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            Chapter One

         

         Look at you in your fur! You were so smart to wear it!”

         “It was my mother’s. I never wear it. I really never do. But today I just thought, Why not? ”

         In the cold, the mothers gathered outside the school. One after another, like children being summoned in a schoolyard game, they came battling off of Park Avenue into the leeward hush of the side street.

         “…sick the whole time, all five of us.”

         “…quit over the phone…”

         “…got to be kidding me…”

         “…torn ACL the very first run of the very first day…”

         “…Doug will only ski in March.”

         “Called me up—said she wasn’t coming back from St. Lucia.”

         It was January, the first day back after Christmas break—freezing out, with a surprisingly cutting wind. When Gwen Hogan, standing at the outer remove of the crush of mothers, turned her head to look up the block, the cold hit her cheeks and went right through the hood of her parka, making her temples ache.

         Not that she minded—not in any nonphysical, existential way. You had to earn spring, after all.

         “…something to be said for the tropical Christmas…”

         “…Tom’s mother’s camel-hair coat. A gift certificate to Best Buy…”

         “Yup, yup—do the reverse.”

         “…because I don’t need snow at Christmas. I like it, but I don’t need it.”

         “…paid her the entire summer while we were away. If I had known—”

         The school, St. Timothy’s, was a brick-and-limestone town house with a mansard roof on East Sixty-Third Street. It had been built at the turn of the nineteenth century as the rectory of the church that was just around the corner. By the turn of the next, it was no longer clear whether St. Tim’s the Preschool was still Episcopalian, or even Christian. (If pressed, the administration would have copped to the denomination before the religion; Christian suggested Jesus a little too pointedly for this parent body.) The building itself had been ceded bit by bit, at first, by rooms and then by floors, until this past decade when it was given over entirely to the widely desired, deep-coffered preschool.

         The front door was of a heavy-paneled forest green on which a brass knocker in the form of a lion’s head snarled menacingly. Above the door hung the school flag, whipped every which way today by the wind. On a quieter morning you could see that it had a white cross on a red background. Gwen Hogan kept her eyes on the flag, watched it flutter and snap. Me? Oh, no—I was just thinking about what to make for supper! was the response she kept at the ready, should someone take pity on her for standing alone and address her. In her mind she was always having to set potential empathizers at ease. In fact, they never materialized—these kindly souls who would feel themselves implicated in her solitude—although she was occasionally mistaken for Lally Stein’s au pair, to whom, it was true, she bore a passing resemblance (the ponytail and the youthful, makeup-less face; the jeans and running shoes).

         “It’s not about the money! I just can’t get over the selfishness of it.”

         “Well, I refuse—”

         “We refuse—”

         “Ron refuses on principle—”

         But one was never to learn what it was that Ron’s moral code had prompted him to reject, for at that moment, a violent gust assailed the women. “Agh!” They cringed; gloved hands flew protectively to girlish faces. Really! This weather was unbelievable! When the wind died away, a ripple of laughter went down the line as the women gave in to the giddiness anyone feels in the face of such brief, surmountable challenges that never actually interfere with comfort.

         “Well, I’m glad I wore fur today! I’m glad I dragged it out!”

         A taxi pulled up, and before the women even turned, they knew who would emerge from it—who among them would risk being late for pickup on the very first day back. Sure enough, she unfolded the almost excessive length of herself till she stood, nearly six feet tall, in an ankle-length black-and-tan shearling coat and a fur hat: Philippa Lye. Gwen hadn’t seen the hat before, wondered briefly if it was a Christmas gift. Its fluffy gray-brown flaps framed Philippa’s face becomingly: those cheekbones, unconciliatory in the extreme; the arrogant jutting triangle of a nose; and then—as if to give it some wanted thematic contrast—the large, watchful brown eyes. Watchful—in a woman who, for so many reasons, you’d think wouldn’t give a shit. Her hair, which fell to her shoulders from underneath the hat, was chocolate-Lab brown; Gwen privately felt it made suckers of all these dyed blondes.

         “He says I owe him money,” Philippa announced, her voice just loud and insistent enough to carry over the wind. A couple of the nannies, who waited on the east side of the school, closer to Park, looked over at her, keeping their expressions vague, and then looked away. Cravenly, Gwen Hogan also veiled her expression; she couldn’t afford to get involved any more than the nannies could.

         “The driver, you mean? Well, what does the meter say?” said Ann DeGroat, detaching herself from a conversation about limestone versus soapstone countertops.

         “Yes—what are you implying?” said Betsy Fleming, rubbing her upper arms to keep warm as she joined Ann. “He’s trying to cheat you?”

         “That’s the thing.” Philippa sounded amused. It was the other women who moved and spoke impatiently, attempting to get to the bottom of things on her behalf. “The meter’s broken! He said I should estimate.”

         “Sir! Sir!” This was Emily Lewin, a former prosecutor, taking on the cabbie.

         Philippa went on without rancor: “I take this cab every day. It never costs more than twelve. Twelve with tip. He’s very angry with me. I don’t have any more. I gave him everything I have.” With that, she turned her coat pockets inside out—an irrelevant gesture had she carried a handbag, but, in typical fashion, Philippa Lye seemed to have walked out of her apartment with nothing but the coat on her back and the hat on her head.

         “That’s not the point,” Betsy said, sharing an exasperated glance with Ann. “We can give you money.”

         The taxi driver, who had been leaning out the window following this exchange, began to yell, accusing Philippa of things.

         Gwen still hung back so as not to be the one who loaned Philippa money if it came to that, for the others all could—indeed, would be thrilled to have her in their debt. She watched Philippa watching the other women haggle over it, as if the scene, though of mild interest, were unconnected to herself. Gwen thought her beyond beautiful—no mere specific example, idiosyncratic in its variation on a theme, but the embodiment of some Platonic form that had always existed in her mind. Always, as with all things, meant since preadolescence. In a coincidence that would have mattered little to most of the women here but figured largely in her own thoughts, Gwen had known Philippa Lye’s face a long, long time—since she was eight years old, in fact. Consciously or unconsciously, for most of her life, Gwen had judged all other faces on how they compared to it.

         “Exactly how much did you give him?” Ann DeGroat persisted.

         “Fourteen, I’m sure, because I had a dollar in coins and I gave him every penny.”

         Betsy groaned— “You paid in change?” —but Emily went on the attack. “Look, sir!” She leaned into the driver’s-side window. “It’s clear that, in fact, you’ve been overpaid for this trip!”

