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  The world is so full




  of a number of things,




  I’m sure we should all
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  “SHE SOUNDED CHEERY but earnest,” Mirella told Howard that morning as she pressed a paper towel into a puddle of milk on Pearl’s place mat.




  “Cheery,” said Howard, angled over the newspaper.




  Mirella sat back and dried her fingers on her napkin. “A homey sort of voice.” She looked at her watch, then checked the old walnut case clock by the fireplace, which as usual was slow. It was one of those sulfurous New England spring mornings that had been forecast to be mild but felt clammy instead, and as Mirella glanced from the clock to the window she found herself shivering.




  “Comforting somehow,” she said.




  The Cook-Goldmans had been hunting for three weeks for a nanny to replace thick-chinned Grete, their second au pair in two years, who had flown home to Uppsala because she missed her boyfriend, Karl. There had been recent letters, sky-blue aerogrammes covered with Karl’s blocky print. A midnight phone call, ending in assertive tears. “Karl needs me,” Grete had said, her voice tremulous with complacency.




  They were trying a new child-care agency this time, Family Options Ltd., which specialized in midwestern girls with teaching aspirations. “Could you be comfortable with anything but the best for your family?” queried Family Options’ salmon-colored brochure. “Our nannies are dedicated, trained, and sensitive individuals, subject to rigorous screening and psychological evaluation. Guaranteed nationwide FBI criminal fingerprinting and background checks. Drug testing and CPR certification.”




  So far Mirella had not been impressed by the applicants from Family Options. It took two weeks for the agency to produce anyone for an interview—there was a waiting list of families desperate for a nanny, all the agencies said the same—then when Mirella asked the first applicant, a plump brunette from New Jersey, why she enjoyed working with children, the young woman burst into tears and confessed to having an eating disorder. The second, a former nursery school aide, a thin exhausted-looking person in a black straw hat, tripped over the doorstep when she arrived for her interview, then asked Mirella how much she had paid for her house.




  “Always worry about the cheerful ones.” Howard scanned the front page of the paper while snapping Jacob into his overalls. Rain predicted, Mirella read, craning sideways to look at the paper, today and tomorrow. The value of the Japanese yen had plummeted. Independent counsel widens presidential investigation. A shooting at an elementary school outside of Spokane. Jacob flapped his arms, his Indian headdress slipping over one eye. “Blud-a-bub,” he said. Then he grunted and went limp in Howard’s lap.




  Mirella found the lid to the jelly jar and screwed it on. “She’s been working for a family in Brookline and she used to run some kind of Sunday school program at a church.”




  “Sit up,” Howard told Jacob.




  Mirella took a sip of milky coffee, pausing to watch Jacob flutter his eyelashes. Blink, blink, pause. Blink, blink. A white crust of milk glazed his chin; an amber nugget of snot lodged in one nostril. Of course she worried. Only a year since that Boston nanny sat in the news day after day, face blank as a dinner roll, beside all those pictures of the poor little boy. Six months before, a mother at Pearl’s preschool came home to find their nanny drunk in the TV room, the one-year-old asleep upstairs on the changing table. People were installing video recorders now. Worry didn’t come near it.




  Mirella cupped her palms to either side of her face and, for the countless time in the last few weeks, considered what would happen if she forgot about hiring a nanny for Pearl and Jacob, quit work, and stayed home. It could be nice, she thought. Block castles, Play-Doh birthday cakes, afternoons at the park. Immediately a Sahara of days spread across the table, burying the castles and birthday cakes, becoming a quicksand of dirty cups and dishes, hours draining into the laundry basket, trips to the park that took so long to prepare for that by the time everyone was ready, no one wanted to go. Back once more to their own yard—that grainy relief and reluctance as she struggled through the front door and into the hall, loaded like a camel with child, bags, dog leash, stroller. Home again, and again. The cloistered smell of the house becoming her own smell: cold coffee, a diaper left in the wastebasket, the glum reek of last night’s fish clinging to the broiling pan left in the sink.




  She squinted at the finish on the table, stippled with faint gashes wherever the children had drummed their forks and spoons, then looked at her watch again, calculating that she would have an hour to get downtown after dropping off Pearl at preschool. Five minutes to get from her car to the courthouse. Then two meetings after her hearing, tomorrow’s deposition to prepare for, Hayman’s restraining order to file, a phone conference at three.




  Thank God, she thought.




  Jacob had stuck his finger in the butter and was smudging his finger along the table; she reached over and wiped his hand with her napkin, then wiped his nose. “Mmff,” he said, twisting his face away.




  Because the law, unlike her family, was beautifully reducible. The law was simply a set of rules by which human beings governed themselves. That these rules could be complex, sometimes arcane, and—because they were formed out of language—forever open to reinterpretation, accounted for most of their scope and all of their interest. But what Mirella found moving, what had inspired her to become a lawyer in the first place, was the plain human need behind all lawmaking, the desire for guidance and precedent that went straight to a zone that was humanity itself, that might even, she sometimes suspected, be the deepest of all human passions.




  Not that she had a chance to reflect on the essential purpose of law very often. Her clients, mostly women, were afraid of laws, which they regarded as punitive; they became restless and embarrassed, swiveling on their padded red conference chairs, fiddling with their earrings whenever she tried to discuss philosophical aspects of the legal system. And who could blame them? Usually the people who hired her were either terrified or confused, people who had disappointed other people, often without knowing quite how—abandoned wives, assaulted girlfriends, fired employees. They wanted clear satisfactions: money, vindication. Sometimes they wanted revenge, sometimes protection. Mostly they wanted Mirella to give them whatever it was they needed, as quickly as possible.




