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            White people cannot, in the generality, be taken as models of how to live.

            James Baldwin, The Fire Next Time

             

            The poor are despised even by their neighbors, while the rich have many friends.

            Proverbs 14:20

         

      

   


   
      
          

         Karen Kipple had always been an early riser. She relished the quiet, the calm, the way the light filtered through the sycamore tree in front of her south-facing kitchen window, and the sensation of having the house to herself, if only for an hour or two. Was it terrible to admit that she never loved her daughter and husband so much as when they were asleep? She also liked studying the forecast while she drank her first cup of coffee of the day—checking projected temperatures against monthly averages and feeling appropriately blessed or outraged. As a child, Karen had made fun of grown-ups who were always going on about the weather; what could be duller? But as she’d gotten older, she’d found herself endlessly diverted by the seeming randomness and unpredictability of the sky overhead.

         Karen had been married for ten years and, for the last five of them, had been the director of development for a small nonprofit devoted to tackling childhood hunger in the United States. For the past two years, she’d also been trying to write an op-ed, which she hoped one day to publish in a major newspaper, about the relationship between nutrition and school readiness. Like many women, she struggled to balance the demands of motherhood and career, always convinced that she was shortchanging one or the other. But it was also true that, insofar as she’d long conflated leisure with laziness, her eight-year-old daughter, Ruby, provided her with a permanent alibi in the criminal case of Karen Kipple versus herself. Thanks to Ruby, Karen always felt busy and needed even when she wasn’t officially working. And the permanent sense of obligation came by and large as a relief.

         The only part of Karen’s domestic routine that she consistently dreaded was getting her daughter up for school. Not only was Ruby a heavy sleeper who was almost always comatose when her alarm went off, but Constance C. Betts Elementary had recently moved up its start time to eight a.m. to accommodate the schedules of the teachers who lived in faraway suburbs and wanted to beat the traffic. Never mind that Betts was only three blocks away from the family’s spacious two-bedroom condo in a converted nineteenth-century macaroni factory. Or that plenty of the students seemed to have no trouble arriving an hour early for the free breakfast, having commuted from parts of the city that, in some cases, Karen had never been to. Although Betts was a neighborhood school, it welcomed those from outside Cortland Hill as well, if only because it struggled to fill its seats with families who lived in zone. To Karen’s shame and chagrin, Ruby often arrived late.

         The morning in question, an unseasonably cold one in mid-March, began typically. Karen walked into Ruby’s bedroom at 7:20 and found her daughter stock-still with her goldfish-motif quilt pulled over her head. Karen placed her hand on the lump below the quilt and gently rotated her from left to right. “Sweetie, it’s time to get up.”

         There was no answer. Karen jostled and cajoled some more. Another three minutes went by, then four. Finally, there was movement, then a voice: “Leave me alone.”

         Karen had learned not to take Ruby’s morning grumpiness personally. “I wish I could,” she said. “But school is starting in exactly thirty-five minutes. And I’ve already given you an extra five. Plus, I made you eggs, and they’re getting cold.”

         “Eggs are gross” came the reply. “They come out of chickens’ butts.”

         “Well, then, you can just eat the toast,” said Karen. There was more silence. Losing patience, Karen yanked the quilt off her daughter and said, “Get. Up. Now.”

         Finally, with a deep groan, Ruby rolled over, rubbed her eyes, and said, “What day is it?” Her flyaway brown hair looked like a bird’s nest.

         “Friday.”

         “I have gym today. I need to wear sneakers.”

         “Do you want me to get your sparkly ones?”

         “Mr. Ronald is so strict,” said Ruby, ignoring Karen’s question. “He’s always yelling at everyone, and he blows this whistle in your ear if you don’t do what he says.”

         Karen sat down on the edge of the bed and leaned toward her daughter. “Don’t tell anyone I told you this,” she said, tucking a section of tangled hair around Ruby’s ear. “But all the mean kids in school become gym teachers when they grow up.”

         Ruby seemed confused by the pronouncement. “All of them?” she asked, wrinkling her nose.

         Karen considered the idea that, just maybe, she should have qualified her comments. What if Ruby repeated them to Mr. Ronald? Or—God forbid—what if Ruby became a gym teacher when she grew up? “Well, not all of them, but many of them,” she said. “Now, come on! It’s the community-unit celebration this morning, so Mommy is actually coming to school with you.”

         This piece of news seemed instantly to alter Ruby’s exhaustion level. “Yay!” she cried, bolting upright and throwing her legs over the side of her twin bed. In fact, Ruby’s third-grade teacher had invited all the parents into the classroom that morning to view the breakfast-cereal boxes that, in keeping with a study unit on community, her students had decorated to look like civic buildings and storefronts.

         It was 7:50 when Ruby and Karen finally put on their coats to leave. “Let’s go wake up your lazybones father and say good-bye,” said Karen, who never missed an opportunity to guilt her husband about his own struggles to remove himself from their bed. An incorrigible night owl, Matt often stayed up until two a.m. watching sports and reading left-wing political blogs. He could also sleep through a fire alarm. “Daddddddy, we’re leaving,” cried Ruby, half running down the hall, her knapsack flapping against her back.

         “Rise and shine!” said Karen, following Ruby into the room and yanking on the shade cord to reveal a sharp-taloned sun.

         “What time is it?” Matt muttered into his pillow.

         “Time to get up,” said Karen.

         “Mommy says you’re a lazybones!” said Ruby.

         “Come here, you little whippersnapper,” said Matt, reaching for Ruby’s arm with his own impressively muscled one and pulling her into the bed, where he began to tickle and kiss her.

         Ruby laughed and squealed. “Help! Daddy’s keeping me captive.”

         “You actually have to let her go,” said Karen. “Ruby’s class is having its community-unit celebration this morning, and it’s literally starting in six minutes.”

         “Shoot—why didn’t you wake me up?” he said, reluctantly releasing Ruby and squinting at Karen. “I would have come.”

         “Oh, please,” said Karen, making a superior face. “You were out cold.”

         The truth was that, although Matt’s failure to help get Ruby up and out in the morning annoyed Karen in theory, in practice she found it easier to do it herself, without another tired and hungry body in the way—and doing everything the wrong way. The few times that school year that Matt had made lunch for Ruby, he’d put her sandwich loose in her lunch box and it had fallen apart. And then, according to Ruby, and even more traumatically, it had gotten soiled by an also-unwrapped pear.

         
              

         

         Karen and Ruby arrived in the classroom with one minute to spare. There were just over a dozen parents in attendance, most but not all of them women. The majority of them were in jeans or sweats. A couple of them sported office attire. One mother, a smiley Yemeni woman whom Karen always exchanged warm hellos with, was wearing a long skirt and hijab. Karen had tried and failed to retain the woman’s hard-to-pronounce name in her memory, and now it seemed too late, too insensitive, and too embarrassing to ask what it was again. Of course, what qualified as embarrassing was all a matter of perspective. At Ruby’s eighth birthday party the year before, the woman’s out-of-control daughter, Chahrazad, had gratuitously flashed her Hello Kitty underpants at a male classmate while belting out the pop-song lyric “‘Heeeeeeyyyy, sexy lady,’” an awkward incident that Karen had still found less mortifying than the fact that, after the party, Chahrazad’s mother had stood in front of Karen’s building, forbidden, Karen had concluded, from entering another man’s home.

         While Ruby went to the closet to put away her coat and backpack, Karen made her way over to her best mom-friend in the class, Louise Bailey, who went by Lou. A freelance publicist and semi-stay-at-home mother of two—she had a daughter in fifth grade named DuBois and a son in Ruby’s third-grade class named Zeke—Lou was also, hands down, the most stylish mother at Betts, if not the only stylish mother at Betts. “It’s ridiculous how amazing you look,” said Karen, who that morning, like every morning, was wearing nondescript basics in black and gray. Although she’d given up trying to be fashionable more than a decade ago, she still appreciated others who hadn’t.

         “Oh, please,” said Lou, who was six years younger, three inches taller, ten pounds thinner, and wearing leather stovepipe jeans and a nubbly poncho she’d knit herself.

         “Meanwhile, the excitement builds,” said Karen.

         “Can’t you see me holding my breath?”

         “I need more caffeine.”

         “Hands off, girl.” Lou clutched her travel mug to her chest.

         “No fair.”

         “I bet you slept more than me last night.”

         “I bet you I didn’t,” said Karen, a chronic insomniac who had grown accustomed to getting by on five or six broken hours of sleep.

         “Don’t waste your money,” said Lou. “DuBois threw up six times between midnight and five.”

         “Oh no. And okay, you win—”

         “Welcome, parents of Room Three-oh-three!” Ruby’s teacher, Tammy Hunt, shouted to be heard over the buzz of collected parents. A broad-shouldered, ruddy-faced triathlete of twenty-six, Miss Tammy had been an Outward Bound leader along the Canadian border before getting her master’s in education. Her energy, dedication, and enthusiasm were still in evidence. So was her ability to command large groups of white-water rafters spread out across a quarter mile. “Over the past several weeks,” she went on in a shockingly loud voice, “your awesome kids have been busy creating their own amazing community!”

         “Ow,” muttered Karen.

         “And today we’re inviting you to come explore it and to be the people in our neighborhood,” Miss Tammy continued to trumpet.

         “Where’s Mr. Rogers?” Lou muttered back.

         In suppressing a giggle—as a child, she’d belonged precisely to the Mister Rogers–watching public-television demographic—Karen accidentally released a noise that fell between a grunt and a snort. At the same moment, Ruby returned from the coat closet. “Mommy, come see!” she said, taking her mother by the wrist and leading her to the back of the classroom.

         There, lined up atop a row of paint-splattered base cabinets, converted breakfast-cereal boxes formed a miniature skyline. A box of Frosted Flakes had been turned into a firehouse. A Life Cinnamon cereal had become a police station. A Nature’s Path Organic Heritage Flakes box was now a grocery store. And a jumbo-size Cheerios, donated by Karen—Cheerios being the one mass-market cereal she was currently willing to buy—was a bank.

         Or, at least, Karen assumed it was a bank, given the fact that her daughter had covered the box with royal-blue dollar signs. Unless it was supposed to be a pawnshop? Did her daughter know what a pawnshop was? Karen was contemplating the likely answer—to her knowledge, there was only one pawnshop still left in her actual neighborhood, no doubt soon to be shuttered and reborn as another luxury town-house development featuring oil-rubbed-bronze bath fixtures and radiant flooring—when Ruby lifted her gray-green eyes to her mother and said, “Do you like my Citibank?”

         “Sweetie, Citibank is just the name of one particular bank,” Karen said quickly. She was alarmed to think that her daughter had so thoroughly internalized a corporate brand that it had become interchangeable in her mind with the thing itself. Never mind the brand’s contribution to the financial crisis of 2008. Though from what Karen had read, all the big banks were to blame. And besides, as a fund-raising professional, she relied on the largesse of financial-industry executives. “I think you just mean bank,” she went on.

         “Bank—whatever,” said Ruby, clearly annoyed.

         “I know that was all you meant,” said Karen. “Anyway, you did a great job with the decorations!”

         The sound of metal legs skidding across linoleum refocused her attention. It was followed by a piercing yowl. Karen turned toward the commotion and found Ruby’s best-friend-of-the-moment, Maeve, cupping her face and wailing. Two feet away, Jayyden, a boy who had been in Ruby’s class two years in a row, stood motionless, his arms crossed and his lower lip and jaw extended. Within seconds, it became clear that there was blood rushing out of Maeve’s nose. Miss Tammy, who had no doubt honed her emergency management skills leading a dogsled team across the frozen tundra of Boundary Waters, Minnesota, rushed to the scene. After expertly wrangling the girl into a chair and instructing her to tilt her head back, she turned to the parents and began issuing rapid-fire instructions: “Someone grab me a paper towel,” “Call the school nurse,” “Call the principal,” “Have the main office contact Maeve’s parents.”