         Decades before New York had made its queer claim on her life, Gwen had been in Girl Scouts with Philippa’s younger—plainer—sister, Rosemary, in Nautauqua, Massachusetts. Hard to imagine such a humble pursuit and place could have any connection with as exalted an event as pickup at St. Timothy’s in the aughts. To be fair, the Lye sisters were from Dunning, the next town over; the nicer town, with the pristine Main Street and the twin white steeples of the Congregational and Unitarian churches. Nautauqua, where the Girl Scouts met,  had the traffic circle and the fast-food franchises. But still: thirty years ago, Gwen Hogan—Gwen Babineau then—had spent afternoons playing dress-up at the Lyes’ house—not so very many of them, for her friendship with Rosemary had limped along rather than taken off. Then again, it had limped along awhile, as if neither girl was willing to be the one to call a halt. What Gwen remembered most was the feeling of luck she had when Philippa—who everyone said was going to be a model and who was already in a newspaper ad for the local Ford dealership—having no better options on the particular day, would join them. Both Gwen and Rose lacked imagination. Philippa Lye created the fantasy and then took you along on it. Rosemary complained often, to their mother, but Gwen was tickled to be lady-in-waiting to Philippa’s queen, the long-suffering hairdresser to her movie star. When Gwen thought of Philippa over the years, hearing snippets about her success—catalogs and a magazine cover; a stint in Japan—she felt complacent, as one does when one’s own opinion is corroborated by the universe.

         Rosemary she thought of not at all.

         
              

         

         In a stream of disgust, the taxi driver gesticulated violently and skidded off. “It’s fine—it’s fine.” Emily put up a staying hand as she turned back to the group, though Philippa hadn’t yet thanked her. “It’s okay!”

         There was an impatience in Emily’s voice, as there often was when the women spoke to Philippa. They snapped at her more often than you would expect adults to snap at another adult. They seemed to feel it their due, though the impatience, Gwen had noticed, stopped short of harshness. No one yelled at Philippa Lye. Not for now anyway. One wondered what would happen if the money suddenly disappeared—if her husband’s bank fell prey to one of those rogue traders who were jeopardizing the bigger establishments. But one didn’t wonder long. Skinker, Farr was an old institution, its establishment nearly a century ago now less remarkable, Gwen’s husband, Dan, had informed her, than the fact that it had remained in the Skinkers’ hands through the 1980s, when most of the private banks were disappearing.

         Skinker, Farr meant something. Even the extremely rich hedge-fund wives—even Lally Stein and Belle Ostergaard—and their husbands gave the Skinkers a certain deference.

         One could snap; one could not yell.

         “How will you get home?” This was Betsy, who perhaps had been upstaged by Emily.

         “Oh, gosh—I don’t know!” Philippa caught Gwen’s eye. Gwen hid a smile because she, too, found the question ridiculous. “We’ll take the bus!” Philippa proposed. “Or even—walk!”

         But the mothers of St. Timothy’s didn’t, as a rule, do comedy.

         “Walk?” Looking alarmed, Ann gestured to the sky. “In this weather?”

         “Here, take a twenty.” Betsy reached into her purse, fumbled for her wallet.

         Ann was the quicker draw, from a shallower pocketbook: “Take mine. Take it.”

         A brief argument ensued over who would loan Philippa the twenty.

         “Just take both,” Emily decided. “In fact, you know what, I’m going to give you twenty too. You may need it.”

         “All right,” Philippa said gravely. “Thank you.”

         The women, looking pained by their own generosity, turned away with jerky, defensive movements. It was Philippa who stood, tall and unslouching in the magnificent hat. She reminded Gwen of a medieval bishop receiving patronage. She glanced happily at the bills as a child looks at money for candy—frankly counting—and crushed them into her pocket.

         
            *  *  *

         

         At twelve sharp, the green door swung inward. “Hello, hello!” Mrs. Davidson cried spiritedly, as if something unexpectedly pleasant had befallen her in the fact of these women waiting to collect their children. Beside her, Ms. Babcock, her assistant head—and henchwoman, so people said—might have been delighted as well, or she might have been filled with extreme loathing at the sight of the mothers, which she covered up with a kindly smile. The women surged forward as the ceremonial handing-off of their excuses for existence began. Mrs. Davidson cried, “I have Virginia DeGroat! I have Willie Haskell!”

         On the tailwind of another gust, as the names continued, one final mother blew in. Why, it was the new mother! Ah yes. Everyone, turning, having forgotten her entirely, observed her with curiosity: the New Mother. Her daughter had started just that morning, a rare midyear admittee. Coffee conversation after drop-off had concluded that strings must have been pulled or, rather, lines yanked, cut, and resealed. Nobody got into St. Tim’s midyear. Short but not petite—trim and muscular, in fact—she was darkly attractive. In giant sunglasses and hustling, though not in a panicked way, more as if she enjoyed the challenge of the clock, and with her arms heavily laden with shopping bags, the New Mother swept down on St. Tim’s in the same wildly high-heeled pumps she’d been wearing at drop-off. Minnie was her name, was it? Minnie Something? “Like the mouse?” Emily Lewin had asked her provocatively. “Yes!” had come the disarming reply. “My mother loved anything Disney, and she named me after the cartoon!”

         She looked good-humored as she flipped her sunglasses up and glanced around. Her manner, as if in imitation of her name, was congenial in a giggly, little-girl sort of way. Here—here, they all felt—was something new. She didn’t seem to notice that the mothers, who were keeping an ear cocked for their children’s names, were all glancing at the labels on the shopping bags and turning back to one another with raised eyebrows. Most people would have stowed them at home or in a waiting car. The New Mother—Minnie—was apparently ignorant of these subtleties. Or perhaps—the idea presented itself uncomfortably—she was simply uninterested in them? Gwen stared at her shoes, unable to believe a person could actually walk in them. They must’ve been four inches high, the metal heel spiked to a fine and frightening point, as if the point she made by wearing them was far beyond ambulatory. But walk she did—triumphantly, weaving confidently through the crowd, her shoulders thrust back, her balance as light and careless as if she were in the old running shoes that Gwen herself wore. And that was the only way to wear shoes like that, thought Gwen, who, despite the fact that she took no time at all with her own appearance, could be exacting about others’. In shoes that high, any telltale hunch of the shoulders, slump of the back, or grimace, and you looked—well, you looked like a prostitute at the end of a long night.

         “Philomena Stein! Lila and Dickson Dilworth!”

         In the middle of the calling of the names, a curious little side drama began, apparent only to Gwen, because she habitually hung back. The New Mother went straight up to Philippa, of all people—and introduced herself. “Philippa? Philippa Skinker? I’m Minnie Curtis.”

         But Philippa was the sort of person who might not answer even a direct address if she didn’t feel like it. She looked vaguely at the woman as she went on, recounting some tenuous connection.

         “I have Peter Felekonaides! I have Emma Eliot! I have—” Mrs. Davidson hesitated for a second, and stolid Ms. Babcock, lips as wooden as a dummy’s, might have been feeding her the name: “I have Mary Hogan!”

         Gwen made her way to the door, took Mary by the hand, and accepted the unwieldy pile of construction-paper collages Ms. Babcock delivered smugly. “Some artwork you’ll want to take home and display.”

