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THE REVIEWS ARE IN …THE CRITICS LOVE AMANDA!


“ENTERTAINING. There are similarities to Bridget Jones’s Diary and Sex and the City … but AMANDA BRIGHT@HOME is deeper and more honest in its portrayal of one woman’s life.”


—Bookhaven.net


“RUEFULLY FUNNY. Now mothers (and fathers) everywhere can laugh and cry along with Amanda as she experiences the daily trials of adjusting to her new life at home—and discovers that success isn’t always measured in the workplace.”


—Human Events


“ENGROSSING. … Readers … will enjoy the escapades of [this] sympathetic mom of two.”


—Booklist


“A WONDERFULLY HONEST and funny, fully rounded character. Any parent who has been faced with the heartrending choice of career versus family will relate to … Amanda Bright.”


—FictionAddiction.net


“YOU’LL LOVE [AMANDA’S] INSIGHTS, UNDERSTAND HER INSECURITIES. … Like a dear friend who shares her deepest thoughts and darkest secrets, her story is an incredible reminder that, no, you’re not alone.”


—First for Women



For David



Chapter One


IT HAPPENED every time Amanda came home: she felt asphyxiated by her small house. She stood for a moment in the front hall, her arms full of grocery bags, pushed from behind by two small children and thwarted from moving forward by a minefield of rubber boots, stuffed animals, and scattered blocks.


“Ugh! Kids! Why do you leave these things right here where Mommy can trip?” Amanda dropped the bags on the floor and turned sideways to allow the children to burst past. “Just go—go upstairs, do something, watch a video, I don’t care.”


Amanda bent down and swept aside the offending objects. She did not glance into the living room, knowing it to be in even worse condition than the hall. She would get to it later, after this—but when? And where would it all go? The children’s shelves were already full. The area beneath Sophie’s bed looked as if it had been attacked by Suicide Bomber Ken: plastic body parts, shoes, purses, and broken pieces of doll furniture were strewn everywhere. Amanda knew from experience that to sort toys consumed as many trash bags as it did hours, and still you were left with uncategorizable little piles of childhood detritus—goggly-eyed fast-food figures, tiny cars, baseball cards, rubber snakes—objects that you couldn’t throw away, but you didn’t know where to put exactly, either. Four years spent earning a bachelor’s degree had not prepared her for a career as a domestic curator.


“And don’t make any more mess!” she called up the stairs, to no reply.


It took two more trips to the car to bring in all the grocery bags. Amanda stacked them wherever she could find room in the kitchen: on the narrow counters, the stove, the breakfast table, the floor.


The kitchen, like the rest of the house, remained in what the real estate agent had described as its “original condition.”


Amanda and Bob had bought the house during the Washington real estate slump of the mid-1990s. The “three-bedroom, Old World charmer/lots of detail” turned out to be a typical Woodley Park semidetached brick job from the 1920s crammed up alongside another semidetached brick job from the 1920s. There wasn’t much to recommend it except that it was not—repeat not—a tract house in the suburbs. Never mind that if she and Bob were different sorts of people they could have afforded a spanking-new, Palladian-windowed, four-bedroom, two-and-a-half-bath “Manor Home” in a development named Badger Run Estates. They had looked at such a place precisely once during their transition from apartment-dwelling, one-child family to house-dwelling, two-child family, and had driven away so quickly that their car left tire tracks in the freshly planted sod.


“I don’t want to spend my life commuting,” Bob muttered as they sat waiting for the light to change at a six-lane intersection near a strip mall where you could buy, right away, with no money down, a reclining mattress.


“I don’t want to be more than two blocks away from a good cup of coffee,” Amanda replied, and that was all they said for the next forty-five minutes until the bridge that would take them back over the Potomac hoved into view.


By comparison, the Woodley Park house had seemed charming: the plaster moldings, the slanting walls, the cubbyhole kitchen, the urban backyard of flagstone, bushes, and gap-toothed fences. “Eventually you might want to push out the back here and create a sunny breakfast room overlooking the garden,” the agent said airily as Amanda wondered whether they could afford to pull up the scuffed linoleum.


That was before Amanda knew Christine Saunders and her custom-built mock Georgian on its two-acre ravine lot, with its “media room,” “chef’s kitchen,” and “in-law/au pair suite” in which Christine stored her holiday decorations. Christine lived in the suburbs—but not the suburbs that advertised in weekend supplements. Her neighbors were artfully hidden behind the glades of an adjoining golf course. Inside her house everything vanished as well: children, toys, noise, even Christine’s husband, who kept an office somewhere in the vast basement. The few times Amanda had met him were as he emerged, blinking like a ferret, to ask if anyone had seen his car keys.


Amanda no longer felt any of the defiant pride she had once taken in the clutter of her own house, the clutter that announced, I am not a homemaker. I am “at home” to care for my children—not to “make a home.” One day I will be returning to the office, where I belong. Until then we can get by with the pressboard bookshelves from college and the pullout loveseat we bought when we moved in together, and my grandmother’s lamp, and the milk crates we thought made creative record holders. As for the toys everywhere, they just show what affectionate, nonauthoritarian parents we are. It was the same pride Amanda had once taken in driving an old Volvo wagon instead of the suburbanite’s vehicle of choice, the minivan.