         Wanting to be useful and feeling vaguely proprietary of Maeve, Karen offered herself up for the last task. But another parent had beat her to it. So Karen found herself standing helplessly with the others in a circle that had formed around the child and her immediate caretakers. This group soon included the school nurse, a squat-legged woman of indeterminate age, who quickly succeeded in stanching the blood flow.

         Only then did Miss Tammy turn to the culprit. “Jayyden,” she said. “Would you like to tell me what you had to do with this?”

         It was several seconds before he spoke. “She told me my firehouse looked stupid,” he mumbled plaintively. “Like me.”

         Tammy grimaced; cooperation and respect were her two big classroom themes. “That was not respectful of Maeve to say,” she said. “But it also does not give you the right to punch her!” At that very moment, Karen could have sworn she heard Maeve ramp up the sniveling. “You’re in seriously big trouble now, buddy,” Miss Tammy went on with a quick laugh, her head waggling.

         “Oooooh” went the more vocal members of the class, intuiting that this could only mean one thing for Jayyden: a visit to the office of Betts’s longtime principal, Regina Chambers. An elegant African American woman in her midfifties, Principal Chambers had exceptionally good posture and a life-size cardboard cutout of President Obama next to her desk. Nearly everyone at the school was intimidated by her, Karen included, with the possible exception of a bunch of well-meaning Caucasian kindergarten mothers, new to the school and likely soon to depart it, who were constantly complaining about how the milk served in the cafeteria came from hormone-treated cows.

         Of course, none of the same mothers would be caught dead letting little Henry or Tessa anywhere near the school lunch, instead packing aseptic eight-ounce cartons of organic vanilla milk in their children’s bento lunch boxes, next to BPA-free Tupperware filled with fresh berries. Indeed, the only children at Betts who partook of Taco Tuesdays and Fish Finger Fridays were the ones getting it for free. But that was another matter…

         In response to Miss Tammy’s warning, Jayyden hung his head—so low that his chin was nearly touching his neck. All the better to hide his own tears, Karen suspected. As she stood watching the unfolding scene, her brain swirled with conflicting emotions. She couldn’t help but feel that, to a certain extent, Maeve deserved it. In that moment, Maeve may have been the victim. But Karen hadn’t forgotten how the child had come to her house for a playdate recently and peed in the bathroom trash can, or the time that Karen had taken her and Ruby out for overpriced whoopee pies at the “old-fashioned” bakeshop up the street, and Maeve had spit at the waitress.

         Karen tried not to judge how other people raised their children, but in truth, she rarely missed an opportunity to do so. And in her opinion, Laura Collier and Evan Shaw, who co-owned a production company that specialized in TV and web commercials, were doing a fairly shitty job. They’d essentially farmed out the parenting to a rotating cast of Tibetan nannies who seemed to quit every three months because they were paid substandard wages yet were expected to do the grocery shopping and cook and clean as well as child-mind. Meanwhile, the amount of time Laura and Evan spent with Maeve and her younger brother seemed to be inversely proportional to the number of pictures they posted of them on Facebook and Instagram. They also ran an almost impossibly tight ship (from afar), insisting that their children wear sunscreen 365 days a year and abstain from all foods containing added sugar. Was it any wonder that, according to Ruby, Maeve hoarded Tootsie Rolls under her bed?

         But then, was Karen any less neurotic or uptight than Laura about sun protection and sucrose?

         And was it any surprise that Jayyden had hit Maeve? Poor, unloved Jayyden. From what Karen had heard around school, Jayyden’s mother was in prison. And he’d never met his father, if such an individual could even be identified. As a result, he was reputed to live with someone named Aunt Carla and various cousins in a public housing project, Fairview Gardens, on the edge of the neighborhood. The project consisted of half a dozen mid-rise 1960s-era brick buildings with small barred windows. If there was any flora or fauna to be found around its concrete courtyards, Karen hadn’t seen it. Friends in the neighborhood sometimes referred to the place ironically as the pro-jay—that is, as if it were fancy and French. (They called the big box store Target, Tar-jay, for the same reason.) Of course, it was just the opposite. That was the joke. Karen still hadn’t determined if it was offensive or funny.

         In all her time in Cortland Hill, Karen had entered Fairview Gardens only once—on a charity mission with Ruby’s predominantly white Girl Scout troop, the year before. (The residents of Fairview Gardens were almost entirely black.) The Daisies had been working on their Rose Petal, an embroidered uniform badge whose coordinating motto was “Make the world a better place,” when a ferocious storm had cut off electricity to the buildings in the project for more than a week. It had been the troop leader’s idea for the girls to make and deliver platters of peanut butter and jelly sandwiches to Fairview’s community center. Karen had supported the plan wholeheartedly and offered to help. But entering the community center, a desolate affair featuring haphazardly arranged metal fold-up chairs, a Ping-Pong table with no net, and not a soul in sight, Karen had been simultaneously embarrassed and frightened. Reports of gang-related shootings at Fairview Gardens were not uncommon.

         There was a personal angle to Karen’s sympathy for Jayyden as well. In the beginning of second grade, he’d taken to imitating Ruby and, on those days when Karen picked Ruby up from school, and even though he hardly knew Karen, coming over to embrace her as if she were his own mother. As she’d patted his head and said, “Hello, sweetie,” she’d felt proud and despondent in equal parts. He’d cut out the behavior after a month or two. Sometime the following spring, Karen heard rumors that an unnamed relative had been found to be abusing Jayyden. Children’s Services had become involved. For a nanosecond, Karen imagined taking Jayyden into her home as a foster child, but then realized it was probably beyond her capabilities. Besides, who knew if Jayyden would even want to come? In any case, it had become clear in recent months that Jayyden had serious behavioral problems, if not an actual violent streak. Even before today, there had been reports of shoving and hair-pulling. A year older and larger than his third-grade classmates—he’d been left behind in kindergarten for not knowing his letters or colors yet—he’d also begun to cut a figure in the classroom that Karen imagined other children might find, as much as she hated to put it this way and as confident as she was that it had nothing to do with the color of his skin, physically intimidating.

         But it was also the case that Karen aspired to a life spent making a difference and helping those less fortunate than herself. She tried to live in accordance with the politics and principles she believed in. These included the notion that public education was a force for good and that, without racially and economically integrated schools, equal opportunity couldn’t exist. And so, the year Ruby turned five, Karen had happily enrolled her at Betts, aware that it lacked the reputation for academic excellence of other schools nearby but pleased that Ruby would be exposed to children who were less privileged than herself.

         Yet over the previous three-plus years, a part of Karen had also come to feel thankful for any and all middle-class Caucasian or Asian children who attended Betts—and desirous that there should be more. (At present, the white population of the school hovered around 25 percent.) The truth was that she’d yet to grow entirely comfortable with being in the minority. Nor had she ever fully recovered from the shock of walking into Ruby’s new classroom on her first day of kindergarten and finding herself gazing out on what appeared to her eyes to be a sea of beaded braids, buzz cuts, and neon backpacks with rubberized cartoon decals that ran counter to her finely honed bourgeois-bohemian aesthetic sensibility, which prized natural materials and a muted palette.

         Karen had also failed to fully exorcise the deep-seated fear that a school having both an abundant population of brown and tan children and middling standardized test scores, as Betts did, must by definition offer an inferior educational experience.

         But she also saw the school’s diversity was an educational experience unto itself and, once or twice, had even felt teary-eyed at the spectacle and promise of so many beautiful children of so many different hues and hair types walking down the hall together.

         And by any measure, Ruby had done well at Betts. A voracious reader, she was also proficient in adding, subtracting, and even early multiplication; sociable to the point of overbearing; and knowledgeable about many of the great figures of U.S. history, in particular Martin Luther King Jr. and Rosa Parks. In kindergarten, the white children in Ruby’s class had had to sit in the back of the classroom for a period to see how it felt. And according to Ruby, her class had completed the same study unit on MLK four years in a row. Ruby could even recite the date he’d married Coretta (June 18, 1953). At Betts, it sometimes seemed to Karen that every month was Black History Month—except when it was Latino History Month. In keeping with the new Common Core curriculum, Ruby had recently written an “informative text,” as essays were now known, on Cesar Chavez’s advocacy on behalf of Latino migrant workers. Karen knew this because, out to dinner with her family one night, Ruby had asked the waitress if the Caesar salad was named after the aforementioned man, drawing a bemused look from the woman. Which Karen had found hilarious and embarrassing at the same time. “Sweetie, it’s probably named after Julius Caesar,” Karen had told her.

         “Who’s that?” Ruby asked—a question that Karen had found less charming.

         Later, Karen learned that Caesar salad was actually named after the restaurateur Caesar Cardini—and felt foolish herself and a little more forgiving of her daughter and her school.

         Yet during parent-teacher conferences, when Miss Tammy informed Karen that Ruby was the strongest reader in the class—or, in Miss Tammy’s words, the “most awesome reader in Room Three-oh-three”—Karen’s first thought was not pride but paranoia that Ruby’s classmates must all be behind.

         
              

         

         Moments after Nurse Smith led a still sniveling, now bandaged Maeve out of the classroom, Principal Chambers appeared in the doorway in a black pants suit and low heels, her expression stern. After a low-voiced conference with Miss Tammy in the corner, she took Jayyden by the back of his shirt collar and marched him out of the classroom. The other students looked on in stunned silence. The mood had shifted from celebration to sobriety.

         “Fun morning,” quipped Lou.

         “What that kid needs is a serious whupping,” muttered Sa’Ryah’s mother, Desiree Johnston, an attractive single mother in her late twenties who worked in a Medicaid office.

         “With all due respect, violence is not the answer to violence,” demurred Ezra’s mother, April Fishbach, a late-life PhD candidate in cultural anthropology as well as the president and sole active member of Betts’s Parent Teacher Association.

         Desiree rolled her eyes.

         Marco Cicetti, who was the father of Maeve’s other best friend, Amanda, seemed similarly unimpressed by April’s argument. “Yeah, wait till it’s your kid who ends up in the ER,” he said.

         “I completely agree—he needs to leave the school,” said Bram’s mother, Annika Van Den Berg, a five-foot-eleven Dutch architect who dressed in avant-garde fashions that resembled crumpled sleeping bags and who was clearly just slumming it for a few years before the family moved back to a canal house in Amsterdam filled with ultramodern molded-plastic furnishings.

         “The whole Jayyden situation just makes me sad,” muttered Karen. It was the only thing she felt it was permissible to say, striving as she always did for a tone of compassionate neutrality that would counteract any suspicions that she was just another white parent wishing the school would gentrify more quickly than it was.

         “But where are these parents of Jayyden?” asked Annika in her stilted English.

         “Mom in jail—dad, who knows,” Lou said, shrugging.

         “Trash begets trash,” said Marco. “End of story.”

         Karen cringed at Marco’s comment, while Mumia’s father, Ralph Washington, who was the editor of a small hip-hop and black politics magazine, stepped into the fray. “Except you left out the beginning,” he said hotly. “Where the legacy of slavery and the white hegemony begets the vicious cycle of black poverty.”

         There was an uncomfortable silence. Even April, who was never at a loss for sanctimonious words regarding social justice for poor minorities, seemed tongue-tied. Karen stared at her shoes.