  Jacob stuck his finger again in the butter dish. She reached over and gently pushed the butter dish across the table.




  Howard was still reading the paper over the top of Jacob’s head. “What’s her name?”




  Mirella shifted in her chair. “Sandy. We said ten. Apparently she likes doing crafts. And the woman at the agency said she loves to cook—”




  “She probably has no legs or something.”




  Blinking herself now, Mirella let the rest of her sentence vanish into the complicated Italian design on her coffee mug.




  “I didn’t mean that about the no legs,” he said.




  Which was only his way, she recognized, a fraction too late, of trying to control what she’d arranged, this interview. Though Howard pretended not to believe in bargaining with fate, he did it all the time. Bargaining, as she well knew, forgiving him already, was what a worried person did to stop worrying. At least for a little while.




  “Crafts,” said Howard musingly.




  Mirella put down her cup and looked at the dining room’s wide brick fireplace, which was crammed with stuffed animals and a pair of beach towels. “So do you think you could tidy up a little before she gets here? Just the downstairs. I don’t want her to think we’re a bunch of cave dwellers.”




  “Cave dwellers were a civilized culture.” Howard fumbled with the last snap on Jacob’s overalls. “Why are these things so impossible?”




  “And don’t forget Jacob has an appointment with Dr. Michaels this afternoon.”




  “At four.”




  “Also, the plumber is coming around two about the upstairs sink. And your brother called again to ask if we’re staying in Greenwich after Danielle’s bas mitzvah. Also Ruth thinks someone from the firm should go to the Women in Law dinner on the twelfth and I said I would.”




  Howard turned a page of the newspaper, jogging Jacob on his knee. Jacob closed his eyes, letting his head bounce up and down. Howard jogged faster and Jacob began to sway wildly back and forth. A fixed expression came over his face that seemed unconnected to pleasure, yet had nothing to do with fear.




  “Careful,” said Mirella.




  Howard stopped jogging.




  “Okay?” Mirella stood up and laid a hand on the back of his neck, which was warm and slightly prickly. “I’m sorry you’re getting stuck with everything today. I forgot I had to be in court at nine.” She looked down to discover a postcard under her heel, then bent to pick it up. A postcard from Cornwall sent by Tina, the nanny before Grete; it featured two ruddy children in red woollen sweaters chasing each other along a turfy cliff top. She put her hand back on Howard’s neck.




  “I’ve been getting stuck with everything almost every day.”




  “I know, I’m sorry.”




  “I’ve got a lot of work, too, you know.”




  Mirella gave his neck a squeeze. “I’ll try to get home early.”




  She paused for a moment, not quite expecting a response, but feeling she should wait for one. That morning, she had spent ten minutes washing a pair of Pearl’s underpants in the bathroom sink and drying them with the blow-dryer because Pearl had no clean underwear left; she had gotten up before six so that Howard could go for his morning run while she made breakfast; she’d pulled a tick off the dog while reading The Runaway Bunny to Jacob. When Howard continued to read the paper, she gave his neck a final squeeze and brushed the back of his head with her lips. “All right?”




  But just as she was moving away, he reached behind and caught her hand, then kissed her hard on the palm. “All right,” he said into her hand, moving his lips inside her fingers. She leaned against his back, inhaling the smell of Lifebuoy soap, resting her cheek against the top of his head.




  “This won’t last forever,” she said, gently pulling away.




  “Pearl? Pearlie,” she called. “It’s time to get going.”




  Quickly Mirella gathered the cereal bowls together, the gummy spoons, the juice glasses and both coffee mugs, thinking of the pretrial conference she had scheduled at one-thirty and that phone conference at three, wondering whether to try to move the client she had coming in (Vasshacker? Vassbonner? Vascular something) to four-thirty. This morning’s hearing shouldn’t go past ten, although Judge Mooney always ran late. Every probate judge ran late; it seemed to be part of their job description. After the hearing, she had meetings until noon, then she’d have about an hour to work on the Boyajian appeal for Friday. She could prepare for tomorrow’s deposition tonight.




  She piled the breakfast dishes into a precarious arrangement on the hand-painted wooden tea tray she used for clearing, the same tea tray, in fact, her mother had used for clearing the table when Mirella was a child. Colorful stick figures appeared here and there beneath the jumble of bowls and silverware, tiny arms raised as they pursued each other along flaking green stripes meant to represent grass. Last Christmas her mother had presented her with this tray, smiling with confident generosity. “A memento,” she said. “Someday you can pass it on to Pearl.”




  “Kitsch,” Howard had said of the tea tray afterward. “Responsible for ninety percent of the world’s atrocities.”




  She carried the tray into the kitchen, then went into the hall to stand at the bottom of the staircase. Where, for an instant, she forgot what it was she was intending to do, which often happened to her in the mornings when everything became a scramble of delays—sunglasses lost, briefcase mislaid, car keys not in the blue enamel bowl by the stairs. In these moments the complexity of what she was leaving behind began to unreel in front of her, as if she were attending a screening of her own absence in the house. Upstairs, clothing exploded from wicker hampers; twisted sheets trailed from the beds; clouds of hair and wadded tissues drifted from wastepaper baskets. Downstairs, dishes congealed in the sink, while old newspapers cascaded off a chair and Magic Markers rolled, uncapped, under the table. Beneath the hallway radiator rested a decaying apple core. The stunning importunacy of so many individual tasks (so much bending and collecting, so much resistance) made her feel incapable of performing any single one of them.




