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The baby weighed five pounds, twelve ounces at her four-day-old checkup—about as much as a bag of sugar, Martha thought as she walked the living room floor. The baby was curled in a ball at her shoulder, drifting into slumber, then squirming awake and squalling again. The VCR clock read 3:17 a.m. 


It took eight paces to cross the room. The sixth one squeaked. The seventh one was in a square of streetlight. If it had been moonlight it would have shifted by now, she’d been pacing for so long. 


On the next pass Martha took a little dance step around the squeaky floor board. Like Dick Van Dyke dancing around the footstool at the beginning of his show. Sometimes he tripped over it. The children had always loved that part, wondering whether he would dance around it or trip over it. She varied her route now to follow the border of the living room rug, a thin woolen throw rug that slipped on the hardwood floor. Its fringed edges were tangled with use, and Martha stopped to smooth them with the toe of her slipper.


The baby, Fiona Catherine, was her daughter’s new baby, her first grandchild. It had been years since Martha had held a baby for any length of time, and now she relished the softness of this downy red head on her neck, the roundness of the diapered bottom that fit perfectly into her hand. With her own newborns she remembered mostly exhaustion, never the ease with which she had gotten out of bed tonight to take the baby from Caitlin, who was beyond exhaustion already. When Martha had her babies, she had been warned against spoiling them. But now, Caitlin said, the experts believed there was no such thing. That seemed perfectly sensible to Martha. Not everything Caitlin had read about babies—and she’d read a lot—seemed sensible to Martha. But the idea that this helpless little creature could be spoiled by being held through one of her first nights on earth was clearly ridiculous. So she walked the floor some more.


“Wake me at four,” Caitlin had murmured when Martha relieved her. Now the clock read 3:21. Holding the sleeping baby in the crook of her left arm, Martha shook out a blanket and eased onto the couch. Oh, the sweetness of sleeping with a baby beside her!


Then someone shook her shoulder. Caitlin, yelling something through her tears. Daylight bathed the room. Martha squinted at the clock, which read 7:39. A triumph! The baby had slept soundly for more than four hours. 


Martha shifted the baby from her stiff shoulder and tried to make sense of what Caitlin was saying. “My milk! I have to feed her every three hours at least, and you let me go six and a half!”


Martha struggled to sit up. Her back was killing her. “Honey,” she said. “Honey … ” The baby gave a little choke in the back of her throat, then opened her mouth and wailed, and Caitlin lifted her off Martha’s arm. Every vertebra in Martha’s back seemed to wobble as she attempted to right herself and explain to Caitlin that three hours was a guideline, that her milk would be fine, that her baby would be fine, that if she was going to count every hour of every day she would become insane before the baby was a week old. But Caitlin had already rushed into the bedroom to nurse, and Martha could hear Rusty, her son-in-law, over the baby’s screams. “Sweetheart, please, you’re freaking out.” 


As Martha felt along the floor for her slippers, she mused that Len had never told her she was “freaking out.” His term for it was “getting emotional.” And it was not, under any circumstance, the right thing for a man to say to his wife. 


When they first brought the baby to her, Martha was still groggy from whatever they’d given her. The nurse had had to hold her firmly under the elbow to help her sit up in bed, and then she'd found she couldn’t sit up straight but had to shift her weight onto one hip to avoid the soreness where the baby had forced her way out. 

The baby was bundled tightly in a white cotton blanket and a knit cap so only her round, red face was showing. Martha didn’t dare unwrap her to count her fingers and toes because she knew she would never be able to bundle her up properly again, and the nurse would be annoyed. So she just held the baby awkwardly in one arm and propped herself on her hip with the other arm. She sat like that for awhile, and the baby slept, her squinty little eyes pressed shut against the world.


She felt as if she had to get to know this baby all over again. She knew her movements in utero: the way she got hiccups every morning, quick little jerks like bunny kicks; the fact she was quiet all day, so sometimes Martha would have to stop to ask herself if she’d felt the baby move lately. And then at night, as she lay in bed, she would watch the baby rolling playfully within her, elbows and knees skimming across the undersurface of her belly. But now, holding this little creature, she felt as if she were meeting her for the very first time.


