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      She only let her guard down once. Once was enough.

      On a warm spring day, exhausted new mother Portia settled down next to her new baby for a nap. She forgot to lock the back door. She also forgot to turn on the alarm.

      When she woke up, the back door was open...and her daughter was gone.

      Mary vanished without a trace. Five years of heartbreak have gone by. Five years of suspicion and blame. Five years of her friends, her neighbors, even her family, pulling away. Only her devoted husband stands by her side, defending her against all accusations.

      Now Portia’s pregnant again – and someone’s just mailed her a gift which blows up her world…the baby booties her daughter was wearing when she was taken.

      Has the past come calling, or is this a new threat to her family?

      Either way, Portia won’t be caught off guard again. Because whoever’s lurking in the shadows is about to find out—there’s nothing more dangerous than a mother’s love.
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      November 2017

      Diapers. Daddy. Dolls.

      The “D” words slide across my tongue, hard and sweet like candy.

      And the most beautiful “D” word of all—daughter.

      My hand drifts down to cradle my lower belly. Our baby will be here in six months. It will happen.

      I constantly send thoughts like that out into the universe, an anxious chant to manifest it into reality, because this pregnancy did not come easy. We tried so hard for so long. The best doctors couldn’t find a reason for my failing to conceive. And my husband—my kind, perfect husband—never whispered a word of blame, but our fertility battles made me feel like I was poisoned inside.

      My heartrate speeds up until I can hear it thundering in my ears.

      To calm myself, I look around the baby’s room, already finished and waiting for its precious occupant. A crescent moon mirror. A hammock overflowing with stuffed animals. The white crib with the pink baby bumper.

      Outside, a cloud slides over the sun, and the room turns dark. Ancient memories swim up inside me and wrap icy fingers around my heart, squeezing hard. I close my eyes and practice my breathing.

      Can I really be a mother?

      Can a person ever heal from the scars of their past?

      The front door slams open. “You home, princess?” a familiar voice shouts from downstairs.

      My husband is back from his business trip early! He wasn’t due to be here until tonight. Instantly, I light up, a thousand fireflies flickering inside me.

      “I’m here, be right down!”

      I leap up from the rocking chair and hurry down the stairs. He stands in the hallway, his easy grin so infectious that it spreads to me, stretching my mouth into a smile of greeting and sweeping aside my secret fears.

      He walks over to me and moves his hand towards my lower belly. Instinctively, I turn my body away from him.

      He laughs. “Babe, you’re not fat.”

      I smile sheepishly. “I know, I just want to be perfect for you.”

      “You are perfect for me. And, come on...you know you’re going to get bigger.”

      “Stop!” I protest.

      He shakes his head chidingly. “What’s the matter with that? I mean, you’re pregnant. If you didn’t get bigger, there’d be something wrong.”

      “Some women barely show.” It is so important that I be one of those women.

      “You’re being silly.” He sweeps me into his arms, and I nestle my face in his shoulder, inhaling the scent of cologne and his unique male musk. I could pick his smell out in a room full of men with my eyes closed.

      “Have I ever told you how beautiful you are?”

      “Not often enough.” I smile up at him.

      “You’re right.” He laughs. “Wow, what a bastard I am.”

      “But a handsome bastard. That’s the important thing.”

      His eyes sparkle with amusement, and he runs a hand through his thick, brown hair, which is his pride and joy. “So, if I get bald and flabby…”

      “Straight to the curb. Sorry.” Not true. I’ll never let you go. But the power of my love frightens me, and I have to joke about it to keep the panic at bay.

      I wind my arms around his waist and squeeze him. I adore everything about him. His charm, his full sensual lips, the light in his eyes…but most of all, I love how much he loves me. The way he looks at me makes me feel beautiful and complete.

      Maybe that’s not healthy, but it is what it is. After my toxic childhood, sometimes I feel like a bottomless pit of need—but here he is, with enough love to overflow my love cup.

      “Hey. How did we make that baby again? Remind me.”

      In one swift motion, he sweeps me into his arms, and I nestle against his broad chest, feeling his arm muscles bunching as he grips me. I press my face into his neck and wish we could stay like this, exactly like this, forever.
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      Saturday, May 12, 2018

      The father

      Sometimes I can’t remember which of my lives is a dream.  The distant past, with all of its sharp stabbing points and bright terrors, or the house where I wake up every morning with my arms wrapped around the sleeping form of my wife - the safe place, warm and soft and comfortably routine.

      Things aren’t quite routine today, of course.

      For one thing, our living room looks like a barn.

      Artfully stacked bales of hay are scattered throughout the room. But it’s some kind of fantasy barn, the rafters strung with a thousand tiny mason jars stuffed with fairy lights, and never a whiff of manure. Our rustic wooden table, adorned with a burlap runner, has been carried in from the dining room and awaits baby gifts.