Now, as Amanda stared into the overcrowded racks of her twenty-year-old refrigerator, wondering where the new gallon of milk would fit, she felt a nasty pressure building inside her head. She had spent most of the day by the swimming pool at Christine’s club. It was the first Tuesday after Memorial Day, and the children had been given one of those mysterious holidays from school (“Teacher Resource/Development—no classes” according to the soggy flyer retrieved from Ben’s knapsack). She had stood all morning, knee deep in the kiddie pool, trying to look dignified as Ben spat arcs of water and Sophie screamed in terror at the tiny ripples lapping at her shins. As usual, Amanda and her children were the only ones creating a spectacle. The other mothers rested upon their chaise longues as still and majestic as the gilded figures on Egyptian sarcophagi.


At lunchtime Christine commanded her nanny to take the children to the clubhouse. Amanda joined Christine by the adult pool, where she eagerly accepted a glass of white wine. (Christine was a firm believer in “maternal restoratives,” and Amanda was pleased to find that the wine worked upon her like a mild sedative.)


“They can bring us a sandwich here if you like,” Christine said, shielding her eyes from the sun.


“Thanks—I’m not hungry yet.”


“Me neither.”


Christine resumed her talmudic studying of the latest issue of W; Amanda closed her eyes, lulled by the distant hum of a lawn mower perfecting the tenth green in the valley below.


“Aren’t you loving this weather?” a voice called out.


Amanda turned and squinted. A tall woman in a black string bikini was passing by their little encampment of bags and towels. The bikini set off, like jeweler’s velvet, the glistening facets of the woman’s figure. Amanda sucked in her stomach. Her own practical one-piece was faded and stretched after many summers of propelling toddlers through the shallow end of her public pool.


“Fabulous,” Christine replied.


The woman drifted away.


“She looks too good for fifty,” Christine commented.


“Her?” Amanda sat up to take a second look at the disappearing form of the woman.


“No—her.” Christine pointed to a photograph of an aging starlet in the magazine, hunched catlike on a bed and dressed in a plunging leopard-print bodysuit. “It’s either surgery or air-brushing. What do you think?”


“I can’t tell.”


“I’d say both.”


Amanda took another gulp of wine and settled back into the cushion but it was no use; she still felt self-conscious. She picked up the novel she had brought along, an experimental work by an expatriate Chinese woman—highly praised by the Times—but she could not concentrate. She could only think about how the white dimpled skin of her thighs resembled raw chicken.


“You want a swim?” Christine asked, rising. “I’m burning up.”


“You go. I’m fine.”


Amanda watched Christine weave her way through the prone bodies, marveling at her sense of ease. Christine had been a lawyer in an earlier life, specializing in intellectual property, “before it was fashionable,” as she put it. Bob told Amanda that his colleagues at the Department of Justice still cited an article Christine had written for the Chicago Law Review. Yet in the year since the two women had met, at a play date demanded by their sons, Amanda had never once heard Christine express doubt about the surrender of her career. The only time Christine ever made reference to it was to remark how poorly her job had prepared her for motherhood: “It’s not like knowing the doctrine of contributory infringement helps me get Vaseline out of Victoria’s hair.”


It was not an ease Amanda could share. All her life Amanda had felt herself on a steady trajectory toward some professional goal. The goal wasn’t always visible, but she knew it was there. It was why she had studied calculus and biology. It was why she had made herself ill with worry after a poor exam. It was why she and Bob had spent the past ten years paying off her student loans rather than saving for a bigger house. (Her mother had been so proud: a daughter at Brown!) And it was why, at age thirty-five, Amanda could not lie beside a pool on a weekday afternoon without feeling restless.


What of these other women? Amanda cast her eyes over their gleaming haunches. They reminded her of prized thorough-breds, retired from the track, content in their new vocation as broodmares. When they were not grazing by the pool, they were wandering serenely over the landscaped grounds, hair glinting in the sunlight, a genetically perfect clone or two trotting along at their heels. Personal trainers kept their bodies buffed and sculpted purely for aesthetic pleasure, not because the women had any need to exert themselves physically. Where would they exert themselves if they could? Out here in the suburb of Potomac there were not even sidewalks. When a woman was not at the club, she was chauffeuring her kids, flexing, at most, her right foot upon a gas pedal.


Christine reappeared, dipped and glistening.


Amanda attempted the first page of her book. In the tiny village in Szechwan province where I was born, there were no dreams. My childhood was dreamless. This is the first thing you must understand about me.


A burst of howls announced the return of her children.


Good God, it was nearly six. She had to get dinner started. The broiler chicken she had scooped up on the way home suddenly seemed ambitious. Maybe they should just order takeout—although it would be the second time this week. How would she justify it to Bob? Sorry, but I spent all day drinking at the club and didn’t have time to make dinner.


