophane from his hands as he shrieks and recoils from her. ‘WHAT THE HELL IS WRONG WITH YOU?’

Xavier’s face crumples and his bottom lip curls down like that of a child half his age, and she will not allow the irritating whine that will crescendo next, the whine that makes her want to smack him. ‘NO!’ she shouts, grabbing him by the arm as he whimpers and goes limp. She cannot stand him like this. ‘GET UP, YOU LITTLE SHIT!’

But then she lets go. Because she realizes the jovial purr below has deadened.

The party has gone silent. There is only the thump of her furious heart in her ears. And the ringing of her own venomous, murderous yelling. The familiar echo of her rage. The fear of possibilities registers. And then she notices. The wide-open window. Everyone has heard.

The shame pulls her to the ground. To the nest of discarded satin ribbons from the cookies, the ends cut like the tip of a snake’s tongue.

She knows then what she has lost.




NINE MONTHS LATER




1. Blair

Thursday Morning

It’s five thirty in the morning on a Thursday in June. Blair Parks sips her coffee and thinks about her husband spreading the thighs of another woman as wide as butterfly wings.

She imagines him smelling her. And then tasting her, his tongue circling, flicking.

Blair’s hand covers her mouth. She puts her cup down.

She can’t sleep. But she’s been doing this in the morning now, indulging these obscene thoughts. Nothing feels good about starting her day like this, but it helps to satisfy her obsessive worrying so she can move on. Otherwise, she’ll find herself consumed when she doesn’t want to be. Staring at the shelf of stain removers at the store, the ones in commercials that desexualize middle-aged stay-at-home mothers like her, while she imagines a younger woman’s mouth filled with her husband’s semen.

She pours a second cup that won’t taste as good as the first and thinks about how hungry she is for something more. Although what, she can’t name. The problem isn’t just boredom. Or a wistful longing. Not her sedate, ten-year marriage and the ticking clock to complete irrelevance. Is this normal? Is this how other women her age feel?

The idea of saying any of this aloud, to anybody, makes her diaphragm tighten. More than usual. It’s better to lift her chin and quietly face whatever hour is ahead of her. And the next hour after that, lest anyone suspect she’s this miserable. It’s beneficial for everyone, she knows, if the indifference takes over. If she soldiers on, without the energy to care about what it is she really wants. Or how she really feels when her alarm goes off in the morning.

Vulnerability, she knows, is something she should work on, something women are now supposed to exercise like a muscle. The books and podcasts and motivational speakers have told them so. She tries to admire the ones who admit they’ve made choices they regret and resolve, loudly, to change. But that kind of upheaval is not for her. She cannot see any other life for herself. And she cannot separate the shame of having gotten it all so wrong.

Another cup later, her daughter’s bedroom door squeaks on its hinges upstairs. Her footsteps tap down the hardwood in the hallway. The toilet flushes in their only bathroom, and the plumbing hisses through the house. Blair wipes her hand across her tired face.

Somewhere along the line, blaming Aiden for the way she felt about her life became convenient. He’s been a reliable depository for her anger. She dumps and dumps and dumps, and he never seems to overflow. In her mind, there was little consequence to this – they are married, and separation isn’t an option for Blair. The dismantling, the shape of everything changing. The perception. The impact on the daughter upstairs. She can’t fathom it.

The water runs from the bathroom tap. She hears Chloe pop open the mirrored cabinet where their three toothbrushes share a cup. She puts a bagel in the toaster for her daughter’s breakfast. She’s already taken the cream cheese out of the fridge so it’s room temperature, the way Chloe likes it.

Attributing her misery to an underperforming marriage had helped her cope well enough, until a week and a half ago, when she found a tiny piece of foil wrapper in the pocket of Aiden’s jeans. Less than a square inch. Garbage, to any other person who was to pick it up from the laundry room floor after turning the pants inside out for the wash. But she recognized the texture of the ribs in the packaging. And the emerald jewel tone. It looked exactly like the condoms they used years ago. Every morning since she found it, she’s opened the drawer where she keeps it and places it on her palm to wonder.

There are countless other things it could be from. A granola bar. A mint from a business lunch.

But more than any proof she has, is a feeling.

