Abigail


I give her a resentful glance – those two small, beautifully shaped but glitteringly malicious brown eyes set in that smooth, rounded face, that eternally pouting mouth. Even when she smiles there’s a perpetual hint of a whine. I look at her boy cut shock red hair, her thick, beautiful hair cropped short above her ears and I self-consciously raise a hand to my own naked scalp. Her fat fists are clutching my afternoon snack, my personal property, MINE – and I feel the scream rising in my throat. My face starts to heat up and I look desperately at our caretaker, offering her a whimpered plea to rectify the situation. Elizabeth sees me, her lips tighten, “Oh God, no”, I think as the inevitable bellowing howl escapes her. Then I can’t stop it. The cry bursts forth, and the girl abruptly stomps out of the rocking chair and snatches the animal crackers away from us both. I watch, aghast. 


I’ve never been a favorite with anyone. That’s because I am a year and three months old and have no hair. I walk like a chicken and resemble one in the face as well.


Even back in the nursery no one really liked me much. But at least there I had seniority. I was beyond the bottle and the crawl, praised for my maturity, and no one picked on me.


I could keep to myself, and the worst I had to worry about was the occasional toy knocked against my bone white head by Ethan, a gregarious and self-unaware eight-month old.


I think back to those days nostalgically. The big blue room, filled with swings and jumpers, stuffed animals and harmless toys. The smell of formula and diaper wipes. The nursery workers, who never gushed over me, but were always gentle. Then one day I was snatched from that cozy world, into this, the Pre-Tot room.


Here I am the runt. I’m smaller than everyone else, and uglier. And Elizabeth is here.


Now her younger sister, Megan, was a contemporary of mine back in the nursery. Megan was a pretty little thing, only five months old. She had her sister’s beautiful eyes and a light down of brown hair covering her tiny head. Megan was the darling of the nursery. One look at those big brown in eyes in that pretty, innocent face, and even a complete stranger was in love. I envied her a little, but unlike my fellow infants, I did not torment her in her helpless, pre-crawl state. Maybe it wasn’t really torment. Maybe it had more to do with the fact that we had no idea sentient beings beyond ourselves existed.


But when I first laid eyes on Elizabeth, I realized the poisonous effects of Megan’s treatment. I hated her from the start – ever since she laughed her hyena laugh and bulldozed into me, knocking me over so that I landed painfully on my blue and purple sippy cup I clutched like an untrained soldier holds his gun in the trenches.


And I knew immediately that the girl in charge with the wavy blond hair didn’t care for me. No one likes an ugly baby, especially one without even the slightest trace of hair. 

My justified cry and Elizabeth’s tyrannical roar wake up Katie, still curled up on her blue cot. I’ve been awake ever since Elizabeth dumped a bucket of blocks on my defenseless head. Katie sits up, dazed, and the girl rushes to her and sweeps her onto the changing table to take care of her diaper before she becomes sufficiently awake to protest.

Katie always has a stinky diaper when she wakes up, and we can sense the girl’s disgust and dread as she gingerly peels back the tabs of the itchy device. She doesn’t have kids – it’s evident in her hesitant, clammy touch, like she’s handling a pet guinea pig. It makes us hate her. But she’ll never know that and of course we’ll never remember it.


The girl finishes with Katie and sets her on the ground as she makes a face at the soiled diaper and disposes of it. Katie totters sleepily toward the low table and climbs clumsily into a miniature plastic yellow chair.


With a backhanded blow Elizabeth knocks my sippy cup filled with apple juice onto the floor. I wail in protest. The little bitch claps her hands, delighted. There’s hate in my eyes.


Katie narrows her eyebrows at the scene. Katie is the oldest of us, and the unofficial peacekeeper. She’s been the closest thing I’ve had to a friend in here. She willingly shares her toys and sometimes rubs my head to comfort me. It usually insults me when people do that, but with Katie I don’t really mind. Her sand-colored hair is in disarray as she sets on her share of animal crackers. The girl comes up from behind and attempts to gather it back into a ponytail and I think that that must feel nice.

My first day at St. John’s Day Care was hellish. Imagine that for as long as you have existed, Mother has been near. Mother means something completely different to a baby than to anyone else. Mother is food, comfort, protection, spirit, soul. Imagine suddenly being set down on an alien blue carpet, unable to walk or even crawl, and made to watch Mother, your world, abandon you. 


I screamed all day.


But after the initial shock, it really wasn’t so bad. I fell into the rhythm, with my cohort Adriann at my side. She was three weeks my junior, and the best-natured baby you’d ever meet. We were friends, as much as infants can be friends. When we reached the year old mark, we were the queens of the nursery, sagely overseeing the growth of the three youngest, Megan, Shelby, and Madelyn, the littlest with a remarkable tuft of light brown hair sticking up in all directions. Booker was next in line after Adriann and I, and I liked him because the boy was just as bald as I. Then Carson, Caleb, and Ethan were rising fast, taking their few first shaky steps across the floor.

Oddly enough, I did miss Adriann after the move. The sudden transition between being the undisputed authority to becoming the very lowest rung of the social ladder was a shock, and Adriann and I had shared every experience – from teething to solid food – together up until that point.

Across the table Jordan starts snorting. Jordan is my least favorite. While Elizabeth may be a thorn in my side, I do respect her intelligence, malignant as it may be. Jordan is, plainly put, an imbecile. She’s also a dirty, runny-nosed imbecile that looks like a pig. I can’t even bear to look at her now, so I focus my attention out the window at the three year olds playing on the playground. I catch a glimpse of my twin brothers throwing gravel at each other. They both have headfuls of auburn ringlets dangling in their eyes. They don’t like me much, either.


The girl comes to take our snacks away. “Ok, you can’t quit fussing, so you’re finished,” she says imperiously. “Now go play!”

But we want our juice! Our throats are dry from the crackers! Can I please have my juice back? But of course there’s no way to tell her that, so I obediently rise and head over to the stack of stuffed animals. I find my favorite – an unlikely aqua green platypus, and contentedly chew on its bill.


Then Elizabeth, cackling evilly, snatches it.


The scream rises in my throat again, but this time, I swallow it hard and let the anger flood out of my ears. This time I follow her, ignoring my insecurities about my funny gait, and I grab her by her goddamn gorgeous red hair and ball my other hand into a fist.