      And apparently our guests will be sipping margaritas out of mason jars. Because that’s normal.

      That’s what we get for moving into a rural Colorado subdivision called Rustic Hills.

      A cow-print balloon arch has been carefully arranged around the sliding glass doors that open out onto our back porch, where the guests will be seated. Beyond that is our emerald-green yard, backing up against a lush state forest.

      The décor’s been up for weeks. The baby shower was originally scheduled for a week before my wife’s due date—but then Portia had to go into labor that very morning, hours before the guests were due to arrive. Oops. So, it was hastily rescheduled to today.

      My wife’s best friend, Heather, a reporter who used to work with Portia at the Crystal Springs Telegraph, is technically the hostess of the baby shower. My wife hovered behind the scenes, making all the choices, though.

      I lobbied for my wife to cancel it, but Mary is our first baby, and Portia is Portia. A fiercely devoted first-time mom who was raised without love, without nurturing. She is going to make sure our baby never feels that lack.

      A baby shower must be thrown.

      So here I am, standing in the hallway of my own home and plucking a piece of hay from my hair. I don’t know where to put it, so I shove it in my jacket pocket.

      “I feel like we’re in imminent danger of a hoedown,” I say. “Where’s a barn dance caller when you need one?”

      “Oh, har de har.”

      “The rain won’t come in until later, at least,” I say, glancing towards the back door. Even if the rain comes a little early, the porch is roofed over and screened in, so the guests should be fine.

      “Mother nature wouldn’t dare mess with me today. I’m on a mission.” She tips her head back and grins up at me. “Hey, handsome.”

      “Guilty as charged. I mean, yes, princess?”

      “Be honest with me?”

      “Always,” I say, taking a swig of coffee from my travel mug. I was about to head out the door, but my wife summoned me, and when my darling wife summons me, I come.

      She flicks a glance at the room. “On a scale of one to Gwyneth Paltrow, how bougie is this setup?”

      I choke on a laugh, and my coffee goes right up my nose, burning my nasal passages. It hurts like hell, but I blink my watering eyes and smile through the pain as coffee drips down my face and splatters onto my suit jacket.

      “Oh no. I’m so sorry!” Her shoulders shake with laughter.

      “No worries.” I cough to clear my throat. “I love being married to an amateur comedienne.”

      “Did you just call me amateur? How dare you.” She narrows her eyes at me in mock outrage. Then she stifles a yawn, patting her hand over her mouth. That’s followed by a wince of dismay. “Sorry,” she murmurs.

      Mary was up most of last night, which meant Portia was too.

      “The party isn’t over the top. It’s just the right amount of top.” I wave my hand at her work and nod with approval. “It could be featured in a magazine.”

      I’m not lying. Portia has exquisite taste in everything—clothing, food, décor. Every time I look around our house, I feel a little swell of borrowed pride.

      “Is it as good as Katrina’s? With the Winnie the Pooh theme? I just want to know I’m doing right by Mary.”

      Was that last month? I think it was. Katrina’s son, Aaron, is a couple of weeks old.

      I frown. “I didn’t go to her baby shower. Remember? I had to meet a client that day. Also, baby showers are for ladies. I am a manly man.” I curl my arm up and flex my muscles to prove it.

      “I showed you pictures on my phone,” she reminds me.

      I’m sure she did, and I’m sure my eyes glazed over. “Oh, then, yes. It’s not just as good as, it’s better than Katrina’s in every way. Katrina cannot hold a candle to you.” Hey, the list of my faults may be longer than a giraffe’s neck, but stupidity is not on that list.

      Portia nods in satisfaction, then flashes a wry smile. “I shouldn’t do that. Being competitive isn’t one of my most attractive traits.”

      “Oh, that’s where you’re wrong, princess. All of your traits are attractive.” It’s true. I love every single part of her—even the broken parts. Maybe I love those most of all. Portia’s so overwhelmingly perfect that it can be…a lot. It can make a man like me feel unworthy.

      “Thanks, hotness.”

      She’s pale, I think. Her makeup is flawless, but I see faint circles under her eyes, and I can tell she’s stressing out.

      “Listen, babe. Don’t worry so much about what anyone else thinks. Their opinions don’t define you.”

      Her eyes shine with gratitude. “I know that. But thank you.” She doesn’t really believe that, of course. She measures herself by everyone else’s yardstick instead of her own. Living here doesn’t help. These women dine on one-upmanship—and not much else.

      I glance up at the wall clock over the fireplace.

      “Your friends will be here any minute. I’m going to go change my suit jacket. Thank you very much for that, by the way, just had it dry-cleaned. And then duty calls. I am extremely sorry I can’t be here for the baby shower.”

