







A smart, funny, and surprising novel that shows
what can happen when a woman who wants
it all—a perfect marriage, child, and career—
finds a nanny good enough to make her perfect
dreams come apart at the seams.

ZORA ANDERSON IS THIRTY YEARS OLD, African-American, college educated, and looking for a job. As fate would have it, Kate and Brad Carter—a White married couple with a new baby—are looking for a nanny. Zora seems perfect. She’s an enthusiastic caretaker, a competent housekeeper, and a great cook. And she wants the job despite the fact that her own well-to-do family members would be mortified at the idea of Zora working as a domestic.

Once Zora starts working, the Carter household becomes the picture of domestic bliss, but it turns out everyone is hiding something: Brad is hiding his desire to change careers from his wife; Kate is hiding her professional ambitions from her husband; and Zora is hiding not only her job from her family, but maybe her motivations for staying on the job from herself.

In this tightly wrought drama, the major players believe that as enlightened and progressive people, navigating the tricky waters of sexual tension, race relations, and modern child rearing will be a breeze—that is, until the nanny truly becomes a substitute in ways they never could have imagined.
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To my mom,
who always encouraged me to tell stories

 

For the hand that rocks the cradle
Is the hand that rules the world.

—WILLIAM ROSS WALLACE



CHAPTER 1
Zora


Summer 1999

ON paper Zora Anderson was a statistic. A cliché, really. Single. Age thirty. African-American. College dropout. Failure. But in real life, Zora Anderson had a lot to offer. “I am a good person,” she would often remind herself. It was a mantra she used to lift her spirits when she contemplated all of the things she’d meant to do with her life and thus far hadn’t gotten around to. It was what she remembered as she walked down a quiet tree-lined street on a warm, sunny day in Park Slope, Brooklyn, and tried to prepare herself for what she was about to do. “I am a good person. I am a good person. I am a good person.” The phrase repeated and replayed like a network news ticker across her brain, giving her the courage to go through with her plan. If her parents knew what she was about to do, they would completely disown her, probably change the locks on the doors and spit on all of her photographs. But they wouldn’t know, she reminded herself, because she would never tell them. By the time they stopped being angry, she’d have moved on, and this thing, this job, would be over.

Zora had to believe that.

She knew the only reason she was applying for the position was because of Sondra. She promised Sondra that she’d sublet her apartment for a year while Sondra went off to begin her undergraduate education at Smith College in Northampton, Massachusetts. Sondra had been dreaming about going to Smith ever since she found out that the prestigious women’s college had a special program for old ladies—basically, anyone over age eighteen. At twenty-eight, Sondra fit the bill and had applied right away. But moving to Massachusetts didn’t mean she was willing to give up her tiny studio apartment in Fort Greene, because it was rent-controlled, and the landlord lived in Florida. In New York, that combination of coincidence was the equivalent of winning the lottery and then finding out you didn’t have to pay taxes on your loot.

Zora had promised Sondra back in the spring, when Sondra had gotten her acceptance letter from Smith, that she’d take the apartment. Back then she’d just been killing time at her parents’ house in Ann Arbor, waiting for something to happen in her life. Sondra’s offer was the perfect something: her own place, a big city, and all of the endless opportunities New York City offered a girl still trying to figure out what to do with her life. Or at the very least find a decent job. Even her parents thought it was a good idea for her to go. The problem was, Zora had been in New York for six weeks now, her cash reserves were disappearing fast, and she still hadn’t found a job. She owed Sondra, though, both money and immeasurable thanks. She’d practically saved Zora’s life back when they’d first met, so Zora wasn’t going to let her down now. She was going to convince Kate Carter to hire her, and then she could hand Sondra her first month’s rent just in time for her to chase her Ivy League dreams at the end of August.

Zora pulled the crumpled newspaper ad out of her skirt pocket and looked at it again.

It read: Substitute Me. Looking for a nanny who will take care of my six-month-old baby as if he were her own. Five full days a week. No cooking or cleaning required. Must love children and be prepared to show it. References required.

In the margins Zora had scribbled the address Kate had given her on the phone. Maybe she should call her Ms. Carter, Zora worried. The woman had seemed so formal, even though she didn’t sound that old. But you never knew. The women here in New York seemed to have children later and later. Sometimes Zora couldn’t tell if it was the mother or the grandmother pushing the stroller down the street. For all she knew, Kate Carter could be well into her forties, Zora thought as she started down Second Street. She was careful not to walk too fast, so she wouldn’t work up a sweat in the sticky summer heat. Even though she didn’t know her way around this area, it was easy enough to navigate. The layout was pretty basic: The streets ran north-south and the avenues east-west. Sondra claimed Park Slope had turned into a storybook neighborhood practically overnight, a place where the yuppies from Manhattan migrated when they were ready to start a family. The Carters’ house was supposed to be on Second Street between Fifth and Sixth avenues, so Zora quickly calculated she had three more blocks to walk while simultaneously trying to retard the perspiration process. That meant she had three more blocks to get her head straight for the interview.