  And there was Pearl up in her room, needing her shoes. And Jacob, once more smudging butter on the dining room table, needing his nose wiped again and probably a change.




  She pictured herself thinking of them later that day, looking up from writing a memo or talking on the phone to stare out her window at the sealed windows of the glass and granite building opposite. Suddenly there they would be, her children. Wandlike arms, moisture at the folds of their eyelids, apricot wax inside their ears. She was the mother of two children. Such a simple, unremarkable fact—a fact repeated about so many women—and yet the fact of these two children was endlessly complex, endlessly remarkable, from the way their skin stretched across their bones to the hidden helix of each molecular structure to the way they did or did not look up at her when she finally burst through the front door in the evening, arms open to hold them, at the same time calculating when they could be put to bed so that she could finish reading deposition transcripts or drafting a complaint or whatever it was she had left unfinished to get home to them.




  Every afternoon, unless she was in a meeting or in court, she called home at three, when Pearl would be back from preschool and Jacob up from his nap, to say hello and to invent a weather report, which Pearl always demanded to hear. “Warm temperatures,” Mirella murmured into the phone on freezing days. “Partly sunny,” she would say during a rainstorm. “A chance of drizzle.” To Jacob she always said: “Are you Mommy’s boy? I love you. Do you love Mommy?” To which he gave no response but the steady sound of his breathing.




  She glanced again at her watch, for a moment imagining Judge Mooney’s turtle eyes shifting about, searching the courtroom, then she turned to peer up the stairs. “Pearlie,” she called again. “Please come down here. We really have to go.”




  “I’m not ready,” cried an outraged voice.




  “What have you been doing up there all this time?”




  “Getting ready.”




  “Well, you should be ready by now. I’ll count to three. One. Two.”




  At the top of the stairs appeared a tear-stained girl of five, clutching a plastic hairbrush. She wore a pink shirt covered with green butterflies, a purple polka-dotted skirt, and orange-and-blue striped socks. Through her long, heavy brown hair she had threaded a piece of yellow yarn, tied on top of her head so that the yarn ends stuck up like short antennae. On each knee, neatly aligned, were three dinosaur Band-Aids.




  “Pearl, where are your shoes?”




  “I want rain boots.”




  “It’s not raining, sweetheart. You don’t need rain boots.”




  “I need another Band-Aid.”




  “Sweetie, please—”




  “I want another Band-Aid.”




  “Howard,” said Mirella. “I have to find my briefcase.”




  Howard set Jacob on the floor, then stood up and slapped the newspaper off the table. “Why is it like this every morning?”




  “It’s not every morning.” Mirella knelt in front of Jacob, who had run into the hallway to clutch at her dress. “Hey baby.” She smiled as she straightened his headdress. “Calm down.”




  “No Daddy,” shouted Pearl. “I want Mama.”




  “Too bad.” Howard stepped over Mirella’s legs to reach the staircase. “You can’t have Mama.”




  At the bottom of the stairs Mirella straightened up, once again picturing Mooney’s little eyes brightening with malice (“How nice of you to join us, Ms. Cook”), recollecting also that she should be looking for her briefcase, then leaned down again to kiss the top of Jacob’s head, inhaling the damp, cottony fragrance of his skin, mixed with the curdled smell of milk. Briefly he pressed himself against her, but as she stooped to kiss him again he began shuffling away, heading to the dining room to his favorite spot inside the old kitchen fireplace. He fixed nests in there, careful arrangements of stuffed animals, socks, napkins, dish towels. The few times Mirella had pulled apart his nests, Jacob shrieked and ran frantically around the dining room table. Sometimes he tried to hang a blanket from an old iron crane set into the fireplace wall, to make a little tent.




  She watched him go, remaining in the same attitude, knees bent, hands splayed on her thighs. Maybe Boston Women in Crisis would change their minds again about meeting today instead of Friday—or maybe Ruth could meet with them—because there was also the bar lunch she’d been hoping to attend; a protegee of Justice Ginsburg’s was speaking on civil procedure. Upstairs the toilet flushed. In the kitchen ice rumbled and clunked from the automatic ice maker. She took a deep breath, reminding herself not to stand up too quickly.




  Because Mirella had a secret, one that she would soon have to tell Howard, although she had not yet found the right moment: She was, and not by design, except that against her better judgment she’d been hoping for just such a miscalculation, pregnant again. Just how pregnant she wasn’t even sure, two months maybe; she’d never been good at keeping track of herself.




  “Pearl,” she called up the stairs, more firmly this time. “I want you to cooperate with Daddy. I’m going to be late. Pearlie, did you hear me?”




  “No,” shouted Pearl.




  “Five minutes,” said Mirella.