She’d once heard them described as the whispers – the moments that are trying to tell you something isn’t right here. The problem is that some women aren’t listening to what their lives are trying to tell them. They don’t hear the whispers until they’re looking back with hindsight. Feeling blindsided. Desperate to see the truth for what it is.

But maybe she’s just paranoid. Too much time on her hands to think.

She hears Chloe’s feet hit the stairs and spreads the cream cheese carefully. The wide-open thighs come back to her. Aiden’s fingers opening the woman’s tight, waxed lips. How nice he’d be to her afterward. Maybe she makes him laugh. The hair rises on Blair’s arms. She thinks again of how Aiden didn’t ejaculate during the only night they had sex last month. Of how he’s been checking his phone more than usual.

Chloe is nearly at the bottom of the staircase. She closes the imaginary thighs and puts the halves of the bagel together. And then she turns around and forces herself to smile, so that like every other morning of her daughter’s life, Blair’s beaming face is the first thing Chloe sees.




2. Rebecca

Hours Earlier

The resident briefs her as they hustle through the double doors to the resuscitation bay, their sneakers squeaking on the resin floor. She feels the humid air from outside before she sees the paramedics push the gurney into the hands of her team. A ten-year-old male found unconscious at 11:50 p.m., suspected primary brain injury from a fall, no obvious signs of trauma. The nurse steps back as Rebecca snaps on the blue gloves and turns to lift the patient’s eyelids.

Her hands pull back. The child’s face. She looks up at the nurse on his other side.

‘I know him. His name is Xavier. He lives across the street from me.’

‘Do you want to –’

‘No.’ She shakes her legs to get the feeling back. The curtain is about to lift. ‘I’m okay, I’m fine. Vitals? Let’s go, come on.’

Her hands are firm on his small body as she calls the orders, and in seconds the choreography she’s performed for years takes over. Tracheal intubation. Veins punctured. CT scan ordered stat. She is never with a child on the trauma table for long, but each minute is crucial and methodical, each second squeezed of its potential, and yet at the end, when everything that can be done is done, she only looks back on those minutes as a mass of time with either one outcome or the other.

‘The parents, are they here? Where are they?’ She peels off her gloves and pitches them in the garbage bin. She looks back to Xavier’s gray face, his mouth gagged open with the tube she’d guided into him. She brushes back a strand of his damp hair. The ground where he landed would still be wet from yesterday’s rain. She touches his cheek.

Hundreds of parents have sat waiting for her in the vinyl-covered hospital chairs. The ease with which she can form the words sometimes concerns her. But she has never known her patient before. She has never watched them wash the neighbors’ cars in a mound of suds, or known that their bike is cobalt blue with neon-green handlebar grips. She’s never had to tell a friend that her child may never recover.

Her adrenaline settles as she leaves the trauma room. She sees the reflection of fluorescent light on the hallway floor, and her senses start to return: the respiratory fellow being paged, the whine of a child in the waiting room, the antiseptic in the air. She takes her phone from her pocket. She wants to call Ben, to feel the calm of his voice, but he’ll be asleep already. And Whitney is waiting for her.

Rebecca knocks on the open door of the small room where they’ve put her. She’s sitting at a round table, staring at the box of rough tissues she’s been given. She doesn’t look up.

‘Whitney, I’m so sorry.’

Whitney moves her head slowly like a robot with a battery running down. She says nothing. Rebecca takes the seat beside her and puts her hand on Whitney. She does this, touches the parent on the arm or the shoulder, to make the words she says next feel more personal, less routine. This had been, years ago, a part of the emotional order set she created for herself. Empathy hadn’t always come as easily to her as it does now. When she was younger, she’d been better at other parts of her job, things that were definitively measured, assessments of her competency. Things she could prove.

Whitney’s eyes close as her mouth opens, but her voice is strained. The beginnings of words she has forgotten how to form.

‘Can you tell me what happened?’

Rebecca waits for her to repeat what the first responders reported: that she checked on him before she went to sleep, and he was gone from his bed and the window was open. She looked down to see him on the grass below. That she has no idea what happened. Come on, Whitney, tell me exactly that.