Zora barely registered her surroundings—the imposing brownstone town houses with their perfect miniature gardens, cozy stone churches on almost every other corner, and tiny bodegas nestled between some of the houses—as she repeated her mantra, “I am a good person. I am a good person.” She didn’t know why she was so nervous. Probably because this Carter woman had sounded so intimidating. She had already grilled Zora over the phone, shooting off questions so quickly, Zora hardly had time to catch her breath between answers. By the time the interrogation was over, her heart was beating furiously and her hands were cold and clammy. She hadn’t felt that much performance anxiety since final-exam week in college. Thank God for Paris, she thought. When she mentioned to Kate that she’d been an au pair in France, she could hear relief and what sounded like approval in the woman’s voice. Kate had asked for the phone numbers of the families she’d worked for in France, and for a moment Zora had panicked. She couldn’t remember the numbers, and she didn’t want this woman to think she’d been lying about her experience working abroad. Even though Zora had spent four years in Paris, more and more of her memories were disappearing, along with her perfect French accent.

“Don’t worry about it,” Kate Carter had assured her. “You can bring the phone numbers with you to the interview.” So Zora spent ten of her last hundred dollars on a phone card so she could call Valerie in Paris and beg her to track down the phone numbers of the Larouxs and the Bertrands, the two families she’d worked for. Of course Valerie yelled at her for not calling more often, but she promised to help. Luckily, she’d called back the night before with the numbers and updates about the children Zora used to care for. “Hey, Zora,” Valerie had said before hanging up, “if you’re just going to be babysitting again, why don’t you come back to Paris to do it? Remember, everything—” Before she could finish, Zora interrupted. “I know. Everything sounds better in French. But I just needed to come home,” she said. Valerie snorted in response. Valerie had been in France for eight years and refused to come back to the United States until she was finished writing the definitive novel about the Black experience in Paris. She also needed to convince Ahmed, the Moroccan bartender, to fall madly in love with her before her mission would be complete. Zora didn’t think either of those things was going to happen anytime soon, but she wished Valerie good luck all the same before she hung up.

And it was true, Zora thought. Being an au pair in Europe had far more cachet than being a nanny in Brooklyn. Even her parents could get behind the idea of their daughter being an au pair in the cultural capital of the world, but they would both hang their heads in shame if they knew Zora was interviewing for a job that her ancestors had sacrificed their lives not to do. In Paris, it was a different game. She was learning a new language, visiting art museums, and traveling all over Europe. She had responsibilities taking care of two young children, so she’d been forced to learn how to be both efficient and resourceful in all things related to child rearing. She could whip up a dozen crepes in ten minutes flat, and she learned how to drive a stick shift in twenty-four hours so she could take the kids on field trips outside the city. Back then she had still been able to claim the title of “college student” on a journey toward finding herself. Back then she was testing her independence, exploring a new culture, and learning about life. Now, at age thirty, applying for the same job, she was an embarrassment and a disappointment to her family.

The numbers on the left side of the street were odd, so Zora crossed over to the right. She walked slowly down the block, tracking the addresses on the houses. The Carters’ address was 246 Second Street. Kate had said the house was in the middle of the block, but it actually sat two houses from the corner of Fifth Avenue. Sondra had explained that Fifth Avenue technically marked the border between Park Slope and no-man’s-land and that it could get kind of sketchy at night. Maybe Mrs. Carter didn’t want to admit that her house teetered on the edge of respectability, Zora thought. But it didn’t really matter, as far as Zora was concerned. People could invent their lives any way they wanted.

Standing in front of the Carters’ house, Zora tried to discern what type of people lived inside. Like most of the other houses on the block, their brownstone stood four stories high with a shiny black shingled roof. There was a separate entrance for the garden apartment on the lower level, and a tall flight of brown concrete stairs led to the front door, which, to Zora’s delight, was painted red. The front garden was smaller than her parents’ front porch back home in Michigan, but it was ablaze with colorful blossoms in tidy rows, a splendid pink rosebush taking center stage.

As Zora pushed open the iron gate, she noticed someone watching her from the garden apartment. As soon as she raised her hand to wave, the curtains abruptly shut and the face disappeared. Zora glanced down to see if there was something wrong with the way she was dressed for the interview. She had chosen a navy blue denim skirt that was neither long nor short, a kelly green polo shirt, and simple gold post earrings. She had deliberately chosen an outfit that would downplay her tiny waist and curvy lower half because everybody knew nannies should be asexual and nonthreatening. A single gold bangle bracelet graced her left wrist. The look she’d been going for was neutral and stable, qualities she thought a nanny should have. She hadn’t bothered to remove the tiny gold stud in her nose, despite its very nonneutral connotations, because most people didn’t notice it until at least the second or third time they met her. Also because it was such a pain to remove.

Zora climbed the twelve steps to the front door, recited her mantra one more time, and rang the bell. She waited only two seconds before the door sprang open and a tall, attractive White woman in khaki pants and a pale yellow button-down oxford stood before her.

“Hello,” she said. “You must be Zora.”



CHAPTER 2
Kate


WHEN Kate Carter opened the door, the first thing she noticed was hair. Lots of long black ropy dreadlocks that hung past slim shoulders. She saw a young Black woman who looked to be about twenty-two years old. Her smooth skin was chocolaty brown, and she smelled like sweet island spices Kate didn’t recognize. When she smiled, Kate noticed a gap between two brilliantly white front teeth.

“Hi,” Zora said. “Your garden is really beautiful.”

“Thank you,” Kate replied. “I can’t take any credit for it, though. Our tenant downstairs, Mrs. Rodriguez, is the one responsible. She’s lived in that apartment forever and has always taken care of the plants. When we bought the place, we didn’t think there was any good reason to tell her to stop.” Kate laughed to cover up the fact that she was talking too much. “Come in, come in,” she said, opening her door wider and willing herself to remain professional, to command authority. As she led Zora into the house, she remarked, “Zora—that’s an interesting name.”

“Yeah, my mother named me after the author.”