         Still, for a moment, the brutality of the city fell away in her joy at seeing her daughter, at the feel of the warm little hand in hers.

         “Did you have a good day, honey?”

         Dreamy and not given to small talk, Mary didn’t answer but gazed off toward Park Avenue as if she were trying to recall something. Gwen gave her hand a squeeze and pulled her gently as she started through the crowd—“Let’s go, honey”—clamping the artwork to her side with an elbow. On the way out she brushed by Philippa, who was pressing forward at the summons of “Ruth and Sebastian Skinker!”—the New Mother chattily in her wake. “Just such an amazing coincidence! I’ve been so looking forward to trading stories with you about the place! I’ve heard your name so often, I feel like I already know you!”

         “What’s for lunch, Mom?” Mary tugged at Gwen’s hand.

         “Um…the leftover meat loaf from last night,” Gwen mumbled, reluctant to have these women overhear the humble nature of the food she fed her child. There was a shame over here on Sixty-Third and Park in cooking from scratch, in not simply serving chicken nuggets and other branded, microwavable products—Go-Gurts and Veggie Stix. Perhaps it reeked of the middle class, or seemed grungy. Gwen had quickly learned to keep silent.

         “Hey,” Gwen said to Philippa as she brushed by her.

         “Gwen.” Some sympathy passed between them, as it always did.

         Their children had never been classmates, for Mary was older, in the Fours, while Ruth Skinker was a tiny Two and Sebastian a Three; the Skinkers’ seven-year-old, Laura, had moved on to big school already. And despite the fact that both women were outsiders at St. Tim’s, Gwen knew full well that the natures of their exclusion were distinct—hers innate, an extension of her personality and relative poverty, Philippa’s more like that of a celebrity; she kept herself apart except when she needed something. Her children were the third generation of Skinkers to attend the school; their father, Jed, ran the bank; their paternal grandmother, Laura Winifred “Winnie” Skinker, a frequently photographed society matron, was on the board at Cleary, the most bluestocking of the Upper East Side girls’ schools, where her namesake, little Laura, was now in second grade. Even the bank played its part in the lore; rather than occupying a few stultifying, fluorescent-lit stories in a midtown office tower, Skinker, Farr was housed in a Beaux-Arts mansion on West Fifty-Fourth that the Skinkers themselves owned. Stone gargoyles instead of elevator banks greeted the potential client, and the old Mr. Skinker, now deceased, was said to have named them all.

         
              

         

         “He had another accident,” Gwen could hear Ms. Babcock flatly informing Philippa. “Poo this time.”

         Waiting for the light to change, Gwen glanced back. Philippa was taking the news impassively. This seemed to vex Ms. Babcock, who likely expected flustered apologies from the mothers—prostrations and embarrassment. A flicker of annoyance crossed the woman’s broad face, which came up to Philippa’s bra line. “You really need to remember to bring in the change of clothes,” she instructed Philippa’s chest, the truculent note that Gwen instinctively avoided inciting sounding in her voice. “We’ve gone to the Lost and Found twice for him.”

         She didn’t hear Philippa’s reply, only glimpsed her haughty, indifferent body language, for at that moment the light changed, and Mary cried, “Walking person! Walking person!” Across the double avenue Gwen hurried her daughter the way her own mother had when Gwen was growing up in Nautauqua, Massachusetts. Camilla had always hurried her—into the car, out of the car, up the stairs to St. Agnes’s, down the aisles of Donnelly’s. Gwen had never, as far as she could remember, gone anywhere at a relaxing pace when she was little.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Real winter day today,” Gwen remarked to Mary as they came up the subway stairs at Eighty-Sixth Street and were slowed by the throng at the corner, the street merchants selling novelty hats, phone cases, handbags. Waiting for the crosstown bus, Gwen knelt to put Mary’s mittens on, pulling them up over the little red hands. Gwen’s mother, Camilla, had knit them. They were orange wool with a pale blue zigzag around the palm and they dangled, as Gwen’s had as a child, from a string that went up one arm of Mary’s coat, across the back, and down the other. “It’s totally out of control! She refused to put on her mittens today!” Gwen would hear the St. Tim’s mothers proclaiming about their own daughters. It was the kind of comment that made Gwen look away and hope not to be noticed. She couldn’t imagine having that kind of adversarial relationship with her only child. Sometimes she would hear them querulously addressing their nannies: “Why is he wearing those pants? What happened to the ones I laid out?” As if motherhood were a battle which the toddlers were winning.

         Mary had done a twos program in the basement of a Catholic church up the block from where they lived; Gwen had planned for her to stay at St. Ephraim’s for preschool. Then Dan came home one day with a tip from a female colleague of his at the U.S. Attorney’s Office. “St. Timothy’s is the best,” he declared, and on his own he sought out an application. At the group visit the school required as part of the application, while the other rising three-year-olds sat blinking and mouth-breathing as they colored with crayons, Mary arranged all of the plastic animals by species and height and then created an elaborate game in which they all jumped over one another in order to get home. Gwen could have died, the hostility in the room from the other mothers was so intense. She swore she would never go back. Then they got in, though, and it gave her pause; even she recognized the rare honor that was being bestowed. Looking at the tuition—the deposit that was required immediately—she was ready to rip up the letter and throw it away. But the next day another letter arrived informing them of their reduced “commitment”—the significant scholarship they were being given. Dan laughed when she told him. “They want to pay for Mary to smarten up the place? Let ’em!” And who, after all, was she to deprive her daughter of music and movement, a huge padded rooftop playground, real water and sand in the play tables—a better school for less money? It was funny, though. In spite of the scholarship, Gwen sensed that the Hogans’ presence among the chosen, as the months went by, was an affront to the administration, like that of a black-sheep relative whose ongoing claim of legitimacy rankled. Whereas Dan, having gotten invested in it and competitive for one brief moment, never thought about St. Timothy’s again.

         “The bus is here,” Mary announced, pointing. She took pleasure in things working right, running on time; so did Gwen. “M Eighty-Six. Crosstown local. Next stop, Third Avenue.”

         “That’s right.”

         They rode four halting blocks, Gwen clasping Mary in her lap, and got out at York. The young man whose family owned the corner deli was outside today, rearranging the banks of flowers under the covering sheet of plastic his father rolled down in the winter. Mary waved at him—“Mike!”—and he waved back. Gwen would see her neighbors chatting and laughing with Mike, post-purchase. Gwen, too, would have enjoyed the sense of community that might have come from patronizing the place. But she had so little use for the deli! It was one of the characteristics of New York that had made her feel most alien when they’d arrived a decade ago, when Dan took a clerkship out of law school on the Second Circuit: that this was a city of people who couldn’t be bothered to cut up their own cantaloupe or push a grocery cart down an aisle to stock up for more than a day. It was a relief when she ran out of milk and had to run down and buy a quart—when she could show it wasn’t personal.