         Luckily, Miss Tammy chose that moment to return to the front of the classroom and say, at a marginally lower decibel level, “I’m sorry about the disruption, parents. But we’re still totally pumped to have you here. And your children have worked awesomely hard on their buildings. So please continue to explore our community. But if you have to leave, don’t forget to sign our guest book.”

         Suddenly conscious of time passing—and keen to escape the tension—Karen touched Ruby’s arm and announced that she had to go.

         “Maeve left early. Can I go home early too?” asked Ruby. As if the two children’s disparate dismissal times were the real injustice.

         “No, you cannot,” said Karen, exasperated by the question.

         But the sight of Ruby’s wounded face undid Karen. Fearing she’d been too harsh, and even though both Ruby’s pediatrician and dentist had urged her to cut back on the sweets, Karen said, “But I promise we’ll go out for a treat after school—before gymnastics.”

         “What kind of treat?” asked Ruby, who was in the 25th percentile for height and the 80th for weight.

         “Maybe ice cream.”

         “Awwww,” Ruby moaned. “I’m tired of ice cream. Can’t I have an icie?”

         “No, you can’t,” said Karen, wondering if she had only herself to blame for her rising irritation.

         In truth, Karen’s complex and often contradictory relationship to eating had grown more so in recent years. This was due not only to her current job—to the truly hungry, all food was in some sense good food—but to the outsize importance that her particular demographic group had placed on the business of consuming calories. Along with weight, teeth, and marriage, food had somehow become a dividing line between the social classes, with the Earth Day–esque ideals of the 1960s having acquired snob appeal, and the well-off and well-educated increasingly buying “natural” and “fresh” and casting aspersions on those who didn’t.

         Karen herself had grown up in the 1970s and ’80s eating Ring Dings and washing them down with cans of Tab, and so far, health-wise, she didn’t seem any worse for it. But she also had a history of neurotic eating that dated back to late adolescence. It had never risen to the level of an eating disorder—she didn’t have that kind of willpower—but it had left her overly preoccupied with every morsel she ate and, recently, what her husband and daughter ate. Unlike the majority of her female friends, Karen actually disliked cooking. Yet she took an almost maniacal level of pride in doing so and in presenting various fresh and healthy options that would provide her family with the nutrients they needed.

         For all these reasons, Karen preferred to be financially extorted at the artisanal ice cream shop up the street that offered weird flavors like Rooibos Tea and Maple Fennel than to contemplate the number of chemical compounds that were entering her daughter’s body via the neon-colored, artificially flavored, no doubt corn syrup–enhanced Italian ices that were sold outside her daughter’s school for a dollar a pop by an older Hispanic lady in a gingham smock. The woman was clearly just trying to make a living. Karen nevertheless resented her for forcing parents like herself to engage in constant battles with their children over its purchase. The fact that a scoop of artisanal ice cream likely contained more calories in it than a small Italian ice didn’t undermine her conviction.

         “Why not?” the child moaned.

         “You know I don’t like all the chemicals in that stuff,” said Karen.

         “That’s all you care about—chemicals,” said Ruby.

         “Don’t be ridiculous.”

         “Then why don’t you let me eat icies?”

         “I’m not going to talk about this anymore.”

         A glint appeared in Ruby’s eye. “Mommy—if you were stuck on a desert island and you had to eat at one chain restaurant for the rest of your life, would you choose Burger King, Taco Bell, KFC, or Wendy’s?”

         “Wendy’s, because they have a salad bar,” said Karen, who also recognized that her life was ripe for mockery. “Anyway, I really need to go.”

         “I thought you didn’t have to work on Fridays.”

         “I have to work from home.” With a quick kiss to Ruby’s forehead, Karen walked out of the classroom and back down the hall. Typically, Friday mornings were among her favorite times of the week. But something about the Maeve-Jayyden melee had left her with a palpable sense of foreboding, as if she’d successfully fled a house fire but forgotten to close the door behind her.

         Soon, she found herself back on the main floor of Betts, a tidy if depressingly low-ceilinged expanse of beige brick with a trophy case on one wall and the obligatory display of student-made tissue-paper collages decorating the other. As Karen passed the collages, her eyes scanned the names written on the bottom left corners. The newfangledness of the black ones with their apostrophes, dashes, purposeful misspellings, and randomly added letters (Queen-Zy, Beyonka, Yisabella, Jayyden) stood in stark contrast to the antiquation and preciosity of the white ones (Prudence, Violet, Silas, Leo). The disheartening thought suddenly struck Karen that Ruby fit snugly into the latter category. But she quickly pushed the idea away, assuring herself that it was a family name, since it had also been the name of her great-grandmother.

         Just past the collages, the school’s uniformed security guard sat at a wooden desk at a remove from the main entrance. Which had never made any sense to Karen. Wasn’t the whole point of having a security guard to deter homicidal maniacs who might try to enter the building in possession of semiautomatic weaponry? Karen had considered scheduling a meeting with Principal Chambers to express her concern. But since she lived in fear of sounding like one of the rBGH crusaders—that is, another uptight white mother with a petty complaint—she’d decided against it, trusting fate, if barely, to deliver her daughter home safely each day.

         On her way out of the building, Karen nearly collided with a late-arriving student. The girl probably wasn’t much older than Ruby. But to Karen’s eye, she appeared to be dangerously overweight, with early breast development and a prominent gut. She was also clutching a half-eaten jelly doughnut. In a series of flashes, Karen imagined the rest of the girl’s tragic life. No doubt there would be a teen pregnancy, followed by a failure to graduate high school, a dead-end cashier job at a fast-food restaurant, more babies with unaccountable men, food stamps, diabetes type 2. She felt pity for the child on all fronts.

         But at the sudden appearance of a woman who Karen assumed was the child’s mother—she was walking behind the girl and ordering her to “Hurry your ass up!”—Karen felt her pity turning to disapproval. It wasn’t just the woman’s crude language or the fact that she was very large herself (her hips reminded Karen of the side hoops worn under dresses in Velázquez’s paintings of seventeenth-century Spanish royals) yet was wearing skintight jeans with rhinestone studs down the sides, as if to call attention to her size. It was that she’d given her overweight child a doughnut for breakfast.

         As if, seconds earlier, in order to win the affection of her own borderline chubby daughter, Karen hadn’t promised Ruby a sugary treat as well. In that moment, Karen couldn’t see that the doughnut might be an act of love on the part of this mother too, for whom it was quite possibly an affordable gift in an unaffordable world. She also managed to forget that sometimes, while in the car with Ruby, she f-worded other drivers—and that she owned a pair of skintight jeggings herself, which arguably looked no better on her own distressingly flat backside than on this woman’s large and shapely one.

         “If it gets any later,” Karen heard the mother say as she passed her, “I’m gonna miss Education Partners orientation.”

         Karen blinked back her surprise. Education Partners was one of April Fishbach’s pet projects, a volunteer program in which parents helped out in the classrooms, doing everything from putting away supplies to assisting children who were struggling to read. Karen herself was too busy/lazy/selfish, depending on your perspective, to donate her Friday mornings. But other heroic parents apparently had decided to do it—parents such as the Mother in the Rhinestone-Studded Jeans.

         As Karen exited through the double doors and onto the street, she felt chastened by her apparently gross misreading of the family. That was the thing about clichés, she’d learned—and yet somehow kept not learning. They were often true. Just as often, they weren’t.

         
              

         

         Six months earlier, the neighborhood’s newest coffee shop, Laundry, had been an actual Laundromat with perpetually broken dryers, a peeling linoleum floor, and a tiny color TV installed near the ceiling and tuned to one or another daytime talk show catering to women. Now it featured exposed beams, dangling Edison bulbs in wire cages, recovered post-office cabinetry, free Wi-Fi, and whimsical line drawings of farm animals screen-printed onto reclaimed barn wood. Radiohead, Johnny Cash, and the Arctic Monkeys played in a loop on the sound system while the bespectacled patrons leaned stone-faced over their brushed-aluminum MacBook Airs. Karen considered Laundry to be overpriced and pretentious—and the coffee mediocre at best. But the choices were limited: a Dunkin’ Donuts three blocks away or an even more expensive place up the street.

         After ordering a five-dollar cup of single-origin organic coffee from Burundi and waiting ten minutes for a guy with a tattooed neck and hair that had been pulled back into a bun to pour hot water through what appeared to be a dirty sweat sock, Karen retreated to a honed-marble-and-wrought-iron table in back. There, she got out her laptop and assumed the facial expression of someone reviewing top secret plans to invade a nation in the Persian Gulf. In fact, she was searching for cut-glass boudoir lamps on eBay, and then for sea-grass throw rugs on Overstock.com, and then for girls’ cardigans at Gap.com, as Ruby had recently lost her favorite bright pink one. Though that was really just an excuse to go to the website.

         In truth, online shopping for clothes for her daughter and cheap crap for her home had become one of Karen’s greatest pleasures in life. Lately, that pleasure had begun to resemble an addiction that she was deeply ashamed of and hid from her husband. If he found Karen on her laptop at night, she would always say she was reading the international edition of the Guardian, because it was hard to argue against someone’s catching up on world events from a left-leaning perspective. And when packages arrived, which they did nearly every night—she and the UPS man, Larry, were on first-name terms—Karen would quickly open them, then flatten the cardboard boxes and put them outside in recycling before Matt came home and made comments.

         Little wonder that, in recent months, Karen and Matt’s joint checking account had fallen as low as it had. Though it hadn’t helped that Karen had dropped her phone three times in one year, each time purchasing a replacement at full cost. There was also the not-so-small matter of her husband, who still had outstanding student loans, currently earning zero dollars per week. The previous fall, after working for twenty years as a housing lawyer fighting for tenants evicted by greedy landlords, Matt had felt burned out and quit his job. Now he and a few friends were building a one-stop realty website for low-income city dwellers, attaching those in need of housing to lists of everything from rent-stabilized apartments to subsidized-housing waiting lists and even market-rate-but-affordable apartments in lower-income suburbs. A nonprofit foundation had given Matt and his partners seed money to build the website and even provided them with temporary office space, but the funds were already starting to run low.

         Secretly, Karen—who liked to refer to her husband’s project as Poor-coran, a joke that worked best with people who had familiarity with the New York and Florida real estate juggernaut Corcoran—thought the website was of dubious utility. In her experience, most poor people didn’t have consistent access to the Internet. Some didn’t even have e-mail addresses. Karen knew this because, as class parent the year before, she’d been asked to collect e-mail-contact info for all twenty-three students and had come up with only seventeen. But she wanted to be supportive of her husband, who was clearly excited about the project and had already put hundreds if not thousands of hours into it. Also, for the first five years after Ruby was born, and before Karen began working at Hungry Kids, Matt had earned far more than she had.

         Karen and Matt were hardly indigent. According to Zillow.com, which Karen checked every so often when she needed cheering up about their finances, their apartment had nearly doubled in value in the three years since Karen and Matt had purchased it. As a down payment, they’d used a portion of the money Karen had inherited from her parents, who had died a few years before. In fact, their two-bedroom condo was now worth a cool million, possibly more. And Karen had money in the bank on top of that. But she hated the idea of dipping into her savings to pay for everyday purchases; God knew what college tuition would cost in ten years. Maybe that was why she felt even guiltier than usual that morning as she cardigan-shopped for Ruby. Karen was busily seeking out promo codes to plug into the Gap.com checkout page to mitigate that guilt when April Fishbach appeared in her face, flashing her Volunteer Hero smile. “Fancy running into you again!” she said.