“Which author?” Kate asked, wrinkling her brow, trying to remember the name of an author with the name Zora. With a degree in English literature, she figured she ought to know.

“Zora Neale Hurston,” Zora said. “She wrote Their Eyes Were Watching God and a bunch of other books.”

“I’ve never heard of her,” Kate replied, her eyebrows knitted together in concentration.

“Yeah, a lot of people say that, so you can imagine living with the name.” Zora sighed.

Kate gave a noncommittal nod, making a mental note to look up this Zora Hurston when she got a chance.

After she asked Zora to remove her shoes, Kate ushered her into a room that served as both living and dining room, with a couch and a TV artfully arranged to make room for a handsome dining room table. “Have a seat,” Kate said, gesturing to the couch.

Zora sat down and crossed her legs in front of her and folded her hands in her lap. Kate noticed Zora’s fingernails were painted a pale coral.

“So. You’re the first person I’m interviewing,” Kate announced as she picked up a clipboard from the coffee table. She realized after she’d said it that she probably shouldn’t have. She didn’t want Zora to know that this in-home interviewing process was new to her. She glanced at her checklist of questions and the list of bullet points she had drafted the night before. She reminded herself that interviewing a nanny shouldn’t be any more problematic than interviewing a new account executive, which she’d done plenty of times. She knew it shouldn’t be hard, but finding someone to trust enough to leave your child in her care, in your own home? That was huge. It required an enormous amount of faith in the goodness of mankind. But other women did it every single day, so she knew she could, too. She really had no choice, because she certainly was not going to put Oliver in some germ-infested day-care facility when he was so young. A loving nanny was the best option for her son, and even if it was awkward and painful to find a substitute mommy, Kate knew she would figure out how to manage the situation.

After reviewing her talking points, Kate launched into her speech. “As I said on the phone, I’m going to be heading back to work next month, and I’m looking for someone to watch my son, Oliver, Monday through Friday. I leave the house at eight-fifteen, and my husband, Brad, usually gets home by six. Oliver is almost seven months old, and he’s a very good baby.” She smiled when she said that last part. But it was true. Oliver was so far proving to be an easy child. He rarely cried, and he could sit for long periods of time in his bouncy seat as long as Kate was nearby.

“Tell me a little bit about yourself,” Kate said. “Where are you from originally? I can’t quite place your accent.”

“Michigan,” Zora answered bluntly.

“Oh,” Kate said, blushing and feeling really White. She’d assumed Zora was from an island somewhere. Since she and Brad had moved to Brooklyn, all she’d seen and heard on the playgrounds and in the mommy groups were Black nannies with their singsongy Caribbean accents. It was just the way it was. And this Zora did look kind of exotic, with her dark skin and gold bangle bracelet. And that earring in her nose. Not to mention her Bob Marley hairstyle. But Kate couldn’t say those things out loud. So she swallowed her embarrassment and moved on to the next question. “So, did you bring your references, as I asked?” Kate said, sounding to herself a little bit too much like her own mother.

“Yes,” Zora replied, reaching into an oversize cloth purse to retrieve a carefully folded piece of notebook paper. “I wrote down the names and phone numbers of the families I worked for in France and the number of the Head Start center in Harlem where I volunteered.”

“Thank you,” Kate said, reaching for the paper. “But I thought you said on the phone you’d just moved to New York.”

“I did. Just about six weeks ago,” Zora explained. “But I lived here three years ago for about ten months as a City Year volunteer working for Head Start. I was such a tourist, though, and never ventured much past midtown.”

“Oh. What did you do for Head Start?” Kate asked.

“Basically, I was like the assistant teacher at a preschool for low-income children. I played games with the kids and read them stories. We planned field trips around the neighborhood. Stuff like that. Oh, and I got really good at making lunch out of government leftovers.” Zora laughed nervously at her own joke.

Kate didn’t. “So what did you do after Head Start?” she asked pointedly.

“Actually, I have a résumé, if you’d like to see it,” Zora offered.

It hadn’t occurred to Kate to ask for a résumé. She’d read dozens of articles on the Internet and even spent an afternoon interviewing all of her playground mommy friends about the best way to find and hire a good nanny. Not one person mentioned asking these women for a résumé. Instead, the best idea she’d heard was to create a very thorough questionnaire. “Don’t just have a friendly conversation,” everyone had warned. “You have to ask serious questions to see if they’re just in it for the money or if they take child care seriously.” Most important, at least two women had recommended background checks. It was easy enough to do these days, and a person could never be too careful.

Kate accepted Zora’s résumé and took a moment to look it over. She quickly scanned to the bottom, where she saw that Zora had only a high school diploma but three years of college at the University of Michigan. She had also earned a certificate from some culinary school in Detroit that Kate had never heard of. Before she could stop herself, she blurted out, “Wait, how old are you?”

“I’m thirty,” Zora answered.

“Oh my God, you look so young.” Kate laughed. “We’re almost the same age, but I thought you were twenty-five at most.”

“I get that a lot,” Zora said, nodding. “I suppose I’ll be really happy when I’m eighty and people tell me I look fifty, right?”

“To be so lucky,” Kate murmured.

Zora smiled.

“If you don’t mind me asking,” Kate said gently, “how come you didn’t finish college? According to your résumé, you only had one more year to go.”

“Yes, well, I left after my junior year to go to France on an exchange program. But then I got the au pair job, which turned into a four-year gig. And by then I felt it was too late to go back to school.”

Kate frowned at this explanation because she couldn’t imagine dropping out of school with only a year to go. She said so to Zora.