She thinks of the backyard, the rectangle of manicured grass the paramedics would have lifted him from. Rebecca had last been there in September for the neighborhood party.

She doesn’t want to think of Whitney’s anger that afternoon. Of the child’s cries from his room as she screamed at him.

‘I want to talk to you about Xavier’s condition.’

Whitney covers her face with one hand. ‘Just tell me if he’s going to die.’ Her voice squeaks in an octave barely audible.

Rebecca reaches for Whitney’s other hand. Her fingers are cold and curled into a fist. Whitney pulls back, but Rebecca squeezes her firmly until she gives in. Rebecca isn’t intimidated by much, but there was something about Whitney when they first met. Her verve, her polish, the astuteness of her words when she spoke.

But over time, as their lives quietly orbited each other’s, that effect wore off. There is a strong sense of familiarity about someone whose life shares such close physical proximity, given all the possible coordinates on the planet. She and Whitney breathe from the same tiny pocket of air. She sees her garbage cans on Wednesdays and knows they don’t recycle everything they could. She knows she has a shopping habit, sees the stacks of packages teetering at the front door, nice department stores, courier bags left for the nanny to collect. She knows one of them – either Whitney or Jacob – doesn’t sleep well. Rebecca sees the kitchen lights flick on when she comes home in the middle of the night. She sees the empty wine bottles in the transparent blue recycling bags.

The backyard party isn’t the only time she’s heard Whitney yell. Right through those towering panes of glass at the front of her home, the unmistakable pitch of a mother who has had enough. She’d felt unsettled every time, like she had at the barbecue, embarrassed to have heard her. What else happens in that house, she isn’t sure, but that kind of speculation makes her uncomfortable. She is a doctor, and what she cares about are facts. She finds comfort in facts.

‘Xavier has significant injury – we’re worried about his head. He’s in the ICU, in a medically induced coma to rest his brain. They’re going to talk to you there about what to expect for the next little bit, okay? In situations like this, we learn a lot in the first seventy-two hours. I know this is hard to hear, Whitney, but I need you to understand there’s a possibility he might not regain consciousness.’

Whitney is unmoved.

Rebecca pauses to soften her voice. ‘Do you understand?’

She feels Whitney’s hand begin to quiver and she looks closely at her striking face. The tight sheen of her forehead. Her microbladed eyebrows. Of the outward perfection.

‘Is Jacob with the twins?’

Whitney closes her eyes and shakes her head. ‘London. For work. Our nanny came over right away, but I had to wait for her.’ Her voice curls. ‘I couldn’t go with him in the ambulance.’

Rebecca tells Whitney she’ll take her to see him now, that he’s intubated, and there is swelling. That this might frighten her, but he’s not in any pain. Another doctor will have to take over from there. The door slides open behind them and Rebecca turns to see a nurse with two police officers.

They’ll want to speak with Whitney; it’s routine. Rebecca registers the discomfort of this, although the questions they’ll need to ask don’t concern her, not technically. Rebecca shakes her head in their direction – Please, not now, not yet – and the nurse guides the officers down the hallway instead.

‘There are studies that show patients in this condition know when family members are with them. You can hold his hand and talk to him, like you would if he was awake. Okay?’

Whitney stands and gathers the hem of her sweatshirt in her hands. She lets Rebecca slip her strong, steadying arm under her as they walk down the hall. Until Whitney becomes rigid. She turns her face toward Rebecca and their eyes meet for the first time.

‘Is this why you don’t have children?’

Rebecca pauses. She doesn’t know what to say. This job? This hospital? This constant fear of something going wrong, the unbearable pain if it does?

She thinks of the hours she has spent on the floor of her bathroom. The bloody orbs sinking to the bottom of toilet bowls, the dancing strings of mucus. The weight of the hand towel on her lap on the way to the hospital.

Why doesn’t she have children? Because she cannot keep her own alive.




3. Blair

‘Good morning, darling girl. How’d you sleep?’

Chloe slips her arms around Blair’s soft middle and squeezes. She’s a slate wiped clean each morning. Blair rips a banana from the fruit bowl and puts it on her plate, along with one of the muffins she made yesterday while it rained in the afternoon. Because it had been Wednesday, and that is what she does on Wednesdays. The muffins, the bedsheets, the rinsing of the washing machine drum with white vinegar and baking soda. Sometimes she feels embarrassingly unevolved.

