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				Praise for All is Vanity:

				‘Enthralling . . . a funny yet touching tale’ Los Angeles Times

				‘Breezy and beguiling . . . a page-turner’ New York Times Book Review

				‘As funny as it is cruel, the novel sweeps you along its fast-track slide to hell’ Publishers Weekly

				‘A sharp, sassy satire’ Glasgow Herald

				‘Twists quickly from a witty comedy to a study of self-deception and betrayal’ Sunday Mirror
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				About the Book

				As they reach their mid-thirties, Margaret and Letty, best friends since childhood, begin to chafe at their sense that they are not where they ought to be in life. Margaret, driven and overconfident, decides to rectify this by quitting her job and whipping out a literary tour de force. Frustrated almost immediately, Margaret turns to Letty for support. But as Letty, a stay-at-home mother of four, begins to feel pressured to make a good showing in the upper-middle-class Los Angeles society into which her husband’s new job has thrust her, Margaret sees a plot unfolding that’s better than anything she could make up. Desperate to finish her book, she pushes Letty to take greater and greater risks, and secretly steals her friend’s stories as fast as she can live them.

				Hungry for acclaim, Margaret sacrifices one of the things most precious to her . . .

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter One

				Margaret

				I was a promising child. When I was seven, I spent an entire week hunkered down on the cranberry red carpeting in my father’s study, building a scale model of the Temple of Athena at Paestum. I carved the columns out of Ivory soap with a paring knife and pushed red clay through my Play-Doh press to tile over the Styrofoam roof. I painted a frieze, which was cheating and ultimately unsatisfactory, since it was not authentically three-dimensional. My father wondered why not the Parthenon, but I wasn’t interested in the obvious.

				‘Everyone knows the Parthenon, Dad,’ I said, in a superior tone, although, in fact, I knew no one other than he who was at all acquainted with the Greeks.

				Three months after I’d finished my temple, my little brother, Warren, was parking his Hot Wheels in it.

				When I was eight, I sewed two chamois I swiped from the garage into a little dress in the style of the Lakota Sioux. You’d think this would be less ambitious than the Temple of Athena, but the beadwork was extensive. Beads were very big then – my friends and I sat cross-legged on the driveway with little cups of color-coded plastic treasure near our knees and threaded them on elastic to give to one another as necklaces and bracelets. I had to cut apart five of the six chokers my very best friend, Letty, had given me to get enough beads just to finish the bodice of the dress.

				My mother was less pleased with the Lakota costume than she’d been with the temple. Architecture, yes. Sewing, no. But at that point in my career, I didn’t care what my mother or anyone else thought. I didn’t care that the columns of my temple had bits of sticky string tied around them – to pump the gas, Warren explained – my pleasure was all in the making.

				I could go on – I laid out the city of Ur in clay on the Ping-Pong table, rendered a map of Asia as experienced by Marco Polo, compiled a catalog of Scottish clans, and produced a page of medieval-looking illumination with hand-mixed inks – but I think my point is clear. I was precocious. I was enthusiastic, unswerving, creative. I had imagination. It took me only twenty years to realize that none of this mattered.

				What you find out in your thirties is that clever children are a dime a dozen. It’s what you do later that counts, and so far I had done nothing.

				But I was going to change that, starting right now, this morning, Saturday, June 15. I’d set the alarm for four forty-five and was at my desk by five. The sky over Lower Manhattan was the gray of used wash water. I would shower around nine, I decided, to refresh myself after logging a decent morning’s work. I had easy to hand two new and newly sharpened pencils – the soft number ones I liked – and a legal pad for notes. The cursor pulsed eagerly on the blank screen before me. I drew my feet under me and sat on my heels. I leaned forward, ready, nearly holding my breath. It seemed as though, with just a nudge, my novel would spin from my pent-up imagination in skeins of gorgeous, moving words.

				‘Elaine pushed her fingers through her long, dark hair in the pearly dawn,’ I typed – it was the first sentence that came into my head – and then rested a moment, reaching to tease from my own hair a snarl the cat had painstakingly worked into it during the night. Why ‘Elaine’? Should my main character have the name that came first into my head? Shouldn’t the name suit the character the way ‘Daisy’ suited Daisy Buchanan? With one of my pencils, I printed neatly on the legal pad – ‘Buy baby naming book.’

				‘Margaret?’ My husband’s voice came from the bedroom, muffled by down comforter and sleep.

				‘Ted, I’m working,’ I said, a touch of righteous indignation in my tone.

				‘Come back to bed,’ he murmured dreamily.

				Fourteen hours before, I’d been an English teacher at Gordonhurst Academy, a private school on the Upper East Side. The administration had put on a little party in the Marshall Room to send off all of us who weren’t coming back in the fall with Chinese chicken salad, a favorite cafeteria offering, and grape juice made adult by the addition of cranberry and seltzer. One by one, we were called to stand before the portrait of Fitzhugh Marshall to collect a handshake and a gift – Suzy Cargill, an art teacher, who was having a baby and had decided to stay home for a year; Valerie Finkelstein, who was trading biology classes for med school; John Kingsley, who was moving to St Louis to be with his girlfriend; and Penny Burich, who had won the outstanding teacher award the year before and was going to Columbia for a doctorate to become an even better teacher than she already was.

				‘One of our colleagues from the English department is leaving us to write the great American novel,’ the headmaster announced.

				I blushed and began to push my chair back.

				‘And I’m just hoping for a run-of-the-mill novel,’ I think I said, as I shook his hand, although, oh, yes, in some shameful corner of my ego, never to be admitted in public and to be tasted only with the tiniest, most fleeting lick in private, was a hard little lozenge of belief that this grandiose idea was true. Why not? I was an American, wasn’t I? That I had not submitted for publication a single line since Cricket magazine passed on ‘The Misplaced Mitten’ when I was twelve, only meant that I had reservoirs of untapped talent.

				My gift was a pair of slim books – one titled Character, the other Plot. I was touched by this gesture of support, although I knew I would use them only for a laugh. I had paged through that kind of thing often in bookstores, mostly to reaffirm that I would be a writer different from their intended audience. I aspired to be an artist, to blaze a fresh trail in prose, not to write the kind of paint-by-numbers potboiler such manuals encouraged. ‘You know,’ Neil McCloskey, my department head, said to me, quietly, kindly, as I held the books up for the teachers to admire, ‘you’re always welcome back, if, you know, things don’t work out.’