  Her forehead felt hot. It was always impossible, she thought, gripping the newel post at the bottom of the stairs and forgetting once more what else she should be doing, this business of leaving in the mornings. Somehow it was always accomplished, but every morning she found herself wondering all over again how she would do it. What if they didn’t find a nanny this week? Next week? She could take off Thursday. Howard would have to do the rest. There was a chance her mother could come up for a day. She’d call another agency from the office; where was that list? She should be more organized. And as she was thinking about being more organized—and also recalling that she needed to schedule a meeting with the accountant, call for an appointment with Dr. Kaitz, and buy a new shower curtain at Filene’s—she suddenly remembered her mother’s single piece of advice on her wedding day in Wellfleet, delivered reluctantly although with a certain mournful gaiety. “Try not to ask for too much,” her mother had said, hat brim slanted against the sun, “and you won’t be disappointed.”




  A teaspoon fell to the floor in the dining room. Mirella continued to stand at the bottom of the stairs, listening to Howard’s low voice, then Pearl beginning to wail. In spite of recalling her mother’s advice, or perhaps because of it, she felt a surge of arrogance. This is my house, she thought. This is my family.




  And she thought about how the ocean of obligations always rising to engulf her were hers as well. She had created them, these obligations, required them into requiring her. Husband, house, children, job. Shower curtains, restraining orders, dishes in the sink. That was family life, this unreasonable intricacy, what she’d wanted ever since law school, when she sat inside the Kirkland Street Laundromat brooding over contract law, watching mothers push strollers past the window, envying their tired preoccupation, their stained diaper bags and unbrushed hair. Craving it all with a hunger that gradually lost the piquancy of desire and took on the suffocating absorption of lust. Mostly, she realized now, she had craved that heady, tyrannical power that comes with being wanted by children.




  It was a power she pretended to discredit, laughing occasionally with other mothers in the preschool parking lot about the endless, repetitive demands, the incessant asking and requiring. All a good mother needs to be, she’d said at the last Happy Faces’ workday, is an excellent waitress. The two women painting chairs with her had laughed, pleased by this breezy understating of their consequence, by the heartlessness of it, which gave them a brief free, lawless feeling, and emphasized how irreplaceable they were; almost instantly they went back to painting and talking about sleep problems and mysterious rashes.




  The phone began to ring, accompanied by a crash from the kitchen, then the jaunty sound of an aluminum can bouncing against the floor.




  “Oh God,” said Mirella, looking up and trying not to laugh. “The dog’s in the trash.” And suddenly she wished she could stay home, with the trash in the kitchen and the exploding laundry, for the simple gratification of setting things to rights. It seemed so comfortable, the idea of cleaning house on a gray morning, perhaps even baking something—she thought vaguely of muffins, a cup of tea, a fire in the fireplace. She imagined calling up the stairs to describe this scene to Howard, who would tell her not to wish for clichés, although of course most wishes were for exactly that. Instead she glanced down at her blue dress, noticing a greasy thumbprint near the hem.




  “I’ll get it,” said Howard, coming down the stairs.




  Abruptly the phone stopped ringing.




  “Don’t let Jacob play with his trucks too much today,” she told Howard, who had paused, once more halfway up the stairs.




  “So what do I do if I like her?” he said.




  “I’m sorry, what?”




  “I want MAMA.” On the upstairs landing, Pearl threw her hairbrush onto the floor with such force that Mirella could hear it ricochet into the bathroom and land in the toilet.




  “What if I like whoever’s coming this morning?”




  “Hire her,” called Mirella, hurrying away to hunt for her briefcase in the kitchen, heels tick-ticking against the old pine boards.
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  A SITE VISIT TO CANCEL; plans unfinished for the Gourley kitchen; his proposal for the TownCommon co-housing contract due next Friday. Across the back garden, inside the old carriage house he’d converted into a studio, curled rolls of trace paper, his preliminary TownCommon sketches, which, when he looked at them last night at least, were stronger than he’d expected, classical but distinctive, permanent-looking.




  Yet as soon as Mirella and Pearl had backed out of the driveway in the Cherokee, red taillights winking as they avoided the Pilkey boy on his purple skateboard, Howard found himself welcoming the almost illicit quiet of a morning alone with Jacob.




  And to be truthful, none of his commitments were as urgent as he’d implied to Mirella. To be absolutely truthful, the site visit had been canceled twice already, and the Gourleys owed him fifteen hundred dollars. A bigger firm would probably get the co-housing contract; in the end the development would either be scuttled by the zoning board or by the EPA, which would discover an endangered caterpillar on the property. Or the whole thing would be torpedoed by the governor’s second cousin, who didn’t want to lose his view of the harbor. This was New Aylesbury, after all, where the town had to approve the color of your house paint.




  Up and down the streets of New Aylesbury families were now heading off to work and school, gripping leather briefcases and bright nylon lunch bags, shouting to each other from hallways and brick front steps. Mahesh Gupta, across the road, led his two little girls in pigtails and red plaid kilts toward his white Volvo station wagon, waving to his wife as she headed for her white Acura. His black hair shone, matching the polish on his black shoes and his wife’s and daughters’ hair. From the living room window, Howard watched the Guptas slip into their cars, then back out of their driveway and drive off in tandem. In honor of the town’s upcoming anniversary celebration, several of the houses on Lost Pond Road, including the Guptas’, displayed American flags, which hung this morning like damp washcloths from their poles. This summer the town would be 350 years old.




  Crows squawked in the maple trees and from the tops of pines. Car doors slammed. Howard loaded the dishwasher. He put away the painted tray. He stuck a postcard that had fallen to the floor onto the refrigerator with a magnet advertising a local realty company.