The baby wasn’t especially beautiful. She was puffy and splotchy. But she was also warm and breathing, a miracle really. And she did have a delicate little nose, her own nose, she imagined. When she peeked under the cap she saw the perfect little ears, small and curled in just the right places and—thank goodness—set flat against her head, not the “airplane wings” her father had teased her and her brother about. 


“My sweet girl,” she whispered. She couldn’t believe she was holding her daughter. She had dreamed of a daughter, though she had told everyone she didn’t care whether it was a boy or a girl. She held the baby up to her face so she could feel her warm breath. She pressed her lips to the baby’s cheek and held them there. “My sweet girl,” she whispered again.

[drop cap] Rusty let the screen door bang when he arrived home from work that afternoon, but neither Caitlin nor the baby stirred. Martha went into the kitchen to say hello and to check the potato soup she’d left simmering.


“Smells great in here,” Rusty said. “How’s Cait doing today?” 


“She’s tired.”



“I think it’s more work than she expected,” he said.


“It always is,” Martha said.


“She’s upset about the C-section too,” he said. He ambled into the dining room where the baby was asleep in her bouncy seat and returned with her tucked in a fetal position against his collarbone. Caitlin hadn’t said a word about the delivery to Martha. Now it occurred to her that maybe Caitlin was waiting for her to ask. 


“Why is she upset?” Martha asked.


“We wanted to do it naturally,” he said. “We had Lisa, our doula and everything, and it was going great there for a while.” Martha had had to ask what a doula was. Finally society had returned to the idea of a woman helping another woman in labor, but now you had to pay her to do it. 


“She got to about four centimeters,” Rusty continued, “and then she stalled out. We tried everything—walking laps around the labor ward, sitting on this big exercise ball, a hot bath, everything. Lisa and I were giving her all this support like, ‘You can do it, just relax, things will start moving again,’ but the OB who was on call just kept rushing her until finally she broke down and agreed to the C-section. I tried to talk her out of it, but Lisa kind of backed off then and supported Cait’s decision, so I knew it was all over with.”


All over with, as if Caitlin had failed to give birth at all. 


“But now you have a beautiful, healthy baby girl,” Martha said, and she caressed the baby’s fuzzy head.


“Of course,” Rusty said. “But we really wanted to be able to do it without medication, and it ended up being this textbook nightmare.” He shrugged. “Next time we’ll try again.” Martha doubted Caitlin had thought ahead to “next time.” 


In the living room she found Caitlin still cocooned in the afghan. Her eyes were open, but she hadn’t moved. 


“Can I sit down?” Martha asked.


“Sure.” 


Martha sat and rested her hands on her daughter’s feet. “The soup smells good,” Caitlin said.


“Thank you,” Martha said. “I’m baking some bread to go with it.”


Caitlin wiggled her toes and sighed. Martha squeezed her daughter’s feet. “How are you feeling?” she asked.


“Beat,” Caitlin said. “And my incision hurts.” 


“Having a baby is hard, hard work,” Martha said.


“It sucks,” Caitlin said. She closed her eyes again.


“What can I do for you?”


“Nothing,” Caitlin said.


Martha thought of her own labors—each of them different, but none of them especially fulfilling the way women in Caitlin’s generation seemed to expect. What was important was holding your baby later and knowing she was healthy. 

“She doesn’t even feel like mine,” Caitlin said quietly. “I mean, I know she’s mine, but I don’t feel like we’ve bonded.”


Another word we never used, Martha thought. “Don’t worry. You will,” she said.


Caitlin sat up, her mouth tightening in pain, and Martha felt a tug in her own belly. 



“When?” Caitlin asked. “When did you bond with me?”


“Oh, I don’t remember,” Martha said with a little laugh. “It’s all a blur.” But she was surprised to feel a dry catch in her throat. She searched for something to say. “It wasn’t the first time they brought you to me,” she said, and she knew in her heart that this was the hard truth. 


