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      Alison rocked back and forth in the chair, the squeak not even audible above the screams of the baby in the crib only two steps away. Fists raised and fell and feet pumped against air that didn’t offer whatever was needed.

      There was a time, Alison reflected, that she had taken joy in shopping for cribs, joy in the idea of having a baby. She’d been thrilled to find the perfect white crib with a matching dresser and changing table. She’d even found a white rocker that had fit her body. She’d loved the bumper and sheets, the printed blanket, all white with yellow, green, and lavender cats, dogs and bunnies. Now, she thought everything looked gray in the midmorning half-light and  perhaps just a little bit soiled. Who bought prints for a baby when everything needed to be cleaned so thoroughly?

      The diaper pail held a rancid scent, reminding her it needed to be taken out. A baby was more work than she’d ever considered. She’d been practically in tears with her mother yesterday and all her mother had said was, “I’ll call Zach and have him schedule you an appointment with the doctor.”

      Like she needed another appointment with the doctor. That’s what her world was filled with now, when it wasn’t the baby. Appointments and cleaning. Feeding, but never herself or so it seemed. Never sleep, not real sleep, always that twilight half sleep where she woke every few seconds thinking there was something more to do. Even though she didn’t care there was more to do, she would wake, feeling she ought to be doing something she couldn’t pin point.

      It had been nearly four months. Four months of non-stop crying, non-stop feeding, losing all sense of her breasts and body as belonging to her. All of that went to the creature she had birthed which now lay screaming in the crib. If she could go back and do it again, she’d never have had a baby. Too late now. Now she was stuck with it.

      And Zach. Zach seemed to think this was the greatest thing ever. He seemed to think that a baby was better than their wedding day, better than the day she’d told him she was pregnant. She remembered what it was to be happy and the feelings she’d had then, but it was like trying to touch something under glass. She couldn’t find the feeling, really. Now, there was nothing but work.

      She stared at the slight discoloration near the ceiling where they hadn’t quite gotten the second coat of bright yellow paint when they’d been fixing up the nursery. It bothered her now in a way it hadn’t then. Zach had thought about a border but there hadn’t been time to pick on out and now there was no time at all.

      The baby afghan her mother had crocheted sat at the floor near her feet, almost but not quite covering them. The baby cried louder. Alison leaned her head back against the chair and closed her eyes, tears squeezing out the sides of them. She sat there like that for long enough to fall asleep, her dreams were punctuated by a crying vampire child that kept sucking her dry.

      The sound stopped.

      In her dream, she was skiing down a long slope, but realized she was underdressed, wearing only her shorts and a tank top. She was shivering, worried she would fall into the deep snow that grew up around her. The hill was too steep for her, moguls threatened below. She didn’t ski moguls, not well, but she couldn’t stop. The sun was setting and it was getting colder.

      She made a turn, hitting the first mogul near the top. She bounced up, losing her balance and over she went, into a deep drift of fresh snow. The cold stung her skin, ate away at her body, filling her the way nothing had filled her since the baby had been born. She held onto the coldness for a moment because no matter that it hurt, deep down, an agonizing chill, she wanted to be filled, needed it.

      Then it was gone.

      Alison started awake. The shadows had changed in the room. The baby was silent, sleeping now, a blanket pulled partially over him. The afghan lay across her lap. Alison wondered if Zach had heard from her mother and come home to take care of them. She got up, going to look for him in the kitchen, then the bedroom, the great master bath with its separate tub and shower.

      The garage door was down and no car sat in the drive. The door was firmly closed. The flag on the mailbox was down but there was no mail in the house. Zach would have brought it in if he had come home.

      Alison wondered who had been there or perhaps she was walking around doing things and couldn’t remember them. She puttered around to the kitchen, hoping to feed herself while the baby slept. She needed something. Oddly the chill had helped wake her up to an appetite she hadn’t had before, although she’d been hungry, she hadn’t really enjoyed food.

      Now, the peanut butter sandwich she made tasted like a gourmet treat. She didn’t stop to think that she didn’t particularly like peanut butter either. She finished that quickly, faster than she’d done anything in the last two months, and made another. Soon enough she was spooning peanut butter from the jar, stopping only when it got low and she realized she’d have to go to the store to get more. Her appetite might be back but the idea of going out to the store, alone with the baby, was beyond her.