Zora tried to explain her rationale. “You see, at U of M I was double-majoring in anthropology and French,” she began. “The whole time I was abroad, all I was doing was learning French and studying people. I kind of felt like I finished my major in the school of life.”

Kate listened to Zora’s answer and realized that had she been hiring Zora for a real job, she would have been very skeptical. No college degree and jumping all over the map. Literally from Michigan to France, back to Michigan, and then to New York. But the rules were different now. Zora had been an au pair before, and she had worked with young children at Head Start. And the culinary school thing made Kate wonder if maybe Zora would be the type of nanny to bake chocolate chip cookies or frosted cupcakes while the baby slept. But that was so not the point. Kate scolded herself for getting off track.

“So are you fluent in French?” Kate wanted to know.

“Pretty much,” Zora answered.

“Oh, that’s fantastic,” Kate said, imagining how great it would be if Oliver could become bilingual. That would definitely be a bonus. Kate turned back to her list of questions and, with her pencil, checked items off as she asked Zora about her interest in children, activities she’d do with Oliver, why she wanted to be a nanny. When she came to the bottom of her list, she hesitated and then plowed on. “Umm, I have to ask you if you wouldn’t mind going to the local police station and get fingerprinted for a background check.”

Zora shook her head. “I don’t mind.”

“Whew, that’s good.” Kate laughed self-consciously. To change the subject, she added, “So you know, if we do end up choosing you, we won’t expect you to clean or cook or anything. I would just want you to take really good care of Oliver. He would be your one and only priority.”

“Okay,” Zora said agreeably. “That sounds fine.”

“Great,” Kate said, standing up and signaling that the interview was over. Then she quickly sat back down. “Whoops. Sorry. Do you have any questions for me?”

“Just one,” Zora said. “Can I see the baby?”

Kate smiled. This was a good sign. “Of course,” she said. “He’s sleeping right now, but come, I’ll show you.” She led Zora up the gleaming hardwood staircase to a bedroom on the second floor. The walls were painted a cool mint green. OLIVER was spelled out in white wooden block letters that hung over a sturdy maple crib. Zora peeked over the railing and inhaled Oliver’s baby smell and caressed his leg, which had escaped from under the blanket. A warm smile spread across her face as she mouthed the words, “He’s adorable.” Kate nodded and made a mental note about Zora’s obvious love of children that she would record on her list when she left.

For a first interview, things had gone quite well, Kate decided.



CHAPTER 3
Zora


ZORA and Sondra were supposed to be celebrating. Zora had gotten the job with the Carters, and Sondra had gotten the scholarship she’d applied for. Her hundred-thousand-dollar Smith education would be completely paid for, thanks to the generosity of some very wealthy southern widows who believed it was their duty to help educate the Negro masses.

“To the Negrotarians,” Sondra said, raising her glass of tap water to meet Zora’s.

“I can’t believe I got the job,” Zora repeated to her friend for the millionth time as she sipped from her glass.

“Why not?” Sondra asked, her light brown eyes narrowed in concern. “You’re more than qualified to be a nanny.”

“Yeah, but the interview was so formal,” Zora said. “Did I mention the woman had a clipboard and a questionnaire about two miles long?”

“Yes, you did,” Sondra said. “But that doesn’t matter. What matters is that you got the job and I got my tuition money, so we are two women to be reckoned with, okay? Ain’t no stopping us now.”

Sondra held her glass up again. She was so excited about going to college and studying psychology so she could, in her own words, “fix all the fucked-up people running around the world.” Her caramel-colored skin practically glowed with enthusiasm, and her eyes sparkled every time she mentioned Smith and leaving her old life behind.

Zora raised her glass to Sondra’s and said, “Cheers.” She wanted to be happy for her friend, but she didn’t feel like she had cause to celebrate. Even though she’d gotten the job, she’d still had to call her brother, Craig, for her first month’s rent because Kate Carter wasn’t going back to work until the first of September. That meant Zora wouldn’t get paid until September 15, and Sondra needed the rent money before she left for college in two days.

Zora had to explain all of this to Craig, which meant she had to admit she was working as a nanny, which meant she had to listen to her “perfect” older brother yell at her for an hour for wasting her life. She knew Craig would give her the money eventually, though, because Zora knew all about her brother’s secret life in the city, and she wasn’t above threatening to out him to their parents to get what she needed.

Sondra interrupted her thoughts. “Did you hear me?”

“No, I’m sorry, what did you say?” Zora asked, trying to appear cheerful for her friend.

“I said we’d better hurry up and order or that man is going to spit in our food,” Sondra said, pointing to a surly-looking waiter who was glaring at them from the other side of the tiny, dark restaurant.

“You are so gross,” Zora said, laughing as she picked up her menu.

Even though they were celebrating, both Zora and Sondra were living on limited funds, so hitting Little India on Sixth Street in Manhattan seemed like a good choice. For about $7.50 each, they could pig out on a four-course meal. And as long as they ignored the occasional critter scurrying across the floor, everything seemed quite pleasant at Delhi Delight. The sparkle of multicolored Christmas lights and random shiny baubles hanging from the ceilings and draped across every inch of available space in the restaurant helped set the mood. Zora ordered chicken vindaloo, Sondra the curried lamb.

“So when exactly do you start work?” Sondra asked while nibbling on a complimentary chickpea wafer.

“Next week. Monday,” Zora answered. “Mrs. Carter . . . Kate . . . Oh, I don’t know what to call her, maybe madam. Anyway, she goes back to work on September first, and she wants me there a week ahead of time to show me around and stuff.”