				I complained about this to Letty on the phone Saturday afternoon.

				‘But that’s nice,’ she said. ‘He values you.’

				‘It isn’t nice – he assumes I’ll fail.’

				‘That’s not a reflection on you. Think of all the great writers who couldn’t get published. Think of Emily Dickinson.’

				‘She was a genius, way ahead of her time. I doubt I’ll write something too good to be published.’ There was, it seemed, some limit to my arrogance.

				‘Well, anyway, I admire you. I’d never have the guts.’

				‘What you don’t have is the time,’ I said, and, as if on cue, a crash sounded somewhere in the background, followed by a frantic wail.

				‘Gotta go,’ she said, and was gone.

				Letty and I were so young when we met that neither of us can remember the occasion. Our mothers, so the story goes, deposited us in a playpen at Johnson campaign headquarters in Pasadena and told us to amuse ourselves. Other than their sporadic loyalty to the Democratic Party, and the fact that both of them relish the entirely fictitious notion of themselves as young women so busy with the affairs of the world that they raised their daughters to be independent even as infants, my mother and Pam Larue have very little in common, and their friendship was long ago reduced to the exchange of nonreligious ‘holiday’ cards. But Letty and I have ever since been as close as twins.

				That’s not to say we’re alike. It’s more that we’re a sort of team, in the classic sense of hero and sidekick, and I don’t think I’m being immodest, but only truthful, when I cast myself as the hero. Of course, she’s much better than I am at many things, but her qualities – patience, for instance, and an easy laugh – are those that make for a good right-hand man. Even in our games, she was always Robin to my Batman, Watson to my Holmes, Boswell to my Johnson, and the times when she’s been clearly the leader have been uncomfortable.

				I remember distinctly an incident in first grade, when we were each assigned to render a tree in fall colors. It was work obviously well below my level of accomplishment – at home I’d recently completed a mosaic of painted macaroni that approximated one of the floors of Pompeii – but it was enjoyable to do something that didn’t demand all of my resources, and I was quite pleased with the artful way I’d arranged and overlapped my swatches of construction paper.

				Our teacher had been making the rounds of the room, peering over shoulders noncommittally, when suddenly she stopped.

				‘Look here!’ she exclaimed, whisking Letty’s paper off her desk and holding it up. Two or three construction paper ‘leaves’ fluttered to the floor. ‘Now this is a tree!’

				Letty’s tree was good. She’d painstakingly shredded her paper into pieces so small and massed them with such intricate variation that the crown gave the effect of actual foliage. Her work was not only good, it was, I recognized with a pang, better than mine, which now looked clumsy and haphazard – the efforts of a child – in comparison. Thankfully, I had the presence of mind to beam at Letty, who kept her head bent, shyly hiding a small, proud smile. Nevertheless, I was not happy for her. I was instead trying to console myself by noting that she had had the advantage of the sort of glue that dispensed only a small amount when you pressed the rubber applicator against the page, whereas I was forced to use the much more difficult to manage Elmer’s. I even, for one brief second, disparaged her in my mind for putting so much energy into such a banal assignment.

				Even as I experienced these feelings, I was deeply ashamed of them, and that shame is the only thing that now keeps me from utterly despising my small self. But while on the one hand I vowed never again to begrudge Letty her success, on the other, I promised myself that from that moment forward I would strain to the utmost, no matter what the project, so as never to be in a position to feel such chagrin again. That was the lesson I learned from first grade.

				Letty was never so driven, which was at least in part the fault of her family. I think her parents must have had big plans for her when they named her Letitia, but there was never all that much get-up-and-go in the Larue household, and they let her name lapse into Letty almost immediately.

				My mother was much more firm of purpose. ‘Please call her Margaret,’ she would say forbiddingly to everyone, even the well-intentioned mailman, who tried to shorten my name. My name, of course, presented a minefield of opportunities for corruptions – Meg, Peggy, Maggie, Margie, Maisie, Rita, Gretchen. She would accept none of them.

				‘Why?’ I begged many times, especially during my Little Women period.

				‘Because your father and I named you Margaret,’ she said. ‘When you’re older, you can let people call you whatever you decide, but I want to get a decent run out of the name we chose.’

				‘Don’t you like your name?’ my father asked, puzzled and a little hurt.

				I realize now that it wasn’t the name I didn’t like, but Margaret herself, whom I was beginning to find a little bossy. Margaret was admired, but Peggy, I believed, would be well liked. The way Letty was.

				When I’d told Ted over our very late breakfast that I planned to work that afternoon and couldn’t go with him on our regular Saturday ramble through the city, he was sweetly disappointed. ‘I thought you worked this morning. You don’t need to write the whole thing the first week.’

				‘I know, but I want to get a good bite out of it. If I just get half a chapter done this weekend, then I’ll have a head start on Monday, when I can really buckle down while you’re at work.’

				‘You’re right,’ he said. ‘If you think you’ll get something done, you should work. Maybe we’ll go to a movie tonight, then.’

				‘Maybe,’ I said, ‘but I might be pretty far into my story by then. I may not want another narrative intruding.’

				Our kiss at the door savored of our great expectations for me.

				I microwaved a cup of leftover coffee before I sat down at the table, turned on my laptop, and retrieved the document I’d named ‘Novel.’ Elaine with her ridiculous hair leapt onto the screen. I read over the single sentence I’d composed that morning. It seemed flat. It was going nowhere. ‘Pearly dawn’ was pretentious. What had I been thinking, I wondered, pressing the delete key firmly? I couldn’t write a novel just by stringing sentences together. I needed a plan, a sense of what I wanted to say. What did I want to say?

				I pushed my laptop aside. I would take notes first, sketch out my ideas in old-fashioned ballpoint on solid paper. I noticed, as I bent to pick my pen off the floor where it had rolled, that the rug badly needed vacuuming. What with final exams and the deluge of grading, I hadn’t cleaned the apartment in weeks. I tried to think of an important idea on which I could build a firm base for an important book, but the grit kept drawing my eyes to the floor. The windowsills, too, were fuzzy with dust, and the bottom of my coffee cup had collected some stickiness from the kitchen counter. I’d be able to think more clearly if my environment was less chaotic.

