
		
			Praise for 

			Swaddled 

			“Swaddled is a much-needed salve for the new mother. Through honest sharing and raw storytelling, Cassidy tenderly holds our hand and walks us through what it truly feels like to be a new mother. A transition that forever changes us, and only for the better, when we learn how to care for ourselves and each other in the process.”

			—Amy Owen, yoga instructor and birth coach

			“How do you learn to mother? Whether you are already a mother or about to become one, the mothers who speak to you through Swaddled reach out with guidance and kind encouragement. Read their stories, absorb their support, and pass it on. Mothering is an ancient human task, and as stated by one mother in the book, ‘I actually don’t think anyone is meant to mother alone.’”

			—Ann Jordahl, counselor and parent-infant instructor

			“Finally, a book offering moms and their loved ones a genuine understanding of the bliss and the unexpected turmoil of pregnancy, birth, and early motherhood. Cassidy shines a light on the emotional rollercoaster of matrescence—the insecurity, loneliness, grief, and ambivalence—that many mothers experience. This empowering story collection helps prepare women for both the joys and the tribulations of early motherhood, while modeling a pathway for resilience, connection, and personal growth.” 

			—Angele Close, PhD, clinical psychologist

			“What a beautiful gift to know I’m not alone in my struggles as a new mama.”

			—Malia, stay-at-home mother of two

			“Swaddled brings an important, moving and relatable message to the world of new motherhood. I saw in the stories that are so lovingly shared the experiences of many of my therapy clients, who feel guilt, shame and loneliness when their lived experience as a new mother does not match the image projected by society. It also reminded me of my own experiences as a mother; that it can be and is hard, that we all need community and connection, and that the challenges are temporary and ever-changing. A must read for all new mothers, and for those supporting and loving them.”

			—Noelle McWard Aquino, LCSW, psychotherapist and author of Anxiety Unpacked: Discover Your Type and Recover Your Peace

			“This is the book I needed when I had my first child. I wish I’d had the embrace of knowing I wasn’t alone in my self-doubt and fear of being a new mother. Swaddled is a game changer, opening the conversation about what it really looks like to become the lifeline for the most important—and entirely dependent—person in the world, your baby . . . when there’s no room for error and you’ve never done the job before.”

			—Denise, working mother of two

			“Life-altering honesty in ditching the comparison game and respecting yourself as the perfect mother to your child, regardless of how anyone else does motherhood.”

			—Ella, stay-at-home mother of four

			“A healing read for every mother: new mothers in the trenches and those who’ve survived to thrive and look back with sweet nostalgia or maybe even a little doubt or confusion.” 

			—Camile, working mother of one

		


		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

		


		
			Swaddled: Sage Stories to Wrap Mothers in Love

			Published in the United States by Starling Press, Illinois.

			Copyright ©2025 by Elizabeth Sarah Cassidy 

			All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems without permission in writing from the publisher/author, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review. All images, logos, quotes, and trademarks included in this book are subject to use according to trademark and copyright laws of the United States of America. 

			Cassidy, Elizabeth Sarah, Author

			Swaddled

			Elizabeth Sarah Cassidy

			Library of Congress Control Number 2025902920

			ISBN 979-8-9926413-0-1, 979-8-9926413-4-9 (paperback)

			ISBN 979-8-9926413-3-2 (hardcover)

			ISBN 979-8-9926413-1-8 (digital)

			FAMILY & RELATIONSHIPS / Parenting / Motherhood

			HEALTH & FITNESS / Pregnancy & Childbirth

			BODY, MIND & SPIRIT / Inspiration & Personal Growth

			MEDICAL / Nursing / Maternity, Perinatal, Women’s Health

			Book interior design by Claudine Mansour Design 

			Publishing Management: Susie Schaefer, Finish the Book Publishing

			Quantity Purchases: Schools, companies, professional groups, clubs, and other organizations may qualify for special terms when ordering quantities of this title. For information, email info@starling-press.com.

			All rights reserved by Elizabeth Sarah Cassidy and Starling Press

			Printed in the United States of America

		


		
			Dedicated to my father, Philip Justin Smith, for naming me Elizabeth Sarah instead of Sarah Elizabeth because it would look better on a book cover one day.

			And to my mother, Carol Ann Smith, for agreeing to the name and for being one of the strongest people I know.

			This is for both of you. Thank you for inspiring this work and the support I hope it will provide to many women.