         
              

         

         The outer door of their building closed with a whump behind them. Kicking aside the scattering of takeout menus, Gwen dug out her keys and let the two of them through the second door. Mary went ahead, doing her posting-pony trot and clucking, while Gwen held the door for another tenant—an older man in a porkpie hat who walked with a limp. He didn’t thank Gwen but proceeded through the door with an avaricious look in his eye and lumbered quickly toward the elevator in the back. He was carrying a tabloid newspaper in a plastic bag that swung manically from the crook in his arm. Gwen hurried, too, but stopped quickly at the phalanx of mailboxes to remove the mostly junk mail that was stuffed into their box, knowing how long it would take for the shambling elevator to return if she missed it.

         “Look, there’s a letter from Grandma!” she said to Mary, forcing herself not to run.

         “I’m getting out on seven!” the man said as if it were a threat, his thumb locked against the button, as Gwen hurried the two of them in.

         
              

         

         It was 2009, the winter after the financial crisis. The Yorkville building was filled mainly with old people who had hung on to rent-stabilized apartments and college grads new to the city—the smart, ambitious, but unsophisticated kind who filled the Second Avenue bars on Friday nights. There was one other young family besides the Hogans. At Halloween, they would emerge from an upper floor with older children in costumes that usually involved guns. The mother seemed to find Gwen’s presence year after year irksome, as if she was an unwelcome reminder of the compromise of rearing children in this building from which other families had moved on. She made a point of not speaking to Gwen and would address her only through her children: “Say ‘thank you’ to the lady for the Twizzlers, Jack.”

         The Hogans’ apartment was on five and consisted of two bedrooms in the back, a shared bathroom in between, and a living room in the front with west-facing windows that looked onto York. It truly was a “living” room; they did everything there—ate and watched television and played Sorry! and crazy eights with Mary. Dan lay down on the floor every morning to do the exercises that helped his back. A Pullman kitchen with folding closet-type doors ran along one side of the room. “Let’s hang up our coats now,” Gwen said as they came in, helping Mary with hers. Mary skipped away to her bedroom to commune with her stuffed animals, and Gwen took the meat loaf out of the fridge, sliced it into pieces, and put the plates in the microwave one at a time.

         A decade ago, when they had moved into the building, they, too, had been recent grads—Dan a few months out of law school, Gwen working in the lab at Taurus, the pharmaceutical giant, and finishing up her master’s at Rutgers at night but commuting on the weekends—strange to say it then, strange to recall it now—to New York to be with Dan. Describing her life at the time to her fellow technicians in the lab, Gwen would find herself being cagey, knowing that she was not one to have a “husband” in “Manhattan”—that wasn’t her at all.

         She poured two glasses of milk, which she placed on the round pine table, its legs resting half on the strip of kitchen linoleum and half on the parquet floor of the living room, balanced by strategically placed matchbooks. The trash was full so she tied it up and took it out to the landing, replaced the bag and rinsed her hands.

         Married straight out of college, Gwen and Dan had been oblivious to the kind of sudden proprieties that beset couples who married later on. It didn’t strike them as strange that they started out with a roommate, for instance. They were slight, slim people, she and Dan—runners, the both of them—and when Topher, who worked at Sotheby’s and had aspirations to a fancier address, left for an illegal sublet on Sutton Place, they couldn’t quite bring themselves to take over the bigger bedroom. They stayed on their Serta Perfect full-size in the dark back bedroom, leaving Topher’s discarded futon frame where it was. “I’ll have my mother down,” Gwen decided, anticipating hosting Camilla now that they had the room. She hoped to correct her mother’s impression of her life in New York City. Camilla, she had sensed, inferred pretension from the mere fact that it was not Boston.

         The truth was, Gwen thought she’d better get her mother down to New York in a hurry because soon Dan’s clerkship was ending and he’d be starting at a law firm. At that point, with the increased income, there probably would be pretensions—doormen and a cleaning woman. Camilla had made sure that all through elementary and high school, Gwen studied hard. For thirteen years, she had made sure. But Gwen’s mother hadn’t known—how could she—that in Gwen’s generation, education would beget New York City would beget  hired help, taxis, parking garages. Gwen would have to break her in gently.

         Or so she thought.

         It hadn’t worked out like that, though.

         A few weeks after he started at Buckland, Brandt, Dan came home with an itchy red patch on his forearm. Gwen’s calamine lotion and baking-soda baths did nothing to soothe it. By Thanksgiving the rash had spread to his back, and by Christmas there were white spots on top of the red and they were creeping up his neck and down his legs, and Dan no longer rolled up his shirtsleeves.

         When Gwen asked him how work was going, Dan made it clear he was succeeding—“I’m on my second trial in a year!”—but he’d also get a lunatic look in his eye such as she had never seen there before, as if his alacrity, his scathing ambition as the second youngest of the five sons of Perry Hogan, lawyer in Biddeville, New Jersey—even his high-school wrestler’s scrappiness had never predicted the likes of a corporate law job in the early 2000s. He would get that look in his eye and he would begin, unawares, to scratch. One night she found him in the bathroom, naked but for his wire-rimmed glasses and his briefs, standing in the tub pouring rubbing alcohol on his thighs.

         “I’m thinking of trying to get into the U.S. Attorney’s Office,” he said impatiently, wincing a little as the alcohol hit the rawer patches.

         “Okay,” said Gwen.

         Later, she mentioned Dan’s new coup of a job to her supervisor. “Are you okay about the money?” the woman asked boldly. The query was so unexpected that it took Gwen a minute to understand, and when she did, she burst into unhinged-sounding laughter. It was the moment she realized that she wasn’t living in Nautauqua, Massachusetts, anymore. The colleague cheerfully cited the debt her own husband—also an attorney—had accrued in law school, which had sent him to a corporate firm straightaway. Gwen hoped she didn’t sound condescending when she said quietly, in the explicitly unadorned tone people use to talk about the things that truly matter to them, “My husband doesn’t have any student loans. He turned down Harvard Law and went to Rutgers on a full ride.” “No one does that!” the woman had said, waving her arm as if batting away an absurdity. “He doesn’t believe in financial leverage,” Gwen had continued, “of any kind.”

         That was nearly a decade ago. But even today Gwen felt a spark of vanity when she thought of her husband’s drive—his iconoclasm and powers of renouncement. Even today she could hear the refrain they had lived by for so long starting in her head, that they were different.

         Even after everything.

         
              

         

         “Mary! Lunch is ready!” Gwen put down a bowl of raw carrot sticks she had peeled and cut up earlier, then took a paper napkin for each of them from the napkin holder that sat in the middle of the table.

         “I forgot Lambie!” Mary froze before the table, eyes wide with the oversight. “Be right back!”

         She charged away down the short hallway. An only child, she was good at creating her own dramatic tension, making her own fun.

