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A few months after Bella’s first birthday, with Jess returned to
work, she finally read the article everybody had been sharing
about children dying in hot cars. One man’s motion-activated
car alarm had been going off all afternoon, but he could see
the vehicle from his office, so three times he deactivated the
alarm with his key fob and simply went back to his job.

Jess was curled up on the sofa, scrolling on her phone and
weeping. She told Adam, “You have to read this. It’s going to
break your heart.”

There were no common denominators; the kind of person
it happened to was everyone. A slight change in routine—a
usual route closed to traffic, a stop to pick up dry cleaning, the
other parent doing drop-off—and with that, something goes
amiss, a gap in the memory as the baby sleeps in the back seat.
There were scientific explanations, commentary from a
psychologist. It was the sort of tragedy that, until it happened,
nobody ever imagined.

Adam refused to read it; he said the article was tragedy
porn. It was gross to become so caught up in a story that
wasn’t yours, almost voyeuristic, when at the press of a button
you could have the whole thing disappear.

Except it was a kind of insurance, Jess’s attention to the
details and her refusal to look away—but she wouldn’t tell
him that. How she had to be prepared to face such disaster if
ever called upon to do so. And somehow, however karmically
complicated, being prepared would also mean she probably
never would be.

—



The article was still on Jess’s mind as she got Bella ready for
daycare a few days later, overly conscious of her motions, still
finding her way into her new life as a working mom. She
fastened the baby into the car seat’s five-point harness, Bella
protesting until Jess popped in the soother. Once she was
driving, she checked the rear-view mirror to see Bella’s face
reflected in the mirror that hung over the back seat.

“All right,” said Jess, turning out onto the main street,
ready to embark upon the latest spin on the hamster wheel that
was her life now. She was still thinking about the article
because she, unlike Adam and so many of the people who left
comments on Facebook, could absolutely imagine how such a
tragedy might happen. How a seemingly good and loving
parent could have a single lapse. Jess had a newfound
awareness of how easily things could slip through the cracks.
Lately she’d been wondering if her life was a sieve.

She glanced back at Bella, who was looking drowsy,
eyelids heavy, lulled by the car’s steady hum. This wasn’t part
of the plan. “Hey, baby,” Jess called back, as Bella’s eyelids
shut and stayed that way. Her nap wasn’t supposed to happen
until later that morning. Too bad for her that her parents’ busy
days didn’t accord with her physical needs, just another thing
to feel bad about. They had stopped breastfeeding, and Jess
was troubled by Bella’s ease with weaning, by what it meant
that her baby had let it go so easily, that sometimes what
appears to be wellbeing might be a sign of darkness lurking
deeper. How do you ever know?

Of course, this was preposterous (and there you go, Bella
was asleep). They were lucky to be able to afford great
childcare. Bella ate better at daycare—organic food rich with
variety—than she did at home. According to her teacher’s
report, she liked papayas, while Jess wasn’t sure she’d ever
tried a papaya herself. Bella’s teachers were all fantastic,
multilingual, with academic qualifications and electric



personalities that radiated warmth. Adult-to-child ratios were
above government standards. It was a very good place, but it
didn’t matter. No place would have assuaged Jess’s anxiety at
leaving her baby. Anxiety might be perceived as a
manifestation of guilt, but it wasn’t. The problem was the
seemingly irreconcilable identities of mother and human
person. The situation as it stood was just barely tolerable, but
this didn’t mean that Jess couldn’t also be frustrated by her
inability to be two things at once.

Her parents didn’t understand this. “You don’t even have
to go back to work, honey,” her father pointed out near the end
of her leave. They’d come into the city to see Bella, the
flexibility of their retirement mapping nicely onto her days
with the baby. Jess had seen a lot of her parents these last few
months, perhaps too much.

“But I want to go back,” she told her dad. She loved her
job. She’d spent years working to get where she was.

“So then you have nothing to complain about,” said her
mother, as though life were that simple. As though freedom to
make a choice somehow took away the right to tell the
complicated truth about what such choices entailed. And none
of the choices were easy.