Her head pounding, Amanda looked through the cupboards for something that would be easy to prepare. Pasta. Canned tomatoes. They had been eating a lot of that lately. She opened the fridge again. Despite the fresh infusion from the supermarket, there was still little that would constitute dinner for two adults: peanut butter, bread, yogurt, juice boxes, eggs, the congealed remains of last night’s cheese pizza. Amanda searched through the fridge drawers but came up with only a head of Boston lettuce, some apples, a bag of carrots, and an unripe avocado. Her elbow knocked over a full container of grated Parmesan, coating everything in the fridge with white powder, like a snow globe.


“Damn!”


“Uh-oh, Mommy use bad word.” Sophie wandered into the kitchen stark naked, trailing one of Amanda’s scarves.


“Sophie,” Amanda said tensely, “why did you take off your clothes?”


“I’m playing Indians with Ben.” The little girl shook her long brown curls. “I’m an Indian princeth. Will you tie this on me, Mommy?” She held up the scarf.


“No, Mommy will not tie this on you. It is Mommy’s good scarf,” said Amanda, snatching the scarf away. “And you are not Indians,” she added irritably. “You are Native Americans.”


Sophie burst into tears. Amanda sighed and wrapped the child in her arms.


“B-b-but I want to be an Ind-d-d … a-a-a Natif Merkan princeth.”


Amanda dabbed at her daughter’s tears with her sleeve and draped the scarf around the thin, shivering body, arranging it, as artfully as she could, to resemble a three-year-old’s conception of what Natif Merkan princesses would wear if Natif Merkan princesses shopped at Nordstrom’s.


“Just this once, Sophie. Next time use a towel.”


“Natif Merkans don’t wear towelth.”


“Well they don’t wear Mommy’s good scarves either, sweetie. Off you go.”


“I’m hungry,” Sophie replied.


The telephone rang. Upstairs, Ben began shrieking for his lost princess. Sophie did not budge.


“Go!” Amanda pleaded.


“I’m hungry!”


Amanda answered the phone. It was Bob.


“Hi, hon. What’s going on there? It sounds like you’re surrounded by Apaches.”


“Actually, I am.” Amanda pushed Sophie out the kitchen door and closed it, keeping it firmly shut with her foot. A second set of shrieks joined the first.


“Can you talk for a minute?”


“Uh, yeah—sure.”


“Do you think we could go out for dinner tonight? Alone? I’ve got some great news.”


Amanda brightened. “I’ll have to find a sitter—”


“Maybe Hannah could come over from down the block. We won’t stay out late.”


“Okay, I’ll call you back. But what’s the news?”


“I’ll tell you when I see you.”


Amanda hung up and fetched the vacuum cleaner from the hall cupboard. She stepped over Sophie, who lay theatrically on the floor weeping, and ignored Ben’s howls. The only upside of vacuuming, she realized, was that it drowned out the screams.



Chapter Two


THE SHEIK KABOB was the restaurant they went to on the rare occasions they could afford to go out to dinner. It was only a few blocks away from their house, in a grotty stretch of old storefronts that had been converted into a grotty stretch of eateries, each one offering a fast-food version of some foreign specialty. Depending on your mood, you could sear your tongue on oily lamb vindaloo or order soggy pad thai while staring into murky aquariums of condemned fish. When Bob and Amanda had first moved into the neighborhood, they’d sampled every restaurant before deciding that the Sheik Kabob was the place in which they were least likely to contract food poisoning. A proud array of yellowed reviews taped to the front window declared it one of Washington’s top 100 cheap eats of 1988.


On a warm spring evening like this one, tables were set outside under a torn awning festooned with Christmas lights. By the time Amanda arrived, those tables were all taken, and the restaurant’s tiny front entry was jammed with customers waiting to be seated. Amanda politely elbowed her way through and found Bob standing at the bar among a line of young men assessing their nightly vodkas.


“How long is the wait?” she called out, by way of greeting.


“Fifteen minutes,” he called back. “It may be longer,” he added, as she drew near. “I just got here.”


Amanda squeezed in beside him and felt, as always, the immediate relief of his presence. She loved meeting him this way, in a restaurant after work, as she had done when they were dating. Bob complained about having to wear a suit and tie to the office, but she liked seeing him in these clothes. He looked so grown-up, so civilized, and yet still youthful. His dark hair curled over the back of his collar. His face, open and gentle, rested upon enough muscle to save it from appearing soft. Good-natured, but no pushover—that was Bob. Amanda only half jokingly likened his arrival home in the evening to the landing of the marines. Almost instantly, order and discipline would be restored among the rebellious natives, and she would greet him like a besieged and grateful villager. As for Amanda, she felt it was an achievement simply to have changed into something clean. Tonight, between feeding and bathing the children, she had managed to pull on a pair of batik drawstring trousers, a black T-shirt, and sandals. She clipped up her unruly brown hair in a messy bun, and, just before running out the door, smeared her lips lightly with gloss. She had long since ceased trying to compete with the stockinged-and-moussed working women. Amanda possessed a whole closet full of business suits that grew more hopelessly outdated every year—padded shoulders, short skirts, zippered blazers, all very eighties. Every fall she vowed to give them away to charity, and every fall she changed her mind. One of these days she would return to work. These suits might come back into fashion. They could be altered. And so the suits remained, hanging in their plastic dry-cleaning bags like bodies in cryogenic suspension.