“When was it?” Caitlin asked.


That was harder to say. Martha shuffled through her memory, but came up empty. Caitlin watched her, dark circles underscoring her watery eyes. “It was probably a few weeks after we brought you home,” Martha said finally.


“A few weeks?” Caitlin’s face brightened, and Martha felt the sudden conviction that this was indeed true. 


“Yes,” she said. Now she had a hold on a particular memory. “We went to Ontario with Aunt Maggie and Uncle Steve. Jodi was about two. And all of them went down to the lake with Daddy and left us up in the cabin.” 


Yes, she could picture it now. The screened-in porch was furnished with a green vinyl armchair, a formica table, and two rusty folding chairs. The porch faced a slope of untrimmed grass that tumbled down to a small lake where you could swim or fish. She had watched her husband and her brother-in-law bound down the slope with their fishing poles like little boys playing hooky, heard her sister call out to Jodi, who had already toddled around the bend. She’d sat in the armchair at the table, wrapping Caitlin and herself in a scratchy wool car blanket, and felt terribly sorry for herself, being left behind. 
And then, after they’d all disappeared, the perfect silence of the morning had become a presence on the porch with her. Like a stranger sitting too close on the bus, it had made her uncomfortable at first. But after a while she’d relaxed her shoulders and let out her breath and just listened. The cabin frame creaked. A squirrel scolded. An outboard motor whined on the lake. A profound sense of peace had crept upon her like sleep, and she and her baby were a part of it. Then, without warning, that peace had shifted to exhaustion, and she’d begun to cry. She’d sobbed, for how long she had no idea. She’d staggered up from the chair and, wrapping the blanket tightly around herself and the baby—she was still in her nightgown and slippers and the baby wore only a diaper—she’d walked numbly down the hill to the rickety gray dock. Maggie and Jodi were far down the shore with a bucket, collecting things. Len and Steve were out in a rowboat. She’d stood on the very end of the rocking dock, knowing she cut a dramatic figure in the morning breeze, until Len had noticed her there and gathered up the oars and strained back across the lake, fishing lines trailing behind like cobwebs. That day they’d driven back home. Maggie had been angry with her, and there was something wonderful about that, having Maggie angry with her and doing what made her angry anyway. 


She didn’t tell Caitlin this whole story, just the part about the silence on the porch that morning and the fact that she’d been too damned exhausted to be there in the first place. But it seemed to satisfy Caitlin. Enough, at least, that she nodded her head and said, “I know she’s a beautiful little baby.” Then she stood up and pressed her hands into the small of her back as if she were still pregnant and shuffled into the kitchen. 


“Mrs. Watson?” The nurse was back already. She held another baby in her arms, and she was lingering several steps from the bed, an odd expression on her face.


Martha looked up at the nurse and waited to be chastised. Why hadn’t she begun feeding yet? She could only keep the baby for half an hour, then it was back to the nursery with her.


The nurse took a few tentative steps forward and held this second baby toward her. “I’m awfully sorry,” the nurse said. “This is your baby.” The nurse loosened the blanket around the baby she held and leaned toward Martha to show her the anklet on the baby’s tiny, wrinkled foot. 


“I don’t have my glasses,” she said, still clutching the first baby to her chest. Her own heart beat hard. The baby was warm against the bare skin at the neckline of her hospital gown. 


“A student nurse … ” the nurse fumbled. “I’m terribly sorry for the mix-up. This is your baby.” The nurse gently set the second baby on her back on the bed covers and then reached for the first baby, the one Martha couldn’t seem to let go of.


“Let’s look,” the nurse said gently then, and she loosened the first baby’s blanket and eased the tiny foot out. “Castillo,” she read. “This is baby Castillo. Mrs. Castillo is across the hall.”