“If I didn’t go back to work,” Jess told her parents,
“there’d be a whole lot more to complain about.” She wasn’t
kidding. Mothering a baby had been such a primitive way of
being, the world shrunk so small, and she was beyond ready to
get back to reality, to substantiality.

But she hadn’t anticipated this difficulty: she had returned
to the real world a different person and her circumstances had
changed. She hadn’t realized that she’d still be expected to
have boozy lunches with donors, or speak in complete
sentences after missing a night’s sleep because the baby was
sick or teething. Just three days after Bella started daycare,



Jess received her first call to come pick her up because she
was running a fever, and she had been consistently sick ever
since. And this was normal, all the other parents assured her.
Never mind the year you’d spent coddling your baby and
buoying her up with the immune-boosting powers of breast
milk. Now you had to shove them out into the world to be
felled by one virus after another. Immunity was a bitch.

Jess had never imagined the morning scramble: making the
baby breakfast; getting her settled in her highchair and feeding
her; taking time to wipe the splatters off the walls and
eventually sweep up all the items that she’d hurled to the floor;
getting her changed and dressed, and usually changed and
dressed again; all this on top of a basic morning routine that
had always tested her limits even when there wasn’t a baby
involved.

The commute to work was now twenty-five minutes
longer, and that was when traffic was light, the weather was
fine, and the baby didn’t kick up a fuss at drop-off, didn’t cling
to Jess while pitching a gigantic fit, didn’t hold on so tightly
that one of the teachers would have to pry Bella’s tiny fingers,
furious fists, and solid grip off her.

Even once the baby was installed at daycare, she occupied
a huge percentage of Jess’s too-limited attention as she
anticipated the phone buzzing with news that Bella was sick
again, or imagined that no call meant something even worse—
a gas leak? Carbon monoxide poisoning? Jess would then flip
the coin to envision catastrophe befalling her instead, her poor
baby left motherless, an orphan. At some point she and Adam
should get around to making wills.

Jess was lucky that her job provided her with some leeway,
a door that shut, lots of flexibility and work-from-home
options, but she had to be careful. As the only parent on staff,
she had to make sure no one thought she was letting the team
down, particularly now as she was looking to advance. So in



the meantime she kept on, like a woman whose physical and
mental capacities were not stretched to their limits. It was
clearly an act, but she had no choice.

Though she was not above complaining. She vented to
everybody: supermarket cashiers, janitorial staff, streetcar
drivers. The morning of the day it had all gone wrong, she sent
a text to Clara explaining the situation: there was an outbreak
of scabies at daycare, so she would understand if Clara
preferred to cancel their plans for the evening. But the text was
really just another excuse to share her disbelief at the absurdity
of it all.

“It’s understandable, though,” Clara told her at the end of
the day, once they were finally face to face. (Face to face, and
on a weeknight! They’d been able to take such casual
closeness for granted once, but Jess would never do so again.)
“I mean, actual scabies. I’d be complaining too.” Clara had
come over anyway after Jess stressed that Bella didn’t actually
have scabies; the outbreak was in another building, and the
chances of Clara being affected were remote, but still.

“Five kids are down with a rash,” said Jess, “and they’ve
had to call in Public Health. But now there’s all this trouble on
the listserv because half the parents are blaming it on the
school’s policy of non-toxic cleaning supplies, which is
apparently a violation of public health rules. And the other half
are furious, terrified of toxins, and replying in all caps that
they’d RATHER HAVE TO DEAL WITH SCABIES THAN
AUTISM. Which, understandably, has rubbed the parents of
children with autism the wrong way. To be honest, I’ve never
even stopped to worry about whether Bella might have scabies
—which means she probably does. The worst thing about
having children is that the list of terrible possibilities is
endless.”

So daycare drop-off that morning would have been drama
enough, but Jess was still hung up on the article about hot cars



—even though the day wasn’t really that hot, and she was
certain she had not left Bella in her car seat today, because her
hands were still raw from the vigorous hand-scrubbing routine
required upon arrival at daycare and she had a lingering
paranoid itch. But still she kept second-guessing, glancing
back at the car seat as she drove away from the centre—
definitely empty. She could be sure.