         Gwen drew back a chair, and a play of light on the window made her turn her head so she caught a glimpse of herself. Her long wheat-colored hair was pulled back into a low, indifferent ponytail, today with an actual ponytail holder, other days with a rubber band. She ought to have moved on from her preteen vanity of having notably long hair, she knew. She sat down and took a sip of milk. “Coming, Mom! Coming! Lambie and I are coming right away!” But this younger sibling from a former mill town (the blown-out factory buildings overhung the Nautauqua River); this scrappy, penny-pinching adolescent who had worked at Dunkin’ Donuts and Friendly’s, then as a clerk and eventually a floor manager at Nelson’s, the family-owned department store in downtown Nautauqua, who had nurtured a secret passion for punk rock and had a Sex Pistols poster on her bedroom wall; this close-to-full-scholarship Yale chemical engineering major who had hung out with Dan Hogan and his roommates freshman year because they were familiar to her when no one else was; this skilled technician who had been called, embarrassingly, by her boss at Taurus a “rising star” and urged several times to apply to the PhD program—this woman refused to cut off her hair.

         She cinched the ponytail up tight now by pulling on two hanks.

         In college, she hadn’t seen the need for change. As she got older, maybe her long hair was a little bit defiant, like continuing to wear the fleece jacket her brother, Bobby, had handed down to her when she was in eighth grade.

         But now—she felt along the length of the ponytail—now it was something more, this vestige of her sixth-grade self.

         For it turned out the striving—the job at Friendly’s, from whose fry basket she had a small white scar on the back of her right hand; the midnight runs to the Taurus lab to get the samples, collect the data, for whatever experiment she was working on—could take you only so far. Camilla and Robert had taught her to do well, to work hard. No one in her family, least of all Gwen, had grasped the paradox that those principles ultimately bore. Her brother, Bobby, had also done well. He had not dishonored his family—far from it. He was a sergeant in the Dunning, Massachusetts, police department, the next town over, and he and Beth had three children, the youngest of whom, Nina, was severely learning-disabled, which had required Beth to quit her job as an ER nurse at Dunning-Nautauqua Memorial.

         And Gwen—Gwen had quit her job too. She was no longer a chemical engineer—it was several years ago now; Mary had turned five just after the new year. Sometimes she still missed it—not the desk work that she had segued into eventually but the experiments, the moment of discovery that no one else shared.

         Motherhood could be a little like that, on some days.

         Returning with the pink stuffed lamb, which she sat on the chair next to her, Mary shook her head. “He can’t see over.”

         “No,” Gwen agreed. “Do you want to get the dictionary for him to sit on?”

         Mary thought about it. “No. He likes sitting low.”

         “ ’Kay.” Gwen didn’t go in for the anxious interrogation that constituted most mothers’ conversations—“So, did you have fun? Did you do a good job? ”—so mother and daughter forked up their meat loaf for a little while in silence.

         “Oh—your card from Grandma,” Gwen remembered, rising to get the envelope.

         Mary gazed at her mother with a far-off, pleased expression, chewing her carrots, and eventually looked down to examine the card, though she didn’t tear it open. She was the least materially acquisitive child Gwen had ever encountered. The little girl tapped her mother’s arm and pointed at the return address on the envelope, written in Camilla’s didactically neat hand.

         “Uh-huh,” Gwen said, not sure what Mary was getting at.

         “Grandma lives in Ma,” Mary said, as if the point were obvious.

         “Ma? Oh, yes—M-A, Massachusetts! Yes, she does.”

         “Ma in Ma,” Mary said. “That’s funny.”

         Gwen said quickly, sounding falsely cheery now, just like the other mothers, “Sometimes Grandma comes to New York to see us, though,” and wasn’t surprised when Mary didn’t respond to what was, after all, a non sequitur.

         
              

         

         Camilla had been down to see them just twice in fact. She’d taken the Greyhound from Worcester, buying a coffee at Dunkin’ Donuts and a newspaper to read on the bus—the Globe, not the Times. Bobby’s wife, Beth, took care of Gwen’s dad while Camilla was away; he had had a stroke the summer Gwen graduated (salutatorian to Paul Pierson’s valedictorian, by a tenth of a percent) from Dunning-Nautauqua High. “It’s such a hassle for you to get down here. Why don’t you fly, Mom? Or take the train?” Gwen had suggested the second time her mom came to visit, when the bus had been held up by an accident near the Bruckner Expressway for the better part of two hours. This was when Mary was two, Gwen was pregnant with their second, and Dan was fresh from winning a complicated fraud trial and was considering taking a job at a firm again—“I’ll take my time; make sure it’s a good fit.” Since Gwen had left Taurus to become a stay-at-home mom, Dan’s idea of a large family sustained her. They spent their evenings Googling real estate outside of the city—Dan preferred New Jersey, Gwen Connecticut. Despite his public-sector job, they had managed to save a little. Gwen was feeling flush and happy—always a danger around Camilla.

         Camilla had a way of not answering those questions she deemed irrelevant. She’d been braiding toddler Mary’s hair at the time, and she had a ponytail holder stuck in her mouth. When the braids were done, embellished with pink and blue grosgrain ribbons, and Mary was sitting in her high chair and patting them with her fingers, enjoying the tight perfection of them, Camilla said, combing the hairs briskly out of the brush before putting the brush back in its drawer, “Fly, huh.”

         There was a silence while Gwen finished stacking the dishwasher—her mother hurrying over with a spare cup and spoon and a nearly missed breakfast plate—and started the cycle. She turned around, having first formulated her statement. “Dan and I could pay for it.” She cleared her throat. “We could fly you down.” She had been planning on making this offer for longer than she would have liked to admit, had extensively researched flight times and prices to see if she could, indeed, make it. “Dan’s talking about going back to a firm. He’s thinking he’ll make the move this summer. Time to cash in. Everyone says it’s the second kid that does it. And of course, we mean to have more than two…” She repeated: “We could pay for it.”

         Camilla greeted this with a look of internal amusement, which Gwen caught just before it vanished. Mrs. Babineau had an exaggeratedly firm mouth in a face that had settled contentedly into deep lines, as if a dour sixty-two had been the age she had long targeted. Her complexion was so white, it sometimes had a bluish cast, as if it had never been exposed to the sun. And when Gwen thought about it, she doubted her mother had ever been tan. When would Camilla Babineau, of Nautauqua, Massachusetts, out of Quebecois Canada, have lain on a beach for the purpose of darkening her skin? Her hair, though, was dyed a darker brown than its natural color. She kept it short, set it with hot rollers before a special occasion. Perhaps Gwen had grown pretentious; in New York she was aware of how provincial her mother looked, how her eyeglasses with the up-curving arms looked secretarial. Gwen, who for years had rejected a colleague’s kindly suggestion of a haircut “with my guy, who could do wonders!,” itched to make over her mother. Despite the cold, they were taking Mary to the park this morning. Camilla was religious about going out in all kinds of weather. Gwen went to the door and got their coats from the closet. Both women wore old parka-type winter coats, with flaps and several pockets both internal and external. Mary had an old wool coat with a velvet collar, a hand-me-down from a cousin, Bobby’s eldest, Taylor. Camilla got herself zipped up and knelt to help her granddaughter button hers.