  Then he and Jacob and Martha, the fat golden retriever, went out into the wet garden where, at Howard’s instruction, Jacob picked five yellow tulips near the old stone wall for his mother. Howard was annoyed with Mirella, and annoyed with himself for being annoyed, and so, as he often did at these moments, he thought of an affectionate gesture to make toward her, though an indirect one, a gesture that would leave him feeling both generous and unextended. Jacob could pick flowers for Mirella.




  For a moment, standing outside in the wan, dripping morning, Jacob holding tulips, the dog snuffling a clump of grape hyacinths, Howard relaxed. Drops of moisture beaded along the branches of the apple tree; as he peered closely he saw that each one contained a minute, convex reversal of the whole garden. There was nothing wrong with this day. He was who he looked like: a man at home with his boy. They would spend the day together, he and his son, building something, a footstool, maybe. They would build it, sand it, paint it, and there it would be—a footstool, their day, not lost but achieved, real and solid, something to prop your feet on. Tomorrow he would get up early to work on those sketches, do some research into colonial fireplaces; the splayed jambs were different in colonials before 1750, as he recalled. The group wanted the houses to feel historical, to blend harmoniously with the rest of the town. They also wanted “green” materials wherever possible, engineered lumber for the four-by-fours, recycled sheathing. Like most clients, they wanted everything.




  Howard looked down to find Jacob shivering, his sneakers soaked in the wet grass, clutching the tulips. One tulip head was partly snapped off, hanging from the stem by a green thread. It occurred to Howard, gently lifting Jacob and taking the tulips himself, that he could have made a fuss about taking the day off. Insisted on working on his proposal, forced Mirella to cancel her court appearance, take care of Jacob, and interview the nanny. But the sketches were mostly finished. He could afford to let things go while she could not; also Jacob wasn’t much trouble, and it was ridiculous to pretend otherwise.




  Although lately he’d noticed that as the day wore on, small sacrifices like this one tended to shrink and harden in his mind until they jingled disconsolately, like loose change.




  Howard and Jacob returned to the kitchen to place the yellow tulips in a glass vase, which Howard found in a lower cabinet Mirella reserved for vases. That she had so many vases, eight at least, irritated him all over again; he chose one hastily, without considering whether it was the right shape or size. But once in their vase the tulips had the mollifying effect of making the cluttered kitchen look neater. He floated the detached tulip head in a green china bowl of water.




  After Howard had written a note to go with the tulips that said, “To M. from a secret admirer,” he and Jacob settled down on the living room carpet, surrounded by its twisting blue-and-gold Chinese dragons. The idea of a footstool began to seem too involved—Jacob would mix up the nails in their boxes, and what if he cut himself. As he had several times in the last weeks, Howard considered patching the screen on the kitchen door. The back steps needed repainting. A water stain had recently appeared on the dining room ceiling from the leaky sink in the upstairs bathroom. Maybe he would rest on the carpet for a few minutes, and then they would try the footstool.




  He lay flat on the carpet and closed his eyes to allow himself one of his secret pleasures: picturing the house as it had looked four years ago on the fall afternoon when he and Mirella first saw it, reliving his curious shock of recognition, as if he had found not the house he’d always wanted, but the house he’d always missed. Holes in the slate roof, a bird’s nest above a pilaster by the oak front door. Ivy had pulled apart bricks on both chimneys. Shadowed by two enormous Norway maples, through which sunlight filtered down in shafts, and surrounded by whaleback rhododendrons, the house had looked almost sunken, as mysterious and perpetual as a shipwreck.




  “It’s perfect,” he’d told Mirella, in a businesslike voice.




  And, in its way, it was perfect. A 1754 white colonial with dark red shutters the color of hemoglobin, spare yet consequential, built by a wealthy housewright for himself, still possessing its original floorboards and a few original windowpanes. Howard had followed the realtor’s blue Swedish boiled-wool jacket into the house, listening to the uneven floorboards creak, running his hand along the slightly bulging walls, imagining a table in candlelight, copper pots by a fire, boot steps on the stairs. Save for an ell that was now the kitchen, the house’s exterior was essentially unaltered from the day the housewright drove his last iron nail into the roof.




  Mirella, however, found the house incomprehensible. Or rather, she found Howard’s interest in it incomprehensible. Carrying Pearl, she trailed gamely after him and the realtor, trying to appreciate all those rusty iron latches instead of doorknobs and the eighteenth-century hand-stenciling still visible on the wainscoting in the dining room. But she stepped back through the front door with an air of reprieve. “This place is falling apart,” she noted sensibly on the walkway as the realtor was locking up.




  Howard recalled that moment with absolute clarity: the three greenish panes of bull’s-eye glass gleaming above the front door; the thick, elephant hide of the old painted clapboards; the crushed soda can on the crumbling circular brick steps. A kind of rapture had flared within him, bringing with it a profound sense of well-being that was almost like exhaustion.




  “Howard,” Mirella had said, turning to smile at him over Pearl’s head. “What happened to our idea of building something new?”