“We could go next door for Mexican,” Bob shouted through cupped hands, above the laughter of a boisterous party of six that had joined them at the bar.


Amanda recalled the sight of her stomach in a bathing suit. “No, let’s wait. I feel like having one of their salad platters.”


Bob nodded as if he had heard her. By the time they were finally led to a table, they had worked their way through two glasses each of the house’s sour Chianti. The buzz saws and hammers that had set to work on Amanda’s brain after leaving Christine’s returned to punch through her skull.


“You okay?” Bob asked as they sat down.


“Just tired.”


He grasped her hand across the table. “Well, this should cheer you up.”


Amanda was eager to hear his news, of course, but five years of constant interruption from small children had taught them both to wait for the right moment to talk. It was not exactly the right moment now. The back of the restaurant was not much quieter than the bar. The small tables were jammed up against each other like domino tiles and shook unnervingly whenever the Connecticut Avenue subway rumbled below. It had been a long time, Amanda realized, since they could afford to eat somewhere quiet.


“I just got word from Frank …” Bob began. He was cut off by the arrival of a waiter, who thrust between them two vinyl-bound menus the size of phone directories.


“Vould you like to ’ear our speshools thiz ev’ning?”


Bob glowered at the waiter, an affable if overworked-looking man wearing the red vest, black bow tie, and green trousers of a lawn jockey.


“I think we know what we’re going to have,” Bob said, taking both menus in hand. “My wife will have the large Mediterranean salad, and I’ll have the mixed shish kabob platter, thank you.”


Bob turned to Amanda. “Would you like anything more to drink?”


“No, thank you,” she said curtly. “Water is fine.”


“In that case I’ll have a beer.”


The waiter took back the menus and left. Bob shot Amanda a quizzical look. Her eyes, which had awaited his news with such interest, were averted and annoyed.


“Are you mad at me?”


“No.”


“Are you sure? You seem—”


“I’m not.” Amanda rubbed her temples. “It’s just, well, you didn’t have to be so rude to him. He was only doing his job.” What she was really trying to suppress was her irritation with Bob for ordering for her.


“Rude? I wasn’t rude! He was rude, cutting me dead in the middle of a sentence and dropping a ten-pound menu in my face. Why don’t they ever teach these guys to wait for a break in the conversation? Why do they always have to barge in?”


“That’s really—really—oh.” Amanda stared at him, offended. “I can’t believe you’d criticize someone who obviously works hard for a living, for, like, sub-minimum wage. Maybe if the job paid better … maybe if he didn’t come from a different culture …”


“Amanda, please,” Bob said, taking her hand again. “Let’s not turn this into a lecture on the evils of Western privilege. You know me better than that, and I have very important news I want to tell you. Please?”


Amanda removed her hand from his grasp. “All right.”


Bob carried on, stammering a little before regaining his earlier enthusiasm. “It’s finally going to happen,” he said. “Frank”—Frank was Frank Sussman, Bob’s boss at the Justice department—“is ready to launch a serious investigation into Megabyte. Finally! It took some pressure from the Judiciary committee, but Frank now agrees that what Megabyte has been doing warrants DOJ action, maybe even an antitrust suit. But—wait for it—here’s the best part. Guess who’s going to be leading the investigation?”


“Who?”


“Me.”


“Are you serious?”


“Very serious.”


This time they barely noticed when the waiter arrived with Bob’s beer and their plates of food, which he dealt to them like playing cards. Bob looked as happy as Amanda had ever seen him. No, that wasn’t quite it: he looked as if he had just received a hundred volts of electricity to his entire being, and there was so much energy coursing through him that he had to struggle to restrain even his smallest physical gestures, like raising his glass to his lips, lest he inadvertently knock out his teeth.


“When does it start?”


“Right away.”


“Well—cheers, hon. You certainly deserve it.” She held up her water.


“Cheers.”


Amanda pushed some hummus onto a triangle of pita and ate in thoughtful silence. She was happy for him, thrilled in fact, really, but she felt a tugging inside her chest that compromised her sense of joy.


She understood the magnitude of his triumph: Bob had spent the past two years tracking the unsavory business tactics of Megabyte, the largest computer software company on earth. His efforts had been received with almost total indifference by his superiors, many of them holdovers from the last Republican administration. Amanda herself had begun to doubt that Bob would ever turn up solid evidence. She certainly believed in the cause, at least, to the degree that she could comprehend it. Bob had once tried to explain the case to Amanda by sketching it on a paper napkin in this very restaurant. He used terms like bundling browsers and licensing source codes and application programming interfaces (“Those are called APIs,” Bob said helpfully), and drew ballpoint arrows shooting this way and that. None of it made much sense, except for Bob’s analogy that Megabyte was “the Standard Oil of our time,” with its owner, a former hippie named Mike Frith, standing in for the top-hat-and-striped-pants-wearing John D. Rockefeller. That Amanda got. What troubled her was that Bob’s sole witness and lone ally was an eccentric attorney from Silicon Valley named Sherwood J. Pressman.


