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IT IS IN THE DARK that she loves him the most.

They’re both worn out by the time night falls and an inevitable softness has replaced the fractious fights they’ve left like teeth marks on each other’s skin. She sees it as a gift, the dark, the way it curls a ribbon around his wrist and allows her to reel him close and tuck him into her lap without protest. It’s instinctual, a child’s craving for comfort when the lights go out, the way they whimper at the prospect of sleep, the loneliness of it. She’s heard it said that sleep is similar to death, that fading of consciousness and loss of control. When she props elbows on the edge of his mattress, chin on her fist, and watches his furrowed brow smooth as he falls still, all she can think is how peaceful and quiet and lovely he is.

And how easily he could be dead.

Sometimes she can’t bear looking at him like that and she has to slide careful fingertips across his chest until she feels the imperceptible rise and fall of delicate ribs. She will match her breathing to his until she convinces herself that she is his lungs, she is his heartbeat.

Elodie January is keeping alive this thing that she has made.

Her child, her world, her Jude.

They had a difficult day, though it blurs so seamlessly with yesterday’s harried wars that there’s a rhythmic predictability to it now. She could set a clock by the predinner hungry meltdown, the refusal to eat what she cooked, the argument about not getting into the bath followed by not getting out. He’s wound down enough that he’s agreed to pajamas—the fire truck ones that are far too small, elastic cuffs above his ankles, the collar ratty and chewed—and he’s now sequestered in the comfortable safety of the nursery. His curls are still wet, his feet bare. She lost both the fight to use the hair dryer and the next one to put on socks.

She kneels by the dresser with its little bluebird knobs and folds his clothes before arranging them in the drawers. New things, expensive things. She can afford to dress him in cable knits and cashmeres and organic cottons now, everything earthy shades of beige and brown and deep green. Not that he cares about how their life has improved. Sometimes she’s not even sure he understands the difference.

He busies himself lining up acorn cups for tiny wool mice and occasionally aiding in the cleanup game she’s tricked him into.

“Simon says …” She matches two of his socks. “Find ten blocks and throw them in the box at the same time.”

He abandons the acorn cups and searches for the blocks, trying to balance four, then six, then ten in his hands at once. Concentration furrows his brow and the tip of his tongue pokes out as he hurls the blocks. Only two miss, and he scrambles after them.

The games started when he was a toddler, something her foggy, sleep-deprived brain latched on to when she realized the lure they held for him, the way he lit up at the idea of playing. In reality, she was tugging at his strings like a floppy puppet.

He has just turned six, but the games still work. She needs them to work forever.

“Simon says …” She lowers her voice, conspiratorial. “Close up the dollhouse tight for the night.”

“But all its things are on the floor.” Jude frowns up at her and she has to playact serious consideration.

“Well, you can’t close it up if all the things aren’t inside,” she says. “Better fix it quick or you’ll lose.”

He squats and gathers tiny wooden furniture and thumb-size peg dolls and sets them back in the dollhouse, working fast because there is nothing he hates more than losing. Their games. Their fights.

There is something about her that sets him off, something about him that makes her feel like taffy pulled too far.

Years ago, she tried attending a mother’s group, though all she did was wither at the way they looked at her—the eyebrows rising, the condescending glances, the judgment at seeing a teenager with a toddler on her hip. But she overheard a mother give a dry laugh as she relayed a story about her child refusing to eat a sandwich because she cut it “wrong.” Squares, not triangles. He had to have triangles that day. Relief had rushed into Elodie because that meant it was normal, these little battles over everything, from getting dressed to eating to picking up toys. She’d clung to that moment for years as Jude grew, turning three, then four, then five. But his meltdowns never lessened, and her belief that every mother went through this slowly cracked around the edges.

He was her baby hurricane in a jar, and she had never been able to twist on the lid.

“I’m nearly there!” He shouts it, cramming toys into the dollhouse with anxious fervor. “Don’t let Simon say anything else yet.”

The dollhouse is a huge beast, coming up to his shoulders, handmade with Gothic turrets and working doors and slivers of real wallpaper and carpet. Vintage, like everything in this nursery. This is one of the few rooms Bren has finished renovating. He went so far as to hire an artist to replicate the nineteenth-century wallpaper patterned with little foxes and hedgehogs and rabbits in tidy jackets so he could have it reprinted for authenticity. The floorboards glow with a honey gloss, the mahogany shelves are piled with old-fashioned toys, and he restored a little bed carved with woodland creatures. Jude is obsessed with running fingers over the animals’ embossed shapes as he falls asleep, his thumb in his mouth even though she reminds him that he’s too old for that.