“You’re going to love Park Slope,” Sondra said as she poured more of the sweet chutney dipping sauce on her plate. “There are tons of shops and restaurants, Prospect Park is right there, and a new bookstore just opened, which is always packed with lazy mothers who let their kids run wild, but it’s still a great escape when the weather’s bad. You’ll have fun,” Sondra declared, as if she had the power to make it so. “By the way, try this sauce. It is so good.”

“I hope you’re right.” Zora sighed, dunking her wafer in Sondra’s sauce.

“What’s the matter, Z?” Sondra asked, turning her attention away from the food.

“Nothing,” Zora answered, forcing a halfhearted smile.

“Yeah, my Aunt Fanny, nothing.” Sondra replied, crossing her arms over her chest.

Zora pleaded her case. “It’s just that my brother made me feel so stupid and pathetic for taking a nanny job in the first place. He made it sound like I was taking the race backward three hundred years for working as a domestic for White people.”

Sondra rolled her eyes. “Didn’t you tell him it was only temporary?”

“Yeah, but he was like, ‘Everything you do is only temporary, Z.’”

“Well, bump him,” Sondra shot back with a dismissive wave of her hand. “He’s not living your life. You are. And you did what you did to survive. It’s a job. You’re getting paid a decent salary. And you’ll be able to support yourself. Why’s he got a problem with that? It’s not like you’re going to be a nanny forever.”

“I know,” Zora moaned. “But he doesn’t get that. He’s just like my parents and expects me to go back to college, get my degree, and start my real life already. Like the last ten years have just been one big dress rehearsal.”

The waiter brought the food over, and Zora and Sondra took a break from the conversation to eat.

The chicken was too hot and the lamb was kind of greasy, but they scarfed it down anyway. Zora had to refill her water glass three times before she was halfway through her plate of curry. She liked spicy food, but this was serious. Sondra laughed at the tears streaming down Zora’s face as she ate.

“We should go get ice cream after this,” Sondra suggested when they were almost finished with their meal.

“Definitely,” Zora said, imagining the cooling effect a scoop of passion-fruit sorbet would have on her burning tongue.

When they were done, the two friends each threw down a ten-dollar bill and sauntered out into the streets of the East Village. The weather was cooperating with balmy late-summer temperatures: It was still warm but with no humidity. Zora and Sondra wore colorful sundresses and rubber flip-flops in honor of Mother Nature’s kindness. Earlier in the day they’d given each other pedicures, so they had matching hot-pink toenails, too. Stomachs full and wallets empty, they decided to walk down toward Little Italy to find some free entertainment and cheap gelato.

As they walked through the crowded streets, Zora took in the wild scene around her. “I never knew all of this existed,” she said, marveling at the eclectic range of funky storefronts, restaurants, and boutiques. Cute little shops that sold vintage handbags were sandwiched between sex-toy emporiums and Italian coffee shops. Not to mention all the colorful young kids with their full-body tattoos, nipple rings, and slick leather ensembles posturing on the corners for maximum effect.

“When I lived up in Harlem, I never realized how much more the city had to offer,” Zora exclaimed, drinking in everything around her. “I seriously thought that below Times Square, there was nothing to see.”

“You were pretty green.” Sondra laughed, obviously remembering how she’d first met Zora, lost underground, trying to figure out how to get from the East Side to the West Side of Manhattan on the subway. “And now look at ya. Living in Brooklyn, got your own apartment—”

“And about to start working as a nanny,” Zora interrupted sullenly.

“Look, if it bothers you so much, don’t take the job,” Sondra said, pulling away from Zora in a huff.

“It’s not that it bothers me, I’m just worried about what people will think.”

“What people?” Sondra demanded, her voice getting shrill. “Your uptight parents and your sidity big brother? Get over it. This is your life.”

“I know,” Zora said without a lot of conviction. “But my brother just made me feel like I was wasting my life.”

“Oh, so was I wasting my life when I spent the last ten years working in a hotel, cleaning up after other people? No, I wasn’t. What I was doing was working hard so I could go to college,” Sondra said, punctuating each statement with a finger in the air and a minor tilt of the neck. The movement caused her long braids to swish behind her. “Am I twenty-eight years old? Yes. Is my life over? Hell, no! And yours isn’t, either.”

“But you had to work,” Zora blurted out. And then immediately wished she could take it back. The fact that she and Sondra came from two totally different economic worlds was one they chose to ignore in order to maintain their friendship. The rules were: Sondra got to be her savior and guide to life in the city, and Zora played her obedient disciple, despite being two years older. Those were the parameters of their relationship, and they worked just fine. Unless and until Zora’s cushy upbringing came into play.

“Well, you gotta work now, too, Miss Thing, seeing as how you have to pay my damn rent for a year!” Sondra huffed.

“Yeah, but I’m not working toward anything. I’m not trying to go back to college,” Zora answered, hoping Sondra would drop the hostility. She couldn’t handle it when Sondra copped an attitude, which, thankfully, wasn’t often.

“So, college isn’t for everybody,” Sondra said, softening. “What do you want to do?”

“I don’t know what I want to do. I just want to be happy,” Zora claimed.

“What makes you happy?” Sondra prodded.