		


		
			Motherhood’s Contradiction 

			by Jessica Urlichs, featured in All I See is You

			I’ve been the happiest since I’ve had children.

			I’ve also been at my lowest.

			I’m a much better version of myself.

			I also haven’t always liked what I’ve seen when mirrors have been held up to me.

			I’ve never been in more company.

			And at times never felt so lonely.

			Some days I don’t want to end.

			Some days I wish away, oh and the guilt from feeling that when they grow so fast.

			I’ve never been so sure of who I’m meant to be.

			I’ve never wondered so much who I am.

			I’ve never felt closer with my husband.

			But at times, I’ve never felt more distant.

			I believe in myself, I trust myself.

			I’ve questioned myself and doubted myself.

			I always want to be better for them.

			But I’ve yelled and cried and wished I’d handled certain situations better.

			I’ve never loved so hard and so fiercely.

			And I’ve never felt so vulnerable.

			I’ve never been more broken.

			And I’ve never been more complete.

			I’ve never smiled so much.

			I’ve never cried so much.

			I’ve never craved alone time more.

			But when I am I always feel like something’s missing, like an arm.

			I’ve never been so excited to watch them grow.

			And simultaneously wished they’d stay little forever.

			Some days I feel like I’ve achieved nothing.

			But as I think of them at night, I know I’ve achieved everything.

			I’ve never looked forward to so much.

			And I’ve also, never looked back.

			It’s one beautiful contradiction.

			A journey of wrong turns that are probably still right.

			And dreams of the future even if you don’t get enough sleep to dream.

			Exhaustion but effortless love.

			The hardest and most rewarding thing ever.

			Motherhood.

		


		
			Preface

			No One Told Me

			“‘Child,’ said the Lion, ‘I am telling you your story, not hers. No one is told any story but her own.’”

			—C.S. Lewis, The Horse and His Boy

			I wrote this book because no one told me. No one told me how it would be to be a new mother, particularly a first-time mother. How it would be . . . really. And once I was in the enormity of new motherhood, no one told me that my life would eventually come back to me. Not my friends, not my grandmother, not my aunts, not my mother-in-law, not even my own mother. I’m not mad at these ladies; I learned long ago that grudges aren’t the way to go. However, perhaps if someone had issued some gentle foresight and hopeful assurance before and after the big pop, I could have avoided some pretty dark days. 

			Even if I didn’t fully embrace the assurances as truth at the time, I could have held that hope in the back of my mind . . . or in any part of my body. Instead, I had no hope. My early days as a mama were bleak, as I mourned my prior existence and saw no path to success with my new job as a mother. How sad, how unnecessary, and how avoidable. The thought that I could help other women, save them from similar struggle, didn’t hit me until well after I welcomed my third son, about six years after the surprise news that I was expecting my first. 

			You see, there was a significant gap between the vision that society sold me about motherhood and what those early days and months were actually like. They weren’t the magic I had been promised by greeting cards, baby showers, advertisements, and television. A delusion. If those outlays reflected real life accurately, no one would watch them, no one would buy them. Further, if they were honest renditions, women around the world might not ever “pull the goalie,” so to speak. After all, how does anyone ever indubitably know that she’s ready to entirely upend her life? Perhaps motherhood’s eradication of everything a woman knows as normal is a secret kept unconsciously to protect the species’ propagation. I’m kidding, kind of.

			I believe both realities can be true: that new motherhood is wonderful and that it’s hard. Let’s not skirt the hard. Let’s be honest. Let’s be real. I expect there are women out there whose experiences are, in fact, consistent with their social media accounts: those with radiant, cosmetically enhanced faces, tightly embraced by partners espousing deep, honeymoon-esque love, angelic babies (without a hint of baby acne), and zero crying (by anyone involved). And that’s great! I’m not bitter. I’ve made it a policy to renounce bitterness, just as I do grudges. We should be happy for these successful, enamored, and fulfilled women. We are happy for them, but there is great variability across new mothers’ experiences. At one end of the spectrum are the mothers lucky enough to have delivered perfect, healthy babies who sleep through the night from the get-go and who rarely shriek like banshees. These mothers’ nerves are mostly intact, and they continue on their life’s trajectory without too much turbulence. At the other end of the spectrum are the mothers who have serious pregnancy complications, suffer postpartum depression, or whose babies require life-sustaining medical interventions. Their babies are perfect, too, by the way. These mothers can experience a deep sense of turmoil and often feel disoriented in their suddenly new circumstances. And there’s a whole lot of gray space in between those extremes as illustrated in the stories of this book. 