      She shoots me a sly sidelong glance. “Didn’t we just agree that you’d be honest with me?”

      I snort in amusement and feel the coffee-burn in my nose. “Okay, then. Here’s the actual truth. I would rather give myself a jalapeno sauce enema than spend two hours drowning in estrogen and pretending to understand what a diaper cake is.”

      Portia chokes on a laugh. “Oh my God. Thanks for that visual. All right, go knock ’em dead. Make lots of money, baby needs new shoes.”

      “Baby does not need new shoes. Baby is seven days old, has half a dozen pairs of booties, and can’t even walk. Or maybe she’s just lazy.”

      I lean down to kiss her. It’s a long, lingering kiss, warm and sweet from her decaf coffee, and I feel the stirrings of arousal that I know will go unsatisfied. We haven’t been intimate in months, and I suspect it might be quite a while before we can revive that part of our life again.

      When I pull away, she yawns again, then claps her hand over her mouth. “I’m fine,” she says quickly, because she always wants things to be fine. Her concealer does a decent job of hiding the circles under her eyes, but it doesn’t hide them from me.

      “You’re tired. We can get a night nurse.”

      She shakes her head. “I don’t need one. It’s okay.”

      “It’s all right to accept help, you know.” Portia hates to rely on anyone.

      “It’ll pass,” she says. “She’ll have to sleep eventually.” But her voice quavers a little bit, and I feel a twinge of worry.

      “Just say the word and we’ll get someone in to help you.”

      “No need. Okay, the guests will be here soon, I’m just going to do a final run-through.” She twirls away from me, her blue floral print dress swirling around her slim frame. No one would even know she recently gave birth.

      Before I go, I pause and stare at the room, taking a mental snapshot. My beautiful wife. Our perfect little daughter. The décor, which is, despite what I just told my wife, seriously over the top.

      Everything is exactly the way it should be.

      I have a whole album of these mental snapshots, and I close my eyes and flip through it when I need some peace. This is the life I fought for. This is the life I earned.

      Portia glances back at me and gives me a wry smile, waving at me.

      I wave back and walk out our front door.
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      The mother

      Mary, wearing her little farm print onesie with its pictures of cows, tractors, and sheep, is still sleeping soundly in her stroller, which I’ve parked in the living room by the sliding glass doors.

      I smile at the stroller and peer in. I can’t get enough of her. I’m greedy for my daughter every minute of the day. When I’m cradling her in my arms, I like to lean down and breathe in her sweet baby smell and feel her nestling up against me, warm and solid and safe.

      I resist the urge to reach down and stroke her angelic little face, eyes closed shut, snoring tiny, adorable snores. Of course, she’s conked out—it’s broad daylight. She’s only allergic to sleeping when the sun goes down.

      All the guests are here. Three of my former coworkers from the newspaper have come—my best friend Heather, our photographer Consuelo, and Ines, who’s a nurse and writes a weekly women’s issues column for the paper.

      Three guests. Yes. My brain is doing the counting thing. In my head, it sounds like the vampire from Sesame Street. It’s a thing I do when I’m nervous.

      Since we’ve moved in here, I’ve hosted several get-togethers, and every time, my heart pounds as the guests circulate. I imagine them picking apart the décor, the refreshments, my outfit…honestly, it’s exhausting being me.

      A yawn threatens to surface, and I fight it with everything I’ve got, and right at that moment, Rebekah glances across the room, sees me making the weirdest face, and frowns as she looks away.

      My gaze roams the room, and I start counting in my head again. Along with the women from the newspaper, there are five women from the subdivision, which doesn’t sound like a lot, but since the subdivision is only partially built and mostly filled with empty lots at this point, it’s a decent number. They all have babies or young children, and that’s why I invited them.

      I’m thrilled that Leilani, who’s president of the Crystal Springs Elementary School PTA, is here. I want to be part of that mom life. I want Mary to have a community of people who give her all the love and support and sense of belonging I never had.

      I don’t actually like Leilani, mind you. I mean, she came in, cast a glance around the room, and said “How interesting” with a big fake smile. But for the sake of my daughter, I’ll tolerate passive-aggressive snipiness.

      I’ve endured much worse in my life.

      Three, six, I chant in my head. Three, six, nine, twelve…What can I find that has the number nine in it? Stop it. You’re being weird. Just focus on your guests.

      Rebekah who lives three blocks away strolls in, gift in hand, smiling and apologizing.

      Katrina from down the street is the last to arrive, breathless, brushing her long, shiny black hair out of her face as she maneuvers her blue Dior stroller through the doorway. Her house is the only other one on the block so far. Like me, she lost her baby weight instantly. She highlights it with her skinny jeans and figure-hugging pink cashmere sweater.