         The two women spoke few words as they finished getting ready. Gwen’s suggestion of flying seemed to hang in the air, silly and gauche and implicating—the kind of offer a pretentious person who lived in New York City would make. “Here’s your scarf”—followed by silence till Gwen said tightly to Mary, “All set?”

         They stored the stroller on the landing between the fire door and the building’s stairwell. Gwen started to back it out but Camilla said, with surprising scorn, “She doesn’t need that!” Gwen turned to see her mother eyeing Mary conspiratorially. “You don’t need that stroller, do you, Mary? You can walk, can’t you? You’re a big girl! Don’t you want to walk to the park? Exercise is good for you!”

         Intrigued by her grandmother’s enthusiasm on this point, if not by the point itself, Mary nodded—a spark of enlightenment, or rebellion, coming into her eye. “Walk,” she said. “Mary walk.” So Gwen wedged the thing back in its place and jammed on its brake. She ought to take better care of the stroller, she thought, not constantly load it down with hernia-threatening grocery bags. It would have two or even three more passengers after Mary outgrew it. It needed to last. Four kids was a tall order for a lightweight, modern apparatus. Even this very afternoon in January, nearly three years later, sitting at the round pine table with the noon light making geometrical shadows on the cheap parquet, Gwen still had a clear tactile memory of putting the stroller back in its place, and an emotional memory of the rush of guilt she felt when, irritated by Camilla’s oblique yet unceasing commentary on her life, she jammed on the brake with undue force.

         Two weeks later Gwen ended up in the hospital. The placenta was growing into the scar she’d gotten from the C-section with Mary. Placenta accreta, it was called. She might have died. She lost the baby, and she would not have another.

         Her parents, Camilla and Robert, had taught her to work hard—to do well. And Gwen had always—always—worked hard. Achievement had been her middle name.

         
              

         

         When the two women got outside in the brisk winter morning, Camilla chuckled and at last responded to Gwen’s suggestion. “Remember what Dad used to say? ‘Time to spare, go by air.’” Gwen stopped on the sidewalk. An inchoate syllable of protest came out of her mouth. She quickly closed it. Camilla gave another chuckle, and they walked on toward the park.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         In a French café on Madison Avenue, at a quarter past nine on a Thursday morning, a group of St. Tim’s mothers—Betsy Fleming, Emily Lewin, and Ann DeGroat—were considering in murmurs whether to invite the New Mother to join them. The place was bustling, nearly every seat filled, with parties waiting by the door, craning their necks to look for spots. Yet there was an air of laxness as well—the women spread out like high-end bag ladies, as if getting on with their days was the last thing they had in mind.

         A green leather banquette ran along the back of the room, where the New Mother was sitting, alone. Ann, Betsy, and Emily didn’t feel too bad looking over—practically staring—at her, for she seemed to invite observation. Despite the fact that points in this town had long ago ceased being given for grooming or comportment, Minnie Curtis’s hair was blown out and styled, her clothes smart and expensively tailored, rather than expensively draped and drawstringed. Was that an actual matching skirt and jacket she was wearing—a suit? In the demure way she sat, her legs tucked under her, her spine straight as if so quaint a rule as good posture still mattered, she seemed to represent the standards of an earlier generation. Had they not recognized her from school, the mothers might have mistaken her for an upscale saleswoman or a professional fund-raiser, someone who needed to befriend the rich, when in fact, people said she was very rich.

         “John Curtis is the husband,” offered Betsy Fleming in an undertone.

         “John who?” murmured Ann DeGroat. “Never heard of him.”

         “Do we know him?”

         “Invictus.”

         “Invite-it what?”

         “Martin Kerr’s firm.” This was Emily Lewin.

         “No—no. I don’t know it.”

         “Yes, yes. You do. Didn’t Marnie Pete’s husband work there?”

         “Yes, I think James—”

         “Who?”

         “Seven billion under management,” said Betsy.

         “Marnie who?”

         “You wouldn’t know them. They were before us. Moved to Singapore.”

         “Ah…”

         “Didn’t James Pete leave under a cloud?” Emily said.

         “Well, Marty does tend to hire the smart ones with the dodgy backgrounds,” Betsy acknowledged. “He likes them hungry. But nothing’s ever been proven.” She gulped her quickly cooling latte. “I say go for it. It’s all such a fuzzy line these days. You think these guys have job security? Bullshit. Those jobs have the half-life of a job at McDonald’s. They get the big apartment, leverage up…next thing you know, the guy’s not producing and his wife’s gonna leave him and they’re fucked.” Betsy liked to tell it like it was and to swear. An equity saleswoman until recently, she had married late. She’d had three kids in four years yet still had the feeling sometimes that she was impersonating a mother of preschool children, as if a strong wind might blow Tommy and the boys and the baby away, and she’d find herself back on the trading floor listening to the morning call over her squawk box. She had five years on Ann and Emily.

         The gazes of all three women flitted back to Minnie Curtis. At the moment, she didn’t look like a woman who was going to leave her husband. She didn’t look “fucked”—not in the least. She glowed with contentment. She exuded that satisfaction that the anxious, the guilty—the heathen—never can. When she unhurriedly removed a mini-bottle of hand sanitizer from her fancy pocketbook and rubbed her hands together, she seemed to take pleasure in how attractive they were and in her perfectly manicured nails (not too long, not too short). Watching her, each of the women had a sudden itch to sanitize her own hands.

         “How do you know these things?” said Ann admiringly to Betsy, breaking her croissant in two and spreading butter on both halves. Wan, blond, and underweight her whole life, Ann wasn’t ambitious enough to watch her diet for nutrition’s sake, though lately she had been feeling she ought to get more cardiovascular exercise. “How do you know every last detail of all of these hedge funds? I can barely keep straight what Guy does for a living. Oil and gas—I know that’s the industry, but—”

         Betsy looked affronted. “I covered hedge funds for fifteen years!”

         “Oh my gosh, I always forget that! You’re so arty now. You’re so ‘mom,’” Ann said.

         “I had to have a third child to get out of it!”

         They nudged one another.

         “Go say hi to her.”

         “Yeah, just ask her to come over.”

         “No—she’s clearly waiting for someone.”

         The morning din of the café provided a soothing background to the speculation—the hiss of steam from the espresso machines, the clatter of crockery; laughter and shouts. The French café was preferred over the Italian across the street, which had been discovered to be a tristate chain. Once their preference had been established, the mornings had seemed to take on a feeling of mild importance, of commitment to a cause; loyalty manifest.

         “He’s her second marriage, apparently…”

         “Oh, really? Not the father of—what is it?”

         “Annabelle?”