			I wrote Swaddled to open the conversation about what it’s really like to be a new mama . . . with no job experience. Indeed, it’s tremendously joyful, promising, and awe-inspiring. But it’s also scary, it’s f’ing hard, it’s lonely at times, and it can rock you to your core. New motherhood is many different things to each woman who embarks on this remarkable, life-altering journey. Let’s celebrate that. Let’s say it the way it is, and let’s support each other. 

			​Facades come easily to me. In the past, my perception of how others believed I should live drove my behavior. It was innocent enough, a people-pleasing move. Yet, I can see where some might call me an A+ liar, an impostor. I didn’t intend to deceive, but rather, it was a protection mechanism. People thought I was competent, satisfied, secure, and what they thought was more important to me than how I felt. I stuffed my feelings, and this tendency flared at my entrance to motherhood. Specifically, I feigned an effortless adjustment. All was well, I was fine, everything was fine. 

			What is abundantly clear to me is that we need to get more comfortable asking for help. And asking for help is easier under perfect conditions, like when we’re explicitly asked if we need help. Because some of us put on a really good act, it’s important to check on our friends. We don’t truly know how someone is doing unless we dare to ask. Even when we do ask, sometimes we need to ask the next question and then the next. Go deeper because it’s easier to tell the truth when prompted to do so. Glennon Doyle, someone I strongly admire for her brave capacity to live her truth, says, “People who need help sometimes look a lot like people who don’t need help.” There are many variations on this concept, but the idea is to proactively check in with your strong friend, your busy friend, your “happy” friend . . . you know, the ones who seem to handle everything (including motherhood) so very well. Let’s give mothers the opportunity to ditch the disguise and be real. 

			Let’s be the people who want to hear the truth because the truth is liberating and empowering . . . for both the speaker and the listener. Someone has to be willing to listen, but first, someone needs to risk telling the truth in order to ask for help. Only in community can we experience the tribe of motherhood in its full glory, and only through exposure to how things really are can we find genuine connection. Truth vibrates for everyone’s benefit. 

			What follows is meant to be an ultimately honest, and at times lightly humorous, glimpse at the vulnerability and drama of new motherhood. It’s based on reality, not what society purports as the exultations of new motherhood. There is, in fact, joy involved, but it comes along with (and sometimes after) a bunch of other stuff. The dynamics of judgment, comparison, and perfectionism rear their ugly faces everywhere for new mothers. Even so, we’re expected to sentimentalize the experience, which is often impossible in light of sleep deprivation, physical recovery, emotional stress, and so much more. 

			​In the same way babies receive comfort and security when swaddled, so too do new mothers require such embrace during this tumultuous time. Swaddled is a heartwarming compilation of women finding survival, solace, and confidence, often in the arms and stories of other women. The accounts herein are all based on real women, although some names, identifying characteristics, locations and timeframes have been changed to protect the privacy of the people involved. 

			These women represent only a small slice of the population of mothers. Not everyone will experience what these ladies have, of course, and it would be impossible to incorporate every potential experience. Even if your specific circumstance isn’t illustrated herein, my hope is that you’ll feel the connection, depth, and oneness of the uniquely profound experience of new motherhood. It was an immense privilege to speak to these ladies, some still in the throes of their stories, some decades out of theirs. My respect and admiration for their core wisdom, strength, and life-giving energy is beyond words. Literally. 

			There are books that serve as instruction manuals for pregnancy and Baby’s first year. But these aren’t survival guides for the heart. For example, how are you supposed to feel if things don’t go according to the literature? We might feel different, guilty, or ashamed. We might construe ourselves to, in fact, be a failure if our stories don’t match what is said to be customary. But what or whose metrics of success are we using to determine our own sense of worth as mothers? What would happen if we dropped the comparison game and honored what is uniquely right for each of us as mothers and for our babies?

			This book is in your hands for a reason. You’re meant to ingest what these pages hold and represent, and I hope you’ll share them with others. You know your baby, and you inherently and intuitively know how to care for your baby. You are a good mother. You know what to do and how to do it in a way that’s exactly right for your baby . . . and YOU. 