      She brought her son, Aaron, and her husband, Zachary, because the two of them have to make sure everyone knows they’re joined at the hip.

      Katrina and I do the obligatory air-kiss greeting, followed by the obligatory self-aware, self-conscious smile at the pretentiousness of it. I lead them out onto the porch, and she parks her son next to Mary.

      “You did an amazing job with the decorations. I mean, Heather did. But really you.” Katrina winks at me.

      I laugh. “So, everyone knows what a control freak I am.”

      “Just me.” She smiles merrily. “Just so you know, you’re going to be helping me plan Aaron’s first birthday décor, because now I have to top this, or at least equal it. You set a high bar.”

      I gesture at Heather, who’s standing by the refreshment table ladling drinks into mason jars. She looks a little out of place here. Her flower-print dress is consignment store, her brown lace-up boots scuffed. I feel a fierce surge of protectiveness; the guests here are all over-the-top status conscious. “She did all of the heavy lifting,” I say.

      “Okay, honey, I made my appearance. I need to run to the store,” Zachary says. He leans in and kisses her cheek, which is normal and cute, then nuzzles her neck, which is a little much.

      From around the corner, Rebekah squinches up her face in amused distaste, catching my eye so we can share the moment.

      I respond with an eye roll and a slight nod. If I’m being honest, though, I’m jealous that Zachary is here at all, when my husband isn’t.

      Then again, I can’t complain. Michael’s meeting a big potential new client today. Sure, he works a lot of weekends, but that’s why he’s the top pharmaceutical rep at Madden Pharmaceuticals, my mother’s company. It’s his salary that bought us our dream home. Heaven knows my former job as a reporter—which I waddled away from when I was seven months pregnant—would barely have paid for a porta-potty in this neighborhood.

      Zachary gives me a little half-wave goodbye and heads out.

      I glance inside at the living room, anxiously scanning for anything that’s less than perfect. But no. Our brown leather couches and glass-covered tree stump tables even fit the theme. My grandmother Eleanor’s oil portrait smiles down at us from over our cobblestone fireplace, and my heart twinges. How I wish she was still with us; she was my fiercest defender. She died of a heart attack the year I started college. Her generous will paid my way through college.

      Heather walks over to the strollers, and I go with her. She casts a brief glance at Mary and then at Aaron, and there’s so much pain and longing there that it snatches my breath away.

      Heather lost her baby a year ago when she was five months pregnant. When she volunteered to host the baby shower, I hesitated—but how could I say no? We’d gone to journalism school together. We were roommates until I met Michael. She’s my oldest and closest friend. And maybe—somehow—I thought it might help her work through her trauma.

      Or, from the look on her face, maybe not.

      I turn away quickly so she can’t see me looking. I’m worried about her. She’s got six inches of dark roots growing in, her formerly flawless nails are ragged, and the polish is chipped. She’s gained twenty pounds at least. I’m not judging her on her appearance, I’m worried it’s a sign of depression.

      Watching her, I briefly wonder if my husband arranged for that client meetup today on purpose. Ever since I left my job, Heather has been acting cool towards my husband. She hated that I quit. We were two peas in a pod at work. I used to joke that she was my “work wife.” Ever since I left the telegraph, she’s been dropping vague hints that Michael is too controlling. She felt like he’d picked this house because it was an hour away from where she lived. She thinks he’s jealous of our friendship.

      The truth was, six months ago, my husband and I picked the house together. It has an enormous lot, it backs up to a state forest with walking and bike trails, we got an amazing deal on it because the builder had run into a little financial trouble and needed to sell some units, and it’s only half an hour from Colorado Springs.

      And I’ve told her that. I’ve tried to explain to her that I actually make ninety percent of the decisions in this relationship, from the home décor to the cars we drive. And the other ten percent of the decisions we make mutually. She doesn’t seem to believe me.

      I don’t want to say what my husband and I have both been thinking. She lost her baby, and shortly after that, her marriage fell apart. She’s five years older than me and…maybe it’s just hard for her to see me happy.

      I know what my husband would like me to do about it—cut her off—but I never will.

      She’s staring blankly now, looking through the glass door that leads to the backyard.

      “Are you okay?” I ask her.

      She sucks in a sharp breath and flashes me a wounded look. I’ve put my foot in it now. If I pretend I don’t notice, I’m a bad friend, but if I say anything, I’ll hurt her feelings.

      I don’t know how to help her anymore.
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      The mother

      “What do you mean?” Heather’s eyes shine with hurt. “Is anything wrong?” She looks around the room anxiously. “Did I forget something? The drinks are all set out, the appetizers are—”

      “Of course not. Everything’s perfect.”

      “Hey, Mama!” Consuelo walks up, with Katrina by her side. Consuelo’s nursing a daiquiri. Katrina holds out a mason jar. “Virgin ’rita?” she asks.