         April was dressed as if it were 1973: corduroy bell-bottoms, a frayed jean jacket covered with political buttons offering such dated slogans as NO NUKES, and lots of ugly silver-and-turquoise jewelry. Two slender bobby pins kept her frizzy hair off her lunar-size forehead. It seemed to Karen that, in a certain light, April Fishbach was actually quite pretty, or she might have been if she hadn’t done everything possible to present the opposite impression. Objectively speaking, she and Karen had a good deal in common. In addition to both of them being white late-life mothers at Betts, their children (Ezra and Ruby) had been in class together since kindergarten. And both women had devoted their careers to bettering the lives of underprivileged populations. But Karen had never been able to stand April’s company for more than two minutes at a time. “Oh, hey,” she said, quickly closing Safari lest April see how Karen, in perusing Retailmenot.com, was failing to contribute to the Social Good.

         “Well, that was quite a harrowing scene in there this morning,” April continued.

         “Yes, it was,” said Karen.

         “To be honest, I was shocked by how harsh Miss Tammy was with Jayyden. The child needs help, not punishing.”

         “Well, he did assault the girl.”

         “That’s a bit of an exaggeration, don’t you think?” April raised one overgrown eyebrow.

         “Is it?” Something about April’s presence had a way of turning Karen into an unfeeling reactionary.

         “In any case, since I happen to have you cornered,” said April, smiling again, “the volunteer committee could really use some manpower this month. Any chance you could take time out of your busy café schedule to give us a hand?”

         Karen’s entire body tensed with displeasure and defensiveness. “I really want to be helpful, April, but the truth is that I already work at a hunger-relief nonprofit full-time, except for Fridays mornings, when I basically have two hours to myself to answer e-mail and do laundry.” She knew it was a slight exaggeration of her work schedule, but in this case it seemed merited.

         “And drink slow-pour coffee!” declared April.

         “Yes, I need caffeine in the morning like everyone else,” said Karen.

         “Well, how about just an hour every other Friday?”

         An escape route from April’s altruistic web seeming less and less feasible, Karen released a long sigh. “If I can find the time, sure,” she said. “What are my options?”

         “Let’s see,” April said. “Well, the arts committee needs volunteers to sit at a table in the lobby on Visiting Artists Day, which happens to land on the second Friday of April, if that works for you, and register our arriving artists. The garden committee needs someone to rake out dead leaves. The fund-raising committee needs someone to organize a penny harvest. The after-school committee needs someone to help with bookkeeping. The talent show needs a pianist, if you happen to play. Mr. Thad from the science room needs someone to take care of his white rat and boa constrictor over spring break. And last but by no means least, my Education Partners program could always use more hands in the classroom. What do you say?”

         Karen guiltily flashed back to her silent encounter with the Mother in the Rhinestone-Studded Jeans. But her shame on that count did nothing to dissuade her from mentally vetting the options that April had laid out in an attempt to gauge which one would be the least taxing. Snakes and rodents were off the table: Karen had a long-standing phobia of both. And she’d quit piano lessons in the fourth grade. As for organizing a penny harvest, she already spent Monday through Thursday of every week soliciting money, if in slightly larger denominations; the thought of doing so a fifth day a week was almost too much to bear. Meanwhile, volunteering for April’s signature program seemed above and beyond the call of duty. “How about I register artists on Visiting Arts Day?” offered Karen.

         “It’s not Visiting Arts Day. It’s Visiting Ar-tists Day,” said April.

         “Fine, Visiting Ar-tists Day,” said Karen.

         “Excellent!” said April. “But we actually need you to do more than just check names off a list and point people in the right direction. We need interviews too. I have a printout with five questions for each of them. The artists can fill them out themselves—we’ll have pencils on hand—or you can read them the questions and write down their answers.”

         “In the middle of the lobby?” asked Karen.

         “Yes, in the middle of the lobby. Is that a problem?”

         “Well, the lobby seems like a hard place to do interviews. I mean, depending on when they arrive, it can be really loud. Plus, they’re going to be standing there wanting to get to whichever classroom they’ve been assigned to. Can’t we e-mail them questions in advance?”

         “That’s a terrible idea,” April shot back.

         “It is?”

         “Yes. It is.”

         Karen felt heat on her forehead. “Because I thought of it, April, and you didn’t?” she said sarcastically.

         “Look,” said April, flaring her nostrils. “If volunteering for Visiting Artists Day is too large of a commitment for you right now, I can find someone else. These are working artists who are taking time out of their busy schedules to visit the school—”

         “Exactly,” said Karen, “which is why I was suggesting we save everyone time and let them answer the questions at their leisure.”

         “Well, it wasn’t a helpful suggestion,” April said sharply.

         Karen could feel blood rushing to her cheeks. April, did anyone ever tell you what a self-righteous little twat you are? she imagined saying out loud. But she knew it wasn’t worth the subsequent fallout. There were still three months of third grade left. Also, it was still early in the morning, and Karen had drunk only half her sock coffee. “April, if you want my help on Visiting Artists Day, e-mail me,” she said in a leaden voice. “But I’ve got work to do right now.”

         “Fine,” said April. Chin raised, she stomped off.

         Karen happily resumed her top secret Gap.com shopping. Although it was generally true that she was thankful for any and all Caucasian or Asian parents who sent their children to Betts, there were exceptions that proved the rule. First among them was April Fishbach.

         
              

         

         Twenty minutes later, Karen collected her belongings, returned her mug to the counter, and walked out. A block from home, she bumped into a former mom-acquaintance from the Elm Tree Center for Early Childhood Development, the play-based private nursery school that Ruby had attended before matriculating at Betts. The woman was dressed in high-tech running gear and carrying a cardboard box filled with gnarled-looking fresh vegetables with scrotal-like hairs growing off them—no doubt her weekly community-supported agriculture allotment. Karen never knew what to do with root vegetables when she brought them home; they tended to sit in the produce drawer of her fridge until they began to leak green juice, at which point she threw them out. “Karen! Oh my God!” said Leslie. “How are you?”

         “We’re good!” said Karen, trying to match Leslie’s excited tone. “How about you guys? How’s Clare? How are the kids?” Back when Karen seemed to spend half her life at playgrounds—she was working only part-time then, freelancing—she and Leslie would sometimes share a bench while their children climbed the play structures. They’d chat about nap schedules, breast-feeding schedules, the pros and cons of thumb-sucking versus pacifiers, and whether grapes were safe for toddlers to eat or if they presented a compelling choking risk unless sliced in half. Karen had found that the minutiae of early-year parenting was fascinating for the exact moment you were living it, after which it became, quite possibly, the most boring subject on earth.

         “We’re hanging in there.” Leslie laughed and sighed. “You know, the usual impossible juggling act.”

         Was the comment an oblique dig at Karen for having only one child and therefore having it easy while Leslie and her wife toiled away at raising two? Or was Karen projecting? “I know it well,” Karen replied in an arch voice.

         “So, what’s going on with Ruby? Where is she in school again?” Leslie narrowed her eyes and cocked her head.

         “She goes to Betts,” said Karen, defensive before she’d even gotten the words out.

         “Really? Wow!” said Leslie, blinking and nodding in slow motion.

         “Don’t act so surprised,” said Karen.

         “I’m not at all! We almost sent Willa there. I mean, we’re actually zoned for the school. Have you guys been happy there?” Leslie blinked again.

         Karen’s heart had begun to pound. Defending her daughter’s school to college-educated white liberals in the neighborhood who were zoned for Betts but who didn’t send their children there on account, Karen assumed, of the number of black and brown faces they saw in the schoolyard had become her second obsession, after online shopping. “So happy. Honestly, it’s an amazing place—the teachers are beyond dedicated, and the kids are literally from all over the world,” she said. “It’s like a Benetton ad from the eighties come to life.” Karen always exaggerated her fondness for the school in reaction to those who shunned it. She had two goals: to foster guilt and shame, and to instill doubt about whatever alternative had been secured.

         “Wow, that sounds amazing,” said Leslie. “I’m so happy for you guys.”

         “And where’s Willa?” Karen couldn’t help herself.

         “She’s actually in a brilliant-and-exceptional program.” Leslie grinned sheepishly.

         “Oh. How’s that going?” said Karen, feeling even more embattled as she recalled the 71 out of 100 that Ruby, then age four, had scored on the so-called B-and-E test. Karen later concluded that Ruby had been more interested in the fish tank in the testing lady’s office than in counting the number of triangles and circles. Or was that just an excuse to ease the pain of acknowledging that her daughter was merely average? Then again, it had been widely rumored at Elm Tree that Leslie and Clare had had their then-four-year-old daughter tutored for the test by a Harvard grad who charged two hundred and fifty dollars an hour.

         “It’s okaayyyy,” Leslie answered in a singsongy voice. “I mean, the commute is a total pain in the ass.” Karen didn’t answer. Was she supposed to express sympathy? “But we just felt Willa was one of those kids who needed to be around other really motivated kids or she’d kind of drift off. And I guess we were also worried about sending her to Betts because it seemed a little—I don’t know—crazy over there. And, like, maybe the kids didn’t all seem that inspired.” She lifted her shoulders and pressed her teeth together as if she were stepping on hot coals.

         Every fiber of Karen’s being wanted to answer, You mean, because so many of them are black? (The city’s B-and-E programs were made up almost entirely of white and Asian students.) But she didn’t. She was a member of polite society, and people in polite society didn’t mention skin color.

         “Also, we just felt Willa would do better in a more nurturing environment,” Leslie went on. “She’s kind of a sensitive kid.”

         “Oh, is the B-and-E class really small?” asked Karen.

         “Well, not anymore—unfortunately,” Leslie said with a bitter laugh. “She’s got thirty-two kids in her class this year.”

         “Wow, that’s big!”

         “But her teacher is great. I mean, if anyone can handle that many little smarty-pants, it’s her. So that’s something.”

         “Right—well, Ruby’s class has only twenty-five kids in it this year,” said Karen, simultaneously bristling and gloating.

         “Wow! Lucky you—that’s really small!” said Leslie.

         “But of course, the vast majority of them are incredibly stupid.” Where had that come from?

         Leslie laughed nervously. “I’m sure they’re not stupid.”

         “Oh, I’m sure they are! My daughter in particular,” Karen went on. “She got, like, a two on that B-and-E test. I doubt she’ll even get into community college. She’ll be lucky to get a job as a cashier at CVS. Maybe your daughter will take pity on her some day and hire her as the receptionist at her quant fund or something.” Had she really just said that?

         “You’re so funny,” said Leslie, but she wasn’t laughing or even smiling. And it was suddenly clear that she couldn’t wait to get away from Karen. “Well, it was great running into you,” she said, readjusting her box of scrotal-haired vegetables in her arms and taking a step backward.

         “Yeah, you too!” said Karen, half mortified, half elated by her outburst.

         As she continued down the block, she entertained the perversely affirming notion that, far from being a racist, she might well be its diametric opposite, insofar as it tended to be white people who irked her the most.

         
              

         

         Karen hadn’t always seen the world through the lens of race or class. Growing up in an affluent suburb, she’d actually paid scant attention to the subject. This was not so much because she had a naturally open mind or had been raised with good values but because pretty much everyone in her town was white and middle to upper-middle class. That included Karen’s own family. Her father, Herb, was a tax lawyer who made a good salary. Her mother was a housewife who sometimes helped in his office. Pretty much all the kids Karen knew attended the same legendarily rigorous public school, which sent as many of their graduates to Ivy League schools as the privates nearby did. To the extent that there was a pecking order—and there was, of course, by high school—it had mainly to do with whether or not you were having sex. Karen wasn’t.