			As women, and as mothers in particular, we never stop analyzing and assessing. We critique ourselves, and we critique others. Oftentimes, our own performance as mothers is the subject of our self-judgment and criticism. Other times, we evaluate how other women mother their children. This happens both consciously and unconsciously. Regardless of when you were a new mother, I hope this book brings compassion, catharsis, and community . . . to you and the mothers you know and love. I hope it heals.

			We mothers are all in this together. Our circumstances vary widely, but in our unconditional love for our children and our personal evolutions, we are one. From these pages, I’m sending you tremendous love and so much respect and admiration. Congratulations on your motherhood. Your story is your story because it was meant to go down as it did. You are the perfect mother to your child or children. You represent the epitome of love. You are worthy. You are love, and I love you for it. 

			No one told me. So, I’m telling you. You are not alone. You’re not the only one who has these feelings. Your life will come back to you, albeit in a different way: a bigger and better way. Yes, there will be bumps along the way, but there are ways over and around the bumps . . . especially when we mothers link arms, listen to one another, try to understand, and share our real stories. 

		


		
			Chapter 1

			Lifelines

			My Story

			. . .

			“I dare you to take off the mask of perfection and show up as you are. Feel the freedom, the relief, the lightness. Because when we are real, that’s when we actually heal. And those around us just might heal, too.”

			—Ashley Hetherington

			Chicago, October 7th

			Dear Dad,

			Thank you for the dream, the monarch, the deer . . . all the signs. I sure do miss you, our daily chats, and pondering life together. It’s not fair that my baby won’t know his Grandpa Phil. Sometimes, I get angry, and when I do, I hold tight to the magic of the Universe delivering me a new best friend . . . exactly a year after my first one was taken away. I feel your hand in this, Dad. 

			You’d laugh if you saw me right now. People tell me I don’t look pregnant from behind, a big compliment. But from any other angle, I’m about to burst. I think you’d be proud of how I’ve prepared for this little guy, just like you taught me. There’s always more to learn, but I’ve read three shelves worth of parenting books. I’m out of space. The nursery is stocked, and his clothes are organized by function then color. The 529 account is ready to be funded. Every to-do is crossed off, and I can’t even think of another list to write. I’ve transitioned my clients and recently won another award for exceeding my sales quota. You’ve always supported my work and my success, and I hope I can make you proud as a mother. 

			It’s all done, and I’m ready! I’ve got this; stay tuned.

			Love,

			Lizzy Sarah

			Ryan Philip entered this world two days later and one week before my 28th birthday. At 9 pounds, 2 ounces, 21.5 inches (significantly larger than predicted), he didn’t come flying out of my petite frame. The forceps and vacuum couldn’t prevent his shoulder from getting stuck. The delivery quickly escalated to an emergency requiring the troops to be called in. Deaf to my screams to push him back up and cut him out, one of the doctors climbed on top of me and pushed. Another had her hands, forearms, and elbows inside me to manipulate Ryan from my war-torn birth canal. It wasn’t the experience I had trained for with my doula. So much for the essential oils, breathwork, and yoga squats. There was no spa music after all.

			I didn’t get to hold him right away because the doctors whisked him off. He passed all the critical tests, but his right arm was immobile. The doctors assured me that the nerve damage was temporary. I cradled him like a China doll when I was finally permitted to hold my baby. His rough ride left him looking like he’d been in a back-alley brawl. One eye was swollen shut, his face was lopsided, and his head was shaped like an egg. I focused on his very long fingers, innocent eyes, and hair that fell just over his ears. There we were, two banged-up Libras smitten to finally meet each other face to face. I couldn’t fathom the depth of my love, and I had no context for the depth of my fear.

			The hospital buzzed with genteel nurses eager to help me to the bathroom and ensure Ryan’s vitality. I didn’t want to be discharged. I pleaded for Nurse Beth to secure Ryan into the car seat carrier so I knew he was safe, but she wouldn’t do it. She needed to see that I could do it. I wished his fragile arm were protected in a baby sling. I was terrified of touching or moving it in such a way that the immobility would become permanent. In fact, I was scared of everything. Our wheelchair promenade to the car wasn’t the jubilant jaunt I had envisioned. Twice, I asked the orderly to slow down. My heart swelled, but not with carefree pride or a peaceful sense of new beginnings. My chest was tight with unfamiliar responsibility and a new identity as Ryan’s principal protector and provider. I repeated a silent prayer: Please let him live to experience his homecoming. 