      After her nap and gorging on her food, the day was easier than she expected. Logan woke up and cried but she fed him, burped him, and bounced him while she walked for a few minutes. It seemed to be enough for him and she put him back down in the small basket crib that sat in the family room, where she could see him from the kitchen.

      When Zach came home, he didn’t say a lot, seemed surprised that she had dinner nearly ready, just grilled cheese and tomato soup, but more than she’d done in months. He took over caring for Zach after she fed the baby again and then went up to shower, letting the hot water run over her body, clearing out the chill that had stayed with her all day long. When it was done, when the water turned cold, she was back to feeling empty.

      Like a zombie, Alison returned to the family room, returned to trying to clean up around Zach and Logan. Logan slept now, by Zach’s feet as Zach watched television.

      “We should put him in the crib,” Alison said. “I’ll need to go to bed soon.”

      Zach looked at her and nodded. “I made an appointment with the doctor for tomorrow afternoon. Your mom is worried.”

      “My mom is always worried.” The words were rote, memorized, without feeling. Yes her mom always worried but deep down she knew there was something wrong with her. Even when she had rallied a bit during the day, she still hadn’t liked the child that had come into her life.

      Logan woke multiple times during the night. He did seem to settle faster, especially when Zach got up to walk him or rock him in the rocker that fit Alison, not Zach.

      When Zach left work, once again she was left alone with the baby. The morning wasn’t bad. She had a routine that she’d settled into. There were things she could do, like feed Logan, even when she was half asleep. While she felt like she wanted to toss the baby across the room sometimes, at least this wasn’t as demanding as changing diapers or cleaning spit up. Of course that part happened next, just part of baby’s normal morning routine. If she was fast and lucky, she would have time to go downstairs to have a banana and an orange juice for breakfast before Logan started fussing again.

      She didn’t get her breakfast. She didn’t even get a chance to pour herself some juice when the fussing started, as if the baby knew that Zach was gone and he was stuck with her and didn’t like it any more than she did.

      For a moment Alison felt in the grip of a blinding rage, wanting to fling the child across the room, shake him until he stopped. She understood then all those people who had accidentally killed their children. If only someone had told her how hard it was, she would never have had a child. Instead, with as much care as she could muster, which was not much, wearing her old bathrobe that, when washed, was lavender but was now lavender and gray striped at the top, so much spit up had happened, she took the baby upstairs to lay him in his crib.

      He continued, as always, to cry. Instead of sitting in the chair crying herself, Alison left the room to fix herself something to eat. She had her banana. Then her juice. She didn’t have much of an appetite but knew she’d feel sick later if she didn’t eat. At some point while she’d been eating her meagre breakfast, Logan had stopped crying.

      Alison felt a bit of hope. Not that he’d cried himself out and was asleep. No, deep down there was a dark hope that he’d somehow injured himself in one of those terrible crib accidents that she’d been so afraid of when she’d been pregnant. She had just enough of herself left to banish that thought as soon as it came.

      She hurried up the stairs, holding the handrail. The stairs seemed to go on forever and she was breathing hard, sweating a little, when she got to the top. She thought she heard Logan giggle, the way he did when Zach played with him. He only giggled for his father, never for her. Maybe that was why she didn’t like him.

      Alison peered around the doorframe. For a moment she saw a woman dressed in bell bottoms and a shirt cropped so short it only covered her torso halfway down. The shirt was checked in red and white, with a collar, like a sleeveless blouse. The woman had a long dark braid that fell to her waist.

      Alison gasped, wondering how someone had gotten in. She didn’t know what to make of her visitor, who seemed so out of time, like she’d just come from the Summer of Love to Alison’s little house in the suburbs. The woman turned.

      Her eyes were dark and sad. Alison couldn’t have said why she thought so, but sad was the main word that came to her. Then she faded away, slowly and it was only Logan and Alison once again. Logan began to cry.

      Alison shuddered. She walked to the crib, feeling a chill in the air as she stood where the other woman had stood. She looked down at Logan. He seemed to peer at her, as if he could see her clearly and then started to cry again, loudly. Alison turned around, hoping to see the woman who had faded out, hoping that she could help her.

      No one was there. “Who are you?” Alison whispered to no one in particular. If Logan knew, he lacked the verbal capacity to answer. Alison picked him up, absently, but needing something real to ground her back to her home. She sighed, bouncing the baby, resenting him, so
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