Sherwood J. Pressman (and he insisted on using the whole ridiculous name, right down to the middle initial) was a five-foot-three package of paranoia who represented a group of small computer companies, all of which blamed their failures to expand on Megabyte’s chokehold on the market. Pressman had written up his clients’ complaints in a document that read more like a potboiler novel than a legal brief. Somehow a copy had found its way to Bob’s desk. Bob was intrigued, if skeptical (“I find it hard to believe that even a guy like Mike Frith would say something as hokey as, ‘If you don’t do what we say, we’ll cut off your air supply,’” Bob had remarked as he read through the manuscript one evening in bed). Still, Bob contacted the companies involved and gradually became convinced that they had a case, although he told Amanda he would have come to the conclusion more quickly if it hadn’t been for the annoying Pressman. Pressman was obsessed with Megabyte and frequently called Bob in the middle of the night to describe the company’s latest wrongdoing. Amanda had learned to hand over the phone when it flashed Pressman’s number, too tired to express her exasperation that he had woken the baby—and her—for the fourth time in a week. That all of this had at last come to something—well, that was a surprise.


Yet so was her reaction—here, now, watching him. Bob was waiting expectantly for her enthusiasm to catch up to his, but it couldn’t. She felt—what? What? She tried to fashion a smile.


“What turned them?” Amanda asked suddenly. “Why now?”


Bob finished chewing a mouthful of meat and took a sip of his beer. “A few things, I think,” he said, swallowing. “First, as you know, we’ve now got Frank. He’s a lot more interested in these issues than Chuck Mendelson ever was.” Chuck Mendelson was Bob’s last boss. “Second, Frank’s pissed that Megabyte just announced it’s going to launch its new software, MB-98, with all these bells and whistles that violate pretty much every promise the company has ever made to us. Third, we’ve got the attorney general from Texas on our side. There are a couple of big high-tech companies in his state, and they’re furious with Megabyte. They’re willing to go on the record, which has been a problem because everyone is so frightened of standing up to Mike Frith. And if the big guys go on the record, we can get the little guys to go along, too. They’re already organizing themselves.”


He shook his head at the wonder of it all. “Basically, we’ve got live bodies now instead of just weird Sherwood J. Pressman. And Frank’s really pumped. He’s going to hold a press conference tomorrow.”


“That is amazing.”


Amanda watched Bob spear his last bit of meat. He seemed so alive and crackling with purpose that she felt … envious. Yes. Envious. When was the last time she had felt so alive and crackling herself? Amanda tried to banish her envy—she thought it unworthy—but she could not banish the feeling that Bob’s advancement reflected some failure on her part to advance in equal measure. He was not just pulling ahead of his colleagues but soaring past her, and Amanda found herself unconsciously gripping the edge of the table, bracing herself against being buffeted by the force of his slipstream.


“The downside,” Bob continued, “is that this is all going to fall heavily upon you. You’re not going to see much of me over the next few weeks—except on television. I’ll be the shadowy guy standing behind Frank Sussman.”


“That’s okay.” Amanda hoped she sounded like she meant it.


He took her hand again and squeezed it. “How was your day, by the way?”


Amanda flushed. What would Bob say about the pool, the club, the wine?


“Oh, you know,” she murmured. “The usual.”



Chapter Three


AMANDA STOOD IN the entry hall of her children’s school, awaiting noon dismissal. She had been coming to this same spot twice a day for two years, to pick up Sophie at twelve and then again to get Ben at three. Amanda had a lot of errands to run this afternoon and would have liked to fetch Ben early to spare herself a second trip, but the school was as strict about dismissal as it was about everything else. Amanda had already been issued one warning about pulling Ben from his nursery class “unnecessarily.”


The Center for Early Childhood, as the school was called, was housed in a converted mansion along one of the oldest streets in Cleveland Park, the fashionable neighborhood to the north of Amanda’s. Built at the turn of the twentieth century by a sugar tycoon with political aspirations, little remained of the mansion’s historical grandeur except for the white-columned veranda and elaborately worked lunette above the main entrance. Whatever elegant paths and gardens might once have constituted the front yard had been pulled up to accommodate a cement driveway and ramps for the handicapped; its brick facade was stained by the generations of pigeons that had congregated on an ugly fire escape tacked to one side. All the wood trim had been poorly patched and painted over the years, lending the whole house a shabby, institutional air. This shabby, institutional air, however, was what contributed to the school’s chic among the Washington elite. As the center reminded parents in its annual fund-raising letter, it ranked among the top preschools in the nation. It prided itself on accepting only the most academically gifted students. That these students were chosen almost without exception from Washington’s most gilded and prominent families was presumably a coincidence.


Amanda and Bob were neither gilded nor prominent, but they had something nearly as good: a connection. The director of the center, a woman named Sheila Phelps, was an old friend of Amanda’s mother from their feminist marching days. Phelps agreed to enroll Ben and Sophie as financial-assistance students because, as she put it bluntly to Amanda, “If it hadn’t been for your mother, I’d still be a housewife.”