He’s small for his age; he acts so much younger.

“Look, this baby could fit down the chimney.” Jude stands on tiptoes, holding a tiny wooden doll no bigger than his thumb and trying to post down the narrow chute.

“Don’t. It’ll get stuck,” Elodie warns, but he’s already switched to putting the doll in his mouth before she gives him a warning glare.

His frown is petulant, as if she only exists to spoil his fun, and he throws the baby onto an overturned doll bed. “Guess the house can eat you later.”

Elodie closes her eyes briefly and decides not to ask. She lays the last clean clothes into the drawer and slides it closed before tugging the sleeves of her sweater over cold fingers. November in Virginia has struck with a bite her Australian bones aren’t ready for, not even in thermal leggings and double socks. She looks a mess this evening, but it’s been a long day. Her curls are thick and unkempt, spilling about her shoulders dark as bitter chocolate, and her pale skin is almost translucent. They are not dissimilar, she and Jude, he a paper doll cut from her scraps with the same thick curls and dark eyes. His delicate face makes him look like a fine-boned fairy prince left among mortals.

She will always remember that day at the pediatrician’s office, Jude at three years old, the ink still wet on the referral to get him assessed.

He’s a beautiful little boy, though. You’d be surprised how much easier getting assistance goes when they look like darlings.

The way through it back then had been to smile pleasantly, to give a polite laugh that said she understood the comment was meant to lighten the situation, not underline the foulness of how that medical world treats children who aren’t quite typical. But she hated that doctor and she tore up the referral on the bus ride home. She needed then, as she needs now, nothing to make things harder for her child.

She is doing the right thing for him.

She is doing her best.

“Simon says,” she says, “give your mama a hug.”

Jude has finished with the dollhouse, but he hesitates, hopping from one foot to the other. He considers her, the frown saying he’s not sure if a request like this should be part of his game of Simon Says, and she holds her breath to see if this is the mistake that will cost her the evening. Everything has been going so well. The nursery is tidy, laundry done, a quiet lull has filled the space between him and her.

He scampers over and climbs into her lap, his knobby limbs everywhere at once and an elbow nearly clipping her chin as he snuggles into her. It’s a decent hug, because Simon so decreed it.

Elodie presses her mouth to the top of his head, breathing in soap and shampoo and little boy. Already these golden, precious seconds feel like they’re sliding away too fast. He will get up; he will leave her. She wants to fold him in half and crush him so deep into her chest that his heartbeat will thud against her own.

“It’s bedtime.” She tugs fingers through his curls, gently detangling the knots. “Do you want a story?”

“No.” The whimpering starts, half-hearted, though; he’s tired. “I heard a scary thing in the walls.”

“It might be mice.” She winces inwardly at yet another problem with this old house.

“No! I’ll show you.” Jude pops out of her lap, and she immediately misses the warmth of him. He clambers into the little woodland bed and presses his ear to the wall right above the headboard.

Bedtime procrastination never surprises her, but he isn’t often bothered by the half-dismantled state of this house that Bren has cheerfully insisted on renovating himself. It’s an old Victorian, built sometime in the 1890s, beautiful but rotten at the edges. Wind rattles through the cracks, the old wiring flickers, and she has lost count of the times she’s heard a foot depress on the floorboards upstairs while she’s been home alone. Tricks of an old house. But it’s set her skin crawling more than once, and Jude is more sensitive to sounds than she is.

They’ve only been in this house, this country, for four months. It makes sense he’s still adjusting, still acting out after all the changes.

She pushes to her feet with a tired sigh and comes over, standing close to the bed as she copies him, her ear to the wall and one hand pressed against the patterns of brambles and hedgehogs. A furrow dimples his brow as he flattens himself harder against the wood in his concentration. The fondness she feels for him then is overwhelming, and she is drowned by this need to protect him, if only from the wild things he makes up.

“Do you hear?” he whispers, his eyes round and worried.

All she hears is the rush of her own blood in her ear. “Sometimes old houses make old sounds.”

“Is the house alive?” He sounds serious. “Is that why I can hear it breathing?”