         “Arabella.”

         “She’s in Pilar’s class—in the Fours.”

         “She’s really tall. The new girl’s tall.”

         “Well, she ought to be—she’s five and a half!”

         “Five and a half? Jeez. The nursery kids just seem to get older and older.”

         “Competitive advantage! Everyone’s after it. In my day, we prided ourselves on being young for our class.” Betsy checked her phone before volunteering diffidently, “I skipped a grade.”

         “Did you?” said Ann, pleased with and impressed by her friend. “Aren’t you smart. Is she”—she lowered her voice and said, with a little bit of a wince—“South American?,” made tentative not by racism, which wouldn’t have occurred to her, but because she was never quite sure which countries made up Central America and which South America.

         “Venezuelan. It’s a big oil family, people say.”

         “Oh, I thought it was sugar. I’m pretty sure I heard it was sugar.”

         “Yeah? Well. Raping-and-pillaging kind of fortune, anyway.”

         “Now, Emily…”

         “Sorry, girls, but you’re both wrong,” Betsy said. “What I heard—what I know, because I heard it from a very good source,” she added mischievously, tipping her cup up and wishing the coffee had lasted longer because she was trying to cut back, “was that she was John Curtis’s secretary!” Now she had their attention. “His temp! They were all living in London and she was married to some other guy, some English guy, and she started temping at Invictus, to make a little money of her own, and the next thing you know, she’s running off with the boss.”

         “Wow,” said Ann, who never said a mean word about anyone, though whether out of kindness or an utter lack of discernment, Emily and Betsy couldn’t have said. “That’s…I mean—interesting!” She giggled. “Cool!”

         “Oh, Invictus.” Emily addressed Betsy. “Of course—Martin Kerr Invictus. It just clicked.” She smirked at the other two. “They must be rich!” Emily, whose husband, Stephen Simon, came from one of the leading New York real estate families and was worth hundreds of millions, punctuated her observation with a wheezing laugh. “Really rich!”

         Emily had grown up in the city with her divorced mother on the Upper West Side. She had been a smart girl, had gone to Cleary School and Harvard on financial aid, clerked for Justice Sandra Day O’Connor, prosecuted perps in the DA’s office, and eventually segued into white-collar defense at Cravath. But at a certain point (the birth of her fourth child), the Simon money had made it ludicrous that she would go into an office in the morning. Jobless, she eschewed all accoutrements of wealth. She wore no makeup or engagement ring; her outfit today—a typical ensemble—consisted of a stretched-out, maroon-colored turtleneck over baggy threadbare corduroys with no belt. She picked her nails down to the quick (nice nails meant you weren’t serious) and her laugh evoked a large sea mammal with respiratory trouble.

         “The firm’s done well,” Betsy conceded with the sort of appreciative wistfulness she’d often felt since she quit.

         “Who’s your source on all this?” Emily asked.

         Betsy grinned. “She is! She was telling that woman—Gwen? You know, Gwen…what’s-her-name, the one who looks like Lally’s au pair?—the whole story at pickup the other day. I was just standing there trying to smile in a friendly way. Couldn’t help overhearing…”

         “So you practically know her!” Emily squealed. “You’re the one who should invite her over!”

         “No, no, come on—I don’t know her.”

         “Well, I don’t know her at all!” Ann said defensively.

         “I haven’t been introduced!” echoed Betsy.

         “Anyway, she’s waiting for someone, I’m sure.”

         “I do feel bad not inviting her over.” Ann sighed.

         “I really don’t think she cares, Ann. She doesn’t look like she cares.”

         “We’ll invite her over next time,” Betsy said soothingly.

         “Okay.”

         “Fine.”

         It wasn’t that they had any plan to snub the woman. In fact, they’d spoken freely, rather giddily, just now, the mothers, because they liked her. They’d liked Minnie Curtis from the get-go. They liked the alert, arched-eyebrow, ready look of her. The money didn’t hurt. Martin Kerr’s Invictus was one of the funds people had heard of. Aggressive. Shady, perhaps? That too. No one cared, in the same way that no one cared whether the New Mother came from a South American sugar fortune or a temp agency. Either way, she provided interest. And who were they to judge? This wasn’t a society in which one needed to know whether one’s neighbor could be trusted—or had the same values one had. This was a society that ran on Lycra and imported Labradoodles, on making a virtue of a pervasive lack of any kind of necessity: deciding to pick up the kids yourself when you could have sent the nanny. They glanced again at Mrs. Curtis. (Surnames were still in use north of Forty-Second Street.) She was looking around the café with a cheerful, expectant air. There was nothing subtle about her appeal—one could venture, about any attribute of hers at all. She had shining hair of the darkest near-black brown and wonderfully white, perfect teeth, and her mouth was a pink bow. Her cheeks might have admitted some adolescent struggle with acne, which careful though plentiful makeup concealed. It was a little cheesy, the way Mrs. Curtis was made up, pink blush and glossy lips, but it worked. It was sweet, how polished she was, like a little girl before a birthday party. The handbag might be a little much for ten a.m.: a quilted black rectangle sitting beside her on the banquette, wrapped up in its clichéd gold chain of a strap. But this was a society of strivers who had achieved and gotten used to wealth. Real snobbery was rare. Maybe everyone allowed herself one accoutrement straight out of the aspirational era, one item she knew better than to covet now but that, then, had symbolized everything. A black quilted Chanel purse; how many years had Minnie Curtis née Colón desired such a thing before she felt she could afford it?

         In the end, for this morning, anyway, the women—yawning presently and stretching, saying, “I gotta get to the gym,” ordering second half-caff lattes, and looking, without remark, at the time on their phones—granted themselves the luxury of not inviting her over.

         
              

         

         At her table, meanwhile, Minnie Curtis withdrew a pair of reading glasses from her handbag and picked up the menu that had lain before her for some minutes. She surveyed it suspiciously. When the waiter appeared, tall and dour, and roughly demanded her order, she did not rush to meet his tempo, as most of the women did. No; she made him wait. When the man had been inconvenienced enough to make an ack-type sound in the back of his throat while shifting his weight from side to side with increasing violence, Minnie raised her eyes and said coolly, “I’ll have coffee.” She paused. “Black,” she added as he snatched the menu from her hands. Minnie’s coffee date was Philippa Lye, and as Emily, Betsy, or Ann could have predicted, Mrs. Skinker was late. Perhaps Minnie could have predicted it, too, with the things she’d heard about Philippa and now observed, but Minnie had shown up precisely on time despite the expectation. Minnie Curtis was one of the few people who didn’t automatically build leeway into their days. She shunned the easy exit, the free pass. She looked on perks with scorn, and people who complained to her that the weather had affected their plans, she greeted with the sort of smile one gives a senile person or, in the case of household help, fired at once.