         Yet from an early age, she’d been hypercognizant of others’ suffering, beginning with her own family’s. When Karen was still a small child, her mother, Ruth, had started taking to her bed for days at a time. “Mom has a migraine” was always the official explanation. But eventually it became clear that the pain was more pervasive than that. Karen’s father had done his best to take care of her, driving her to endless doctors who never seemed able to find a cause or offer a solution. But despite his intelligence, he’d had a helpless quality when it came to interpersonal relations, especially those involving himself and his wife. He was by nature reserved—by Karen’s count, he’d spoken a total of three hundred sentences to her during his lifetime—and his wife’s depression seemed especially designed to make him shrink further into himself.

         Meanwhile, Karen’s older brother, Rob, began doing bong hits in his bedroom while he was still in middle school. He was also a boy, and boys weren’t expected to help around the house. It therefore fell to Karen to keep Ruth Kipple happy and in the world. At least, that was how it had always felt to Karen. And her mother would reinforce the notion by saying terrible things that Karen realized were terrible only when she was older—things like “I would have ended my life long ago if it wasn’t for you” and “You’re all I have to live for.” At the time, Karen had considered them compliments.

         At some point in her early teens, Karen felt compelled to take on certain aspects of the traditional-mother role herself—making meals for the family, doing laundry, keeping the house going and everyone’s morale up. But even before then, she’d internalized the notion that she’d been put on this earth to solve others’ problems. In early childhood, Karen had found an outlet for the sentiment by taking care of animals, especially sick and orphaned ones. Deprived of a pet—her mother refused to take responsibility for one while Karen was at school—Karen had a vast collection of miniature glass animals that she would sometimes break on purpose, forcing her to conduct “surgery” and glue them back together, an activity she found deeply satisfying. On occasion, she got to practice her craft on live beings. When she was around nine, a sparrow with a broken wing appeared on the front steps of her family’s home. Clueless, Karen tried to splint the bird’s wing with a toothpick and a piece of masking tape. Finding him dead the next morning, she wept and blamed herself.

         Around the age of ten, Karen abandoned the cause of sick animals in favor of Third World children with cleft palates. She would spend hours staring at their photos and imagining their embarrassment and pain. Soon, she began donating half her allowance to the Smile Train. She was also drawn to tales of pioneer girls of early America, girls who had made do with so little. For all of her mid- to late childhood, her favorite book was Little Women. But whereas other girls she knew identified with Jo, the sprightly and unruly tomboy, Karen related best to the kind, obedient oldest sister, Meg, the one who wanted most of all to do the right thing and to please her parents. Indeed, it was as much for her mother as for herself that, after high school, Karen, the ultimate good student, had landed at an Ivy League university. Karen still remembered how Ruth had cried with happiness when she’d heard that Karen had been accepted.

         But it was there, in the hallowed, neo-Gothic halls of that elite institution, that Karen’s desire to be good mutated into a powerful desire to right the wrongs of an unequal and unjust society. A significant number of her classmates had, like Karen, gone to public high schools located in the upscale suburbs of major metropolises. But the most glamorous kids, Karen soon realized, were legacies and other well-connected types who had attended various prep schools, some boarding, some not, up and down the Eastern or Western Seaboard. Some were Southern debutantes, others were Park Avenue Jews, Persian ex-pats, or the progeny of Hollywood royalty. No doubt these well-off students had their own internecine tensions. But to Karen, they occupied a single fortress of privilege, impenetrable to the outside world. They also seemed to possess a shared body of esoteric knowledge. They knew about cocktails and catamarans, ski resorts and stepmothers. Life experience was only half the equation; confidence was the other. None of them seemed ever to have spent a moment questioning his or her place in the world, or even his or her place at an elite institution of higher education. And why should they? It seemed increasingly clear to Karen that the random luck of birth accounted for most of what people called success in life. Far Left politics, which she’d embraced around the same time, lent heft to the hunch. Then Karen became indignant on a whole other level.

         If Karen had been entirely honest with herself, she would have acknowledged that the quasi-Marxist worldview she’d adopted around that time, with the help of several tenured radicals in the political philosophy department, had also provided her with an exit ramp off the aspiration highway. Being political meant you didn’t have to be pretty or popular. Karen’s new belief system even came with its own lifestyle—cafés at which to drink black coffee, film societies to belong to (in four years of college, Karen never missed a Mike Leigh or Ousmane Sembène screening), clothes to wear (vintage black leather jackets from thrift stores were a particular favorite). With her newly discovered political consciousness, Karen became a full-fledged campus activist, joining the local chapter of ACT UP and attending Take Back the Night rallies. She also got involved in the anti–South African–apartheid effort, for which she spent more than a few nights camping out in a makeshift shanty in the quad, one sleeping bag away, if she could arrange it, from Mike Grovesnor, a graduate student in political science who was obsessed with long-distance running and punk bands, particularly the Dead Kennedys. It was to him that she finally lost her virginity, the summer before her junior year, though nothing more came of their relationship after their one awkward night.

         That same summer, Karen went to Guatemala to learn Spanish and help refurbish a rural school attended by the children of poverty-stricken peasants. At least, that was the plan. In practice, she and the other volunteers spent most of the time in an un-air-conditioned classroom conjugating verbs. Yo podría, tú podrías, usted/él/ella podría, nosotros podríamos… Though on occasion there were interactions with actual Spanish-speaking people. Karen still recalled the tiny little Guatemalan boy who, during a school visit and with what appeared to be complete sincerity, had asked Karen, who was partial to black clothing and admittedly had a pointy nose, thin face, and pale skin, if she was a bruja real—that is, a “real witch.” Apparently, a rumor was circulating. At the time, Karen had laughed off the question. But somehow the very notion had embarrassed her.

         When Karen returned to college, she found that her position as a do-gooder Lefty gave her a kind of reverse status among the prep-school types, who had been groomed since birth to get dressed up and raise money. Indeed, her first foray into fund-raising, on behalf of low-income AIDS patients, took place during her junior year of college. By senior year, she actually managed to become friendly with some of the people she’d once considered adversaries, perhaps explaining why she grew ever more ashamed of her own merely bourgeois origins. The Kipples, Karen came to realize, were neither affluent enough to be impressive (there were no compounds on private islands, no great-grandfathers who’d helped found X or Y, not even trust funds passed down to the children) nor remotely poor and/or bohemian enough to qualify as exotic or authentic. Rather, Karen’s childhood, despite her mother’s problems, had been privileged in all the most conventionally upper-middle-class ways. There had been piano, ballet, and tennis lessons, winter trips to Disneyland, summer camp in Maine, even an SAT tutor when it came time for that in high school. Or maybe Karen’s shame had as much to do with the aura of melancholy that permeated her family’s four-bedroom center-hall Colonial with beige wall-to-wall carpeting. In any case, when people asked where she was from, she took to answering “the beautiful suburbs” in an arch tone of voice.

         
              

         

         At 2:50 p.m., Karen returned to Betts to pick up Ruby. Not in the mood for a fight, she relented on the Italian ice front. But the sight of Ruby’s blue-stained tongue distressed Karen in ways she couldn’t begin to explain, calling to mind the defected Russian spy who, a few years earlier, had been slowly poisoned by radioactive polonium in his tea. Meanwhile, Ruby herself seemed to be energized to the point of mania. She was running in circles and doing cartwheels across the blacktop. Karen barely got her to gymnastics class on time, even though the Little Gym was only a few blocks away.

         Matt got home at seven. “Hey, KK,” he said, appearing in the door. “What’s the news in Macaroni-Land?”

         KK and Macaroni-Land were his affectionate nicknames for his wife and home, respectively. Karen thought Macaroni-Land was cute, but her own nickname always sounded to her ears a little too much like the acronym for the Ku Klux Klan. “Hey, you’re home early,” she said.

         “Am I?” he said.

         As he took off his coat, the last button on his button-down strained against his belly and revealed a tiny triangle of hair. With his compact build and swarthy complexion, Matt had never fit Karen’s ideal of male beauty, which tended toward the lean and fair. But she’d always regarded her husband as manly in a winning way. And although he worked out irregularly—basketball was his main source of exercise—he hadn’t grown flabby and double-chinned like so many of her friends’ husbands. He’d also kept his head of hair, which was still shiny and, for the most part, dark. “We aim to please,” he muttered. “You aim too, please.” Then he started chuckling.

         “What in God’s name are you talking about?” said Karen.

         “Did I ever tell you about that sign I saw in the men’s room of that Greyhound station in Eugene?” said Matt. “Damn, that was funny. I have no idea why it came to me just now.” He went over and put his hands on Karen’s waist.

         “Maybe you had to be there,” she said, though she secretly found it funny too. Like her father, Karen was a lover of bad puns.

         “Maybe.”

         “Well, did you aim?”

         “I did my best.” He kissed her on the mouth, then pressed his groin into her crotch.

         “Don’t be disgusting,” she murmured as she kissed him back. It pleased her to think that after ten years of marriage, her husband was still attracted to her. She was still attracted to him too. Though in keeping with male fashion trends, Matt had recently grown a patchy beard, and Karen had yet to grow accustomed to the scratchy feel of it against her cheek and chin.

         Just then, Ruby ran into the living room in her pajamas with her stuffed octopus, Octi, filling her arms. “Daddy!” she cried.

         Matt abruptly withdrew from Karen. “Hey, Scooby Doobie!” he said, lifting Ruby into his arms. “How was school today?”

         “Fine,” she said in the babyish voice she sometimes adopted in the evenings. “But Octi had a bad day. So can you say something nice to her?”

         “Sure I can,” said Matt, draping two of the doll’s tentacles over his shoulders. “Listen, Octi—there are more fish in the sea than have ever been caught…”

         “My mother used to say that,” said Karen.

         “You mean after you brought me home for the first time.”

         “Ha-ha.”

         Ruby extended her neck. “Mommy, what are my magnet dolls doing over there in that big bag by the door?” she asked, back to her regular voice.

         “You never play with them anymore, sweetie,” said Karen. “And we don’t have that much room in the apartment. I’m taking them to the Salvation Army so kids who can’t afford new toys can play with them.”

         “But I do play with them!” cried Ruby, squinching up her face.

         “The Salvation Army? Seriously? You know they try to convert people over there,” said Matt, a committed atheist whose parents attended a Methodist church.

         “Okay. But they also do a lot of food assistance,” said Karen, who was ethnically Jewish but who described herself as an agnostic. “HK even contracts with them.”

         “I just think the Homeless Solutions Thrift Store will make better use of Ruby’s old toys,” said Matt, his tone turning serious, “without bringing in all that salvation BS.”

         “But why can’t I keep my own toys?” moaned Ruby.

         “Maybe they will,” said Karen, ignoring her daughter’s lament. “But the Homeless Solutions donation center is two miles away, and there’s a Salvation Army on our corner. So I can actually drop stuff there on my way to the train instead of having to get in the car to take it somewhere—or instead of asking you to get in the car to take it somewhere, which we both know will mean that bag will be sitting in the hall getting tripped over for the next two years.”

         “Touché,” said Matt, conceding the fight and, in doing so, pleasing Karen, who smiled triumphantly.

         After Ruby went to bed, Karen and Matt sat on the sofa and shared frustrations from their workdays. Matt told Karen about what a hard time the staff was having getting the city’s housing authority to cooperate with his website. Karen told Matt about how the grant she was writing was taking forever—and also about what had happened at the community-unit party. “Which one is Maeve again?” asked Matt.