				Around five-thirty, I sat down again at the computer. I’d cleaned all afternoon with satisfying concentration, interrupting my efforts between finishing the kitchen and starting the bathroom only for my call to Letty. I felt focused and relaxed, even a little weary. I was now ready to settle down for a few hours of mental exertion, so the sound of Ted’s knock at the door was somewhat irritating.

				‘Why do you refuse to carry keys?’

				In his hand was a small, plastic bag.

				‘What’s that?’

				‘Just a little surprise.’

				I reached for the bag, but he held it back. ‘Later,’ he said. ‘It’s not to be given without ceremony.’

				‘So you had a good day of work?’ he said, glancing into the closet with the window on an air shaft we both used as a study. But I’d been careful to turn off my laptop.

				We ate that night at our favorite French bistro, a place that only took cash and where you had to bring your own wine. We knew if we eschewed a predinner salad and shared one dessert that we could leave there only twenty dollars poorer and infinitely richer in the feeling that we, too, were out and about in Manhattan, participating ever so modestly in the sybaritic pleasures of that hip metropolis, self-consciously being, in other words, real New Yorkers. When we’d pushed the cork back into the bottle to preserve the remainder of our five-dollar Argentinian red and were dueling over the single slice of chocolate hazelnut ganache, Ted lay a narrow cardboard box in front of me.

				‘Is this the ceremony?’

				He nodded. ‘I know you use the computer, but I thought this would make you feel like a writer.’

				I lifted the lid. Inside was a Mont Blanc fountain pen, a rich, shiny black.

				‘The more expensive ones are prettier, but this one does have the gold nib,’ he said, reaching across the table to uncap it.

				‘No, no. This is perfect. The expensive one is too . . . nice,’ I said. ‘I’d never feel I could use it.’

				I pictured myself bent over a tiny café table, my intense concentration and the rain streaming romantically down the windows blocking out everything but the scene I was creating on the page. Except for the oversized cup at my elbow, I would be just like Hemingway.

				‘It does make me feel like a writer,’ I said, testing the weight between my fingers.

				‘There’s ink, too. At home. I couldn’t decide between blue and black, so I got blue-black.’

				‘I know – black is too serious and blue isn’t serious enough.’

				‘Exactly.’

				We agreed about everything then.

				When I’d told Ted a year ago on one of our marathon walks up-town to a free concert in Central Park that I wanted to quit my job to write a novel, he’d been more wary.

				‘A novel,’ he’d said, thoughtfully, and he grabbed my hand as we crossed Thirty-fourth Street to pull me out of the way of a cab that wasn’t slowing definitely enough for his comfort. ‘Well, you are a very good writer.’

				‘You think so?’

				‘Oh, no question. But a novel . . . don’t most people publish some short stories first? I mean, build a reputation before they try a novel?’

				‘I don’t know.’ I crossed my arms defensively. ‘I guess some do.’

				‘Sally Sternforth published a piece in The Atlantic before she wrote her book. An editor from Basic Books called her.’ Sally’s husband was a program director, like Ted, at the Cabot Foundation. She’d been widely praised for her courage in writing a scathing account of her ancestors’ role in driving Native Americans from their land, although to me her intrepidness was suspect. How harshly could she have been criticized for daring to expose the evils of Manifest Destiny, not to mention the embarrassment of family?

				‘Not that I don’t understand your wanting to change careers. Teaching is noble, but not exactly ambitious. I can see why you might want a more prestigious job. But are you sure you specifically want to write? Or is it just that you want to do anything the world rewards more generously than teaching?’

				Was I sure? No. I had to admit I liked the idea of being a lawyer, a district attorney, maybe. I was attracted to the notion of being a doctor or a police detective or a reporter. As Ted had irritatingly ferreted out over the course of the thirteen years he’d known me, my problem, as far as careers were concerned, was that I had remained a perpetual ten-year-old: I had trouble imagining jobs other than those depicted in television dramas, which severely narrowed the field. Also, like a preteen, I half believed I could do anything, as long as I set my mind to it, but was never actually willing to set my mind to anything that threatened to take up a good portion of the rest of my life.

				Those professions struck me as too difficult, requiring too much preparation and commitment and grinding work, not to mention aptitudes I wasn’t sure I possessed. Writing a novel, on the other hand, seemed almost a pleasure. Of course, I knew it would take some application, but I imagined it would be the sort of labor demanded by the projects of my childhood, more entertainment than work. Writing a novel, I believed, would be a way to achieve glittering success without the painful and humiliating apprenticeship other well-regarded careers required, and which I ought to have undergone in my twenties. Too late for that, I thought. I needed quick results.

				I stalked on past the library, angry that Ted had not immediately applauded my courage at daring to attempt such a feat as becoming a writer. Wasn’t he, as my husband, supposed to say ‘reach for your dream,’ ‘follow your bliss,’ ‘pursue your passion, no matter what it takes’? It was unhelpmatelike of him to poke at the vulnerable underbelly of my conviction. Hadn’t I been preparing for this all my life, by reading, by teaching the fundamentals of composition, and mostly by simply living? He knew I was a decent prose stylist. What more did a writer need?

				‘The thing about writing,’ Ted said, ‘is that you’ve got to have a real gift for it. I mean it’s like visual art or music or athletics. Lots of people can draw or play an instrument or a sport really well – just like you can write really well – but they don’t try to make a living at it. And, you don’t have to be an artist to do work that’s creative and interesting. Look at Clinton – maybe he could have played professional saxophone, but he chose to fulfill his ambition in a different way, and he seems to have ended up with an interesting job, some might say even more interesting and fulfilling than being a jazz musician.’

				‘So you’re saying I’m more likely to become president than to write a novel?’

				‘I’m just saying that even if you don’t a have gift, there are lots of things you can do that you might find more socially rewarding than teaching.’

				‘So you’re saying I don’t have a gift?’

				‘I think,’ he said cautiously, ‘that maybe if you did, we might have noticed it by now. I mean, you haven’t really written anything.’

				‘I know I haven’t written anything! I’ve been waiting for the right time. What could I possibly have written about before?’

				Luckily, he didn’t ask me what I planned to write about now, because I didn’t have a clear answer.

				‘How long do you think a novel would take you?’ he asked instead. Unfortunately, we were stopped at a light just then, so he was able to level the full power of his serious, I-don’t-tolerate-sloppy-thinking gaze upon me.