			Halfway home, I made Doug pull over so I could sit in the back with Ryan. He wasn’t crying, but the neck support insert I’d purchased for the car seat carrier didn’t work, and his head flopped around if I didn’t hold it upright. 

			 Our transfer home was on a Saturday in October, so college football was a high priority for some. Doug offered frequent help from the couch while Ryan slept, and I fed the cat, retrieved the mail, and emptied the dishwasher, my regular routine after a couple of days away. I eventually squirreled away with Ryan to the nursery, which I had decorated to inspire tranquility, a nest of blue hues, velvety chenille, and enchanted woodland animals. It was time to live out my daydreams of endless cuddles and cozy kisses. Riding a wave of adrenaline, I pushed myself physically to unpack the hospital bags while Ryan slept in the bassinet. My body hurt. It felt like a bomb had gone off down there, and it was hard to stand up straight, like the musculature in my torso had turned to jelly. But it was my policy to unpack as soon as I returned from any trip. I looked over at Ryan at least every minute in adoration. And to be sure he was breathing. He was finally here, and I really had found the most adorable go-home outfit—the “nest effect” held for exactly 15 minutes until he started to stir. 

			The notebook with our feeding, sleeping, and diapering schedule was out and open, awaiting its first post-hospital entry. We were right on time. I knew Ryan would cry, and logic told me that one of a couple solutions would stop the crying. Let’s solve this problem! As I’d been trained, I first checked his diaper. Great that it was dry, but was he dehydrated? Maybe he wasn’t getting enough colostrum/early milk while we waited for the true inventory to arrive. My next move was to fill his belly, so I started the process of nursing him. And it was a process. It was nothing at all like the conversant mothers I’d seen nonchalantly offering a perfectly draped breast toward Baby’s immediate satiation. 

			I got situated in the glider atop the inflatable innertube, unlatched my nursing tank, and let the udders hang loose. Little dignity remained following our birthing experience. I laid Ryan across the nursing pillow with his bad shoulder up, just as the lactation consultant had shown me, but he wasn’t catching my nipple. We’d had success at the hospital just two hours prior. What was different? What was I doing wrong? Mental struggle shifted to physical pain, as one of the spools worth of stitches poked me like a thousand porcupines in my pants. I squirmed, trying to find a weight distribution that didn’t annihilate my fourth-degree episiotomy or displace the gargantuan sanitary pad. I delicately switched Ryan to the other side, and he did latch but released way too quickly. I tried to shimmy my nipple into his little fish mouth, but his jaw wouldn’t open wide enough. Without a latch, there would be no letdown. Thanks to the literature, I knew exactly what wasn’t happening. The more upset Ryan became over the absence of farm-fresh milk, the less I could focus on proper technique and the more pressure I imposed. I couldn’t feed my baby! I wasn’t doing the only job I was charged with in the moment. 

			Over the ref’s whistles, Doug heard Ryan’s growing agitation and came to check on us. I sat up straighter and wiped the perspiration from my forehead. 

			“How we doin’?” he asked, staring at my exposed chest, a departure from my typically modest self. 

			“Fine, good,” my voice quivered, but held, over Ryan’s cries. “There are ups and downs, but we’ll figure it out.”

			“I’m right out here if you need me,” he said and walked out. 

			He didn’t need to know. Back to figuring out how to feed our son.  

			And then I remembered. I had a couple single-serving bottles of formula I’d smuggled from the hospital. Research told me that supplementing with formula this early would be detrimental to my milk supply, but without thinking, I hooked Ryan up with the contraband. It was a quick fix, and the sweet sound of his suckling settled my nerves instantly. He downed the entire thing, burped with gusto, and fell right back asleep. I buried the bottle under some tissues in the waste basket and put Ryan back in the bassinet while I pumped to correct my (perceived) wrong. I’d review the nursing books and be ready for success at the next feeding.

			In our first weeks together, I garnered the expertise of two different lactation consultants and pumped after every feeding, no matter what. Doug supported whatever I wanted to do, unfazed by the madness of nipple shields and a tube of formula taped to my breast. Feeding Ryan was squarely my department. Each feeding (up to 10 a day) was a decision to be grappled with, a decision I had to live with. How and what would I feed him? He wailed through every attempted nursing session, while every bottle feeding was a breeze. The bottle really was the perfect paraphernalia, my ticket to success. While arduous, at least pumping eliminated a negative emotional exchange between me and my most important customer. The mechanical extraction and delivery of homemade nutrients via manufactured apparatus brought both of us temporary peace. On the contrary, each bottle of formula caused me much consternation and felt like a covert crime, in direct conflict with the “breast is best” billboards. But my body needed a break. I hadn’t admitted to Doug that I was supplementing with formula as much as I was. My secret gnawed at me. 