But everybody was always sure, and they weren’t always
right. Wasn’t that the problem?

—

When she arrived at the library she parked her car in the lot,
gathered her bags from the passenger seat, and checked the
empty car seat twice. She imagined what it would be like to
return to the car at the end of the day and see a little body
there. To be that mother. But she wouldn’t be, not today at
least. Jess breathed deeply and clicked her key fob. Her
daughter was at daycare, perhaps right now contracting scabies
—but at least scabies was treatable. And now Jess was barely
late for work, with very clean hands to boot. Silver linings,
good vibes only. Her baby was fine. And outside the
exhaustion of the everyday, Jess had something good to look
forward to: scabies notwithstanding, she’d be seeing Clara in
just a matter of hours.

Clara was coming into the city for an interview—another
one, this time for an impressive-sounding position with the
municipal government creating a master plan for the city’s
archeological resources. After many delays, things were
moving forward for her and Nick. He’d received his
permanent residency permit and could start looking for work
too. For the last year, they’d been living at Clara’s brother-in-
law’s cabin, helping with renovations and winterizing the
place, but it was about to go up for sale and they had to come
back to reality. Clara no longer talked about trying to get



pregnant, which Jess knew didn’t mean the longing was gone,
just that nothing had happened yet. It would have been easier
if Clara had been able to share what she was going through,
instead of leaving Jess to tiptoe around guessing, but that was
Clara, always keeping what was most tender to herself. The
more present she was in Jess’s life, as she was these days, the
clearer this was.

The itching, Jess prayed, was psychosomatic, but it
continued as the day progressed, on the back of her neck and
under her arms, behind her knees. She kept glancing out her
tiny porthole window to the parking lot, not that she could
even see her car, or that it would mean anything if she could,
because Bella was at daycare. The proof was in the itching.
Jess did a presentation for a school group and felt wooden in
her performance, a year out of practice, but she wasn’t sure the
students even noticed, which was almost worse, underlining
her niggling sense of the pointlessness of all of this, the
exhausting rally of her day, a relay with a single runner,
holding onto that baton for dear life.

She spent that afternoon shut away in her office trying to
finish up grant applications there was never enough time for,
emerging only to check out the “Sleeping Beauty” exhibit
she’d helped to curate, hundreds of different versions of the
story and similar versions from Italy and Egypt and from One
Thousand and One Nights. There was a recent graphic-novel
version narrated by a hamster, pop-up books and miniature
books, full-colour spreads and books that were so old their
pages were brittle enough to crumble. All of this under glass,
of course, climate-controlled. You could look but not touch,
but there was so much to see.

“Sleeping Beauty” wasn’t a story meant to render readers
weak with desire, but Jess had a different feel for it now, at the
end of a long day on a trail of sleepless nights. Wouldn’t she
like to prick her finger and fall into a century of rest and have



vines grow thick around the palace walls. Impenetrable. No
need for the hero, the prince on his steed. Turn back, good sir,
and let me sleep. Why did everyone think the curse was such a
bad thing? Benevolent witch, that fairy was. Maybe everyone
had gotten the story wrong. Jess was so tired.

The exhibit was good, though. She hadn’t altogether lost
her groove and she was part of a great team, even though they
had their challenges. Nancy and Imelda had been having a
feud since the replacement of the carpet. When Nancy lost the
battle to get the pattern she wanted, she decided the one that
was installed triggered her migraines. She’d been on sick leave
half the time ever since, which left Imelda to carry both
workloads. When Nancy made it in, the two of them were
always squabbling, and Jess sighed now as she saw them
emerging from their cubicle. She wasn’t in the mood for
diplomacy.

There was concern about the new girl on reception, they
explained, who had offended everyone by dying her hair blue
and wasn’t keeping the pencils in the reading room properly
sharpened. “There have been complaints from scholars,”
Imelda disclosed.