				‘I’d say a year,’ I hazarded, indulging in my characteristic sloppy thinking. A year seemed to stretch so comfortably long. People met, married, and divorced within a year, children were conceived and born within a year; the seasons exhausted an entire cycle. What couldn’t be accomplished, given a whole year?

				‘Why not work on it in your spare time and take three or four years? Hedge your bet. Lots of famous writers had regular jobs, you know. Look at Wallace Stevens.

				‘He was a poet.’

				‘So?’

				‘Well, I’d think you could write a good poem in a few days. Granted each word is precious, but let’s say you give even a few hours’ thought to every word, you don’t need that many of them. I just don’t think it takes the same kind of sustained concentration as a novel.’

				‘Trollope then.’

				‘Fine, if you want me to work in the post office, I’ll work in the post office.’ We’d hit the fifties now and the crowds and scaffolding had thinned. I picked up the pace. ‘And he wasn’t a wife. That takes time, you know, even though you don’t see it. When you want to go to a movie, you want me to go with you. You want me to listen to you talk about your day. You want attention, which you should get, but that eats into my time. And that doesn’t even count the dinner preparation and the cleanup, and all those other chores that take longer when you’re doing them for two.’

				‘I’d be happy to do more of the chores.’

				‘I know you’d be happy to, but you won’t do them. You don’t even notice what needs doing.’

				At Fifty-ninth, we went east a block, as was our habit, so we could walk past the stores and restaurants on Madison Avenue. The park was pretty, but we’d come from northern Virginia; we craved urbanity, not greenery.

				‘You honestly believe you can write something good enough to be published? Not just want to, but can?’

				‘Yes,’ I said adamantly. Even in discussing the prospect of a novel, I could feel stirring within me the creative power that had carried me along effortlessly when I was a girl. I remembered those engrossing hours, when my hands confidently shaped whatever my brain envisioned, and one idea followed the last like rushing water. True, the results of my efforts were somewhat crude and clumsy – I had been just a child, after all. But now that I knew so much more, I had not a doubt that whatever emerged from my pen would be something spectacular.

				‘And I’m not suggesting I start right away,’ I assured Ted. ‘I’ll teach this year and we’ll save. We’ll still have to cut back a little, I know that. But it’s not like we’re going to starve without my measly income. And I promise it’ll only be a year. One year, and I’ll have something salable.’

				He sighed. ‘OK, if you’re that sure, I believe you. It would be great if it worked out. I wish, though, that you’d tried this experiment before we moved here, to the most expensive city in the country. We can’t even afford our apartment.’

				‘I wish that, too,’ I said fervently, but I was less concerned about our finances than how far behind I’d fallen. I’d been toying with this idea back in DC but had not felt such urgency until we moved to New York. Although at that point we’d been in this city only a month, I could sense already that here I, as an English teacher in her mid-thirties from bourgeois Glendale, California, by way of the suburbs of northern Virginia, was a half-witted, earnest, gray lump in a land of cynical, scintillating intellectuals. And that I could not stand.

				Letty

				Why did I listen to her? Everyone asks me this. My husband; my lawyer; my sister; my parents; Ramon, the gardener who came with our new house. Actually, ‘everyone’ constitutes a small circle, thank God. The other mothers at my children’s various schools only give me nervous half smiles as they climb into their SUVs. I’m not the woman they thought they knew. The neighbors, of course, sliding by in their sealed cars, say nothing. They’re barely aware that I belong to this house, let alone of what I’ve done.

				Why did I listen to her? I can only say in my defense that you have to know Margaret, maybe have to have known her for decades, like I have.

				Margaret was always more sophisticated than I. The weekend my parents took my sister Charlotte and me dressed in our jammies to watch The Wilderness Family from the back of our LTD wagon, Margaret’s father took her to Dog Day Afternoon at the Egyptian. Margaret talked about this movie as if I, too, might see it the following week. This was a kindness – she knew, as well as I, that it was the sort of film I’d never even catch a trailer of.

				Margaret discussed movies in terms of actors and directors. She said Pacino had pathos. I nodded. ‘Absolutely,’ I said, although I’d thought that Pacino was some kind of Japanese pinball. When Lottie and I talked about movies, we described the action exhaustively, scene by scene. We said the bear was neat. We might even have said ‘neato.’

				Margaret wore her wavy hair in a ponytail secured with inter-locking translucent plastic balls in colors like yellow, hot pink, and lime green. I begged my mother to buy me some like them, even though my hair was the thin kind that ridged along my scalp when it was pulled back. She came home with a strip of cardboard on which a pitiful example of what I’d requested was trapped under a plastic bubble. The balls were small, white, and opaque. ‘How can there be a wrong kind?’ she asked. ‘These are tasteful.’

				Margaret let me borrow hers. I nearly cried when I lost an orange set in the grass. My mother was right; my hair really was too skimpy. ‘But you need that one,’ I sniffed. ‘It goes with your best shorts.’ Margaret shrugged. ‘You don’t want to be too matchy-matchy,’ she said, and if I’d only admired her before, my gratitude made me love her then.

				I saved my best beads – the turquoise blue and the iridescent crystals that looked like real diamonds – to string her a necklace. She wore it for two months, and then it was gone, replaced by a fine, pale line where it had sheltered her skin from the sun. I was afraid to ask what had happened to it. I didn’t want to make her feel bad if she’d lost it. Those necklaces always broke eventually, Lottie assured me, especially if you wore them swimming. For a few days, I opened my eyes under the stinging water of the Glendale public pool, trying to spy a curl of blue-and-clear at the bottom. Even at the time, I recognized it was hopeless.

				In sixth grade we were supposed to describe someone in the class so that the others could guess who it was. Her description wasn’t like the other kids’, who talked about obvious things, like hair color and height. ‘Good at basketball,’ Jimmy Murphy said, and everyone knew he was describing Howie Clay.

				‘The person I’m thinking of,’ she said, ‘is patient with animals and slow to anger. She has great integrity.’

				Nobody could guess.

				‘It’s obvious.’ She crossed her arms and scowled at us.

				‘Can you tell us what integrity means, Margaret?’ Miss Hartoonian said.

				‘Don’t you know?’

				Miss Hartoonian blushed. ‘I think it would be helpful to the class to hear it in your words.’

				‘It means you do what you believe to be right.’

				‘Then, I hope all of us in this class have integrity.’

				‘Well, we don’t. Letty does. It’s Letty,’ she said, rolling her eyes and marching back to her desk.