The few other financial-assistance students came from the city’s poorest neighborhoods and were accepted, Amanda suspected, to lessen the incongruity between the school’s racially sensitive curriculum and its otherwise all-white classrooms. Yet as generous as Phelps’s aid to Ben and Sophie was, it caused Amanda great discomfort. None of the other parents was aware of the financial arrangement—Phelps naturally wanted it kept quiet—but it was glaringly obvious that Sophie and Ben had not been admitted because of their parents’ money or reputation. That left only one possibility, one that even Amanda herself would admit was unlikely: that her children were exceptionally bright.


Phelps had been blunt on this point, too, at least as it related to Ben (school policy allowed Sophie, as the younger sibling, to be enrolled automatically, regardless of her abilities). “Under normal circumstances, you understand,” Phelps had said, “we could not accept a student like Ben.”


Bob and Amanda had been sitting nervously in Phelps’s office, staring into a wall of certificates and awards, as Phelps went over the terms of Ben’s admission. She indicated a manila file at her elbow, labeled with Ben’s name. “Here,” she said, shoving the file across the desk. “Why don’t you just take a look.”


Inside was the seven-page application form Amanda had filled out the previous winter. It had asked her to list, among other things, “references” for her then three-year-old, as well as to describe his “academic strengths.” Amanda prided herself on being an easygoing mother and had always refused to rise to the bait whenever other mothers boasted that their toddlers were swimming or reading or speaking fluent French. But then, she had never before had to confront the Private School Application. What was she to write? “Can peel own bananas. Makes choo-choo noises. Barks at passing dogs.”


“You’ll see the results of Ben’s interview just below that,” Phelps directed.


Ah yes, the “play interview.” Amanda already knew it had not gone well. For twenty minutes, Ben had hunched shyly in his chair opposite the school’s psychologist and resisted instructions to stack plastic cubes and draw shapes in crayon. His poor performance was minutely recorded in two columns on a pink sheet, with a number scale that graded him on everything from eye contact to “motor patterns.” Amanda skimmed to the end, where the psychologist’s felt-tipped scrawl concluded that Ben suffered from “acute social anxiety” and possessed “poor scissor skills.” Before he could be admitted to the center, Phelps informed them, Ben would have to seek occupational therapy for his scissoring. The social anxiety, Phelps said, was something the school could take care of itself.


Amanda did not end up enrolling Ben in occupational therapy—occupational therapy for scissoring cost eighty dollars per hour. Instead she spent a few minutes with him each day over the summer cutting pictures from magazines. Ben mangled every bit of paper handed to him and, what was worse, seemed to delight in mangling the paper. “Look,” he would say proudly, holding up a face he had cut in half. Amanda would lose her patience, and Ben would burst into tears. She left off the exercises a few weeks into Ben’s first term and did not hear anything more from the school about his scissoring. By then there were other problems. The teacher called to say that Ben had pushed a child during recess. Next he was rolling balls of plasticine into missiles and launching them at the blackboard. He barged into lines. He would not join in singing during “circle time.”


Ben’s behavior inflamed the suspicion with which the other parents viewed Amanda. Except for Christine, whose son formed a fierce and immediate friendship with Ben, most parents resisted having their children play with him. Amanda launched a lobbying effort on Ben’s behalf. She volunteered at every school event and gamely manned a face-painting booth at the PTA winter carnival. The mothers she met were unfailingly friendly. They would exchange anecdotes about child rearing. But they would not take the further step of arranging a play date or suggesting a get-together for coffee. Amanda had attempted that step many times, only to be deftly rebuffed. (“I’d love to but with the kids’ soccer schedule everything is crazy right now. Maybe in a month or so …”) Amanda would wish, yet again, to pull her children from the school and send them somewhere else. But as Bob would patiently remind her, they could not actually afford a cheaper education for their children.


“He’s too young for public school, and we’re not eligible for aid at another school, so we’re stuck,” Bob would say. “Look, I don’t like our kids knowing only a bunch of Austens and Courtneys and Olivias, either. But what else are we going to do?”


And Ben had to go somewhere: Amanda did not need a professional to point out that her son was developing “issues.” Bob scoffed at the psychologist’s assessment of Ben and took his teacher’s reports lightly. “I was always getting into trouble at his age, and I turned out okay. We’ll speak to him about it, but don’t worry. He’ll be fine. Really.” And yet Amanda didn’t know if Ben would be fine, really. Those were the same words Bob and others had used to comfort her through the first two years of Ben’s life, back when she was working full time. Amanda did not like to recall those days when she used to sit in her cubicle at the National Endowment for the Arts, crafting press releases for events that would not get covered, while her toddler molded clay into dinosaur families and wondered where his mommy had gone.


She and Bob would drop off Ben every morning at seven-thirty, at a day-care center in a local church basement. She chose this center because of the women who worked there, silvery-haired church matrons whose voices never lost their soothing lilt as they pried Ben’s fingernails from her calves. Come let’s see what’s in the dress-up box. Look at the beautiful pictures Josh is making with finger paint. Amanda could hear Ben’s cries from the parking lot. Bob, guiding her by the elbow, implored her not to go back. “It will just make it worse—he’ll be okay in a few minutes.” But when the scenes didn’t improve, Amanda, at the church ladies’ insistence, ceased to accompany Ben inside. Bob took him in while she waited in the car with the windows rolled up and the radio switched on. Bob would come sprinting back, leap into the driver’s seat, and pull away before fastening his seat belt. “He’s getting much better,” he would say, without looking at her.