Chloe licks the excess cream cheese from the side of the bagel and makes noises of approval.

She wonders if Aiden ever notices the list she works her way through every day. Or the schedule she writes in the squares of the kitchen calendar. She wonders if he knows an eleven-year-old washing-machine drum needs to be cleaned at all. Maybe she’ll leave the soiled rags on his side of the bed tonight, so that at least he’ll know what an eleven-year-old washing machine smells like.

But now, it is Thursday. The bathroom. Chloe’s library books are due. Blair packed them in her knapsack last night, along with the bento box and clean gym clothes and a note to say she loved her, after she’d emptied the bits of crumb and playground sand into the sink. And then she’d taken two Advil for a headache and gone to bed early. Aiden said he had to work late on a presentation.

He’d already left for the gym when she got up; he must have had an early start today. She doesn’t remember feeling him in the bed beside her last night. But sometimes he sleeps in the spare bedroom so he doesn’t wake her up when he comes home.

She is peeling the paper from the base of her bran muffin when she lets herself wonder: had he come home?

She puts a chunk between her teeth. She imagines Aiden slipping in quietly to kiss their daughter as she sleeps, with a mouth covered in the filth of another woman. She can’t swallow the muffin. She spits it into the garbage.

‘Coat and shoes, Chloe, time to go!’

She is a good girl, a smart girl, an only child who likes routine and clean hair and always says please, and yet her needs consume Blair. Or Blair finds herself needing to be consumed. She’d once felt she was the only person who could do what she does for her daughter in the way that she does. It’s why she never went back to work eight years ago after Chloe was born. And why she’s ended up where she is now. Feeling unremarkable. She is forty, and at forty, possibility feels increasingly behind her.

Blair kisses Chloe good-bye at the door and turns to face the empty house. Most mornings of the week, Chloe walks the four blocks to school with her best friend, Xavier. Blair must convince herself each time that she has made it there safe. That she isn’t in the back of a pedophile’s van. If her phone rings in the morning, the thought occurs to her instantly: it’s the school, and she never arrived. This maternal worry is the resting state of her mind.

Upstairs, she puts her nose against the concave ceramic of the bathroom sink. She is searching for the smell of the spearmint toothpaste Aiden would have spit, had he been home this morning. There’s only a hint of Chloe’s fluoride-free berry. The white towel hangs dry on the back of the door, although this isn’t unusual. He showers at the gym on the days he works out.

Everything can be explained if she wants it to be.

Everything can scream at her if she lets it.

She reaches under the sink for the bleach cleaner and sprays the tiles. She does not stop when the fumes sting her eyes. The questions anesthetize her. Who is he fucking? And how is he fucking her? And where is the fucking happening? The rivers of bleach race down the wall. The details of the affair feel more important than what the affair means, and this makes no sense, she knows, but the human brain has a way of desperately wanting to know how the very worst things happen. We can’t accept someone’s death until it’s explained – how and when and where?

But this is also a way of distracting herself from the truth, one that scares her more than the possibility of the affair and what it would mean: that she would do absolutely nothing about it at all.

That she’ll quiet the whispers and throw out the foil. She’ll tell herself he’s only at the gym, only in a meeting every time he doesn’t pick up. She’ll choose to live with this, the tinny white noise in the background of their lives, because she cannot accept the consequences of the alternative.

And nobody would have to know.

The aloneness she feels, it’s humiliating.

She is staring at a spot of mold when she’s startled by Chloe shouting from downstairs.

‘Mom? Xavi isn’t home.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean nobody answered the door. I waited forever.’

Blair flies down the stairs, thinking of the time, of how Chloe will be late for school now.

Chloe’s face scrunches into the watch she’s just learned to read. ‘Am I going to miss the bell?’

‘Maybe he’s gone early for chess club and forgot to tell you.’

But it’s unusual. Whitney will have left for work early, and Jacob is out of town, but their nanny, Louisa, would have been there, she is always there, marching those kids through the day.

‘It’s June now, Mom, chess club is over. Can you text Whitney and ask her where he is?’