				‘Class, what could Margaret have said to describe Letitia?’

				‘Short,’ Howie offered.

				‘Skinny,’ Mindy Birnbaum said.

				‘Average,’ someone else put in.

				I preferred Margaret’s description. It seems she was wrong, however.

				When they ask why I listened to her, they don’t want to know about Margaret. They want to know about me. They’re right, of course. I can’t blame Margaret entirely. Though she directed, I acted. The question is: who wrote the script? ‘It takes two to tango,’ as her father would say – he always played fast and loose with aphorisms.

				Tango? Hardly. I feel too clumsy, oafish, and stupid ever to have been dancing.

				I feel as I did the day Margaret made me climb over the fence that enclosed the tennis courts at East Mountain School. ‘Made me’ is how I think of it, but in that case, too, there was no coercion.

				It was the summer we were thirteen, on a Sunday morning, early.

				‘Those girls are never there early,’ she promised.

				I was a good girl. I was the kind who said, ‘Please pick that up,’ in a haughty tone when my father dropped his gum wrapper on the sidewalk. The idea of sneaking someplace where we weren’t allowed made my breathing shallow. Nevertheless, I was a little bit thrilled. I liked the idea of me, Letty Larue, sauntering onto the well-kept courts at the East Mountain School for Girls, casually swinging my Chris Evert racquet by its handle. I liked the idea that we’d be doing something daring. And I trusted world-wise Margaret to make it all right.

				At six-thirty on Sunday morning, I zipped with difficulty the back of the tennis dress I’d bought with my birthday money the previous summer. I’d worn it to play tennis only once before, since it seemed pretentious on the scruffy public courts we normally used, but I often tried it on in the privacy of my room and admired its crisp, white fabric and its kicky little skirt appliquéd with strawberries. It was tight under the arms now and slightly shorter than it was meant to be, but it fit well enough to work as a disguise, to show I belonged. At seven, we met outside Margaret’s house and rode our bikes to East Mountain.

				Margaret and I lived in a nice neighborhood; but there was a distinct difference between our part of town and the area around East Mountain School. In Glendale, as in Los Angeles at large, the greens of money and foliage run together. You know you’re in the best sections when you can walk more than three contiguous steps in the dappled shade of overhanging branches. The shade at East Mountain was so dense that the grounds were practically dark and the air tingled with eucalyptus. The grass along the edge of the courts was thick and Margaret had to shove hard to jimmy our racquets underneath the fence. Then she tossed the balls over and scrambled up, over, and down the other side herself, her Jack Purcells needing only the lightest purchase on the chainlink to propel her forward, the bones jutting out from her wrists as she hooked her long fingers through the wire diamonds.

				I couldn’t move like that. Margaret always put my deliberateness in a good light; she would say I was careful and ladylike, but really I was scared, hesitant, and just plain slow when it came to using my body. I tried to jam the toes of my sneakers firmly into the links, though they would not fit; I glanced compulsively over my shoulder, scanning the smooth lawn for the principal (I hadn’t heard of headmasters then) or the police. I had to drag myself up; the chain dug into the flesh of my fingers and my arms quivered with effort. At the top, I nearly lost my balance, as I inched first one leg, then the other over the points of wire that threatened to grab the hem of my skirt. Then, even harder than going up, was the way down with the asphalt yards and yards below.

				Margaret seemed to draw energy from our illicit play and whacked the ball like a demon, but I was nervous and couldn’t concentrate. I tried to keep the ball from making noise when it bounced off my racquet, and I ran quietly on my toes, listening for the sirens and indignant shouts, knowing if anyone caught us there, we were trapped, literally caged, two obviously guilty specimens.

				We were caught, actually, by a man with a girl about our age. An East Mountain girl. We stopped playing when we saw the orange BMW pull into the parking lot, but though Margaret might have made it, there was no time for me to work myself over the fence. We stood by the gate, waiting for our punishment, me with my head down, pushing at the strings of my racquet, Margaret nonchalantly bouncing and catching, bouncing and catching one of our balls. There was no question of our continuing to play, though there was plenty of court space.

				It was the girl who mattered, the girl who made me wish I could slither right through the fence and hide in the bougainvillea. It was nothing she said, only the way she held herself, sure of her place. She was wearing boy’s running shorts, loose and low on her hips, a T-shirt cropped with scissors, and scuffed leather tennis shoes. She paused before the gate, knowing we could not get out until she released us. She glanced at my dress, which was, I saw now, entirely wrong. She flipped her long, blond hair forward, and then tossed it back, gathering it with practiced fingers in a high, careless ponytail. The silver bangles on her wrist jangled elegantly as they fell down her arm.

				Finally, cupping her hand behind the padlock, the girl lined up the numbers in the combination.

				‘Ready, Dad?’ she said, looking away from us as she swung the gate open. She gave her head a little shake, so that her ponytail swished. We scurried out.

				Now, remembering my humiliation as I rooted among the fat blades of amaryllis leaves for a ball Margaret had earlier sent over the fence, while tugging down the hem of my too-short skirt, I suspect I may have been mistaken. The jangle of the girl’s bracelets might not have been smug; her pause may have registered only confusion, as she wondered how the gate could be locked if we were inside; her glance at my dress might have been admiring. It’s possible. Still, it was inevitable that I would see her the way I did, being as I was and as I would remain.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter Two

				Margaret

				Everyone knows Sundays are ungraspable. I didn’t really expect  to accomplish anything. But Sunday night, I prepared to buck the unproductive trend the weekend had begun by placing the lap-top open on the table, ready for the next morning. I filled my new Mont Blanc with ink and scratched out a schedule on the legal pad.

				8:00–11:30 write
11:30–12:30 buy baby-naming book
12:30–3:30 write
3:30–4:30 run
4:30–5:30 grocery shop
5:30–7:00 write to middle of scene

				My plans for that last hour and a half were inspired by Hemingway; I had read that he had always stopped when he knew what the next sentence would be so as to pick up the work easily the next day. It occurred to me that by this principle I should try to get a sentence or two down that night, but I liked the idea of starting fresh in the morning with a clean slate, so to speak. Clearly, Elaine and her hair had set me on the wrong path earlier and some unconsidered words now would surely do the same.