         Karen didn’t understand how her husband couldn’t keep straight their only child’s few friends, but she chalked it up to a failure of vision above all else. By nature, Matt wasn’t very observant. Karen could get a new pillow for the sofa, and two months would go by before he noticed—if he ever did. “The blond one who looks like JonBenét Ramsey who comes over to our house, like, every weekend?” said Karen.

         “She wears heavy makeup and cowgirl outfits?” asked Matt.

         “No! I just mean she looks like her. Blond and blue-eyed with a turned-up nose.”

         “Oh, right—I know who she is.”

         “Or at least it was turned-up until Jayyden got there,” joked Karen.

         “So he broke her nose?” asked Matt.

         “I haven’t heard,” said Karen, shrugging. “I mean, I assume her mom, Laura, would have e-mailed me if it was that bad. But who knows. She and Maeve’s dad, Evan, are probably out of town shooting an important GlaxoSmithKline commercial and haven’t heard the news about their daughter yet. Seriously, those two are never around. I honestly don’t know why they had kids.”

         “Did you know pharmaceutical companies are banned from directly advertising to consumers in every country in the world except the U.S., New Zealand, and Brazil?” said Matt.

         “Why am I not surprised?” said Karen, shaking her head. Then she launched into a harsh description of her run-in with Leslie Pfeiffer. “She might as well have said, ‘We couldn’t deal with all the black people at your school so we decided to send our precious firstborn to an apartheid-like all-white B-and-E program in the middle of a poor black school, where she won’t actually have to interact with any dark children because they keep them in their own holding pens.’”

         “That sounds charming,” said Matt.

         “Yeah, really charming,” said Karen.

         “People think Republicans are racists,” said Matt, who had grown up in Tacoma, Washington, where his not particularly warm but refreshingly sane parents toiled as a college secretary and a building contractor. “But I’ve always thought college-educated liberals are actually the worst.”

         “I totally agree.” To Karen’s mind, it was her and Matt’s shared political outlook and commitment to social justice, combined with their willingness to impugn those who didn’t share it, that had kept them more or less happily partnered for ten years. Also, they still had fairly decent if infrequent sex.

         After their chat, Matt and Karen went back to their computers, as they tended to do in the evenings after Ruby went to bed. Since there was no word from Laura, Karen briefly considered sending her a hope everything is okay–type e-mail. Like other mothers thrown together on account of their children’s affection for one another, and even though it was quite possible that Laura secretly disapproved of Karen as much as Karen secretly disapproved of Laura, they went through the motions of being happy to see each other on the rare occasions when they did. They also regularly Liked each other’s Facebook photos of their children doing cute things, though Karen posted far fewer than Laura did. For no discernible reason, they also occasionally shared incredibly intimate details about their personal lives. The previous December, while at a birthday party for a classmate of Ruby and Maeve’s, Laura had revealed to Karen that for a year or more after giving birth to Maeve’s younger brother, Indy, she’d lost control of her bladder, regularly peed in her pants, and had at least once accidentally done so on her husband while they were having sex. It had been a detail too much for Karen, who hadn’t quite been able to get the image out of her head.

         But in the end, Karen decided to hold off on sending anything. She wasn’t sure what tone to strike and was concerned about coming across as either nosy or inappropriately blasé. There was something about Laura that made Karen feel like she was one of those overinvolved, overprotective mothers who had no lives outside of their children—or like she was totally negligent. There was no in-between. Besides, Karen was fairly certain that despite her tears, Maeve was just fine.

         
              

         

         On Saturday morning, Matt announced he had to go back to the office. Keen to work on her essay about nutrition and educational outcomes, Karen gave herself a temporary dispensation to remove all limits on screen time enjoyed by her daughter. As it happened, Karen ended up reading the paper and falling asleep. But the three of them went on a family outing to the zoo on Sunday morning, which Karen didn’t exactly enjoy, since it was still freezing outside and, at that point in her life, animals were not of particular interest to her. But returning to their warm home, she was happy to have gone, if only because, for once, the whole family was together and because it seemed like the kind of thing families did on weekends. And there was still a side of Karen that wanted to do things right, even though she felt haunted and repulsed by the sight of the baboons, whose bulbous red anuses suggested to her in a dispiriting way that we were all just animals whose sole purpose on the planet was to create offspring and then die.

         On Monday, Karen met an old college acquaintance named Clay Phipps for lunch. Having tagged him as a potential Hungry Kids donor and possibly even a candidate for its board of directors, she’d e-mailed him cold and asked to meet. From what she’d read in the financial press, he’d founded his hedge fund, which used a new quantitative trading strategy, while he was still in business school. He was now worth hundreds of millions of dollars, if not a cool billion, and had homes in Jackson Hole, Bermuda, and probably three other places. Though he’d hardly started out in life poor. His father had been high up at Morgan Stanley and his mother—Karen remembered someone in college telling her—was related to the Vanderbilts. Or maybe it was the Astors.

         It had never been among Karen’s life goals to suck up to rich guys and cajole them into parting with fractions of their fortunes—far from it. After college, she’d actually considered becoming a social worker. But a hands-on job leading arts-and-crafts workshops at a battered-women’s shelter had convinced her that her talents, such as they were, lay elsewhere. She’d felt awkward around the women, and they didn’t seem to connect with her either. Though a few did ask for money, which made her feel even more uncomfortable. As a result, Karen changed direction and lent her passion for social action to various left-leaning advocacy groups in Washington, DC, where she became expert at press releases.

         But after Bill Clinton more or less killed welfare in ’96, Karen realized that the groups she worked for had pretty much no influence whatsoever. She pivoted yet again, pursuing a master’s degree in public health, which also led nowhere. It was mostly by default that she wound up in the world of philanthropy. A job offer to help raise money for a national reproductive-health and -rights organization came through a friend of a friend. Needing employment in any case, Karen decided it was better to help by some means than not to help at all. She also came to believe, contrary to the mantra of the hippie era, that everything important was predicated on money. Love and good health could not always be purchased, it was true. Nearly everything else could be.

         During Karen’s first two years at Hungry Kids, she’d concentrated her efforts on grant writing, submitting elaborate proposals to faceless and secretive nonprofit organizations as well as the charitable wings of multinational corporations. But in the past few years, it had become clear to her that members of the .01 percent with autonomy over their own fortunes and family foundations were a far more expedient source of cash. In an ideal world, the IRS would be collecting enough taxes from these very people to feed the nation’s poor. But to Karen’s mind, the U.S. government had long ago stopped taking responsibility for the needy, so it was left to people like her, and organizations like Hungry Kids, to lead the effort.

         But direct fund-raising had changed her. Despite Karen’s innate discomfort with the idea of so much money being concentrated in so few hands, a part of her had come, if not to idolize, then certainly to find fascinating the very demographic from whom she solicited funds. She studied their clothes, their mannerisms, their speech patterns, and their lifestyles. The most curious of her findings? The .01 percent didn’t decorate their own Christmas trees; rather, experts were called in to distribute the baubles evenly and drape the skirts just so. They purchased wine at auctions, not stores. And each child got his or her own nanny, all the better if the caregivers spoke to their charges exclusively in Mandarin before the kids entered their foreign-language immersion programs at their exclusive private schools.

         As Karen made her way to the restaurant, she tried to remember how she and Clay had actually met, but she couldn’t. All she recalled was his undying crush on her beautiful lesbian roommate from Toronto, Lydia Glenn. To the extent that Karen and Clay had bonded at all, it had been over his unrequited love for Lydia. In fact, when Karen had e-mailed two weeks earlier, she hadn’t been entirely sure he’d remember who she was and had actually signed off Karen, former roommate of Lovely Lydia :-). But his e-mail back had been immediate and enthusiastic, which had surprised and flattered her. He’d insisted on making the lunch reservation himself—at some seafood place near his office. Concerned about being late, Karen had arrived early, and first.

         Elegant but antiseptic, it was the kind of establishment that owed its existence to corporate expense accounts. Everything about it, from the napkins to the waiters to the kayak-shaped dishes filled with glistening Italian olives, was a shade of off white. It was also eerily quiet but for the occasional high-pitched laugh that floated over the tables like a harmonic overtone. “I’m meeting Clay Phipps,” Karen murmured to the hostess, who murmured in response, “Follow me, please,” then led Karen to a corner table in back.

         Clay arrived shortly after her. Up close, he looked surprisingly similar to the way he had in college, his dark blond hair still wavy and windswept, if somewhat wispier, his good looks still boyish. Though he was significantly shorter than Karen remembered. The most visible indicators of time’s passage were the knife cuts on the outer corners of his light blue eyes and the strands of silver that were now threaded through his hair in the manner of an Indian textile. He was dressed like a college student also, in faded Levi’s, white sneakers, and a ratty gray fleece pullover with a zipper at the neck. Against trend, he looked thinner than he had at age twenty-one, even verging on gaunt. The thought crossed Karen’s mind that he was probably on one of those strange diets involving raw kale or whatnot that the rich sometimes went on at the advice of their personal trainers. “Karen!” he said with a big smile.

         “Clay!” she said, hugging him hello.

         “So, how are you after all these years?” he said, sitting down. He propped his elbows on the table, just as Karen’s mother had always warned her not to, leaned forward, and gazed at her intently.

         Embarrassed by the attention and also feeling overdressed in her black skirt suit, Karen looked away. “I’m good!” she said. “What has it been—like, twenty-five years?” Regaining her composure, she turned her gaze back to him.

         “Probably,” he said.

         “To be honest, when I e-mailed you, I wasn’t even sure you’d remember who I was.”

         “Of course I remember!”

         “Are you still in touch with Lydia?”

         “God, no. Are you?”

         “I haven’t seen her since graduation, but we’re Facebook friends. Unless I’m mistaken, she’s the director of a women’s theater collective. I get announcements about her shows.”

         “That’s so perfect,” said Clay, rolling his eyes. “And let me guess—she lives in Portland, or something.”

         “That sounds about right,” said Karen, smiling. “Or maybe it’s Vancouver. I can’t remember.”

         “I don’t know what I was thinking,” he went on. “She was the biggest dyke on the whole planet. And yet, in my great naïveté, I somehow imagined that my charms would be enough to convert her.” He smiled back.

         “From what I recall, it was a valiant effort.”

         “—that failed miserably.”

         They both laughed.

         “I assume you eventually found love elsewhere,” Karen said.

         “Don’t assume so much,” Clay replied. “But first, I want to hear about you. What have you been doing since college?”

         “That’s a very good question—let’s see,” said Karen. “Well, the nineties are kind of a blur at this point. I worked in DC for a while.”

         “Such a boring fucking place.”

         “Tell me about it. Then, at around thirty, I got a master’s degree, which I never use. For a split second after that, I worked at Planned Parenthood.”

         “Giving abortions?” asked Clay.

         “Excuse me?”

         “Just kidding.”

         “I was actually in the communications department, but whatever,” Karen said with a quick laugh as she tried to gauge whether or not she should be mortally offended. Her whole life, she’d had a tendency toward delayed reactions.

         “For the record, I fully support Planned Parenthood,” said Clay, as if he could tell she was still deciding. “I think I even give them money.”

         “Oh—cool,” said Karen, trying to smile.

         “And then what?” asked Clay.

         “Well, at some point, I began fund-raising for the causes I care about. And at another point, I got married and had a kid. My husband and I actually met at the Republican National Convention, if you can believe it. Or, really, outside the Republican National Convention. If I remember correctly, we were both chanting, ‘Hey, ho, the GOP must go.’” Somehow, Karen sensed that Clay, whatever his current political persuasion, would appreciate that last detail.