Something about the way he says it makes unease gnaw at her ribs, that staunch, childish conviction, as if any answer but his would be unreasonable. The last thing she needs is creepy images like that lodging in her mind, and the urge to snap at him to stop is hard to ignore. Instead, she dredges patience from the weary depths of her chest and releases a long, slow breath until no anxiety lingers in her voice. “No. The house is just a house. It’s not scary; it only needs fixing up.”

Jude drops to his knees to bounce on the mattress with his favorite stuffed rabbit tucked under his arm. It’s a foul thing, the neck so loose it looks like it’s been wrung, the fur matted and ears chewed. If she washes it, the world will end. His rabbit will feel different, smell different; it will betray him. She puts it off, just as she hasn’t convinced him to wear better-fitting pajamas or get a haircut or visit a new playground. Just as she hasn’t told him why she burst into tears when he slammed his heel into her stomach during one of his meltdowns. Bren took her to the emergency room, though she told him that was an overreaction. But her tears had scared him; she had scared herself.

“It’s not mouses. You’re wrong.” Jude scowls.

Elodie sighs. “Jude, please. It’s time for sleep.”

The nightly ritual of petting the carvings of honey badgers and foxes commences, his small fingers following all the grooves and divots in the wood with careful tenderness. Elodie turns on the mushroom night-light and flicks off the main switch. A cozy, warm darkness plummets across the room, the night-light glow outlining his face, his jaw, his thumb already in his mouth. She gently pulls his hand away and he replaces it with the rabbit’s ear, chewing as he watches her with eyes turned pure black in the darkness.

“I don’t like it here,” Jude says, hushed.

What she wants is a hot shower and then to curl up under a hundred blankets with her phone, ready to scroll until her eyes drift shut. Exhaustion owns her. She wants to fit herself against the warm shape of Bren, his body already molded to hers with intimate familiarity, though they should still feel new together. She craves his touch like nothing else; she has been fed gentleness so infrequently that she will forever starve for it.

She keeps her voice calm. “Well, I love this house. I love that we get to live here, and have our own rooms, and do so many nice things …” She pauses. “We have so much fun as a family now, don’t we? You and me and Bren.”

His scowl deepens and he kicks the blankets. “No. Go away. Don’t want you.”

It shouldn’t affect her anymore; it should mean nothing. She already stole a hug tonight that felt as rare as winter flowers. All she can do is hope he doesn’t obsess over the sound of the house settling and work himself into a frenzy, hope he sleeps soundly and doesn’t wake in a thundercloud where she is to blame for every sharp and bright thing that cuts into him in unexplainable ways.

“Don’t talk to me like that.” She wants it to sound stern yet unbothered, but she thinks the weariness in her voice betrays her. Tears come too easily right now.

He turns his back to her, his arms folded in cross defiance, and she resists the urge to go to him, if only to alleviate the anxiety crawling up her throat about leaving when he is distressed.

But he doesn’t want her.

“The house doesn’t like you either.” He sounds cross and overtired. “The house is bad and it thinks Bren is bad.” A pause. “It thinks Mama is bad.”

It takes everything to not react, to blink back the sting in her eyes. “Good night, Jude.”

He ignores her, fussing about with his rabbit.

There is nothing to do but let herself flow out of the nursery as calm as a draining river, shutting the door with a soft click before leaning her forehead against the wood to wait and see if he will call out for her. No sound comes—until there; his voice, a blurred mumble of words she can’t parse. She bends to the keyhole to listen, unused to him talking to himself. He is the kind of child to play in silence as he lines up his toys for hours on end.

“… can hear you, even if Mama can’t.” His voice turns to a soft mutter. “I can hear you breathing in there.”

An odd disquiet furs the back of her tongue, and it takes everything in her not to rip the door open and rush in to check if he’s alone. Except, of course he’s alone. The house is unsettling in the dark, so of course his imagination is in overdrive. This is all normal, really. He’s a child acting out, sullen about bedtime and exhausted from a long day at school. Their life here is still so new, the edges not yet worn in.

But she wishes he’d cry out for her to come back and protect him, ask to snuggle into the safe crook of her arms until he falls asleep. She craves that. Sometimes she needs it so much she can’t breathe.

He is afraid of the dark.

She is afraid he doesn’t love her.
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IT’S INSTINCT THAT WAKES HER, a hook slid into her intestines with a firm yank, so that when her eyes fly open she can feel the truth of it like old blood, pooled and calcifying in her guts: Jude is not in his bed.