			Doug was back to work quickly; paternity leave wasn’t a thing back then. His life continued despite the small detail of having a wife and baby at home. He was gone from 8 am to 6 pm every day, and sometimes that was extended by a stop at the gym or drinks with coworkers. He always asked, but I wasn’t good at saying no. He wasn’t getting too much from me at that point, so the least I could do was to not be a ball-and-chain. I was the one with maternity leave, a break. I was the mother, and Ryan was my responsibility. By the time Doug got home, I had either tended to or hidden laundry piles, a tornado of bottles, strewn diapers, half-written thank-you cards, tear-filled tissues . . . the day’s messes. I began to look the way I felt, exhausted and frazzled, but I managed to at least get my contacts in, ditch my robe by 4 pm, and slap a smile on my face—the happy mother. Dinner was on the table by 6:30 pm. Did Doug recognize his bride? Did he see the dark circles under my eyes and notice my waning ability to participate in intelligent conversation? What did he think? Did he think about it? 

			Ryan’s firm preference to sleep in someone’s arms contributed to my rudderless state. As deeply asleep as he might have appeared, he would awaken (and not quietly) like clockwork within 10 minutes of being placed in the bassinet or crib. I tried everything to stay in compliance with the sleep authorities’ recommendations that Baby sleep in appropriate and stationary quarters. Sleep in motion—in the car, in a stroller, in a swing—was said not to count as true sleep. I even put a very low-power heating pad under the sheet to mimic human warmth and love, and I massaged him with lavender lotion to relax his nervous system. Ryan couldn’t be tricked. I held him 18 to 20 hours a day, resulting in a certain loss of myself. My existence and purpose had shifted to sustaining his survival ahead of my own well-being. While blatantly irresponsible according to contemporary childcare standards, I slipped into the practice of lying down with him in my bed for his afternoon nap. The law is the law. But I also knew that for all of time and in regions of the world where cribs aren’t an available asset, womankind has slept with her offspring. The main danger, I understood, was my suffocating Ryan. Even so, my sleep-deprived delirium convinced me that neither of us would let that happen, and my body’s desperate need for sleep won out. I slept, but I sure didn’t feel good about it. I didn’t feel good about much. I kept trying to do what the books said, and I kept failing.

			Ryan began projectile vomiting at least once out of every three feedings. His possessed body scared me every time, like a scene from The Exorcist. Were fast-flow bottle nipples the cause? Perhaps the bottles featuring gas-reduction technology would help? Would he be doing this if he were drinking from my breasts? How long did I need to hold him at a 45-degree angle after feeding to ensure it wouldn’t come back up? The pediatrician wasn’t concerned, which didn’t quell my own concern. How could I know how much he was truly taking in when I couldn’t measure what was ejected? Should I feed him more right away in order to check off a “full feeding,” or wait the standard one and a half to two hours to feed him again? My mind spun constantly. 

			I accepted every request for visitors, imagining a distraction, an escape from my cycling thoughts. At least I wouldn’t be alone if Ryan freaked out and would have someone to problem solve with. Chats about current events and my callers’ lives would be a gateway to the world I once knew. Opening my door to guests was also a good reason to stay on top of personal hygiene and to keep smiling. 

			“Isn’t it just pure bliss?” asked Aunt Margaret. “The best thing that’s ever happened to you?” She seemed serious.

			No, it felt more like torment. Was I the only one who thought so? 

			“It’s the best and most important job you’ll ever have,” Mary proclaimed. “Congratulations on your promotion to CMO (Chief Mom Officer)!”

			Well, if that were the case, it was depressing. Not only because I wasn’t doing a good job but also because I didn’t really like the job.

			“Don’t worry about a schedule in the early weeks. Just nurse him and hold him,” Angela said. “It’s whatever he wants; he’s in charge.” 

			Insanity! I couldn’t just live my days in reaction to a 10-pound being. I needed some predictability, some order. 