         And he did. “Of course you were,” he said, seeming inordinately pleased, if only because the anecdote fit so neatly into his picture of the world. “I love it.”

         “And our daughter is about to turn nine,” Karen went on. “And I don’t have to tell you what I’m doing right now, because you already know! What about you?”

         “What about me?” he said, popping an olive into his mouth as if there weren’t much to say.

         “I don’t know! Tell me anything.”

         “Well, I’m permanently jet-lagged. And I have four kids. How’s that?”

         “Four! Yikes,” said Karen, who had noticed in her travels that only the very rich and the very poor had families that large anymore. “I can barely manage one.”

         “Yeah, well, we have a lot of help.” Clay unfolded his napkin and placed it in his lap. “But to be honest, it’s been kind of stressful lately. My wife basically hates my guts.”

         “Oh no!” said Karen, surprised at how forthcoming he was being and titillated to have such personal information in her possession but also feeling that she somehow needed to even the score. “Well, my husband and I barely see each other,” she told him. “He used to work as a housing lawyer, but now he’s building this website and app, and he’s never home. But why am I telling you this?” She laughed again, this time nervously. Now that she’d said so much, she felt guilty and keen to bring the conversation back to its original impetus in case Clay had forgotten why she’d invited him to lunch. “Anyway, I hope you don’t mind me e-mailing you out of nowhere. I’m sure you’re incredibly busy. But I heard you were involved in philanthropy, and I just wanted to let you know that Hungry Kids is an amazing cause. People think starving children exist only in Africa. But it’s a big issue right here in our own backyards. It’s even worse for these kids on weekends and in the summertime when schools are out and not providing free breakfast and lunch. By our estimates, there are currently one point seven million people living in food-insecure households here in the city and surrounding areas, one million of whom are children and three hundred thousand of whom are grown-ups who are eligible for food stamps but who don’t have them. So part of what we do is help parents file for the benefits their families are entitled to. We also help stock food pantries and soup kitchens—”

         “It all sounds very admirable,” said Clay, interrupting. “In fact, I had my assistant look up your GuideStar rating this morning and apparently you guys get five stars. But first I have a question.” He laid a hand on Karen’s forearm. “Do you think we could order before we talk any more about your good cause? To be honest, I’m fucking starving…speaking of starving.”

         “Of course!” said Karen, embarrassed. Had she come on too strong, too early? You had to time these things for maximum impact. Following Clay’s lead, she picked up her menu and quickly announced, “I think I’m going to get the wild salmon.”

         “Always a solid choice,” said Clay, motioning for the waiter.

         He ordered for them both—oysters on the half shell for himself, along with some pasta dish involving scallops, a large bottle of sparkling water, and a half a dozen exotic-sounding appetizers that Karen doubted they’d be able to finish, which struck her as ironic considering they were there to address food scarcity. But no matter.

         After the waiter left, Clay said, “So, back to your thing…I have a real question for you. I hope you’re not offended by my asking it. But the poor children one sees around the city don’t always look exactly, well—how do I put this nicely?—starving. Sometimes the opposite.”

         Karen had heard the question before. “Actually, childhood obesity has a lot to do with food scarcity. When they have no access to nutritious food, children are more likely to fill up on empty calories that taste good while they’re eating them but don’t make them feel full or provide them with adequate nutrients. You can be obese and malnourished. That’s the irony. And that’s where Hungry Kids’ education program comes in. We have this amazing troupe of young actors who visit the public schools and perform skits that teach young children about healthy eating habits. They’re actually hilarious. They all dress up as fruits and vegetables.”

         “Sounds amusing,” said Clay.

         Was he mocking her? Karen couldn’t tell. “Anyway,” she continued, “we’d be totally thrilled if you wanted to get involved. Eighty percent of donations go directly to feeding the poor and related programs. I should add that we also have this fantastic new outreach program, Keep It Fresh, which increases access to affordable and nutritious fresh food in low-income neighborhoods and enables economic development through creating or expanding food-related jobs and—”

         “I’m happy to help,” said Clay, again cutting her off and also sounding the tiniest bit impatient.

         Or was Karen overinterpreting? “Thank you so much, Clay,” she said, relieved to have gotten the ask part of the conversation over with, even as she wished she’d waited.

         “It’s my pleasure,” said Clay. Then he narrowed his eyes at her, smiled, and said, “It’s good to see you, Karen Kipple from College.”

         “It’s good to see you too!” said Karen, deciding that, in all likelihood, he was just feeling nostalgic for his Sigma Chi days and mistakenly thinking she’d been a part of them.

         “Don’t take this the wrong way,” he went on while fishing an olive pit out of his mouth, “but you’re one of the few people I know who looks better than they did when we were young.”

         “Oh, thanks!” she said, not sure whether to be flattered or hurt. It struck her as the ultimate left-handed compliment. “Was I really ugly then?”

         “Not at all, but you wore some kind of ring thingy in your nose, which I hope you don’t mind me saying I’m glad to see gone.”

         “Why would I mind?” Karen said. Though, in truth, she did mind. The hole had eventually become infected, and she’d had to let it close up. But there had been a time and place when that tiny gold ring had made her feel subversive, which was the attribute to which everyone in Karen’s social circle had aspired back then.

         “You also had a baby face, and now you’re kind of chiseled and hot,” said Clay.

         “Tell that to my husband!” Karen laughed, shocked by the direction in which the conversation had turned.

         “Tell me his name, and I will.”

         “It’s Matt. He’s a great guy. But you know how it goes after you’ve been married for a while. People basically stop seeing each other.” Was she being disloyal? “I could seriously be wearing two different shoes, and I don’t think he’d notice.” What Karen didn’t tell Clay was that one of the things that had initially attracted her to Matt was his self-reliance—a reliance so evolved that it sometimes bordered on benign neglect of the people around him. Matt didn’t seem to need or want anyone’s help, and that realization had come as a huge relief to Karen—at least in the early days of their marriage.

         Clay took a sip of his sparkling water and wiped his mouth. Then he looked straight at her—straight through her, it seemed to Karen—and said, “I’d notice.”

         Was Clay Phipps just one of those people who used flattery the way others used humor—to put others at ease? Or was he flirting with her? Was that even possible? And if he was, why? “Is that right?” was all Karen could think to say back. It had been so long since she’d been complimented on her appearance that she’d forgotten how gratifying it was. With her mop of unruly hair, small breasts, and proportionally wide hips, she’d never conformed to any American ideal of femininity. But there had been a very brief window in her midtwenties—after she’d finally slimmed down, thanks to a strict if unhealthy diet of salads and nonfat frozen yogurt, and learned how to defrizz her hair—when she’d attracted a certain amount of attention from the opposite sex, which she’d rewarded with short-term flings. At its most intoxicating, being a sex object had felt like an escape route from the mundane and from the burden of her upbringing. At its worst, it had felt like a full-time job. There had been endless hairs to pluck, StairMasters to master, scales to stand on and lament the previous evening’s caloric intake, and lotions and potions to rub in and rinse off again. But to have experienced even a taste of the strange kind of power that accompanied youthful beauty was, to some extent, to mourn its passing for the rest of your life.

         Karen and Clay filled the rest of the hour with discussions of long-lost friends from college—mostly his fraternity brothers, the majority of whom Karen barely recalled but, for Clay’s benefit and, by extension, the benefit of Hungry Kids, pretended to have vivid memories of…

         “I assume you remember Scooter, my roommate in the house—the dickhead with the American flag bong?”

         “Of course I remember!”

         “Well, after Lehman folded and his marriage blew up, the guy hightailed it to Tortola for a breather and apparently never left. Rumor has it he now rides around in a fucking pizza boat, if you can believe it, offering pepperoni slices to passing yachtsmen.”

         “You’re kidding.”

         All of the old brothers apparently worked in tech or finance, or used to do so until their midlife crises, and were about to remarry or were busy disentangling themselves from their old marriages and going through messy divorces. When the bill came, Clay reached into his coat pocket and Karen didn’t bother objecting. After laying out his Am Ex black card on the tray, he pulled a rumpled paper check out of his pocket with the name of his family’s LLC at the top. “How much does Starving Children or whatever it’s called need?” he said. “Sorry—I’m terrible with names. Though I’d never forget yours.”

         “It’s Hungry Kids,” said Karen, embarrassed and also surprised he was opening his wallet this quickly. It usually took a few weeks to get money out of anyone. At the very least, there were accounting teams to consult. Besides, who carried around paper checks anymore? “But—oh my God, Clay, you don’t have to do it right here! I mean, unless you want to…”

         “Why wait? As you said, the kids in my backyard are hungry. Though maybe not the kids in my actual backyard, since those are my own greedy little bastards.”

         “Point taken,” said Karen, feeling bold. “Well, how’s seventy-five grand, and you win my eternal devotion?”

         “Let’s make it a hundred,” he said, writing down the number and then signing his name at the bottom with what looked like a single horizontal line.

         “I don’t know what to say.”

         “You don’t have to say anything.”

         “Well, thank you so much, Clay. Really.”

         “My pleasure. Hey, next summer, you and Mark—”

         “It’s Matt.”

         “Matt—that’s right. Well, you and Matt should come visit us out at the beach. We’ve got lots of room. And my youngest daughter, Quinn, just turned eight. She and your kid—”

         “Ruby.”

         “Ruby—that’s my niece’s name too.”

         “Funny,” said Karen. “Where does she live?”

         “San Fran.”

         “Of course,” said Karen, grimacing. While pregnant, she’d spent countless nights lying awake trying to dream up a name that sounded original without being odd, dignified while still cute. She didn’t want it to overwhelm her husband’s last name either; to her mind, McClelland was already a mouthful. Karen had always considered her own first name to be dispiritingly bland and was determined not to stigmatize her own daughter in a similar fashion. She’d always hated her last name too, if only because it rhymed with nipple and had therefore inspired endless schoolyard taunts. According to family lore, Kipple had once been Kiplowitz, but the bureaucrats at Ellis Island couldn’t be bothered to spell it out. Matt hadn’t seemed to care all that much what they named the baby, though he’d boycotted one suggestion of Karen’s (Eden), insisting that it sounded like a stripper. Ruby had been Karen’s second choice, and Matt had been fine with it. But now she wished he hadn’t been. There seemed to be Rubys everywhere. Or, at least, they were everywhere in a certain milieu. There had been two others in Ruby’s pre-K class at Elm Tree alone. And there were three in her gymnastics class. Though there seemed to be considerably fewer at Betts.

         “Well, your Ruby and my Quinn can play in the pool while the grown-ups keep themselves in refreshments,” said Clay.

         “That sounds like a dream,” said Karen, knowing it would never happen. There was no way Matt would ever agree to show up at the home of some hedge-fund zillionaire acquaintance of his wife’s and partake of the guy’s munificence, never mind spend the night in his mansion. Matt had had the same friends since high school and showed few signs of being interested in making new ones.

         “Great. I’ll have my assistant call you to book a weekend. In the meantime, I should really run. I’m actually going to Hong Kong this afternoon.”

         “You’re kidding.”

         “Wish I was. Long fucking flight. But it was great to see you.” Clay stood up. So did Karen. They embraced again. “Seriously, you look amazing.”

         “So do you,” said Karen. “The fleece is very flattering.”

         “Are you kidding? I put on this jacket especially for you.” He lifted his pullover by the zippered collar and grinned at her.

         “Well, it’s a winning look.”

         “Not as winning as yours.”

         “You’re a total liar. But thanks.”