It could be paranoia, her sleep-groggy mind pulled back to the years when he wouldn’t sleep, when she would drag his car seat inside and buckle him in so that at least she could close her eyes for a few minutes and know he wasn’t climbing cabinets or twisting oven knobs or putting plastic in his mouth. She would crush a pillow over her head, desperate for sleep, though it did little to block out his wails.

He could scream for hours.

But he hasn’t done that since they moved to Virginia. He’s outgrown it or maybe the hold the nursery has on his attention has proven invaluable. A relief, because it means he is uninterested in wandering into unfinished rooms or poking at the numerous tools Bren always leaves out.

But this is where her mind goes:

Jude, in the dark, tiptoeing across corroded floorboards with his fluttering hands looking for switches on power tools. Sometimes the want—no, the need—for him to be still hits her with an all-consuming desperation and she’ll squeeze his fingers so hard she can imagine them breaking, little splinters of bone cutting through his skin like toothpicks.

If he would just listen to her. If he would just let her keep him safe.

She flicks on her bedside lamp and eases out from under the covers, cold air and regret sliding against the bare sliver of skin where her sweater has ridden up. She yanks her sleeves down over her hands and glances at Bren, his body like the slopes of a mountain, his breathing deep and unbothered. He isn’t a mother, he isn’t attuned to whimpers in the dark, and he also doesn’t consider the house a death trap. To him, six-year-olds obey instructions and understand consequences. Jude will stay in bed because that’s where he was put.

Bren still knows so little about Jude, and every day she wonders if she can keep it that way.

She slips from the master bedroom and feels her way slowly down the pitch-black hallway. It must be past two a.m. The dark is a formless thing and when she edges around a corner, it opens before her like an unholy mouth ready to suck all the air from her lungs. She stumbles and for a second there is no floor, no walls, just her heartbeat hitting her stomach with a squelch that makes her feel instantly sick, disorientated, lost. Light, she just needs to see. Floorboards creak and settle underfoot, and she slaps a palm against the wall for balance against the tipped-over feeling of the endless black hallway. She feels for the light switch until she remembers Bren took out the old plastic casing with grand intentions to buy antique brass ones. He hasn’t yet.

He thinks himself an architect, a carpenter, an interior designer, an electrician, and it scares her how he plans to fix everything himself. She is meticulous about her demure facade, though, never slipping up to show the cavernous gouge in her chest where anxiety festers like toxic spillage, images flashing through in a curated slideshow from hell: Bren falling from a ladder, cutting his hand on a power saw, his whole body spasming as he touches live wires. So much of it is a game to him, drawing up plans on napkins in cafés, trawling through estate sales to pick up antique furniture, cruising down the aisle of hardware stores with his cart piled high with hardwood and new drill bits and tins of wood stain.

He could hire carpenters, but he won’t. This is his parents’ old house, and fixing it is his dream, his joy, his obsession. There is a nostalgic worship to it that he’d never admit to, though she feels like it’s less a commemoration of his parents’ passing and more his way of bringing them back to life. She should love this, really, his dream of a big house, a beautiful wife, a family to come home to and spoil with his affection.

They are still so new, the three of them together. She can’t shape her mind around what it would look like if his patience is used up, so she refuses to think about it. She can’t lose Bren. If Jude is an oil spill, uncontrollable, flammable, then she is a blanket meant to smother.

When she rounds the corner, enough moonlight crawls through the bay windows to show the nursery door is cracked open. Panic flares in her chest like an electrical strike, and she is again unbalanced, her hands shaking as she traces the wall for balance and speed-walks to the nursery. Empty. She holds her breath and listens, silently begging the universe for a sound, any sound to give away where he is so she can snatch him up before he gets hurt.

The noises are small, almost imperceptible. The thump of small feet on bare floorboards. A metallic click. Quick, guilty breaths. The tiniest sniffle.

Find him. Find him now.

She hurries downstairs, her heart a runaway riot as she ignores the way the dark unspools around her as she strides into the unfinished dining room. She slaps on the light.

In an instant, the dark is banished. The shadows curl their tongues back into their mouths and the world turns crisp and overexposed. Her eyes burn and she blinks hard, a hand raised against the brightness.

Sawhorses and tall ladders fill the dining room, the walls stripped down, naked wires hanging from the huge hole in the ceiling where a chandelier is meant to hang. The floor is a mess of paint-splattered throw cloths and toolboxes and wood shavings. Unsafe, all of it so unsafe.