				I starred the hour I planned to devote to exercise to remind myself not to forgo that physical refreshment – mens sana in corpore sano, as they say – no matter how involved I was in the writing. I made a mental note to start with a good breakfast, as well – maybe sardines and tomatoes on Swedish flatbread, a snack that looked bracing and wholesome in television commercials.

				As it turned out, there were distractions at home Monday morning that I didn’t anticipate, used as I was to being out of the house by seven-fifteen. First, Ted dawdled over the paper, placed a few calls, and in myriad other ways made his presence unconducive to my settling down to work. After he left, the cable company demanded access to the roof, and, because I seemed to be the only one home in the building, or at least the only one willing to answer the bell, I had to let men in jumpsuits in and out three times, which, since we don’t even subscribe to cable, necessitated peevish calls to Benson Cable, to City Hall, to the landlady’s answering machine, and to Ted to express my annoyance over having to facilitate the money-making schemes of a giant corporation that was doing nothing for me.

				It occurred to me when the stomping overhead was at its most distracting that this might not be the cable company at all, but some elaborately costumed and orchestrated criminal gang, so I compared the number listed in the phone book with the one on the card the technician had given me, an operation that would have taken very little time, if we did not live in an apartment so cramped that we had to store the phone books behind the cookbooks behind the large pots in the bottom cupboard.

				Then, I had to eat something. We’d had only toast for breakfast, there being, in fact, no tomatoes, no flatbread, and no sardines. We did have a tin of anchovies, but at seven-thirty these had not seemed appetizing. At ten-thirty I made more toast and spread peanut butter on it. I read the story in that week’s New Yorker as I ate: depressed man lives in crummy apartment; pays much attention to grout between bathroom tiles; becomes more depressed. Indignantly, I tore it out to send to Letty.

				‘I could have written this with one hand tied behind my back!’ I scrawled on a Post-it with my Mont Blanc.

				Right on schedule at eleven-thirty I was standing in the childbirth aisle at the bookstore in Union Square, comparing Multicultural Baby Names for This Millennium and the Next with Jack and Jill, Jeremy and Jessica.

				‘Ms Snyder?’

				At the end of the aisle, her boy-cut corduroys slung low around her hips and flaring out over her running shoes, was Chloe Brown, one of my tenth-graders. Former tenth-graders.

				‘Chloe. Hi. What are you up to?’ It was always awkward to meet students outside of school, where I was not the teacher they knew. Presumably, they were not the students I knew either. I, at least, always felt as if I’d been caught doing something illicit.

				‘Mom is forcing me to read something,’ she said. As usual, the lift in her voice at the end turned her sentence into a question. ‘When we go to Nantucket.’ She reached to pull the elastic from her ponytail, smoothed her fine, light brown hair back from her face with both palms, and stretched the elastic around her hair again.

				My WASP students had a habit of dropping the possessive pronoun when they referred to their parents, as if they were nurtured by some sort of universal progenitors. ‘Good idea,’ I said. This was, thank God, teacher territory.

				I resisted the urge to suggest Wuthering Heights or Sense and Sensibility. She would not like them. ‘How about The Shining?’

				She’d stepped closer to me and I could smell stale smoke. Cigarettes were very in among upper-class New York children.

				‘I think you’d like it,’ I said. ‘Since you like scary stuff.’ This was a gross generalization drawn from the observation that the single piece of literature in which Chloe had shown any interest over the course of the previous year was The Tell-Tale Heart. Even William Carlos Williams, usually a great hit with tenth-grade girls, who, after reading him, earnestly believed they, too, could be poets, as long as they eschewed the rhyme they’d deemed essential when they were unsophisticated ninth-graders in favor of sensual imagery, had left her cold.

				The Shining was, in fact, my standard recommendation for girls who wouldn’t read; The Firm for boys. This annoyed parents who envisioned their offspring tearing through Henry James (although, they, themselves, had only the vaguest memories of a sinister governess – or was it a nanny? – from the high school class in which they’d been forced through The Turn of the Screw and found the classics too unnecessarily dense and old-fashioned for their own tastes). Of course, there were always a few students who did tear through James, or at least Edith Wharton, which made the inability of the rest to puzzle through even a paragraph of complex syntax and advanced vocabulary after ten years of the finest schooling money could buy (eleven or twelve, if you counted preschool) all the more exasperating.

				‘Ms Snyder?’

				‘Yes?’

				‘No offense, but is that why you’re not teaching next year?’

				‘Is what why?’

				She lifted her eyes toward the bookshelves over our shoulders. ‘Are you having a baby?’

				‘Well, in a way,’ I laughed. ‘I’m writing a novel.’

				Her eyes actually got larger, something I had thought only happened in books. It was quite gratifying, and I had to remind myself that, contrary to popular opinion, it doesn’t take much to impress a fifteen-year-old.

				‘That’s really sick! What’s it about?’

				‘Well, it’s in the very early stages. I think I probably shouldn’t try to describe it yet.’

				‘Would I like it?’

				‘I hope so, Chloe.’ Actually, I sincerely hoped not. ‘Right now, I’m doing research, trying to find a meaningful name for a character. You know, the way Estella’s name meant “star,” and she was like a bright, cold star?’ I said, shifting from insecure author to know-it-all didact, a guise in which I felt more comfortable.

				‘Cool. I’m probably going to be a writer, too. After I go to law school.’

				Her confidence would have been intensely irritating had it not been so ill-founded. At Chloe’s age, I hadn’t carried myself with anywhere near such assurance and would never have dared to ask a teacher whether she was pregnant or what the novel she was writing was about. Would never have dreamed, in fact, of uttering such a casual word as ‘cool’ in conversation with her, and certainly would not have admitted to such a lofty goal as that of writer, or even law school. Did this reticence explain why I was so far behind now?

				‘Well, I’ll look forward to your book, then,’ I said. ‘And your mother’s right; if you want to be a writer, it would probably help to do some reading.’

				‘Oh, I know,’ she said. ‘But I’m going to write about real life. I’ll probably do a lot of traveling first.’

				‘Well, that’s good, too.’ I resisted my impulse to glance at the book I was holding as a hint that it was time she moved along. It would have been easy, but unkind, to take advantage of my superior status as an adult and a teacher in that way.

				Chloe looked toward the escalator. ‘I should probably get my book.’

				As if I’d been keeping her! ‘Yes,’ I agreed. ‘Maybe we’ll run into each other again this summer.’