“I don’t know,” Zora confessed weakly. The truth was, she loved cooking, she loved traveling, and she liked kids. She liked feeling useful, and she liked being in beautiful spaces. She loved music and dancing and the taste of a foreign language rolling off her tongue. She loved reading literary fiction with multicultural characters and watching spoken-word poetry performances in intimate theaters. All of these things made her happy, but none of them fell under any job description she’d ever seen. For a hot second when she was in college, she considered being a nurse, but the sour smell of sickness and death that clung to the walls of the hospital where she worked as a volunteer for one summer rapidly extinguished that idea.

Sondra stopped walking and turned to face Zora. “Girl, you just need to get a plan. Everybody’s gotta have a plan. Every day when I was cleaning up shit, I didn’t let it get to me because it was all part of my plan to get to this point.”

“I know, I know.” Zora sighed. “But somehow I just don’t think I’m all that good at planning.”

“Bullshit,” Sondra said. “You’ve just never had to do it. Your parents always had your life planned out for you, and when you stopped wanting to do what they said, you ran away. To France. To Harlem. Maybe you can stop running now.”

“Maybe it’s just not that easy for me,” Zora responded, trying hard not to whine. “Just because you knew exactly what you wanted from the day you were born doesn’t mean everyone else has that same clarity.”

Sondra shook her head. “Nobody said it was supposed to be easy, Suzy Q, but that doesn’t mean you don’t have to do it.”

The two women continued to walk and wrestle with their own thoughts.

Zora broke the silence. “You know, I’ve lived so far without a plan, and I’ve been okay. So maybe I can just keep going like this.” It wasn’t a question, exactly, but she wanted to hear what Sondra would say.

Sondra sucked her teeth before replying. “I’m not hearing that,” she declared. “You weren’t raised to live like this. You’re supposed to be one of those educated Cosby kids who make a difference.”

This time Zora stopped walking and forced Sondra to face her. “But what if I’m not?” she cried, feeling a wall of tears pressing against her eyelids. “What if I’m just not cut out to make that difference? What if the genetic code for wild-eyed ambition skipped me? I mean, my thirty-three-year-old brother is a corporate lawyer on the path to making partner before he’s forty. My mother is the principal of the most prestigious prep school in Ann Arbor, and my dad is a judge. Of course I’m supposed to be Somebody. But I don’t know who that somebody is supposed to be. And news flash: if I haven’t figured it out by now, it just might not be in the cards for me.” Zora shook her head and swiped at her tears with the back of her hand. She tried to laugh it off. “God, I’m so ridiculously dramatic. Ignore me.”

Sondra sucked her teeth again, but this time she wrapped Zora in a tight hug. “Girl, you’ll be okay. We all come to things at different times and in different ways. Probably the best thing you did was getting out from under Mommy and Daddy so you could figure this out for yourself. But you do have to figure it out. Our people fought too damn hard for your lazy ass to do nothing with your life.”

Zora pouted. “I’m not lazy.”

“I know you’re not lazy,” Sondra clarified. “I saw you chasing after those crazy kids in Harlem, and I got tired just watching you. But that’s not the lazy I’m talking about.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I mean your life has just been too damn easy. You’ve never had to work for anything, and now that you have to really figure this shit out, you don’t want to make the effort. I have half a mind to stay here in New York just to make sure you don’t sign up for some traveling-circus troupe in the Bahamas so you can avoid growing up.”

“I wouldn’t.” Zora laughed in spite of herself. “I hate the Bahamas. The food there is truly awful.”

Sondra shook her head. “Girl, you’d find some way to rationalize it if it meant postponing dealing with reality.”

“Okay. Okay. I deserved that,” Zora admitted.

Sondra sighed. “What you deserve is a life that you can be proud of. If you couldn’t do anything else except watch other people’s kids, then that would be one thing. But you’re smart and talented, and you’ve been given a whole lot of opportunities that most people would die for. So you kind of owe it to yourself and our people to give something back.”

“Thank you, Iyanla Vanzant,” Zora quipped, but she knew Sondra was serious. “I just don’t know what it is I’m supposed to give back. I don’t feel called to anything special. I don’t want to be a doctor or a lawyer or a marine biologist.”

“Damn, Zora,” Sondra cried. “Nobody said it had to be so grand.”

“But you just said I couldn’t be a nanny for life.”

Sondra shook her head. “There’s a lot of distance between a nanny and a marine biologist. And if you seriously want to be a nanny, then be one. But be a good one, and stop all this moaning and groaning about it.”

“Right,” Zora said sarcastically. “And who should my role model be? Mary Poppins or Aunt Jemima?”

“Whatever works for you, girl,” Sondra said. “Whatever works for you.”



CHAPTER 4
Kate


KATE walked to Prospect Park and tried not to cry. It didn’t help that today the sky had decided to be a mesmerizing shade of blue, sprinkled with fluffy cotton-candy clouds. Not to mention the leaves on all the trees were beginning to hint at their upcoming transformation from verdant green to brilliant red and vibrant gold. And the temperature was still hovering in the comfortable mid-seventies. Mother Nature was making this really hard. Kate never remembered Brooklyn being this supremely gorgeous. And now that she was noticing, it was almost all over. This would be the last Wednesday morning she’d take Oliver to the park. The last day to sit and talk with other mommies at the playground about the addictive nature of daytime television and the best way to get baby puke off living room upholstery. The last day to live off the clock and away from real-life responsibilities. Six months with a baby passed really fast.