She thinks, maybe, she hates this house sometimes.

Jude crouches in the corner, his stuffed rabbit tucked under one arm, a huge toolbox open in front of him. A small hole has been opened in the wall—probably Bren cutting it open to run wires—and fibers flutter around the perforated edges like thousands of miniature veins.

She has caught him in the act, a hammer in his hand, half of it posted into the fist-size hole that tunnels down to who knows where. Even as their eyes meet, hers still unfocused in the abrupt light, his serious and cross, he releases the hammer.

It drops into the bowels of the house. Entirely unreachable.

“Jude William,” she snaps. “What are you doing?”

His shoulders knot up, his body packing down small, as she storms over and yanks him up. His rabbit slips from his fingers. Her grip is too tight, she knows this even before he shrieks in real pain, but in this moment she doesn’t care. How many tools has he dropped down there, and how the hell will Bren get them back?

“Stop it. When I put you in bed, you stay in bed, and you do not touch Bren’s tools.”

“I don’t like it here.” His mouth pulls down, but she’s had enough.

“And I don’t care!” she snaps.

He starts up that whimpering cry, like an engine sputtering to life before the screaming begins. All that’s left is to pick him up and be grateful, relieved, that he is still small and she can firmly grip his thrashing body. She knows how to hold him, where to pin, but as she storms upstairs, all she can think is:

I can’t do this when he’s bigger.

I can’t hold him, pin him, stop him.

I can’t.

She can barely keep hold of him as she shoulders open the nursery door to sit him down hard on his bed. He pops off instantly, and she has to grab him again, sit him down and then pin him as he keeps screaming. Already he is a mess, salty drool spun from his mouth, tears streaking down his cheeks. Only one word makes sense in the midst of it all. Rabbit. He dropped his rabbit. She could race downstairs and get it for him and mitigate the meltdown—except, isn’t that giving in? Her head feels split by the screaming, her nerves frayed. She just wants him to stop. Everything is always turned all the way up with Jude, his reactions disproportionate and volcanic, and she is just so—tired.

what is wrong with you that your son is like this

She closes her eyes, going motionless as she lets the pain slide out of her body. This is how she gets through times like this, when she can’t leave him alone but needs to escape. She imagines herself a statue done in white marble, carving tools discarded, but instead of dust left behind from the chisels cutting out her shape, the floor is covered in blood.

Footsteps pad softly outside the nursery, and then Bren is there, leaning awkwardly in the open doorframe. He’s backlit by the dull yellow glow from their bedroom light down the hall, but she can still see him looking sleepy and forlorn from the loss of her. The oversize Brown University sweatshirt and tousled blond bedhead make him seem like he’s still some scruffy college student instead of an accountant, a homeowner, a parent.

Sometimes she forgets how young they are, she only twenty-two and he twenty-three, both of them playing at being adults. Nights like these remind her that she should be looking through the undersides of shot glasses instead of knowing tomorrow’s hangover will be thanks to her child’s midnight hysterics. She wishes Bren wouldn’t see this, wishes she could pull him deep into the angular cavities of his old house and cover his ears, his eyes, let him continue to live in oblivion as to what he took on when he begged her to live with him.

Jude has begun to tire himself out, screams ebbing, his limbs no longer thrashing as he squeezes himself into a tight ball on his bed, his hands over his ears as tears streak down his cheeks in abject despair. A good mother would stay, clean him up and comfort him, but all she can think of is escape.

Slowly, Elodie picks herself up and steals toward the nursery door, guilt a living thing festering in her throat as she shuts it firmly behind her.

He did this to himself.

I am still a good mother.

I am.

Out in the hallway, she blinks in the disorientating light. She rubs one bare foot against her cold ankle as Bren scrubs at his fluffy golden hair with a rueful wince.

“Shit, what happened?”

“He was downstairs dropping your tools into a hole in the wall.”

Confusion creases his brow. “Why?”

“I don’t know why.” Don’t snap. She lets out a slow breath, frustrated at herself for still hesitating to let him in when it comes to Jude.

“Hey, hey, don’t worry about it.” He slips behind her and slides hands around her waist and flattens his palms over her belly.

With all the renovation work he’s done on the house, his hands have turned rough and chapped. They are workman’s hands, confident and beautiful. They are the hands that will cup the soft, malleable skull of her baby with such reverent, all-consuming love that she knows she will cry to see it.