				‘I’ll be in Nantucket. Until September.’ She pulled the elastic from her ponytail again.

				‘Right. Well, have a good summer, then.’

				But Chloe was already drifting away toward a table display. As I watched her flip through the pages of a book of sexually suggestive photographs and then study a collection of Calvin and Hobbes cartoons, I felt sorry that I was no longer a teacher. Observing the Chloes manuever their way across the rickety bridge between childhood and adulthood had actually been one of the delights of my former profession. I felt fondness easily for those who looked up to me, who trusted me, who needed my help.

				I reminded myself of how I’d chafed at other aspects of private school teaching – that sense of myself, for instance, as an earnest, gray lump, unfit to interact as an equal in the society for which my education had prepared me, far below even all of those ‘Moms.’ Sure, I’d read a lot of books and could recognize a grammatical sentence, and these things were invaluable as far as they could be applied to preparing society’s children for and getting them into good colleges. This being an object second only to keeping those children alive, I ranked right up there with the pediatrician, when my skills were wanted. But outside of that narrow band of usefulness, respect for my abilities waned along with people’s interest in the ‘classics.’ My colleagues and I were pitiable – we were intelligent people who weren’t bold enough to use our smarts to earn real money. Had we been blue-collar, we might have been romanticized as creatures of another world. Instead, we were condescended to as failures, glorified servants to those who’d worked the world better than we had, those who understood that an annual rereading of Leaves of Grass got you nowhere.

				But that lump was not me at all, or at least it hadn’t been me. Back in DC in my twenties and even my very early thirties, I’d liked the idea, as well as the work, of teaching at a fancy, private school. In the spring of my senior year of college, when for the first time in my life I had to choose what to do next, I’d disdained the various corporations and consulting firms that had recruited at Penn, because I was too independent to indenture myself to the Man, not to mention too artistic to soil my hands with workaday business concerns. At the same time, I was too much the over-achiever to fling myself into the currents of some exotic-sounding city and let them take me where they would. In the end, I’d applied for the teaching job because it was the only one I could think of that sounded challenging but did not involve the aforementioned tedious and humiliating apprenticeship – private schools did not even require an education degree – which I quite reasonably could not resign myself to until I’d decided on my true career.

				And I enjoyed it. Since an inexperienced teacher does pretty much the same thing as an experienced one, albeit somewhat less smoothly, I had more authority than most of my contemporaries in other professions. I was immersed in the transcendent works of Western civilization, and what I said about them was pretty much the last word. The job connoted smarts without the stuffy specificity of the university professor, a dedication to the right values and an enviable rapport with the hip, younger generations.

				But then, some time after I’d passed my thirtieth year, I began to see it differently. No longer was I dallying for a few years after college, passing on my freshly acquired knowledge and zest for learning, while I looked about me. I was a teacher. And what had been an absorbing game while I was only playing became a drab and repetitive chore. If it were only that I would spend every November with The Scarlet Letter, every February with As I Lay Dying, and every April with Huck, I might have been grateful at least to be in good company, but I feared the prospect of delineating the contrast between the wilderness and society and nodding sagely at the irony of going to hell for helping Jim year after year, as far as the eye could see. Worse, I would do this while my students, many of whom would never understand why Vardaman’s mother is a fish, would nevertheless become doctors, lawyers, and Indian chiefs and pass me by.

				On my way out of the store, I hurried past the new-fiction shelves. All those hopeful covers, putting a brave front on story after story about ‘the twisted, unbreakable bonds of love’ and ‘the triumph of love over abuse in the South/in the Midwest/in Big Sky Country’ and ‘man/woman/child coming to know himself/coming to love herself/coming of age’ made me feel ill. This was only one season’s crop. Authors were out there by the hundreds, ceaselessly writing, writing, writing. It seemed when I looked at those books, which would soon be replaced by more of their kind, that there could not be left for me a single plot unturned, a character undelved, or a situation unexamined. And these were only the lucky few that were published! How long would they last? A few months, most of them, with those that made the New York Times notable list hanging on a season longer. In short, there were too many books already. What made me think that it was worthwhile even to try to add to their number?

				This, I told myself, scowling at a cyclist who was riding on the sidewalk along University Avenue, was not the way to think. Marguerite Yourcenar and Barbara Pym would not have quailed at the sight of other people’s books. A really good book, written with original style and a deep understanding of human nature, would find its way. That was the sort of book I had in mind.

				A thick envelope from Letty awaited my return. The first page was written on the back of a school flyer announcing Dinosaur Day, February 27. I poured myself a glass of iced tea, rummaged unsuccessfully through the crisper for a lemon, and then settled on the couch. I anticipated a good read: Letty understood human nature.

				Dear Margaret,

				You’ll notice that one corner is missing from this page. I think Noah ate it. Or possibly one of the cats. (I mean that one of the cats ate the corner, not that Noah ate the cat, of course!) I only left it alone for thirty seconds, but obviously I should have taken it into the bathroom with me. Anyway, I am now writing to you from the closet where I am hiding from 1. letter-consuming children and/or pets, 2. the room with the oven and refrigerator, which some maniac tried to use as a four-star pastry kitchen, 3. any activity that will highlight my glaring inadequacies in the eyes of other mothers.

				The day after we’d last spoken, Marlo’s school year had finally come to an end, and her class had scheduled a party for that final afternoon to which parents had been invited and for which Letty had cheerfully promised to produce ‘a treat to share.’ For both of her daughters, Letty’s mother had always turned out perfectly serviceable devil’s food cupcakes on similar occasions, and Letty assumed she’d make the same. ‘Although,’ she wrote, ‘I considered picking up a couple of bags of mini carrots, so as not to offend the health-conscious.’ But then Alex Prescott drove Marlo home from an afternoon of stages-of-metamorphosis poster construction with her daughter, Chelsea Prescott-Fang. Letty has felt a little defensive around Alex ever since ‘Take Your Daughter to Work Day.’ It was Chelsea’s idea, not her mother’s, that Marlo should accompany her to her mother’s office, but Alex did give her permission.

				‘I felt so terrible,’ Letty’d said then, almost crying. ‘I mean, don’t I work? I feel like I work! Why am I so tired if I’m not working!’

				I assured her that certainly she worked, that I was sure Alex Prescott was only trying to secure entertainment for her daughter, who was probably dreading a boring day producing independent films with only her insensitive mother for company. I suggested Letty give permission for Chelsea to join Marlo on a day of work with her. Nevertheless, we both recognized that in this episode ‘Mothers Who Work Outside the Home’ had scored.