  Of course, whenever Howard saw the house through Mirella eyes, he had to disapprove of it, too: because the house, although to his eyes beautiful and meaningful in its age and resilience and in the purity of its simple lines, continued to be a wreck, despite his attempts so far to repair it. The foundation had shifted; half of the windows could not be completely closed. All the ceilings needed replastering, the septic system was out of code, both chimneys smoked. And yet for years he’d dreamed of living on the coast, in the oldest colonial house in the oldest town he could find. He loved colonial houses; he loved them because they were symmetrical and unpretentious and because they seemed designed not only to withstand the elements, but to improve with assault. They had a plain, stringent elegance that he instinctively clung to, for reasons he still did not altogether understand beyond the reflexive ones. His father had loved split-levels; his brother’s house in Greenwich was a squat, rococo mix of Frank Lloyd Wright and an Italian villa, with Carrara marble tiles in the foyer, a loggia, and skylights in the bathrooms.




  We could have a garden, Howard murmured to Mirella that October afternoon. They were driving back to Boston past glowing maples, which seemed, in their golds and reds, to capture his excitement. He kissed her shoulder twice as she drove and fed her salted nuts, placing each one between her lips. Good schools, sea air. What about my commute? she said warily, shaking her head at another nut. At home he unfolded maps, discovering a Byzantine route criss-crossing Route 128 and involving a drawbridge that would shave ten minutes off the drive if Mirella left before seven in the morning. Eventually she gave in, partly because Howard was so insistent, partly because she was susceptible to arguments involving education or health, and partly, Howard realized, because she never quite trusted her own domestic instincts, deferring to him when it came to matters of taste or style or what she sometimes referred to as “the Living Arts.”




  Howard spent their first summer in the house working just on the kitchen, a dark, coffin-shaped room littered with mouse droppings and old mop strings. The kitchen was dominated by an enormous Glenwood stove with a single working burner. Howard had saved the stove, but ripped out the dropped ceiling and the fake brick linoleum from an unfortunate fifties renovation. He refinished the pine floor, installed granite countertops and a butcher-block work island, and punched out a bay window to overlook the back garden. He’d done most of the work while Mirella was pregnant with Jacob and while he himself was supposed to be getting Goldman Associates Architects Inc. off the ground, which proved unexpectedly difficult. Or so he had informed Mirella.




  Actually, Howard always expected things to be difficult and was rarely surprised by mishaps or obstacles, in a perverse way even relished them, while Mirella had a willful optimism about her own undertakings that left her honestly bewildered when anything went wrong.




  He printed up business cards with his logo: Goldman Associates Architects Inc. in an avant-garde font with a Gothic castle riding on a cloud in the card’s right-hand corner. He listed himself in the chamber of commerce directory. But for months no one called except insurance companies and a woman who wanted to know if he could design small-scale structures, like birdhouses. So he spackled holes, regrouted tile, reset the oak bannister, and repaired broken stair spindles, afraid to admit how peaceful he was, suspending this time in a reverie of detail.




  What beautiful taste you have, people often said to Mirella when they visited the house. It’s not me, it’s Howard. Howard’s the one with the nesting instinct.




  Yet it was during this initial remodeling, this enchanted period of reclaiming the house, that Howard, who did not consider himself an untrustworthy person, or callous, or even impulsive, had had an affair. It was the strangest thing he’d ever done—he had an affair with an intern at Quigley & Morrow, a firm in Salem where he worked part time for the design team while waiting for his own clients. A perky-voiced intern named Nadine, whom he’d found only mildly attractive. Why had he done such a thing? He’d asked himself this question again and again and had never found a decent answer. Except that sleeping with Nadine had seemed, at the time, somehow inevitable, and even less complicated than not sleeping with her.




  The affair began a few months before Jacob was born. Mirella had just gone into private practice with Ruth, and she was in the middle of her first big trial, representing an ex-stepmother suing for visitation rights. The ex-stepmother claimed she’d spent as much time raising the child as either of the biological parents. Local papers were covering the case; even a national newsmagazine ran a story. SHE’S MINE, TOO, read the headline. Mirella gave interviews; she helped the ex-stepmother give interviews. Howard, Pearl, and the nanny—it was Tina then—ate dinner without her most nights. When she got home, Mirella sometimes fell asleep before she’d finished taking off her clothes.




  “This won’t last forever,” she kept telling Howard.




  One morning when Pearl and Tina were out on a walk, Howard had a beer around eleven, then called up Nadine, who often answered the telephones at Quigley & Morrow, and asked her to lunch. A business lunch, he told himself. Both were new in the office, their jobs equally tenuous. They had been working together sketching floor plans for an old icehouse that was being turned into condominiums. Nadine had a pointed little face and a brisk, dismissive way of sticking the end of her tongue between her teeth and smiling at him that he gradually recognized was meant to be provocative. Howerd, she called him. At lunch that day, Nadine confided to Howard her impatience with Quigley & Morrow. She complained about the new architectural software Quigley & Morrow had acquired—a barbarism, they agreed, a design-by-numbers kit. She said the firm had lost touch with “the art of architecture,” and that she wasn’t getting enough hands-on experience. I could give you some hands-on experience, Howard said, meaning (he did mean) that they could go over drafting techniques. They were sitting on a granite seawall splattered with gull droppings, eating turkey sandwiches and drinking cans of lemonade. I’ll bet you could, she said, blond hair radiant with watery sun, looking him full in the eyes.




  They went to her apartment that afternoon. Afterward he’d felt ashamed and almost frightened, appalled at the easy way he’d unharnessed himself from the rest of his life. And yet he also felt revived by his encounter with Nadine, by the pure energy of it, which he tried to persuade himself was more or less connected to the physical labor he was doing that summer, like the sight of raw wood and the feel of wallpaper glue, and the slick heat of those wide, shimmering, truant days.