‘All right, but let’s start walking, I’ll go with you.’

She sends the text while she wiggles her feet into her sneakers, the laces still tied. She stomps the sidewalk with satisfaction – she was home, she was ready and available. Look at my value. Look at how our daughter still needs me. She likes to orate in her head the things she wants her husband to hear.

In the morning, the commute flows through Harlow Street like a parade. Parents herding toddlers to preschool. Hollering city kids on scooters. Twentysomethings on bikes dodging cars, on the way to the kind of underpaid marketing job she used to have. This eclectic part of the city was once full of young Portuguese families who couldn’t afford to buy homes anywhere else. Now, they’ve turned their properties over to people paying prices they never dreamed of seeing fifty years ago. Like Blair and Aiden, who have a mortgage so high that the number no longer feels real.

They march past the houses lined like monsters’ teeth, unmatched and crooked, million-dollar rebuilds wedged between leaning, unloved Victorians biding time with painted brick. Vogue had called it the next coolest neighborhood in the world, something people cited as though it justified two million dollars for a semidetached house with a rotting basement and original avocado-colored toilets. They turn right off Harlow, past the poorly aged bakeries and the few remaining stores that imported clothes from Lisbon. The long-standing leases are coming to an end, and one by one the storefronts have flipped to cater to the money. Low-rise hotels where the black coffee is three dollars a cup. Kitschy plant shops and vegan grocers and overpriced children’s boutiques. Blair works in one of them twice a week, five-hour shifts, and this week her second shift is today. She’ll open the store in an hour. She answers to a twenty-seven-year-old named Jane who covers operating costs with a loan from her parents that she will never pay back. They sell linen bonnets and wooden toys that the parents like more than the children do.

Jane was a camp counselor and thinks she knows kids, but she does not know mothers. Blair circles items in the buyer catalogs that will actually sell, shows the customers who walk in off the street something they don’t know they need. She’d first thought about working there while browsing for Chloe’s birthday gifts, thinking of how much she’d enjoy curating the shelves. How the store could deliver a better experience for customers. Matte-finished wrapping paper in pretty pastels with long whimsy ribbons for the gifts. Themes for the window displays and tables organized in color stories. Wide straw baskets filled with seasonal items that moms like her buy on a whim. It was one of those times when the words were coming out before she gave herself the chance to think.

I help her out, she has found herself saying to friends when they ask about the job, as though she is doing it for free.

I think it’ll be good for you had been Aiden’s reaction when she got home and felt the wash of regret. As though she were a nursing-home resident who signed up for weekly bingo.

Whitney had been more encouraging, clasping her hands together with more enthusiasm than is natural for her. Isn’t that great! She’s lucky to have someone as experienced as you are.

Blair hugs Chloe outside the junior school doors as the bell sounds, and is relieved to have gotten there on time. Until she sees a group of second-grade mothers she knows chatting together. One of them looks up and catches Blair’s eye. She has no choice but to walk over. To muster a cheery hello.

They are wearing heeled shoes. They have blown their hair nicely. They wear coats on trend for the season. A lawyer, a psychiatrist, an executive vice president. One of them has lost forty pounds and now sells real estate after not working for a decade. She calls it her midlife rebirth, says she has never been happier. They talk about being in their prime and ‘owning their forties,’ their language like the flex of a bicep. Blair studies them, tries on pieces of their lives in her mind.

How are things? they always say. Things. There is nothing specific to ask her about.

Morning drop-offs and the occasional volunteer duty are all they can manage, unlike Blair. Blair is there for every pickup, every pizza lunch duty, every birthday party, every playdate, every concert, every book fair. Every fucking parent council meeting.

Being this involved seemed like a noble decision at first. And the care and attention it required of her had felt more satisfying than writing ad copy for chocolate bars and laundry soap. She didn’t miss the buzzing open-concept office like she thought she would. She didn’t miss a wardrobe that required hangers, casual with a hint of business. She couldn’t remember feeling fulfilled by the intellectual exercise of work, although she knows she had been. She had once loved the mix of creativity and marketing, coming up with the perfect phrase, the bang-on concept. She had been exceptionally good at it. She had five campaign awards with her name on them. She’d felt, sometimes, like a genius – her boss had used that word, had jumped up in brainstorming sessions and scribbled her idea in the middle of the whiteboard and circled it five times while she tried desperately not to look chuffed.