      “Thanks. Don’t mind if I do.” A wave of weariness sweeps over me, and as I take the drink, I let out an embarrassingly wide yawn. Tears of embarrassment prick my eyes, and I blink hard and fast. Crying is weakness. It means something is wrong, which can never be the case.

      “Sorry,” I cry out, keeping my voice bright and cheery.

      Katrina tilts her head to the side, face squinching in sympathy. She never looks tired. She must think I’m such a loser.

      I deflect with self-deprecating humor. “I should make some kind of joke about how this drink is the only thing in this house that’s a virgin…” I shake my head. “Oh, good Lord. Baby brain. I used to be funny. Let me think, let me think, I can come back from this…”

      Heather gives me a thumbs down. “No, you can’t. Let that sad attempt at a joke just die a natural death. Move on with your life.”

      And there’s the Heather I know and love. She’s taken my failure and helped me make it into a comedy routine.

      I yawn again. “Don’t give up on me. I’ll be myself again someday.”

      “I could come and watch Mary for you some night,” Heather offers.

      Katrina flicks her an odd sidelong glance, which stirs a spark of resentment in me. Does she think it would somehow be unsafe to leave Heather with my baby? I wonder if my husband gave her that impression. We’ve had a few “couple dates” with Zachary and Katrina over the past few months, and there’s just a certain look on Michael’s face when he talks about Heather. A change to his tone of voice, a narrowing of the eyes.

      The thing is, I do not trust easily, but I’d trust Heather with my life. And Mary’s life, which is even more important.

      “Thank you so much for the offer,” I say. “I’m still breastfeeding, though, and I haven’t been able to pump, which means I’m stuck getting up to feed her anyway. It’ll only be for a few more months.”

      Heather nods. “The offer’s always there. Okay, let’s get this party started.”

      She can’t yell because she’d wake up the babies, so she walks around the room gesturing at everyone to follow her out onto the porch. We all settle in for the standard baby shower games. Heather and I agreed to only two games because we still need time to open the presents.

      We start out with bobbing for pacifiers, with each guest having their own bowl, of course. We’re not savages.

      I could win. I come in first place at anything I set my mind to, but I choose not to because that’s what a gracious hostess does. Rebekah wins, and we all cheer for her as if we care more about someone else’s happiness than our own.

      When we’re done, I check on Mary, and Katrina checks on Aaron, but they’re both sleeping like little angels. I stifle a sudden urge to send everyone home and snuggle my baby. A little part of me resents everyone and everything who gets in between us. I can’t, though. Much as I want to keep her all to myself, forever, I also want her to be emotionally healthy, which means I need to pave the way for her social life.

      Our second game is Guess Who? with baby pictures of me and all the guests. I try not to dwell on the fact that my baby picture is so intense, so grim. There’s not a single picture of me smiling as a baby or toddler.

      We’re about halfway through when a car pulls up. Our driveway’s full, so the car parks down the block. I can’t see who it is from where I’m sitting, but Heather can, and her face twists up like she’s tasted something sour.

      “You invited your mother?” she asks.

      I feel a stab of alarm.

      My mother and I are estranged, for my own mental health. We had a horrendous fallout in my teens, and I ended up with my grandparents. We didn’t speak for years after that. She didn’t even come to my college graduation ceremony.

      We reconciled briefly two years ago. That’s how I met my husband, at a company Christmas party. I’d been ready to duck out early, actually, but then his eyes caught mine across a crowded room, and in the most cliché moment ever, I felt a tingle that swept through my entire body. He made his way towards me, and I remember him elbowing a guy out of the way to get to me, which left me twenty-five percent appalled and seventy-five percent flattered.

      We never left each other’s sides after that night. We were engaged after a month of dating.

      But then my mother started making digs about having to special order an extra-large wedding dress for me—I was a size four at the time—and I uninvited her to our wedding.

      Yes, it’s awkward that Michael still works for her. However, he makes her company a lot of money, and to keep him, she’s agreed not to try to drag him into our family feud or force her way back into my life.

      So, she can’t be here. It must be someone else’s Land Rover.

      My voice quavers. “Of course I didn’t invite her. She doesn’t even know about it.”

      But Heather’s leapt to her feet, so I stand up too, and now everyone’s staring at me.

      “Guess again,” Heather says grimly, as the door flies open with a loud bang, waking both Mary and Aaron, their wails filling the air.

      “Well, look at this!” My mother stalks through the door, her frosted blonde hair sleekly styled into a bob, her single string of pearls perfectly complementing her pink Chanel tweed suit. Rail thin, of course, with collarbones protruding. A little white gift bag dangles from her wrist, her eyes blaze with anger, and an ugly smile twists her face. “Did my invitation get lost in the mail?”
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      The mother

      I hurry into the living room, rushing over to stand in front of my mother. I don’t want her anywhere near Mary.