Sometimes it sickens her, how good he is.

How she has tricked him into wanting her.

“You know,” he says, “Ava’s doing this Montessori parenting thing … ​Did I tell you about that? Maybe you two could talk.”

Elodie tries not to grind her teeth. She does not need to be compared yet again to his sister and her cherubic two-year-old who sleeps through the night and knows baby sign language and considers cleanup time a favorite activity.

“I’ll text her.” She will not. “But I have to tell Jude soon.” The words sound strained, her briefly won comfort at Bren’s touch already slipping. At sixteen weeks, she is starting to show. “He’s not going to take it well.”

“Hey, you never know.” Bren untangles himself and scoops up her hand, leading her down the hallway to the master bedroom. “He might be excited. Remember when we walked past that pet store last weekend? He was all about those kittens.”

She would love to rise to his optimism, but she couldn’t sound flatter as she says, “I’m not having a kitten.”

“Okay, but the concept—”

“Bren.”

He gives her a pouting face, but he’s teasing. While Jude cannot be distracted from a spiral, Bren is the epitome of a bouncy subject change. He never lingers on a sour taste or a foul day—there is always a joke to slip in to placate a tense situation or a smile that can clear a thunderous sky.

The only mistake he’s ever made was marrying her.

There is no loving her the way she was, only the way she will be, and she is determined to mold herself into the beautiful wife he wants. She is different now; she is new. He thinks her a lovely thing he found while visiting Australia and she is desperate for it to stay this way.

In their huge mahogany four-poster bed, their legs tangle together beneath the covers, and she presses her mouth against his while Jude’s crying fades. It is a big house, hungry for sound, and it is so easy to shut a door and pull quiet over herself like a shroud.

Bren’s fingers slide into her tangle of dark curls as he murmurs into her mouth, “We’ll figure it out together. I am with you for everything.” He pushes up on one elbow, his fingers still in her hair as he gazes down at her. “I know the house is a bit creepy for a kid, but it’ll be amazing when it’s done. The bones are solid and it has so much personality. You feel it, right?” He presses his face into the nook of her shoulder, his mouth on her collarbone. “It’s the perfect place to start a family.”

“You are perfect,” she whispers.

Bren is so earnest, so sweet and considerate and kind, and when he pushes up her sweater to glide his palm over the bare skin of her belly, she cannot help but revel in the weight of his worship. It fills her up with delicious golden warmth, loosens the tight coils of her muscles like nothing else can. In his arms, she is a flower in full bloom, drinking him in like a sun-soaked sky.

She is obsessed with him and he is obsessed with their unborn child.

She will be a better mother this time; she will be perfect.
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“THIS SHOULDN’T BE ALLOWED.” SHE will never be used to these fairy-tale mornings, being woken with a kiss on the forehead and a mug of coffee perched by her bed. Her limbs feel sluggish, her face puffy with sleep, but when she reaches out floppily to catch hold of Bren as he passes by the bed, his eyes are full of soft adoration for her.

He’s halfway through threading his belt through the loops of his pants, already full of boundless energy as he readies for work. “Which part? Seven a.m. or, like, consciousness in general?”

“The part where you’re a morning person and the bed is cold without you.” She has the blankets scrunched up around her face, but he still leans to kiss the tip of her nose. “And you also put on clothes.”

“Malicious crimes against you.” Bren moves to kissing her neck. “How dare I?”

“How dare you indeed.” A small smile tugs at her mouth.

“You’re such a cold frog. You’re not …” Hesitation enters his voice as he pulls away to search her eyes. “You’re not homesick, are you?”

“No.” She says it hard and firm and is rewarded by his face lighting up with that boyish giddiness that makes her heart swell. “I will never be homesick for that goddamn place.”

“Good, because you’re never going back there,” Bren says with cool, factual certainty. “Do you want to stay in bed? I can get Jude dressed for school.”

Elodie’s good mood unspools and slithers bloodily from her mouth. Last night is a haunt against her shoulder blades, and she knows she has to get up and face the fallout of that world-ending meltdown. If Bren went into the nursery right now, Jude would see it as a betrayal, her sending in the enemy to fumble around and mess up the predictability of his morning routine. His bed will be wet. Toys will have been thrown. He will be primed to relay his feelings in kicks and bites.