But that career didn’t feel like her anymore, not once she’d become a mother. Only Chloe had felt worthy of her time and her energy and her focus. She felt high off the baby those first early months. She would breastfeed her at night and stare into the dark and wonder about how she could ever give a fuck about a tagline again. She was supposed to want it all. And have it all. She wasn’t supposed to let motherhood yank her away. But there hadn’t been room inside her for anything else except the baby.

It hadn’t felt sacrificial at the time. Devoting herself to motherhood and the domesticity that came with it had made her happy, at first. And Chloe does make Blair happy. Immeasurably. It is everything else that has happened along with Chloe, the changes in herself and her worth and her marriage that happened so slowly they were imperceptible. Where she’d once felt motherhood had given her so much more than she’d had before, now she could only see it as having taken everything away. Now she cannot reconcile the love she has for her daughter with how confined she feels by the privilege of being her mother.

These are the feelings she hates herself for having. These are the things she’ll never say aloud to anyone.

‘We wish you could come,’ one of the women says to her, hiking her very nice bag up on her shoulder. They’ve been discussing a moms’ weekend out of the city, in July. A rental in the Berkshires. Blair doesn’t often go away without Aiden or Chloe, but when she does, the anxiety before she leaves is all-consuming – and then the freedom of being away from them is intoxicating. She is equally unsettled by both. The women will drink too much wine, they’ll gossip about other people’s kids, agree about every zeitgeisty thing in the news cycle. There was a time when Blair felt plugged in. Now she’s found herself on the periphery of everything that matters to everyone else. She’ll come home feeling shittier than when she left.

‘I know, me too. But we’ve got a thing that Saturday, a birthday thing. Next time, though.’

She’s the first to leave the conversation, says something vague, again, about a courier delivery. She doesn’t have the energy today to perform, to try earning their respect yet again. The stay-at-home mom of only one, the martyr. Sometimes she wishes she’d had more children to justify how little else she has going on in her life.

She checks her phone as she walks home, but there is no reply from Whitney. Busy, she is busy. Doing things working people do, her head full of big, lofty solutions to big, lofty problems in a stratosphere Blair does not pretend to be familiar with anymore.

And yet she always makes a point of replying to Blair’s texts in the continual conversation they pop in and out of through the week. Checking in on each other, making plans for the next glass of wine. Blair has never liked drinking, but it’s a way in. She senses Whitney let go of her usual intensity when they’re in person at the end of the day, spending time together around the children. She feels Whitney slowly unfurrow. She begins to look more focused on the words Blair is saying instead of being elsewhere, and the noise of the kids eventually ceases to irritate her. It is the wine, of course it is the wine, but Blair would also like to think it’s her company.

But being with Whitney has the opposite effect on Blair. Blair is not unwound when she’s with her, she is fueled. The thought that Whitney might suspect she’s the most exciting part of Blair’s week is humiliating. And yet because there’s not much to tell Whitney about, she makes piddly things sound like more than they are. She regrets it afterward, every time. Whitney doesn’t care about who wrote what in an email that confused the treasurer on the parent council, and what Blair did to defuse the situation before the entire fundraiser was canceled.

It’s insignificant.

But Whitney kindly pretends it isn’t. She gives Blair the dignity of listening to her talk for an hour about a fucking bake sale that raises less than two hundred dollars a year.

Sometimes, though, while she’s meandering, she can feel Whitney studying her. Like she’s looking for an ingredient that she herself is missing. She isn’t sure if this is true, or if she just wants to believe it is. But there are moments when she senses Whitney wants to know what it feels like to care about the things that Blair cares about. To look at her own child and feel the way Blair does when she looks at hers. She lifts her chin. At least she has that.


OEBPS/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avenir-light.otf


OEBPS/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/logo_large.png





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Ashley Audrain

‘Spellbinding’ ‘| loved this book’

Four families.
One secret.





OEBPS/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/title_page_logo.png





OEBPS/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avenir-heavy.otf