         
              

         

         Fordyce, Crandall. Seven floors of billable hours. How Minnie Colón had loved the place—the thrum of corporate efficiency; the creed of “support.” It was the first nice place she’d ever been a part of.

         Occasionally the other legal assistants would ask her to go to lunch with them—“to be nice,” Minnie was sure, for that was their doctrine. She was the only professional paralegal among them, the other girls all killing time between a nice college and a socially acceptable career. Perhaps they expected her to learn from them at these lunches, model herself after them—start wearing ballet flats and understated makeup.

         Stupid girls.

         Stupid, spoiled girls.

         But then, what would you expect? They hadn’t been spanked as children.

         At lunch, as they failed at their diets—yes, please, the Death by Chocolate with three spoons—they would speak in hushed voices of a vast and personal affront: a former member of their ranks who had left Fordyce not for law school or a job at an art auction house or a PR firm but to get married. Soon, Minnie had a composite of this girl—so tall, so thin, so apparently never in need of her colleagues unless she wanted them to show her, for the fourth time, how to get the Xerox machine to produce double-sided copies.

         “She just comes in with that huge rock and announces she’s getting married. Of all the people…” They would turn to Minnie and say condescendingly: “You didn’t know her. She left before you started.”

         “It’s like, she does nothing for two years and we’re all covering her ass and then Jed Skinker waltzes in at the last minute…I mean, honestly!”

         It was true that Minnie Colón, out of Spanish Harlem with a five-year sojourn in a shitty, racist town on the North Shore of Long Island, had never met this Philippa Lye. She could not join in the backbiting—not that she would have in any case. Didn’t the girls see that their jealous chatter only betrayed their own weakness and desperation? Oh, Minnie could have taught those girls a few things if they’d cared to listen.

         As far as the Death by Chocolate—goodness knows, Minnie never shared food.

         
              

         

         The stepfather who had raised Minnie was not a religious fanatic but he was dogmatic, his favorite tenet that God was watching us all the time—seeing us no matter where we were or what we were doing. Hector Colón got up in the morning in order to rout out weakness in deportment, hygiene, grammar, posture, thoughts. He was compulsively neat himself and exacting with his children, though Minnie, his stepdaughter, was the only one in whom his efforts seemed to take. The boys were slobs; the younger, Jaime, was worse than that—a bad seed. By the time Minnie turned thirteen, on Long Island, where Hector had moved the family to get out of Harlem, he was in love with her. Minnie was aware of this and might even have expected it—wasn’t it her due as a beautiful, perfect young woman who never shampooed without conditioning and who always left at least one bite of food on her plate to show self-restraint? She was less traumatized by Hector’s continuing to kiss her on the lips at bedtime all through high school; by his squeezing her bare knees in the mornings when she sat in the front seat of the Ford Escort and then, after dropping off the boys, walking his fingers up to the bottom of her burgundy-plaid uniform skirt and slipping them a centimeter underneath the hem before, with a huge, renouncing groan, he would forbid himself any more of a transgression; by his coming home drunk after a Christmas party one night when she was fifteen and tipsily getting into bed with her and her having to fight him off with sharp elbows and even a kick to the shin when he tried to press it into her thigh and finally her being so tired and bored that she allowed him to sleep with his arm around her midriff whispering epigrams of love until he passed out cold; by his running joke that he ought to introduce her as his wife and his proceeding to do so on more than one occasion—she was less traumatized by all of that than she was by the A-minus she got junior year in Health. The fact was, as an adult, Minnie had standards that she kept to as naturally as breathing, no matter the setting. Hanging around in sweatpants with her hair uncombed, eating a bowl of cereal in front of the television—all habits her generation fell into without a blink—would not have occurred to her. Whether she owed her self-control to Hector, her own disposition, her life experience (her mother had descended into alcoholism when Minnie was nine and rarely got out of her sweats or combed her hair), or to the Roman Catholic Church she couldn’t have said.

          The truth of who she was could perhaps best be summed up by saying that, by surprising Minnie at home, one would gain no advantage whatever over her.

         
              

         

         In the café, chairs scraped as the table of St. Tim’s mothers got up to go, the women rising and turning studiously neutral faces toward Minnie as they gathered their things.

         The group seemed to confer under their breath—they edged closer. After an awkward pause, Betsy laughed, and then Ann DeGroat said, extending her hand to Minnie in a sort of choppy dance movement, “I don’t believe we’ve met!”

         “Minnie Curtis!” said Minnie, making to rise, but Ann and Betsy protested, “Oh, no—don’t get up! Don’t get up!”

         “We thought you might have been waiting for someone,” Betsy said, arranging her scarf around her neck, “or we would have told you to come and sit with us.”

         “Oh—thank you! Philippa—Philippa Lye was supposed to come but it doesn’t look like she’s going to make it.”

         “Ri-ight!”

         “Welcome to our world!”

         “She’s often late.” Betsy frowned. “You see, I used to have a corporate job, and it really wasn’t acceptable to be late for things.”

         Ann said anxiously, “Next time coffee with us, okay?”

         The waiter dropped the check before Minnie with a grunt. Minnie glanced at it and opened her wallet.

         “I, for one, had better be going,” Betsy said brightly.

         “It was great to meet you, Minnie!” said Ann. “I know Virginia wants to have a playdate with Arabella!”

         Minnie took a hundred-dollar bill out of her wallet and placed it on the check.

         “Is that a hundred?” said Emily as Betsy tried to edge the three of them away.

         “It is.” Minnie smiled. “I always carry a lot of cash.”

         “Do you?”

         “Yes,” Minnie said without clarification.

         “Hmm.”

         “I don’t know if they’ll accept that! I really don’t know. What do you think, Bets?”

         Betsy shrugged. “Search me. But I really—”

         “Your husband’s at Invictus, isn’t he?” Emily remarked, as if the bill had been a Rorschach test and an association had finally come into her head.

         “That’s right.” Minnie raised her eyes to the three women and said softly, “I was married to another man when I met John. And of course I still love Tony. He’s the father of my daughter, after all. But I felt I would have a better life with John.”

         “Sure, sure!”

         “Of course. Of course!” The St. Tim’s mothers couldn’t have agreed more vociferously. Concurring with Minnie’s statement all the way, they fairly charged out the door of the café. On the sidewalk they tittered and laughed outright and snorted through their noses—“Well, if that wasn’t the overshare of the morning!” “A better life! Uh…yeah! Hedge-fund zillionaire, she means!” “Jeez.” “Gosh!” But once they broke apart and walked home, each of the three by herself felt distinctly unsettled, as if the New Mother’s attitude undermined the narratives they told themselves of their own lives. Betsy muttered aloud, “But I did want to have children!” and Ann thought, It’s not true that I don’t like sex. It’s just that Guy…, and Emily’s mind flitted to the raised eyebrows of an unbelievably droll but penurious Frenchman she had dated in her twenties, who, she could admit to herself now, she knew all along had been married, although not the part about the children at home in Lyon.
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