Next week she’d be back at her desk at Jacobs & Zimbalist Communications, writing press releases, planning press tours, and stroking the egos of international drug dealers. That’s how Brad described her job. “Face it, Kate, you’re the gal who makes the drug dealers feel legitimate.” He was joking when he said that, sort of. But Kate didn’t mind his ribbing. She knew that what she did made a difference in the world. She worked for a multinational public relations agency that, yes, counted a major candy company and a rather famous manufacturer of breakfast cereals as their most important clients, but Kate was an account supervisor in the health-care practice. Her sole client was KasperKline, and right now promoting their new birth-control pill was her top priority. Getting the word out about an innovative low-estrogen-formula birth-control pill was meaningful work. Keeping up with the research and finding studies to fund and events to sponsor that would make her client look concerned and responsible required a lot of mental energy. The pill was on the verge of being approved for use in the European Union, too, so Kate knew she’d be racking up a lot of frequent-flier miles in the coming months.

Kate loved to travel. Granted, business trips weren’t the most romantic way to experience new places, but she always found time to get away and do her own thing. Of course, that was before Oliver. Now traveling would mean leaving her baby behind. Would Brad be able to handle Oliver by himself if she had to go to Amsterdam for the next world-population conference? How many ounces of milk would she have to pump to keep Oliver satisfied for a whole week? Kate shuddered at the thought of hooking herself up to that loud, bulky machine for hours. But she was willing to sacrifice for Oliver. Since the lactation specialist at the hospital, not to mention all of the La Leche League groupies at the park, claimed that a full year of breast-feeding would guarantee that Ollie would be healthier and smarter than a formula-fed baby, Kate would suffer through the pain and hassle of feeding and pumping through her son’s first birthday. But then, without a doubt, she was cutting him off.

“Mommy would do anything and everything for her sweetie-deetie, wouldn’t she?” Kate crooned to the baby in his stroller. Oliver still sat in his reverse-fitting baby seat so Kate could watch every expression that crossed his cherubic little face. “Oh, Mommy is going to miss you soooo much,” she said, stopping to plant kisses on his cheeks and hands and feet. Gathering herself, she forged ahead.

“But don’t you worry. Zora is going to come and take very good care of you,” she promised her son. “She is a very nice lady, and she is going to love you and take you for walks and play with you every single day. Yes, she is.”

As they approached the park, Kate wondered who might be there. On Wednesdays a lot of her mommy friends took their kids to music class. Oliver was just six months old, so she didn’t feel it necessary to pay hundreds of dollars so she could sit him on her lap and listen to a frustrated musician sing “Old MacDonald.” She and Brad could do that at home. Brad agreed with her. They laughed sometimes at how competitive these New York mommies were with their baby-gym and baby-music and baby-art classes. Kate knew some parents with kids as young as Oliver who were already touring preschools, trying to score a spot on a waiting list for a placement three years down the line.

“You’re perfect just the way you are, Oliver,” Kate announced. She was rewarded with a gummy smile from her son.

“Kate, over here.” Cindy DiNuptis called her over to the tot lot on the Prospect Park West side of the park. It was the playground favored by the under-three set. There were a couple of baby swings, a miniature jungle gym with a slide, and a sandbox Kate steered clear of because she’d heard the local stray cats used it as a litter box.

Cindy was Kate’s favorite playground mommy. She was funny and smart and, like Kate, didn’t try to turn mothering into a full-time profession. In fact, she was getting ready to head back to work, too. Cindy was a high school history teacher and had somehow convinced her school to grant her a one-year sabbatical on top of her maternity leave. Her daughter, Molly, was now almost one and a half, and her time off was just about over.

“Hey, Cindy,” Kate said as she took in Cindy’s kelly green track shorts, shapeless tie-dyed T-shirt, and designer flip-flops. Kate felt almost dressed up in her pleated khaki shorts and pale pink polo shirt. Cindy bypassed Kate and stooped down to get a look at Oliver. “Hi, kiddo,” Cindy said, peering into Kate’s stroller. “Does your mom find you the cutest clothes or what?”

Kate laughed. “I have to get it out of my system now. Pretty soon he’s going to protest when I want to put him in all these colorful outfits. And besides, after twelve months, boys’ clothes just get boring and ugly.”

“I know,” Cindy sympathized. “And the girls’ clothes are just too freakin’ cute. I justify the amount of money I spend on Molly’s wardrobe with the fact that I’m still wearing the same clothes I wore in high school.”

“Hey, at least you still fit into your high school clothes,” Kate pointed out.

Cindy winced. “Only reason I can,” she said, “is because I was this fat in the tenth grade, too. Sad but true.”

Kate knew Cindy struggled with her weight, and she had to bite her tongue to stop herself from dispensing weight-loss advice. It would probably come out sounding like criticism, especially since she probably weighed at least twenty pounds less than Cindy, and her muscles were all nicely toned thanks to her regimented workout routine. That’s what Brad kept telling her, at least whenever she tried offering him advice. “It’s not what you say, it’s how you say it,” he would tell her, bristling. So Kate kept her diet and exercise tips to herself. She didn’t want to accidentally offend her friend. Instead, she turned back to the kids. “I hear little girls start demanding control of their wardrobe pretty early, so you should take advantage, too, while you still can.”

Cindy chuckled. “I hear ya.”

Kate pulled Oliver out of his stroller, unrolled the waterproof picnic blanket, laid it down on top of the padded but dirty playground surface, and plopped Oliver on top. She laid a bunch of his toys out across the mat and sat down on the bench in front of him.

Cindy sat Molly down next to Oliver. Even though Molly could walk quite well, for the time being she seemed content to sit and play with Oliver’s toys.

“So are you going back to work next week?” Cindy asked Kate.

“Yeah, I go back Wednesday.” Kate sighed.