“Could you just sharpen the pencils yourself?” said Jess. A
reckless suggestion.

“It’s not part of my job description,” Imelda reminded her.

“The sharpener’s noise aggravates my headaches,” Nancy
added.

Jess tried not to snap as she told them, “I’ll take care of it.”
She wondered what they would think if she showed them the
article about babies dying in hot cars, if it could possibly
provide them with an iota of perspective. Do you ever look out
the window? she wanted to ask Nancy and Imelda. Could they
fathom how microscopically she cared about the pencils, the
carpet, about somebody’s blue hair?



—

On Wednesdays Jess finished work early and picked up Bella
before all the other parents arrived. Now that Bella had settled
into daycare, she cried when it was time to go home, and this
felt like a punch in the gut. Lately Jess was driving more and
more slowly to pick-up, because there seemed no sense in
rushing to inevitable torture. She took the tears personally,
even though the teachers told her that it happened all the time
and was part of a necessary period of adjustment. But to Jess it
was another indication of her failure at all things.

This day in particular, after being wracked by anxiety with
scary images strobing through her brain again, she had been
looking forward to taking her squishy, miraculous, perfect girl
in her arms and burying her face in her neck, inhaling her
sweet-sour scent. But Bella was having none of it. The teacher
doing pick-ups was the cold one who had no truck with Jess’s
feelings.

Perhaps no one batted an eye as Jess carried out her
screaming child, but she didn’t look around to see. The point
was to get out, because Bella would calm down eventually,
even if she was still screaming and wriggling as Jess fought to
get her fastened into her car seat.

“Transitions are difficult for everyone,” Bella’s other
teacher, the nice one, had reminded her the other day, and as
Jess put her key into the ignition she thought what an
understatement that was.

The irony was not lost on her that the car seat was an
instrument of safety in the event of impact. Before the
invention of airbags, babies rarely died from being left in hot
cars. Back then, car seats were fastened to the front seat beside
the driver, where it would be difficult to forget who was along
for the ride, even if the baby had fallen asleep.



Out of sight, out of mind—although listening to Bella’s
screaming, Jess wasn’t sure how this was possible. A better
mother would count her blessings: a baby as furious as Bella
could never be forgotten. Such a baby could almost make you
want to forget her on purpose…but no, Jess was joking. It
wasn’t funny. It was important not to think of things, because
if you did they might come true.

But surely the universe wasn’t so methodical. No one was
up there keeping a tally of Jess’s darkest thoughts. Bella’s rage
began to subside, or perhaps it was just that her voice had gone
hoarse. Jess turned on the stereo, and the CD launched into
“You Are My Sunshine,” the darkest brightest song that Jess
had ever heard. She didn’t even like it, but Bella did, and she
finally calmed down. Jess checked her out in the mirror, red-
eyed and teary-faced, runny-nosed. Jess wanted her to stay
calm, so she started singing along with the track. The verse
about waking up from a dream to discover her sunshine gone,
all empty arms and crying—it was the kind of despair she’d
been imagining all day.

She pulled into the driveway, and there was Clara,
delivered like a wish come true, waiting on the front steps
beside the pretty planter whose flowers had been dead for
weeks. Jess felt a rare surge of energy as she jumped out of the
car to rush over to her friend, her lodestar.

“You’re like a vision,” Jess told her, clicking her key fob,
the car locking behind her with a beep. “I’ve been out of my
mind, and Bella screamed and screamed all the way home. My
ears are still ringing.”

Clara had come down the steps to greet them. “She’s
asleep,” she said.

“What?” Jess said, looking toward the car, where Bella
was still strapped into her car seat, her furious, snotty face now
angelic in slumber. Jess had left her in the car. Not for long, it



was true, and she hadn’t gone far, but it had happened just like
the article said. They can disappear from your mind, fall
between the cracks. She’d forgotten about Bella and had just
now turned around to find her there, the same thing they’d all
seen, those poor parents—the very image, the sleeping baby,
an illusion. As though they could reach out and brush the soft
curve of that cheek and the baby would stir.