All day Amanda would monitor the clock in her office, imagining what Ben was doing—play, snack, lunch, play, nap, snack—and assuring herself that the separation was good for both of them. Ben needed to be with other children in a world bigger than his own; she needed to be in the big world, period.


Then came summer, and the dappled green mornings that just begged you to come outside before the air grew thick and everything was stilled by the heat. On the drive to work Amanda would glimpse mothers pushing their babies to the playground or jogging with strollers along Rock Creek Parkway. They looked so unharried; their day seemed to stretch out before them like a bather on a towel. By contrast, there was not a single minute during the week that Amanda felt she could stop, hold, enjoy. When she came home at night, Amanda craved half an hour—just half an hour!—to change her clothes, go through the mail, reorder her thoughts. But there was dinner to make, and those dishes that had been sitting in the sink since breakfast, and the backed-up toilet, and the note reminding her to call the plumber whom she had forgotten to call again. Mostly, though, there was Ben, desperately tired and hungry, but equally desperate that she not leave his sight. He insisted that Mommy—and not anyone else—give him his bath; that Mommy—and not anyone else—put him in his pajamas and read him a story; that Mommy—and not anyone else—sing him his lullaby. Ben virtually ignored his father when she was around. Bob tried. He pleaded with Ben to let him, just this once, put him to bed. But Ben would have none of it. Amanda could not help but relent. Her son loved her with more physical intensity than any lover she had ever known, yet what he wanted from her was so simple and innocent: to hold her hand, to smell her hair, to fall asleep in her arms.


What was Amanda to do? Everyone else insisted she should keep working. Her mother was adamant. Why, when she was thirty-two, Ellie Burnside Bright was founding the first-ever natural-birth clinic in Manhattan—and she was divorcing Amanda’s father. Imagine how strange it would feel not to go to the office, her mother warned. I did that, Amanda, I stayed home with you, and it practically killed me. Thought I’d bloody well go out of my mind sitting around the apartment reading women’s magazines, waiting for you to wake up. Remember when I nearly did go out of my mind? (Yes, Amanda did. Amanda had been four, or maybe five. Her mother left her with the cleaning lady and went AWOL for a day. Years later, her mother admitted to Amanda that all she did was walk through the park and wander up and down Madison Avenue, stopping somewhere for a coffee. Amanda might not have even noticed her mother’s absence if the cleaning lady had not been so distressed. She called Amanda’s father at work and said she had to get home and where was Mrs. Bright? Amanda played by the apartment door until she heard the key turn in the lock. Her mother burst in, and Amanda exclaimed, “Mommy, we were so worried!” Her mother pushed past her without a word and slammed the door to her bedroom, where she remained for the rest of the evening. The cleaning lady went home.)


Amanda was too embarrassed to confess to her mother that she no longer took pleasure in going to the office. She was too embarrassed to confess it to herself. It cast doubt on the glorious certainty she had experienced the first day she had stepped through the Romanesque arches of the endowment’s building: At last, she had exulted, this is where I’ll be. This is who I am. Now when she passed under those same arches, she could only mutter weakly, This is who I must try to be. How, Amanda wondered, did the other mothers do it? How did they work through the pain without folding up like circus tents and taking the whole show home?


Then, one morning, three months into her pregnancy with Sophie (and hey, what a barrel of laughs that was, running to the executive bathroom to vomit and dozing off at her desk after lunch), Amanda realized she could no longer do it. She experienced what her mother, in her feminist heyday, used to call a “click” moment, except in reverse: Amanda was waiting as usual for Bob to come running out of the day-care center like a hero in the “money shot” of an action movie just before the building explodes into a giant fireball. She was eating a package of soda crackers to quell her nausea. The entire scene suddenly struck her as absurd. What on earth am I doing? Ben needed her—needed her! This new baby would need her, too. Nothing else seemed important at that moment except those two facts.


“Bob,” Amanda said, as tires screeched against pavement, “I can’t do this anymore.”


She saw he knew exactly what she meant.


They didn’t discuss it until later, when they sat down at the kitchen table after dinner to work it all out. Bob conceded that Amanda’s modest salary only covered the child care and the weekly cleaning lady, bills they no longer would be burdened with if Amanda stayed home. He earned enough to pay the mortgage and their household expenses. But if she quit there would be no extras: no new car as they had hoped, fewer dinners out, no refurbishing of the house. Government, Bob reminded her (as if she needed reminding), was not like the private sector. He could not increase his billings or hope for a bonus. His salary was his salary. They would just have to pray that none of the pipes burst.


As Amanda watched Bob punch away at the calculator, scratching down the numbers that represented their livelihood, it occurred to her for the first time the sacrifice she was asking of him. He had fallen in love with a woman whose ambition matched his own. And now she had just rolled the boulder of their shared expenses completely onto his shoulders and was expecting him to carry it without resentment or complaint. She searched his face for a reaction, and it came when he glanced up at her across the table: Amanda saw confusion in his eyes, as if he were trying to realign his vision of her, like someone attempting to refocus his binoculars on a bird whose quick flight had caused its image briefly to split in two.