			Instead of grounding conversations and stories of similar experiences, the visits shined a light on the euphoria of every other mother I knew. How natural caring for a brand-new human was to them, and how rewarding they found it all to be. I didn’t mention that I fantasized about my other job, where I regularly received positive feedback. Instead, I feigned the ecstatic new mother and smiled outwardly. Inside, I felt like a dying fish being carried away by the current. I wasn’t quite dead, but I no longer had any muscle or mental strength to swim. The conversations placed more tallies in the column of my failure, leaving me feeling even more alone and more fearful that I was doing it all wrong. I had been given this gift from the Universe and my father, and I couldn’t enjoy it. Ryan deserved better. 

			Fall has always been my favorite season, yet I hadn’t been outside in days. I hadn’t indulged in apple spice donuts, and I certainly hadn’t spun up my usual gourd and mum display on the front steps. I had to pull my sh*t together. I missed having attainable daily goals. I missed using my brain in rational and creative ways. I missed my planner. Order and structure would help. I resolved to establish daily goals for us. They didn’t need to be colossal; I would start small. Phase I: 9 am bath, 10 am tummy time with classical music for brain development ahead of feeding and a book at naptime before pumping. Thank you notes while he slept. Maybe a short walk before dinner. Phase II would be expeditions like bringing Ryan to the grocery store or Starbucks by myself. Baby steps. 

			The sun, the crispest of blue skies, and the painted leaves called to me ever so quietly, reminding me that I was missing out. I decided to begin with a short walk around a couple of city blocks. If I kept to the circuit, we would never be more than five minutes from home. It wouldn’t even require packing the diaper bag, and if he were to cry, the open air would absorb the noise. We wouldn’t be disturbing too many for too long. It felt like a tangible, achievable, low-risk goal.

			Ryan was fed, diapered, and outfitted for the cooler temperatures. He waited contently in the swing while I pumped. Conscious of the ticking clock until he would again beckon for a bottle, I pulled on a pair of leggings fit for the outside world. I didn’t bother with a bra and pulled a favorite hoodie over my sagging physique. I packaged Ryan in the fleece-lined carrier and clung to motivation and determination. We were going to do this; we were going to be like normal mothers and babies, enjoying a beautiful day, absorbing a little Vitamin D, and appreciating the splendor of new life. 

			I lugged the stroller down the front steps of our three-flat. Going for a walk had gotten complicated. Living in the city, we couldn’t leave the stroller out, or it would be picked off. Ignoring a pang of hunger, I walked back inside and reached for the carrier. The stench was unmistakable. I unzipped the fleece, unfastened the five-point harness I’d finally mastered, and cautiously picked him up. I felt it immediately. The explosion went all the way up his back. He must not have noticed yet because he was still quiet. 

			It was no quick fix. Trying to stay positive and drawing on my nimble response to professional mishaps, I simply reassigned my daily goal. Instead of a walk, we’d have a bath. The walk could be tomorrow’s goal. As I held him on my shoulder, another eruption, this time from the other end. What seemed like the entire contents of his last feeding shot across the room decorating the dining room rug. The silence broke, and we broke. We both wailed. My heart sank, and all remaining positivity faded. Screw the stroller. Let someone take it. We wouldn’t be leaving the house before Ryan outgrew it anyway. 

			My knees weakened, and we slid slowly down the wall to the floor. In through the still open door blew a few leaves. Three stuck to my soaked sleeve like fly paper, adding to the swamp scene. My stomach turned. Fortunately, it was empty, or I would have retched just like Ryan. As if from outside my body, I observed the disaster, feeling the horror of it all. In that putrid moment, I knew what needed to happen. I would be better off back at the office, and Ryan would be better off being taken care of by someone who knew what she was doing. He deserved that much. Within minutes, I’d called the nanny agency I’d chosen from the dozens I’d queried. Through massive sobs, mine and Ryan’s, my fingers navigated the phone as if they were sending the biggest and brightest SOS flare. Who went back to work early from maternity leave? I was a monster.

			I heard the back door close. Doug was home early following an on-site client meeting. Unable to quickly collect myself, I was caught. 

			“Sarah, what in the . . . ” he asked. “I won’t ask what’s wrong with Ryan, but what’s wrong with you?”

			“I can’t do this,” I said. “Every day is the same: Ryan cries, I change his diaper, feed him, pump, he throws up, I clean him up, hold him, and watch the clock until the next cry.” 

			“Here, let me clean him up. You go shower and lie down,” Doug offered, bending over to rescue Ryan. If he was horrified, he hid
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