  But now, lying on the living room carpet, he asked himself again: Had he been angry at Mirella? Bored, restless? He’d certainly missed Mirella and minded her absence, but he understood her absorption at that time in her career. It was a happy summer for him, perhaps the happiest of his life. He used to love waking up each morning and lifting Pearl out of her crib, still drowsy and pink, tucking her into her stroller so that they could take the dog for a walk by the harbor. He’d begun designing his studio by then, something he’d always dreamed of doing. If anyone had asked him, he would have said he was a contented man. He would have said he wasn’t the affair type.




  And it was hardly an affair; they’d slept together only a few times—once slipping into the house like cat burglars while the nanny was at the beach with Pearl to wedge themselves together on the steel-colored velvet sofa in the living room. He had, he recalled, thought to spread a towel on the sofa.




  This small fact caused him slight vertigo as he lay on the carpet: a towel. And not one of their good towels either, but an old frayed green one they used to dry the dog’s paws on rainy days.




  Nadine. Nadine Fouch. Howard took a deep breath, remembering the brand of sugarless gum she chewed almost constantly, which made her mouth taste like red grapes. Nadine had been twenty-six, small and wiry. Her passion was bicycling; she had once cycled through France. He remembered running his hands up and down her athletic biceps and well-muscled legs, admiring the tanned vitality of her skin. “Just do it,” she’d grunted one afternoon, churning on the daisy-patterned sheets in her basement sublet.




  But that particular afternoon, the last afternoon they spent alone together, he had ended up sitting on the edge of Nadine’s hard futon bed, cradling his forehead in his fingertips, a blade of sunlight slicing across his bare feet. Everything had been fine. He remembered pulling off his clothes, the thick excitement of reaching for her—and then, in the middle of it all, he’d been repelled to the point of anguish by his own hoarse breathing and by the sight of Nadine’s lower lip jutting open in a way that moments before had aroused him, yet now looked sad and practiced. And at that same instant as he was staring into the pink recess of Nadine’s jutting lip, at that very second, he saw Mirella, sitting at her desk in her office, ankles crossed, wearing her cream-colored silk maternity blouse and blue jumper, frowning as she gazed into her computer.




  Later Nadine had sighed understandingly and in a detached voice that sounded somehow deferred said that it was okay, really it was okay, and that yes, she knew it wasn’t her.




  And then it was over. The entire affair might as well never have happened. In fact, Howard left Quigley & Morrow a few weeks later when he landed his first contract, designing a summer house in Ipswich for a friend of Mirella’s mother. Then Jacob was born, and more contracts followed, although never enough, and Nadine faded away like a label on an old jar.




  Until two days ago. When, for the first time in nearly three years, from a pay phone in Vermont, Nadine had called him again. Just to say hello. Just to catch him up. Sometime she’d like to get together to talk—would that be okay?—just to talk. I’ve been in therapy, she said.




  It was hardly an affair, Howard repeated to himself. It had happened the way an accident happens. Later you stayed awake wondering why it had to be you on that street at that moment, and not someone else, what had possessed you to linger over your coffee that morning, or drink it too fast, or forget your briefcase and rush back for it, why today you took a different turn than the one you usually took.




  He opened his eyes and abruptly sat up. The dog was gnawing on a rawhide bone near the coffee table, twisting her big golden head sideways, exposing shiny black gums. Jacob had arranged his wooden trucks in a precise line down the carpet. Now he was lying on his stomach, his face pressed close to his line of trucks, humming a little tune composed mostly of tiny gasps, followed by a long sigh. He would lie that way for hours if Howard let him.




  “What are you singing?” he asked. Jacob glanced at him, then got to his knees and began crawling away. “Want to stack some blocks?”




  Jacob glanced back at him again, either considering this offer or, more likely, registering that he had heard it so that Howard would not ask again. There was a privacy about Jacob that made Mirella frantic, but which Howard found compatible. It was so easy to be with him. Jacob had a kind of innate self-possession (entirely missing in Pearl) that complemented his failure so far to speak comprehensibly, though he would be three at the end of July. His silence was worrisome, and Howard, like Mirella, was worried about him. But it was also restful. Jacob did not whine; he seldom cried, only now and then falling into fits of shrill wailing. His obsessions were unwavering—trucks and trains, the Indian headdress, his fireplace nests—but solitary and easily satisfied. Howard’s nickname for Jacob was “Adam Ant.” Mirella called him “Mystery Date.”




  He was small for his age, thin and fine-boned with dusty-looking skin and straight black hair. He reminded Howard of sepia photographs of dark-eyed immigrant children arriving at Ellis Island, their expressions both infantile and unchildlike. Occasionally Howard wondered if his father had looked something like Jacob the day he filed off the boat, one of those immigrant children himself, small, bony, inscrutable in heavy clothing, a pigeon-toed orphan from Minsk.




  On Jacob’s forehead, just above his right eyebrow was a birthmark, a raised dime-sized red hematoma that Mirella fretted about and wanted to have surgically removed. It made Jacob look like someone had burned him with a cigarette, she claimed, and in fact people did ask what the mark was, although never, to Howard’s mind, suspiciously.




  Jacob had been Howard’s favorite figure in the Bible, canny and quick, so determined.