“Jess?” Clara was calling from far away. Jess’s heart was
pumping in her ears, sounding like traffic, even though there
wasn’t another car in sight. She couldn’t stop staring at the
baby. She was frozen. She couldn’t even breathe, she realized,
struggling to do so now. Clara was holding her, and Jess could
hear a voice saying, “The baby, the baby,” and she recognized
the voice vaguely as her own.

“Jess?” called Clara. “The baby’s fine, Jess. The baby’s
fine.” She held Jess by the shoulders and tried to get her to
look her in the eye, but Jess was looking through her. She
couldn’t focus. “Where are your keys, Jess? Bella’s fine, Jess.
We’ve just got to get her out of the car.”

—

“I don’t even know,” Jess said once they were inside and Bella
had been changed and her grubby face wiped. They were
sitting in the kitchen with a bottle of wine. Bella was in her
highchair eating little defrosted cubes of pea risotto. “Nothing
like that’s ever happened to me before.”

“A panic attack,” said Clara, as though it were simple, as
though it were nothing. She topped up their glasses as Jess
tried to explain the article about the poor babies and their poor
parents. “You have to realize that’s the kind of thing that
happens to hardly anybody,” Clara reassured her. “Those
stories are outliers.”

“Tell that to the people it happened to.”



“But think about all the people it didn’t happen to,” said
Clara reasonably. “Child mortality rates used to be brutal.
Parents today have less to worry about than at any other time
in history.”

“The risks are real, though,” Jess insisted. “I mean, last
week Bella choked on a grape. A grape. You’re supposed to
cut them in half, but this one should have been quartered.”

“And Bella was fine.”

“She coughed it up.”

“Things happen,” said Clara.

“There is not enough room in my day right now for things
to happen,” said Jess. She refilled her glass. It was easier to be
calm now. Twilight was cozy, and Clara was there. “I feel like
you literally saved my life today.”

“But if it hadn’t been for me, nothing would have
happened at all,” Clara said. “You would have gotten her out
of the car right away.” They looked at Bella. She was banging
on her tray with a plastic spoon, smiling her not-quite-
toothless smile, green peas smeared around her mouth,
unaware of the emotional havoc in her midst; the catnap in the
car had rendered her cheerful. She adored Clara, who was such
a baby charmer. Clara had carried Bella into the house, not
missing a beat as the baby transitioned from sleep to chatty
wakefulness.

The house was a mess. Breakfast dishes were piled beside
the sink, two baskets of clean laundry were stacked in the hall,
and a bag of dirty diapers was tied up by the door, still
waiting, after three days, to be taken out to the garbage. They
paid premium for bags that masked odour, so the bags didn’t
smell, but maybe they did and Jess was just immune to it. It
was possible that the whole house reeked, so Jess apologized
for everything being such a disaster. She should have tidied
up.



“Hey, I invited myself over,” said Clara. “You don’t need
to be sorry.” She was happy to report that her interview had
gone well, and she wanted to talk about it. Jess considered, as
she filled Bella’s sippy cup and tried to listen, that maybe
Clara hadn’t come over tonight to go through an itemized list
of Jess’s struggles, to hear about the panic, the mess, and how
the house had started to feel like Jess’s days: confining,
claustrophobic. The walls were closing in and there wasn’t
enough light.

When they bought the place, Jess recalled, it offered so
much space they couldn’t even imagine how to fill it. There
had been a spare bedroom and a linen closet; now they didn’t
have either, because the spare room was the nursery, and the
linen closet was stuffed with small appliances in need of
repair, outgrown baby clothes, and a decapitated wooden
rocking horse. At the start of her maternity leave, Jess had
entertained all kinds of notions—she would learn about
carpentry, she’d fix up the horse!—but then the year was up
and the horse still had no head.

“It’s too small,” she complained, the house. They’d been
trying to put down roots, but instead of roots, it was baby stuff
that had spread everywhere, all that gear that had to be stored
somewhere, and that somewhere was everywhere, and it
sometimes occurred to Jess that nearly every surface in their
home was made of plastic and played a stupid song.