      Of course she’d ruin something this important—the baby shower for my first child, the baby I never thought I’d have. My mother straight up loathes me—and hides it behind a poisonous smile.

      She’s the inspiration for my every neurosis. She was obsessed with my weight from the time I was born.

      I’m not even kidding. Exhibit A: my name. My mother likes to tell everyone that my name means “Porcine.” Which, unfortunately, it does. I was a fat little baby, and she basically named me Piglet.

      I had a childhood that was both privileged and horrendous. I grew up starving in a mansion with two full-time chefs. My mother made me join the high school track team so I could “get control of my weight” when I had eight percent body fat. When my grandparents finally won custody of me at sixteen years of age, they saved my life.

      I’ve begged my husband to quit working for my mother’s company, but as he’s pointed out, he would have to start over if he was hired anywhere else, and it could take years to work his way back up to the same earnings level. Also, if he quit the company, my mother would do her very best to blackball him in the industry.

      He’s promised me he’ll save every penny for the next couple of years and then he’ll get another job. But we can’t afford it yet, with one salary, two brand-new vehicles, a hefty mortgage, and new baby.

      And I know how important this lifestyle is to him. He came from a family of abusive drug addicts who barely noticed he existed, and he ran away from home when he was twelve. Literally raised himself on the streets of New York, living in squats. This house, this marriage, this child—he’s built up this image of life based on the TV movies he watched in motel rooms. And now he has it.

      As for me, I dreamed of a house where I could eat what I wanted, when I wanted. A house where I wouldn’t be locked in the closet until I peed myself when I got caught sneaking a snack or gaining half a pound.

      Turned out, the joke was on me. I escaped my mother, and I can eat anything I want now, but I still hear her voice in my head. Every day when I wake up, I make the conscious decision not to vomit up my meals.

      Well, most days, I make that decision.

      A murmur of voices tells me that my guests are filing into the living room. They’ll want a front-row seat, of course.

      My mother looks around the room with a poisonous smile. “Well. Look at all this.”

      She stands there, her scornful gaze sweeping the farm-baby tableau that Heather and I worked so hard on, and suddenly everything looks cheap and cliché and over the top. When she spots the giant portrait of my grandmother Florence, her eyes spark with fury. Needless to say, there’s not a single picture of my mother anywhere.

      It feels like the temperature just dropped twenty degrees.

      Heather, who knows everything about my mother, comes to stand next to me. Everyone else crowds together by the glass doors, staring with eyes like camera phones, recording everything. The story will be all over town by tomorrow morning. Rustic Hills hugs the south side of the city of Crystal Springs, and all the yummy mummies meet downtown at the Bean Bag Café to swap gossip and judge each other’s lives.

      My mother casts a pointed glance at my midsection. So quick that only I catch it. So quick that if I spoke up, she could blink her big, wounded eyes and pretend I’m being paranoid again.

      That’s her snarky response to my grandmother’s portrait being up instead of hers—casting judgy looks at my post-baby belly, which only has the teeniest little pooch. I mean, I gave birth one week ago.

      Then she swiftly crosses the room, headed towards Mary. I hurry over and try to cut her off, but she gets there first. She pulls a pair of crocheted pink baby booties from her gift bag and snatches Mary’s white booties off her feet. Mary, startled, lets out a wail.

      Katrina bolts across the room and grabs Aaron’s stroller to move him away. My face flushes with shame and anger.

      The last thing I should do is make a scene in front of everyone, but any threat to my child brings out the crazy in me.

      “Get away from my daughter,” I hiss.

      I’m not afraid of her anymore. I’m too big for her to slap or pinch or whip with a belt, and I’ve taken years of self-defense classes so I could feel a sense of safety. If she puts a hand on me ever again, I’ll lay her out.

      “I will not. This is my granddaughter, who you’ve never even let me see. I am giving her a gift and you can’t stop me.”

      “What is this, the witch scene from Sleeping Beauty?” Heather snaps.

      A murmur of voices rises from my guests.

      “I’m so sorry, everyone,” I call out miserably.

      Mary cries as my mother shoves one of the booties on her foot.

      Rage and frustration boil up inside me. Mary is kicking and her face is turning red.

      “Stop that,” I hiss at my mother. “You shouldn’t be here. You weren’t invited.”

      “I’m well aware.” She sniffs, forcing the other bootie on Mary’s feet.

      Mary howls in protest, and I reach in and snatch both booties off and drop them into the stroller. My mother tries to put one of them back on, and we jostle.

      “You’re hurting her,” I say.

      “I’m hurting her? You just scratched her leg on purpose to make her cry.” My mother raises her voice dramatically, glancing at the party guests, who are staring at us with shocked fascination.