         “Not in this case.” He kissed Karen on the cheek and walked out.

         Karen stayed behind to finish her sparkling water and, for a few more minutes, to bask in the afterglow of what, on all counts, had to be called a successful lunch.

         
              

         

         On Mondays, Wednesdays, and Thursdays, Ruby stayed late for Betts’s after-school program, which was known simply as After School. Ruby’s first two years at the school, Karen had secretly dismissed the program as subsidized daycare for low-income students. Instead, she’d had Ashley, a white twenty-year-old psychology major at a local college, pick Ruby up at three o’clock three days a week. Karen couldn’t deal with the racial politics of employing a woman with darker skin than her own to help raise her child. Or was her prohibition on doing so even more problematic? Was she denying jobs to the people who needed them most? In any case, mostly for financial reasons, she’d decided to give After School a chance this year and had been pleasantly surprised by the results. Ruby seemed fine about staying late a few afternoons a week. And at fifteen bucks for the whole afternoon, it was certainly cheaper, and arguably more educational, than having Ashley bring Ruby home at three o’clock to do glitter tattoos.

         Still giddy from her lunch with Clay when she entered the building later that afternoon, Karen also felt uncharacteristically sanguine about the school. At the sight of a fifth-grader sitting in the hall sipping a Pepsi, Karen, rather than experiencing the usual tsunami of disapproval regarding the empty calories, told herself that her daughter was receiving an invaluable, once-in-a-lifetime education in multiculturalism and class difference. It was the same when, on her way into the gymnasium, she passed two mothers talking and overheard one of them say to the other, “I pulled off all my gels this morning, but I ain’t be getting them redone till payday,” her fingernails raised for inspection. Rather than cringe at the woman’s grammar—never mind Karen’s feelings about nail extensions—Karen imagined how stressful it would be to live paycheck to paycheck and reminded herself how lucky she was. Moreover, at the sight of her own rosy-cheeked progeny sitting in the corner of the gymnasium awaiting pickup, Karen felt as if she were the luckiest woman in the world. “Ruby Doobie!” she cried.

         “Mommy!” cried Ruby, matching Karen’s exuberant tone as she jumped up and ran toward her. Mother and daughter embraced as closely as flesh allowed. The word miracle got thrown around a lot when it came to children. But Ruby’s existence often struck Karen as that very thing—not only because Karen had spent two frustrating years trying to get pregnant, but because Karen had put all her own unrealized dreams of changing the world into her daughter’s not-quite-four-foot frame.

         But Karen’s sense of well-being lasted only so long. On the walk home late that afternoon, their fingers entwined and arms swinging in unison, Ruby informed her mother that Maeve was still out. Somehow, Karen found the news disturbing and kept returning to it throughout the evening, wondering if she’d underestimated the severity of Maeve’s injuries. Having resolved to send Maeve’s mother, Laura, a carefully worded e-mail inquiring about her daughter’s condition, Karen then struggled to get Ruby to bed. Ruby claimed not to be tired and fought all of Karen’s attempts to convince her otherwise until Karen’s entire body was in a tangle of frustration.

         She’d only just gotten Ruby down for the night—nearly an hour later than normal—when Matt waltzed through the door. He was late, as usual, but even later than usual. And Karen was as irritated as ever, but even more so. Sometimes it seemed as if Matt considered raising Ruby to be Karen’s project rather than a joint one. Or was that unfair? Maybe she was just mad at him for not being as complimentary as Clay Phipps. “What’s up?” he said, taking off his coat.

         “What’s up?” she answered, her voice rising on the up. “It just took me, like, two hours to get Ruby to sleep. That’s what’s up. She only quieted down, like, five minutes ago. And I’m completely fried.”

         “So go to bed,” said Matt.

         “That’s not the point.”

         “I’m sorry I’m late,” he said, seeming finally to comprehend. “But you won’t believe this story.”

         “What story?” said Karen, softening slightly.

         “You know the old Dominican guy down the block who’s always sitting on the stoop—Miguel?”

         “Yeah.”

         “He’s getting kicked out of his ground-floor apartment after forty fucking years. I mean, the guy fucking grew up there! But his mom died a few years ago, and she was the only family he had. And now this scumbag developer has come in and is planning to turn it into a single-family, state-of-the-art ‘passive house’”—Matt made quote marks in the air—“whatever the fuck that is. Anyway, I offered to represent him for free in housing court. We were out on his stoop talking strategy.”

         “Well, that was nice of you,” said Karen, feeling torn. On the one hand, she admired her husband for taking up cases he didn’t need to take up. She also felt sorry for Miguel, who had always been friendly to her and Ruby, sometimes making funny noises with his cheek and thumb for Ruby’s amusement as they walked by. Moreover, the loss of Miguel would undoubtedly make the neighborhood a tiny bit less diverse and a tiny bit more like a community with invisible gates. It wasn’t hard to imagine the guy ending up on the street either.

         On the other hand, she couldn’t help but feel that Matt’s time might be just as well spent paying attention to his wife and daughter as it was helping out a neighbor. There was also the fact that Karen was terrified of Miguel’s pit bull, who had a thick black ring around one eye, giving him the appearance of a canine pirate. Then there was the deafening salsa he played at all hours of the day and night, apparently unaware that others might not enjoy his music as much as he did. Karen also secretly considered the building as it existed now to be a blight on the block, with its plastic-sheathed windows and chipping stucco. The fetid garbage smell that emanated from the front yard was another matter, as was the Dominican flag that Miguel flew out his window, the sight of which Karen found difficult to reconcile with her interior-decorating taste. Not that she was prepared to admit any of this to her husband. “But if the building is already sold,” she said, “I doubt there’s much you or anyone else can do. I’m sure Miguel didn’t have a lease.”

         “He didn’t have a lease, but he’s always paid his rent,” said Matt. “And—most important—he’s a human being who deserves a roof over his head.”

         “Well, I feel bad for the guy,” said Karen. “But in all honesty, I won’t miss his dog. I actually cross the street when it comes near me.”

         “Jesus! Whose side are you on?” cried Matt.

         “I’m on Miguel’s side!” replied Karen. “But I also think pit bulls are scary. They’re illegal in England, you know.”

         “Pit bulls aren’t even a real breed of dog—look it up. It’s just a blanket term. But whatever.” Matt grimaced. “So, what did you do today?”

         As generic and open-ended as the question was, it still irked Karen. “You mean in addition to getting our daughter fed, bathed, and to sleep? Well, I made a hundred grand for the organization at lunch.”

         “Wow, good job.”

         “Yeah, I had lunch with a college acquaintance—this preppy guy named Clay Phipps who’s made a gazillion dollars running some hedge fund. He actually wrote a check on the spot.”

         “Nice tax write-off, I guess. Or at least it would be if he paid taxes, which he probably doesn’t, being a hedgie and all.”

         “Do you have to be so cynical?”

         “You probably wouldn’t like me if I wasn’t.” Matt smiled.

         “Whatever you say.” Karen smiled back. “Anyway, he invited the three of us out to visit him and his family next summer at his waterfront mansion.” Karen didn’t actually know for a fact that the island house was on the waterfront, but she assumed so. She also assumed her husband would reject the invitation outright. But she needed to go through the motions of asking him so she could feel frustrated and resentful but also admire his steadfastness to his principles.

         “Sorry—I’ll leave the social climbing to you,” said Matt, right on cue.

         “So you’d rather spend the entire summer stuck in the city,” said Karen, “sweltering to death and going to ‘family swim’ at the overchlorinated YMCA pool than get wined and dined in some gorgeous house with ocean breezes while Ruby plays in an actual pool that doesn’t require shower shoes when you walk around it because there aren’t pubic hairs everywhere you look?”

         “I thought your whole thing was that you hated vacations.”

         “Maybe I do, and maybe I don’t.”

         “Karen, I don’t know this guy from Adam,” Matt continued. “What am I going to do there? Lie in a lounger humming to myself while the two of you talk about what happened to everyone in your freshman dorm?”

         “Fine,” she said, still playing the martyr even though she had to admit that her husband had a point. “You’re not invited. Okay? Forget I ever said anything. It’s better to be hot and bothered and have integrity than to actually enjoy the summer. Because life is long.”

         Matt rolled his eyes and sighed. “Speaking of shower shoes, I’m going to shower, if you don’t mind.”

         “Why would I mind?”

         After he disappeared, Karen sat down on the sofa with her laptop and began composing a message to Maeve’s mother, Laura. Just as she was typing the sentence I hope Maeve is doing okay, an e-mail from Laura herself uncannily flashed across Karen’s screen. On further inspection, she determined it was a group e-mail sent to all the parents in Ruby’s third-grade class. Karen quickly scanned the message. It read:

         
            Dear Room 303 Parents,

            As some of you know, our daughter, Maeve, was injured Friday morning during the community-unit celebration. Evan and I had an early-morning work commitment and were unable to attend. But we’ve pieced together what happened by speaking to various people who were there at the time. We also saw firsthand the injuries suffered by our daughter, who has a fractured septum, had to spend a full day in the hospital, and is now suffering from PTSD.

            This is not the first time that Jayyden Price has bullied our daughter. What happened on Friday was part of a long-standing pattern that began in second grade and that includes verbal taunts and, in at least one case prior to Friday’s incident, physical violence. During recess last spring, he kicked Maeve in the shin, causing severe bruising.

            We have felt privileged to be part of a school community that prioritizes diversity. But our daughter’s physical safety trumps all else. Principal Chambers does not seem to agree. Here is a transcript of our meeting with her yesterday, which my husband, Evan, recorded:

         

         
            Evan: We don’t feel safe having our daughter in the same class as this child [Jayyden Price].

            Ms. Chambers: I can assure you that [Jayyden] is receiving all the special services this school offers. He meets with our school psychologist three days a week, and since the incident, he has been banned from recess. There is no excuse for what he did to your daughter, but I ask you to appreciate that he has an unstable family situation. And I understand that your daughter can be provocative.

            Evan: So you’re blaming our daughter for having her nose broken? Unbelievable—

            Ms. Chambers (interrupting): I’m not saying that.

            Laura: We feel sorry for Jayyden. But our first priority is keeping our own daughter safe. How can it be that, as principal, your first priority is not guaranteeing the safety of the children at this school?

            Ms. Chambers: I can do my best to create a supportive and accountable environment, but I cannot guarantee the safety of any child. I wish I could. [Laughs.]

            Evan: Well, you can guarantee that our daughter will not be bullied by Jayyden by removing him from the school and sending him somewhere for troubled children.

            Ms. Chambers: I cannot make Jayyden leave this school. Nor is there anywhere I can legally send him. This is a public school, and he has just as much of a right to be here as Maeve does.

            Evan: Well, then we’re taking Maeve out.

            Ms. Chambers: We’ll be sorry to see your family go—and we hope you change your minds.

         

         
            In short, she offered nothing—and we will not, alas, be changing our minds. Maeve will miss all her friends at Betts, just as we will miss being part of the Betts community. But we feel we have no other choice but to remove her from the school. We’ve appealed to the board of education this week for a safety transfer to another elementary school in the district.

            Thank you for your support and understanding,

            Laura Collier and Evan Shaw

            (parents of Maeve Collier-Shaw)






OEBPS/images/9780316265423_cover_epub.jpg
LUCINDA
ROSENFELD

Author of I'm Se Happy for You'and The I’renyf(ir(

e ke e






OEBPS/images/class_title_online.jpg
Class

A Novel

Lucinda

Rosenfeld

LirTLE, BRowN anp CompaNy
New York  Boston  Lonpon