Amanda’s colleagues reacted to her decision with less-disguised bewilderment. They shook their heads sorrowfully, as if they had just lost another comrade in battle—All that promise, to be cut down so early in life! Her boss, a childless woman of fifty, added to the mood of requiem by praising Amanda for her “great courage.”


Predictably, Amanda’s mother took the news the worst. This is not rebellion, Amanda, she lectured over the phone. This is reversion. You can always have a husband, you can always have children, but you can’t always have you. And Amanda, you are throwing the you part away. Throwing it away! Where is that daughter of mine who used to talk about making a difference in the world? Where is the little girl who marched around the bedroom chanting songs about women’s power? What do you have to say to her?


The truth was: nothing. Nothing at all. Amanda remained silent as Ellie Bright begged her to reconsider, just as some years before she had begged Amanda to reconsider getting married so young, at twenty-six, the first in her circle of friends.


“Mom,” Amanda interrupted. “Aren’t you always saying feminism is about choice?”


Ellie Bright paused. The pause, in its way, was more intimidating to Amanda than her mother’s yelling—the short silence that precedes an even greater explosion.


“So isn’t what I’m doing a choice?” Amanda ventured, a little more timidly.


Her mother snorted. “Of course feminism is about choice. It was just never about this choice.


“But suit yourself.”


And with that, her mother hung up the phone.


For the first few months of her unemployment, Amanda tried to persuade herself that she was really, truly exercising a choice that should be available to all women. She took even a brief, rebellious pride in her decision and complained to Bob about all the ways society discriminates against mothers, just as she used to complain to him about all the ways society discriminates against minorities and the poor. But as the novelty of her situation wore off, and as Amanda sang “Itsy Bitsy Spider” for the umpteenth time to Ben while longing to lay her miserably fat pregnant body down upon the bed, she had to admit that it wasn’t bravery or rebellion that kept her going through these long and unproductive days. It was guilt. Guilt had driven her to leave her job. Guilt kept her singing mindless songs and playing clapping games with Ben. Guilt was the emotion that eclipsed all others in her heart when she anticipated the arrival of the new baby. Amanda was home because she feared the hurt and anger in fifteen years, when two sets of eyes would look upon her and mutely ask, Why did you do that to us?


Amanda drank the last dregs of a take-out cappuccino. Glancing around the school’s entry hall, she recognized a couple of mothers in tennis whites chatting by the water fountain. Clusters of nannies formed an archipelago around the front doors. Amanda nodded at a father whose daughter Sophie occasionally played with. He was the only male among them, referred to in whispers by the other women as “the at-home dad.” Usually he sat alone, on the floor in a corner of the lobby, gazing straight ahead with the subdued, gentle eyes of a Labrador. He was married to a fierce trial attorney whom Amanda had met once, at parent-teacher night. The woman had arrived directly from the courtroom in sharp heels and an expression that had not finished grilling its last witness. Occasionally, Amanda and the dad waited together. They had discovered, in the snatched moments between picking up and delivering children, that they shared a mutual interest in politics, and Amanda enjoyed his semi-ironic takes on the day’s news. Today, however, he was trying to pacify his eighteen-month-old son, who was writhing and thrashing to free himself from his stroller. Amanda crumpled her cup and tossed it in a trash container next to the women in tennis whites. They acknowledged her with the briefest of smiles. Amanda returned to the spot where she had been standing, beside a huge potted palm.


The bell rang, and instantly the narrow stairwell became a downspout gushing noisily with nursery students.


“Mommy!”


Sophie gripped the banister while struggling to carry a huge cardboard—gosh, what was it? A butterfly? Children jostled past the little girl, but she steadied herself and edged sideways down the steps.


“Mommy, look!” Sophie tried to hold up the cardboard to show Amanda. A boy raced by and nearly sent girl and artwork flying. Amanda rescued both at the bottom of the stairs.


“What have you got, darling?”


“It’s the divethtive system!” Sophie exclaimed, recovering herself.


“The digestive system?”


“Yes!”


“It’s beautiful.” And it was, sort of, with its colorful squiggles and bits of glued-on pasta to represent what Amanda guessed was food passing through the intestines. She wondered vaguely where she would hang it.


“Are you hungry, honey?”


“Yes!”


A mother of one of Sophie’s classmates stopped them on the veranda.


“Hey,” she said. “I saw your husband on television this morning.”


Amanda stepped to the side of the exiting stream and the mother joined her, clutching her own son’s hand. She was attractive in an expensive way, her frosted hair cropped and feathered and her eyes nearly invisible behind tortoise-rim sunglasses. Amanda could not remember the woman’s name.


“You did?” she replied, surprised. “Bob was on TV?”


“Uh-huh. I was at the gym so I couldn’t follow it that well. It was some press conference—something to do with Megabyte?”


“Oh—yes, the antitrust case. Bob’s leading the Justice department’s investigation.” Amanda wondered why she felt the need to stress that.


“Wow.” The woman nodded, impressed.


“Mommy, can we go to Burger Chalet?” Sophie interrupted.
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“Witty...will ring true with any mother.” —New YoRK MAGAZINE