      Heather glances down into the stroller. “There’s not a single scratch on her.”

      Ines walks over and glances down at Mary. “She’s fine,” she pronounces, frowning at my mother.

      I’m vibrating with tension as I reach down and scoop Mary up into my arms. She’s so tiny, so vulnerable. Fury rises like bile in my throat. I swore I’d protect my child from my mother’s mental, emotional, and physical abuse. My baby’s a week old and I’ve already failed her.

      “By the way, are you still on your meds, dear? I hope you’re not breastfeeding,” Eleanor says, accusation clear in her tone.

      The power of my mother’s gaslighting could illuminate a large city. Why do I still let her get to me? Why? Black spots swim in front of my eyes.

      If we didn’t have a room full of witnesses, I’d…

      “You’re the reason she was on the meds in the first place,” Heather says, and I am so grateful for her.

      Mary howls into my shoulder, and I pat her back, but she won’t be soothed.

      “You should get a doctor to look at the spot where you scratched her. It’s starting to bleed, and your nails aren’t clean.” My mother keeps glancing over at my guests to make sure they’re listening.

      Surely, they can see that she’s the crazy one.

      Can’t they?

      “We should go,” Rebekah calls out, scrambling to her feet. “I’m actually running late to, ahh…” She doesn’t even bother trying to come up with a convenient lie.

      We haven’t even opened the gifts yet.

      “I’ll call you,” Ines says, shooting me a look of concern. I’m utterly mortified.

      “See you soon,” Consuelo adds. The two women grab their belongings and scurry out of the house.

      The rest of my guests snatch up their own purses and shoot out of the room faster than poop through a goose as I rock Mary and comfort her. Within minutes, the house is empty.

      I’m left with Katrina and Heather.

      And my mother.

      Mary’s still wailing, and I am shaking so hard I have to clench my teeth to keep them from rattling.

      Heather walks over, pushing her way in between my mother and me, and gently scoops Mary into her arms. Mary instantly settles, nestling into Heather’s shoulder.

      “Are you sure that’s wise?” My mother shoots a cold look at Heather. “Given what happened, do you trust her with a baby?”

      How did she even know Heather lost her baby? Michael must have told her, and I wish he hadn’t.

      Heather goes pale and her eyes shimmer with tears. My God. What a stone-cold bitch my mother is. I cannot believe she and I swim in the same gene pool. I mean, what does that make me?

      “Go slither back to your toxic swamp, won’t you, Eleanor?” I say. She hates it when I call her Eleanor instead of Mother.

      She sniffs and looks down her nose job at me. “How very original.”

      Everything is ruined. This will be my memory of Mary’s baby shower for the rest of my life.

      “Get out,” I say to my mother. “If you ever even drive by our house again, I swear I’ll take a restraining order out on you. Oh, wait, I mean another restraining order.” My mother didn’t take it well when my grandparents won custody of me. “You’re pure poison. No wonder Grammy always hated you.” That is the lowest blow I could deal out. And it was true.

      Katrina’s eyes are wide and avid. She’s drinking it all in, to spill out later. Heather’s there because she has my back, but Katrina’s there because drama is her meat and drink.

      My mother’s face flushes and her eyes snap with anger. “Your grandmother was evil. You have no idea.”

      “Oh, since I lived with her and she loved me, I actually think I do.” I shoot eye lasers of fury at her and wish they were real. I imagine smoke curling from her head, her clothes lighting on fire, her screams…

      My mother’s face turns into a stony mask. “You can’t keep me from my granddaughter. I’ll be talking to my attorney.”

      She spins on her spiky heels and stalks out, slamming the door behind her so hard that it bounces back open.

      My heart threatens to detonate in my chest, and my stomach is tying itself into balloon-animal knots.

      That’s it. Michael will have to quit. I’ll work part time if I have to, work from home, go without sleep, if we need the money. No more of this. Ever.

      “Well, most of the party was amazing. We’ll go now. Call me if you need anything,” Katrina says, her face twisted up in sympathy. She’ll be on her phone thirty seconds after she leaves here filling everyone in on the juicy details.

      I force my face into a terrible rictus of a smile. “Thank you.”

      “Any time. I mean, I hope not. Jesus. Okay.” Shaking her head, she pushes the baby stroller ahead of her.

      Heather hands Mary back to me, with reluctance, and casts a brief longing look at her.

      “I’ll help you clean up,” she says.

      I feel ugly inside, filthy, bloated, grotesque. I don’t want anyone near me—anyone but my daughter.

      “Thank you, Heather, but actually…I need some time alone.”

      I want to cry in private. I’m ashamed that I still let my mother get to me like this.

      “Of course.” There’s a little bit of hurt in Heather’s voice. She reaches over for an awkward side hug and then releases me.