  A breeze blew in through the living room windows, carrying the fragrance of new grass, low tide and coming rain. Jacob crawled away into the dining room. Howard lay back on the carpet, hands behind his head, his heartbeat slowed to normal, soothed by the grayness of the day and the luxury of not having to go anywhere. Idly, he thought of the sketches lying rolled on the drafting table in his studio; when Jacob took a nap, he might steal out there for an hour. As he was imagining the logistics of this scenario—how he would take the baby monitor with him, make sure both doors in the house were locked—the phone in the kitchen began to ring. After three rings, the machine picked up and he listened to his own disembodied voice announce that neither he nor Mirella were available and to please leave a message.




  He held his breath. A woman’s voice began speaking: “Hello. This is Alice, Eliot’s mother. I’m calling because we need someone to handle publicity for the Happy Faces’ summer bazaar—”




  In the kitchen, the dishwasher chugged into a rinse cycle. Minsk, Minsk, it said.




  Howard got up and crossed the hall to find Jacob sitting cross-legged inside the fireplace. He was holding Mirella’s sunglasses backward, gazing down into them with penetration. Mirella would be discovering that she’d forgotten her sunglasses right around now, talking to Ruth on her cell phone, one hand digging in her briefcase, speeding down the highway toward her office on Boylston Street and her desk piled with papers and legal binders. Howard pictured the green light pulsing on her telephone console; within the taupe-colored cavern of her computer, e-mail messages hung in electronic darkness, invisibly multiplying.




  “You found Mommy’s sunglasses,” he said.




  Jacob dropped the sunglasses. An eggish smell wafted into the air.




  “Time for a change, buddy.”




  Without protest, Jacob allowed himself to be lifted out of the fireplace and carried up the stairs to his room, his chin resting on Howard’s shoulder. Howard was thinking of the staircase he wanted to design for at least one of the TownCommon houses, with step-end decorations and a newel post that curled into the suggestion of a snail shell.




  He laid Jacob on the changing table, then began fumbling with an unopened package of diapers while Jacob lay quietly, gazing at a mobile of paper dolphins that floated overhead. He seemed to be waiting for something. Howard was not sure what gave him this impression, but he noticed a tense, listening quality to Jacob’s face this morning, an attention that fixed on the rotating dolphins only because they were available. He extracted a diaper and laid it on the changing table, then pulled open the adhesive tabs of the diaper Jacob was wearing. Careful not to make a face, because Mirella had told him that parental expressions of disgust might make Jacob ashamed of his bodily functions, and further complicate toilet training, but mostly because he felt Jacob deserved his composure, Howard reached for the container of diaper wipes.




  “There,” he said, after a minute. “All nice and clean.”




  Jacob continued to stare at the dolphins as if Howard’s ministrations did not have anything to do with him.




  Howard stuffed the dirty diaper into the diaper pail, thinking that if he got this TownCommon project half his neighbors would never speak to him again. The contract was to design twenty small colonial homes around an oval green—a tiny village of sorts, complete with a playground and one-story meetinghouse. Which sounded unobjectionable, until you added that it was planned for fifteen acres of old dairy farm pastures overlooking the harbor, untended and ignored for decades, the last parcel of open land left in town.




  Fortunately, he thought, dusting Jacob’s bottom with talcum powder, he and Mirella didn’t see much of their neighbors. They waved hello to the thin and overcommitted Pilkeys next door—he real estate, she banking. (“Darn Nice Republicans,” Howard called them, or DNR, although they actually were very nice, twice inviting Howard and Mirella over for poolside drinks and oysters wrapped in bacon, then apologizing to Howard, asking if he’d like cheese and crackers instead.) He and Mirella talked perennials and sciatica to the retired Applewhites on the other side, who migrated to Florida in November and didn’t return until May. Sometimes they chatted with Mahesh and Vasanti Gupta across the street, both in high tech, from whom Howard once borrowed an aluminum extension ladder and, one morning in wintertime, a stick of butter.




  Every time he saw the Guptas, he thought of that morning. Over a foot of snow had fallen overnight and Mirella, excited by confinement, wanted to make pancakes. Outside, the hushed street was a series of white hills. Schools were canceled; roads were still being cleared. He’d surprised the Guptas in their kitchen, coming around to rap on their back door when there was no answer at the front. They were sitting at the table dipping hard-looking biscuits into cups of tea, Mahesh in shirtsleeves; Vasanti was wearing a sort of plush plum-colored robe. The faces they turned to Howard had for an instant retained the pleasure of being alone, quietly marooned together. “Sorry to bother you,” he began saying, even before Mahesh sprang up to open the door.




  On the changing table, Jacob had begun murmuring in an agitated way, rolling his head from side to side, his headdress knocked askew. Howard bent closer to hear. But it was only something that sounded like “gug gug gug.”




  He finished fastening the diaper, then resnapped Jacob’s overalls. From downstairs came a thunk and then the crepitating sound of disturbed cellophane: the dog was rooting again in the trash.




  And at that moment, Jacob suddenly reached up and put his arms around Howard’s neck. For a long instant they hung together in a clumsy embrace, Howard angled over the changing table, Jacob reaching up. Outside a car passed by. Howard heard himself make a low, careful, encouraging noise, deep within his chest. Then Jacob let go.




  He lay on the changing table, watching gravely.
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