Martha glanced down into the face of the second baby, her mouth so dry she couldn’t speak. How could she know now? How could she know? But the anklets said. The anklets must be right. Someone had just brought her the wrong baby by mistake. She studied the face of the second baby, looking for some shred of evidence, and she imagined she saw it in that wide upper lip. And the ears. Those sticking-out ears. She eased the cap off the first baby and saw that the top of her head was covered with dark hair. “Just a tiny bit of hair,” they’d said in the delivery room. She’d heard that much. And yes, under her cap, this second baby had just a dusting of fine, light brown hair.


The nurse was waiting patiently. She tried to meet the nurse’s eyes, but the nurse was training her gaze on the first baby. Martha handed that baby to the nurse, swallowing hard through the tightness in her throat. She watched the nurse turn and carry the baby out the door. She watched her close the door. She swallowed hard again. Then she looked down at her daughter. “Oh, my,” she whispered. 


The baby’s tiny hands waved in front of her face, but her eyes were squeezed shut. Martha laid her baby on her chest and loosely draped the cotton blanket over her. Then she laid her hand on the baby’s back, covering it completely. This baby was smaller, more fragile, and she felt as if she needed to protect her from the world. “Don’t worry,” she told her, and patted her back. Her baby kept on sleeping.


She must have fallen asleep too because the light had shifted to the gray of dusk when Len came in with their transistor radio. He kissed her forehead and pulled up a chair. “How are you feeling?” he asked.


“Tired,” Martha said. 


“She’s beautiful,” he said, and she saw his eyes were glistening.


After dinner Martha took her time loading the dishwasher and washing the piled-up pots and pans by hand. She thought about the baby she’d held before Caitlin. She’d never told a soul about it, not even Len. But she still thought about it once in a while. Sometimes you read stories about baby switches that people didn’t find out about until years later. It chilled her to think of someone else having this new grandchild, having her Caitlin. 


When she was done cleaning up the kitchen, she phoned Len.


“Snow tonight,” he said. “What’s the weather like there?”


“Oh, it was beautiful today,” Martha said. “In the sixties. Don’t you wish you were here?”


“Yes, yes,” Len said. “I wish I were there to hear the baby crying all night long and to watch the bags under your eyes turn gray.”


“She really is beautiful. She has my mother’s red hair.”


“You said. I’ll come play with her next time when she can focus her eyes a little better.”


“You’re an old softy,” Martha teased, and Len said, “Huh.”


Then he asked, “How’s Caitlin?”


Martha thought for a moment about how she might explain to him how things had changed, that Caitlin was blue because her delivery hadn’t gone as she had hoped. But she said instead, “Fine. Tired.”


“Stay as long as you need to,” Len said. 


“Len?”


“Hmmm?”


“Can you remember the moment when you realized how much you loved Caitlin? How much she was really ours?”


“Oh, God, you’ve been reading those baby books, haven’t you,” Len said. 


“I’m serious. Caitlin wants to know.”


“I read What to Expect When Your Wife Becomes a Grandmother. It said you’d start asking crazy questions.” 


“Listen, you asked how Caitlin is. She’s a little bit blue because she feels she hasn’t bonded yet with the baby, and she asked me when I bonded with her.”


“How can you not be bonded to a baby you carried around for nine months?”


“Never mind. You’re no help at all.”


“Well, I can’t tell you when you bonded with her,” he said. Martha heard an opening. She waited. She heard a dish clatter on his end. “I bonded with her, if that’s what you want to call it, the moment I looked through the plate glass window of the nursery and the nurse held her up for me to see. I think it was those spectacular ears.”


“Len.”


“I’m serious. Tell her I bonded with her right away. Or let me tell her myself. Where is she?”


“She’s asleep,” Martha said, leaning into the bedroom to check on her. Caitlin lay propped against the headboard, her thumb in her book at her side, her neck craned at an odd angle.


“Well, then, I’ll call tomorrow and tell her. Good grief! Doesn’t she have bigger things to worry about?”


“That’s not helpful,” Martha said, though she knew Len would be able to cheer Caitlin up. They understood one another. 


“Honey?” she said.


“Hmmm?”


Martha felt the world rushing in toward her. She would tell him now. Now.


But she couldn’t. Not over the phone. Maybe later. 