				The letter continued on a piece of paper that had obviously been torn from a Big Chief tablet.

				So here she is now, leaning against the doorframe and crossing her arms over her perfectly cut raw silk jacket. The color of this jacket, by the way, is a violet next month’s Vogue will announce as the shade du jour, while I sport a rugby shirt in Land’s End-catalog-grape circa 1986. ‘What’re you bringing tomorrow?’ she asks.

				She does not wait for my answer before producing hers. ‘I thought I’d make some tuiles,’ she says, and triumphantly dislodges the toy from a long-consumed Happy Meal from under our threshold with one pewter Ferragamo car moccasin.

				I wouldn’t have even known what a tuile was, except that Martha Stewart was rolling them about a month ago. From what I could see in the five minutes I watched while scrubbing out the dog dishes, it took about an hour to make four. Tuiles will prove that despite Alex’s demanding profession she is not skimping on her child, and further that she’s capable of pursuing domestic chores with the passion and perfectionism of the artist.

				The ‘Mother Who Works Outside the Home’ is going to shape cookies one by one by hand, whereas I, the ‘Stay At Home Mother,’ am planning to beat a box of cake mix and three eggs for four minutes with an electric mixer or swing by Ralphs for prewashed, plastic-packaged produce. Don’t I have anything more to show for all the time I’ve chosen to lavish on my child?

				‘Petit fours,’ I blurt out. ‘Petit fours with candied sweet pea blossoms and angelica leaves.’ Where did that come from?

				Alex lifts her wrist to check the time. The motion shows off her manicure, which is exquisite, the nails oval, pale pink. Her fingers, in fact, look like they could be on television. I think I’d like a manicure, Margaret. Is that a terrible thing to admit?

				But here is the important part. Alex is wearing the very same watch I am. The one Hunter picked out for me, with the large red hearts on its face. The one that could be attractive only to a child under ten.

				I hold my own wrist up. ‘Zeke?’ I ask.

				‘Hunter?’ she answers.

				And in that moment, I wish I’d said mini carrots fast, fast, fast, before she’d announced the tuiles, so that she could have said ‘Chips Ahoy.’ Because now she must speed off in her vehicle capable of summiting Swiss Alps to spend all night creating her delicately flavored lesson in French culture, while I have exactly fifteen hours to produce twenty-seven too-pretty-to-eat teeny, tiny cakes.

				After frantic consultation with Craig Claiborne and trusty, but often too heavy-handed with the sugar, Fanny Farmer, I find that petit fours can be made relatively simply by baking a sheet cake and cutting it into finger-sized portions. So simply, in fact, that once I’ve fed the children their turkeyburgers, played with Mr Squeeky, Wally Whale, and a slew of other bath toys, found The World of Pooh, which had slipped behind the couch, for Michael to read to Noah and Hunter, and nursed Ivy while listening to Marlo read chapter four of Caddie Woodlawn, I realize that all petit fours are not alike and the product of my half measures won’t be impressively spectacular.

				In retrospect, I cannot believe the folly of this. We’re talking about feeding a fourth-grade class here! Nevertheless, I think of the tuiles and decide to complicate my contribution by trisecting the cake with two layers of jam and one of custard. But first, I must purchase a jelly-roll pan and a fine-mesh cake rack. And, as it turns out, my 24-hour grocery doesn’t stock a fine-mesh rack, but ingenious chef that I am, I buy two regular-meshes and stack them together crosswise.

				As I scrape the bits of hardened pink frosting from under the rack and put them back in the pan to remelt, so I can give the petit fours a third coat (this, by the way, is only the first batch – I’m also doing a white and a yellow set), I’m actually pleased with my inspiration. Like the tuiles, these old-fashioned cakes project precisely the right image. They demonstrate that my children come first in that I’m devoting my time and creativity to delighting my daughter’s class with ephemeral finger food, but at the same time they prove that I’m too sophisticated to be limited to a smiley-faced cupcake kiddie world. Not to mention that they all but scream ‘see the woman who can concoct with careless grace a sweet fit for presentation at Le Cordon Bleu.’ Who would have thought a snack could say so much? And who will know the custard curdled twice and I had to drag Michael out of bed to go out for another dozen eggs? Who will know I was gathering rose petals (sweet peas, it turns out, are poisonous) from the neighbors’ yard with a flashlight at three-thirty a.m. and dipping them in sugar water at four?

				At five, I gaze proudly at the cookie sheet checked pink, yellow and white with the little square confections, each like a perfect ring box. Petit fours, I think, c’est moi!

				If I’d not been so staggeringly tired today after lunch when I strapped Ivy and Noah into their car seats and adjusted the sunscreens so they wouldn’t get too hot and inserted the tape of ‘Songs to Grow On’ into the cassette player so we could all sing along, I might not have forgotten that I’d set the cookie sheet on the roof of the Tercel. It clanked onto the concrete just before I reached the corner.

				I didn’t even have time to go to the market for carrots and had to settle for Hostess Gems from the 7-Eleven. That the kids clearly preferred the mini doughnuts to the tuiles was no comfort. No comfort at all.

				The letter covered other issues. Michael had purchased a computer ‘for the kids’ and had already wasted two weekends that could otherwise have been spent on beach trips and backyard ball games unsuccessfully attempting to set up Internet access. Hunter had gone to a birthday party at which the favors – not the gifts! – the favors, which every child got, were CD Walkmans. Hunter, Letty explained, did not even own a CD, which seemed reasonable to me, since Ted and I have only about seven compact disks ourselves because we’re unable to justify the extra expense when records have perfectly good sound quality.

				Ivy was teething. Marlo was angling for figure skating lessons. Letty enclosed a little drawing Noah had done that may have been one of the cats, or possibly some owl-like bird.

				For both of us, I thought, magneting the cat-bird onto the refrigerator, it was good that the school year was over. Now that it was summer, Letty and I would be able to shake off the world beyond ourselves choc-a-block with continually assessing observers. Without Alex Prescott looming in the doorway, Letty would be free to mother along in her naturally excellent way, unconcerned about how that would appear to others. For my part, I would retreat into the universe of my novel. I would think nothing of what others thought of me, and in that way emerge with something that would stun them all.
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