Best to not let Bren see that. Best to let him forget the fractious chaos of last night and the missing tools she’d be ridiculous to offer to replace when her bank account is empty. He is always full of an affable eagerness to pay for anything she wants, so she forces herself not to think about money. But it’s times like these when a sick spinning feeling starts in her gut over how she is so wholly dependent on him. It’s a ridiculous, unfounded fear.

He wants to give her everything. There is nothing to worry about.

“I’ll get him.” Elodie’s smile is wan, and Bren places a last fond kiss on her forehead before drawing away to finish buttoning his crisp white shirt. “You can continue being an insufferably cheerful morning person, and maybe it’ll wear off on me.”

“Ooh, are we believing in the impossible now?” Bren grins and she hurls a pillow at him.

After he strides whistling from the room to start breakfast, she forces herself up and dresses in a pair of dark jeans and a turtleneck sweater of luxurious black. Her curls are caught up in a bun that reminds her of the days when she used to dance. Now her old warm-up routines are replaced with gliding about the master suite, picking up laundry and opening the curtains. Their room is beautiful with the fireplace and mantel refurbished, their mahogany four-poster bed buffed to the perfect shine. The flooring still needs to be done, and it takes effort not to complain about the lack of carpets and the way the cold seems to throb from between the grayed, shrunken boards in the mornings, because she doesn’t want Bren to think she’s impatient. Ungrateful. Bored of waiting.

When he first showed her photos of this house his parents had left him, she couldn’t believe it was his alone. His sister wanted nothing to do with this part of their inheritance—she had a larger share of their parents’ savings, though she made sure her little brother had enough cash to fund some of his renovations, too—and Bren had free reign over the whole house. Then Elodie walked inside and understood.

While the house is massive and stuffed with antique furniture and ornate woodworking and original carved cornices, it’s in dire need of restoration. They make headway on the weekends when Bren is freed from his accounting office and they can get covered in sawdust and paint together, but they’ve barely made a dent in the workload. It’s a long-term project; she understands that. At least she loves the version of Bren who will stand with hands on his hips, sweat patches under the arms of his T-shirt, tool belt hanging low on his hips and his jeans as filthy as the words he whispers to her in bed.

A load of laundry is put on before she feels ready to face the nursery. She’s a coward, acting like twisting the doorknob will release a creature made of milk teeth and bare finger bones, who will cut and scrape and bite until she bleeds. But that’s how she feels, sometimes, with Jude.

He lies motionless in the little woodland bed, morning sunlight listing through the gauzy curtains and dappling his cheeks, still tacky with dried tears and mucus. His limbs are bent like soft green wood, his thumb in his mouth, but at the sound of the door, his eyes fly open.

“Rabbit.”

“Let’s get dressed and go find him,” she says.

He is all shivering belly and tearful hiccups as she dresses him—something he should do himself, but already they’re running late and she doesn’t have time to watch him take ten minutes to put one leg into his jeans. Across the nursery, the enormous bay windows show a bright sky, blue as a tipped-over bucket of paint. Everything is so lovely in here, the colors warm and cozy, and she doesn’t understand why he tries to ruin it by pretending there’s something creepy about his walls.

When they first walked into the house, Jude had clung to her, whimpering. His teeth marks lined her hand from a catastrophic tantrum at the airport, and her arms felt like lead from having to carry him while wrangling suitcases. Once inside, Bren took them straight to the nursery. He couldn’t stop gushing about everything he’d done to it—the replicated wallpaper, the dusty vintage toys, the restored woodland bed. He started worrying Jude wouldn’t fit since it was apparently built to fill that awkward time between crib and adult bed, but Jude did.

He’s always been small for his age.

“He’s on a food strike,” Elodie had said, knowing Jude wouldn’t pipe up to correct her. “It’s only string cheese and crackers these days.”

This was the first time she was grateful he didn’t seem able to articulate his feelings, didn’t say things other children his age would.

At the time, Bren had seemed too giddy about the nursery tour to notice the way she kept running fingers through Jude’s hair again and again, anything for an excuse to have her hands near his face in case she needed to cover his mouth.

Bren had taken tubs of toys from the shelves and shown them to Jude with eager delight. “What do you think? Coolest room ever, hey, Jude?”