“We need a house with a basement,” said Jess. Not a
condo, but somewhere planted firmly in the ground. A place to
store boxes of photos and her grandmothers’ china, camping
equipment and fishing rods.

“But real estate’s a nightmare,” Clara said. “I mean, there
are basements, but they’re all tiny apartments with five-foot
ceilings that smell like backed-up toilets. I should know—I’ve
been looking.” She sighed. “I never thought it would be this
difficult to find work. It doesn’t matter how long my CV is. If



all the experience is international, it’s like starting from
nothing. It’s dispiriting.”

“But it will come together,” Jess assured her. She knew it
would. Clara and Nick would find their own way, and it would
be thoroughly unconventional. They had no desire for a home
like Jess and Adam’s anyway. Nick thought modern buildings
had no soul, a proclamation Jess had tried not to take too
personally.

The water on the stove was boiling and Clara got up to
help, adding the gnocchi from a package. With the jar of pesto
from the fridge, this would be instant dinner. Some things, at
least, were mercifully uncomplicated.

“It’s a lot right now, your life,” said Clara once they’d
finished eating. “It must feel like it’s sucking you under.”

She wasn’t wrong, but Jess didn’t want to admit it, because
then what? Bella was using the sign for “more” now; they had
taught her that at daycare. Signs certainly beat unintelligible
screeching. Jess refilled the sippy cup. “It’s just the stress of
work, and that article,” said Jess. She sat back down again.

“When’s Adam coming home?”

“Seven or eight. I don’t know. It depends.” She saw where
this was leading. “But this isn’t about him.”

“Except that you’re carrying all this on your own,” said
Clara. She got up and started loading the dishwasher. “A full-
time job on top of another full-time job. Is it any wonder
you’re stressed?”

“You don’t have to do that,” said Jess, meaning the
dishwasher. But Clara paid her no mind, “And Adam does a
lot,” she reminded her. “When he can. He takes Bella to her
swimming lessons. Most of the time. He has to work.” She had
to defend him.

“You work too.”



“But my job is more flexible. And his job is paying the
mortgage. Adam carries more than his share. He’s supporting
us.”

“But you’re supporting him too. You were the one who
made that risotto. You bought the pesto, I’m sure. Taking the
baby to daycare and bringing her home again after work, day
after day. Invisible labour, but I see it.”

“It’s just really hard,” Jess emphasized. “And not because
I’m doing it wrong. It’s easy to prescribe solutions. I know, I
used to do it. But when you’re in the middle of the mess,
there’s no way out. You really just can’t fight it.”

“But that sounds hopeless.”

Jess wiped Bella’s face, then poured Cheerios in her tray
for dessert. “It’s not as bad as that,” she said. “But some days
are tough. And now it’s like my mind is conspiring to make it
even harder. I’m not getting enough sleep. It’s exhausting
being back at work.”

Clara refilled their glasses. “Things will get easier,” she
said. “I mean, they must. If everybody goes through it.”

Jess took Bella out of the highchair to stop her from
hurling the rest of the Cheerios to the floor. She held her close.
“There are consolations,” she admitted. “And sometimes when
Adam’s home, he does her bath, and I get fifteen minutes,
sometimes twenty. And so I sit down and read, I take time for
that. For me.”

“Twenty minutes,” said Clara softly, horrified.

“I know how it sounds,” said Jess. “But it’s the greatest. I
fell asleep getting my teeth cleaned the other week—sitting
back in the dentist’s chair was like being at a spa.”

“Jess, that’s sad.”



“You’ll see,” said Jess. “You think you won’t, but you
will.”

Clara said, “I’m not pregnant.”

Jess said, “You will be.” She sniffed Bella’s diaper. “I can’t
believe I haven’t put you off the whole baby thing with all
this.”

Clara said, “But I want that too. The good, the bad. I want
everything.”

“It’s going to happen.” It had to. And then came a
splendiferous squelching sound as Bella had her postprandial
shit. Jess said with emphasis, “I promise.”