      “Call me,” she says.

      “You know it.” I force false cheer into my voice. “Just give me a little time to recuperate.”

      After she leaves, I stand there rocking my daughter, smelling her sweet baby shampoo, and feeling a mixture of sour anger and deep exhaustion. I keep waiting to cry, but it never comes. I’ve swallowed too many tears over the years.

      Mary lets out an enormous yawn. I walk over and set her in the motorized baby swing that’s parked next to our recliner chair, and turn it on so it rocks gently. Once she’s settled, I fetch my cell phone and text my husband. There’s no reply. Not surprising, as he never answers when he’s in a client meeting. I could use a little comfort right now, a little support, and he always knows exactly what to say to make me feel better.

      And I need to tell him what my mother just did and why he needs to quit.

      Wearily, I glance out at the porch. Half-empty drink cups, paper plates, and crumpled napkins are scattered everywhere. The punch bowl, all that uneaten food gone to waste…

      I should clean up.

      I’ve booked the maid service to come this evening, because I can’t stand clutter, but I usually tidy up before they come because I also can’t stand having people think I live in filth.

      I feel the weight of the world pressing down on me. I’m so tired I’m dizzy.

      I’ll clean in a few minutes.

      With that decided, I walk through the house and check the front door to make sure it’s locked, then return to the recliner. I’m not going to nap, I’m just going to take a little brain vacation and then I’ll clean up.

      A leaden blanket of exhaustion wraps itself around me, and as the room swims in front of me, I lean back and close my eyes for a second.
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      I don’t know what day it is…I don’t even know if it’s night or day…

      I’m curled up in a tiny ball, and I think my stomach might eat itself. It hurts so bad. I’m so hungry and thirsty I think I might die. The inside of my mouth is sticking to itself, my lips cracked and bleeding. I haven’t had food or water since yesterday.

      I talked back. I shouldn’t have. I knew better.

      I hate being locked up in little spaces more than anything. That’s why this is always the punishment I get. Because I’m bad and I don’t appreciate all the nice things I have.

      I wet and soiled myself as soon as I was shoved in here. I’ll be punished for that too.

      I wish I was dead.

      I wish I had a gun or a knife.

      I hate everyone. I hate people I don’t even know. I hate them for not hurting like me, for not being scared all the time like me.

      I hate all the people we walk by in the street for not knowing what happens to me behind closed doors. Sure, I look pretty in my nice clothes and with my shiny hair—but inside I’m ugly with hate. I’d give anything to trade my lives for theirs. Anything. I’d trade my life with the stinky man in the doorway who begs for change in

      
    

  

OEBPS/images/image-2-sRGB-1200-70.jpg
CHAPTER
ONE





OEBPS/images/image-55-sRGB-1200-70.jpg
ALONG
TIME AGO..





OEBPS/images/image-4-sRGB-1200-70.jpg
CHAPTER
THREE





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Blurb
      


      		
        Prologue
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        A long time ago
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        Chapter 21
      


      		
        Chapter 22
      


      		
        A very bad dream
      


      		
        Chapter 23
      


      		
        Chapter 24
      


      		
        Chapter 25
      


      		
        Chapter 26
      


      		
        Chapter 27
      


      		
        Chapter 28
      


      		
        Chapter 29
      


      		
        Chapter 30
      


      		
        Chapter 31
      


      		
        Chapter 32
      


      		
        Chapter 33
      


      		
        Chapter 34
      


      		
        Chapter 35
      


      		
        Chapter 36
      


      		
        Chapter 37
      


      		
        Chapter 38
      


      		
        Chapter 39
      


      		
        Chapter 40
      


      		
        Chapter 41
      


      		
        Chapter 42
      


      		
        Chapter 43
      


      		
        Chapter 44
      


      		
        Chapter 45
      


      		
        Chapter 46
      


      		
        Chapter 47
      


      		
        Chapter 48
      


      		
        Chapter 49
      


      		
        Chapter 50
      


      		
        Chapter 51
      


      		
        Epilogue
      


      		
        Thank you!
      


      		
        About the Author
      


    


  
  
    
      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


    


  


OEBPS/images/madeleine-chance-sRGB-512-70.jpg
MISSING
MARY

An unputdownable psychological thriler.





OEBPS/images/alt-missing-mary-1-sRGB-1200-70.jpg
MADEL

A A
A |
:
|

EINE

|

h S

"

"

IR &N

An unputdownable psychological thriller.





OEBPS/images/image-1-sRGB-1200-70.jpg
PROLOGUE





OEBPS/images/image-3-sRGB-1200-70.jpg
CHAPTER
TWO





OEBPS/images/image-5-sRGB-1200-70.jpg
CHAPTER
FOUR