The toys were endless. It was a wonderland, a bottomless well with endless capacity for magic. Built-in shelves lined one wall, stacked with boxes upon boxes of hidden treasures. None of it was new. No bright plastics or action figures from the latest movies—these were antiques stretched across centuries. Tin soldiers. Carved wooden animals. Alphabet blocks. Snow globes. Porcelain dolls with glass eyes. Original redwood Lincoln Logs. Old model train sets. Handcrafted peg dolls and china cats the size of thimbles. A rocking horse. An enormous wooden dollhouse.

Jude’s face had lit up.

For the first time since she’d walked out of her father’s house, Elodie could breathe. There was nothing Jude liked better than a game, and this would keep him occupied—and quiet.

There is nothing creepy about this nursery, just as there’s nothing off about the house, and she can only hope Jude forgets his hysterical imaginings of last night.

Once he’s dressed, she holds a tissue to his nose and tells him to blow.

“No more tears, all right?” she says. “No being naughty, and no wandering the house at night.”

His bottom lip trembles.

“You could hurt yourself,” she says. “Tools are not playthings. You have to apologize to Bren for wrecking his things, and then you can go look for your rabbit.”

She starts to rise, but he grabs her and for a second her heart swells thinking he wants a hug—except his fist is tight in her curls and he’s yanking her head to the side. She grabs his wrist to ease the tension, but pain smarts behind her eyes. Don’t let him know this hurts. Peel apart his fingers. Don’t react. But the hot rage that sweeps through her is wildfire that could blister skin from bone.

“Jude,” she says, anger barely bit back in the tremor of her voice, “let go of Mama.”

The way he looks at her is with such a childish, indignant fury, and she almost wishes she’d skipped the part about apologizing to Bren.

She has to take control. He is the child; she is the mother who built his lungs, his heartbeat, from pieces of herself. If she yells, she loses.

“Jude,” she says. “Let’s play a game.”

He lets go.

THE LAST PUSH TO GET out the door happens in a blur. Together, she and Bren tangle in the tag-team-race of grabbing their things and confirming schedules and surging into the crisp morning air. Car keys and thermoses exchange hands. She redoes Bren’s tie while he plays with the loose curls at the nape of her neck. Today he is the picture of a respectable accountant: dress pants creased, oxfords glossy, sleeves cuffed on his crisp white shirt, though he’s left it unbuttoned low enough for Elodie to appreciate the peak of his clavicle, the toned muscle, the smooth skin.

Somehow they are still in the honeymoon period. Proven by the antique milk jug of dahlias in the middle of the counter because he says beautiful women must be surrounded by beautiful things. Proven by how he threw out his ideas for the kitchen and did everything in tones of olive green and dusky wood because she mentioned she liked it. Proven by how sometimes he walks into their bedroom when she is reading and all she has to do is say “Take your clothes off” and he does without hesitation.

“Maybe,” she says as he climbs into his sleek black SUV, “we should get a TV. It distracts him.”

“Ava says screen time isn’t great for kids.”

She closes her eyes and tries to think of calm things, gentle things, not the way she’s been holding out for the TV installation with the weary desperation of a mother who wants to know her child will be occupied so she can have five minutes to herself.

“Well, Ava is clearly the expert,” she says.

“Yeah, she is.” Bren looks happy they are in agreement. “It’s better to be unplugged. It’s crazy how people let their kids’ brains turn to mush in front of the TV and plaster baby photos online where anyone can see. I’m glad we’re not into that.”

She used to be. The TV was on every waking minute to try to mitigate Jude’s meltdowns and she would post photos of him, of her, in the lonely attempt to find other single mothers who understood, who knew how hard it could be, to have people who would comment, Oh your baby is gorgeous! and let that soothe the fear of how she was failing. But she didn’t mind Bren’s suggestion to delete her profiles. In fact, she wanted to.

This way no one can look for her.

After his SUV glides out of the driveway, she turns around to survey Jude sitting moodily on the front steps, his matted, foul little rabbit once again clasped in the crook of his arm. There was no apology to Bren; she couldn’t bear another tantrum.

She pastes on a smile. “Simon says … ​jump in the car.”

And he does, because it is a game and he must win.

She spins the heaters up high, because without Bren around she doesn’t bother pretending they have adjusted to the Virginian cold. The sedan isn’t new, but it’s the first car she’s ever had, her tentative refusal of it ignored cheerfully by Bren when he decided she needed it. Most of his income is funneled into the renovations, but if he wants her to have something, she will have it.

“I have an appointment this afternoon,” she says as they wait for the car to warm. “You’ll have a few hours at after-school care.” Words can’t express how much she hates leaving
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