“I have to go,” she said. “The baby is crying.”


“Sleep tight,” Len said.


“You, too,” she said. “Drive safe in the snow.”


She found Fiona asleep in the frilly bassinet beside Caitlin’s bed. There was nowhere to sit, so Martha knelt beside the bassinet and reached in to touch the baby’s soft cheek. The ears, she thought, were Rusty’s, or they came from his family, with those large lobes. The ears of an old woman on a baby. How funny they looked. But that beautiful red hair. Maybe she would even get those kinked curls that Martha’s mother had had and hated. Finally they were in style, but her mother had always crimped and ironed her hair and cut it short, trying to make it behave in the fashion of the day. The baby had those thin Irish lips and a pointed chin too. She was Caitlin’s baby, no question about it.


Martha felt a terrible wave of sadness overcome her in the face of this brand-new beauty. “Be good to your mama,” she whispered. “She loves you so, so much.” She wanted to gather them both up in her arms. For thirty years she’d known both the pain and the joy of mothering, but she’d never imagined it could increase. And yet with this new baby, this new generation, she felt a hidden chamber of her heart opening, a flood of love that took her breath away because now she was going to have to stand back one more step and watch her daughter struggle to find her own way. And she was going to have to love another new little being with a reckless disregard for the possibility of loss. 


The truth was, it hadn’t happened at the cabin in Ontario. She had no idea when it had happened, the moment she’d begun to love Caitlin in the desperate way of a mother. What she did know was she had loved another baby first.


There. It was said. To herself, anyway. And that was a start, wasn’t it? 


She hadn’t told anyone because she’d been embarrassed. How could a mother be so stupid she didn’t know her own baby? Of course it was reasonable, but it wasn’t what the world believed. People wanted to trust that your baby was so much yours that you could never mistake her for another. 


The only way to make it right would have been to tell. It could have become a family story, Martha saw now. The kind of story that got told at gatherings when a newcomer was there, a story with a little bit of intrigue and shock, but a happy ending. They could have laughed over it, even. Len would have found a way to make it into a joke, though Martha knew secretly she never would have found it funny. 


But this late, there was no way to make of it anything light. It had gained weight over the years, feeding off her shame. It was the clumsy footstool she had to dance around in order to get to her daughter, and now her daughter’s daughter. She wanted it out of there.


Martha knelt and waited for Caitlin or the baby to stir. When her knees began to throb, she stood slowly, slipped out of her shoes, and climbed onto the bed. In a moment, the baby began to fuss, softly at first and then more insistently until Caitlin’s eyelids flickered. She looked over at the crying baby and moaned.


“Hungry again,” Martha whispered. “Do you want me to change her first?”

Caitlin shook her head. She moved the book and adjusted herself against the pillows, then unbuttoned the top buttons of her nightshirt. She tickled the baby’s lower lip to get her to open wide before she slipped a nipple into her mouth. With the first insistent sucks, Caitlin winced, and Martha said, “It hurts, doesn’t it.” Caitlin nodded.


They sat together like that for a while, Martha wasn’t sure how long, the baby making little clicking sounds as she sucked. Martha leaned against Rusty’s pillows and closed her eyes. Now, she thought. Do it now. “Oh, the day you were born,” she began.


Caitlin looked up at her then, and in her face Martha saw the ten-year-old waiting for the list of Nutcracker dancers to be posted at ballet auditions. She saw the fourteen-year-old staring at her new glasses in the bathroom mirror. She saw the three-year-old watching at the window for Len to come home. She saw the new mother unsure of her place in a world that had turned inside out.


“The day you were born was an incredible day.” She took Caitlin’s free hand and looked up at the ceiling, willing her tears to wait.


“It is incredible, isn’t it,” said Caitlin. “But not in the ways I expected.”


Fiona had stopped sucking, and now Caitlin shifted her to the other breast. Martha watched through the ticking of a minute or two as they both slipped easily into sleep, Caitlin with her head bowed over the baby, who had fallen off the breast, her tiny mouth hung open, one hand flung out before them. 