“Why Wednesday?” Cindy asked while grabbing an old cigarette butt out of her daughter’s hand before she could thrust it in her mouth.

“I figured it would be easier to go back for three days before jumping into a full week. And it works out well because my new nanny starts Monday, so I can be home with her for a few days and show her around.”

“You found someone?” Cindy asked with a mixture of envy and skepticism.

“Yeah,” Kate said. “Her name is Zora, and she seems really sweet. She was an au pair in France before this.” Kate chose to emphasize Zora’s European work history instead of her time spent in Harlem.

“How’d you find her?” Cindy probed. She still hadn’t figured out what to do about child care.

Kate was only too happy to detail her process. “I put an ad in the paper and on the community Listserv. I did preliminary interviews on the phone, and she passed that part. Then I had her come to the house. I just got a good feeling about her, because she asked to see Oliver, and you could just tell she likes kids. Really likes them. And all of her references checked out. The families she worked with in France—thank God they spoke English—couldn’t say enough good things about her. I feel lucky we got her.” Kate didn’t know if she was saying all this to convince herself or Cindy. The truth was, she’d picked Zora because she felt familiar. She didn’t feel as foreign and old as some of the other applicants, who had made Kate feel like a fraud with her clipboard and her questions. One woman even stomped out when Kate brought up the fingerprinting.

“Is she legal?” Cindy asked.

“Yes, Your Honor.” Kate laughed. “She’s an American. She’s from Michigan.”

Cindy paused in her questioning to wipe some dirt off Molly’s mouth and fish through her gigantic purple and green diaper bag for her daughter’s snack. She located the sandwich bag of freeze-dried peas and poured some in front of Molly, who started gobbling them up immediately. Without looking up, Cindy ventured, “Don’t you feel kind of scared leaving your child with a perfect stranger?”

Kate was ready with her answer. “You know, I did a complete background check, and the girl has never even gotten a parking ticket. But of course I’m freaking out about leaving Oliver. To be honest, I think I’d be just as scared if I were leaving him with Brad. I don’t think anyone will be good enough or care enough, but what choice do I have? I have to go back to work.”

Cindy didn’t say anything for a minute, so Kate got busy arranging Oliver’s snack. She put some rice puffs in front of her son, who reached for them delicately and placed them in his mouth one at a time. Kate felt like an innocent man on trial, waiting for the jury’s verdict. Would her friend declare her a bad mom? After all, Kate wasn’t in Cindy’s situation. They weren’t desperate for money. Brad probably earned more than twice as much as Cindy’s husband, who was also a public school teacher. Not to mention Kate and Brad did have other sources of income. They could evict Mrs. Rodriguez, get a new tenant in the downstairs apartment, and raise the rent to market rate. And Kate knew she could probably find a way to work from home, but she didn’t want to alter her life like that. She shouldn’t have to, either.

Cindy interrupted her thoughts. “Well, she sounds perfect.” She laughed. “Does she have a sister?”

Kate laughed, too, relieved that she hadn’t been forced to justify her choices. She liked Cindy and hoped their friendship would last once life went back to normal. “I don’t know if she has a sister, but I can certainly ask.”

“Please do,” Cindy implored. “I don’t know what I’m going to do.”

“I can give you the names of some of the other women I interviewed. Quite a few people answered my ad,” Kate said. “I interviewed this one older woman from Jamaica whose accent was so strong, I could only understand every other word out of her mouth, and most of those words were ‘Jesus’ and ‘The Holy Bible.’”

Cindy laughed. “Sure, pass me the list, but make sure you delete all the Holy Roller crazy types.”

“Right, I’ll do that,” Kate promised.

The conversation was interrupted by Molly’s squall. She required movement. Cindy and Kate scooped the kids up and carried them over to the swings. Oliver was just big enough to fit and loved the back-and-forth motion. Sometimes he fell asleep while Kate gently pushed him.

Once the kids were situated, Cindy turned to Kate. “So, did you hear about Marcos and Amelia?” she whispered dramatically, making sure no one was in earshot.

“Noooo,” Kate said, also whispering, although she didn’t know why. “What happened?”

“Let’s just say Marcos and the new preschool teacher at Smiling Faces Montessori have been engaging in some private tutoring.”

“You’re kidding,” Kate uttered, eyes widening in shock.

“No, I’m not,” Cindy declared. “Sherry Solomon, who works part-time at the school, told me herself. Apparently there’s going to be some big parent meeting next week to discuss if disciplinary action should be taken against the teacher.”

“What kind of disciplinary action?” Kate asked.

“I guess they’re going to decide if they should fire her home-wrecking ass,” Cindy pronounced.

Kate winced. “Cindy.”

“No, I’m sorry,” Cindy fumed. “How can you say you’re there to teach these young children when you’re messing around with one of the parents? What lesson is that? How to ruin your life in thirty seconds or less?”

“God, that is terrible. What’s Amelia going to do?” Kate asked. She knew Amelia only from the playground. Amelia had a four-month-old, as well as Xavier, who went to the Montessori school.

“I’m not sure, but I hope she dumps Marcos. He’s such a freeloading asshole,” Cindy raged on. She had a strong opinion about nearly every parent on the playground.

Kate felt the need to say something to balance the conversation a bit, since the parties in question weren’t there to defend themselves. “Marcos has always been really nice to me. He even came over once to help us fix our porch steps. He’s a great carpenter.”

“Yeah, when he feels like it.” Cindy snorted. “He’s perfectly happy to live off Amelia’s money.”

“She has money?” Kate asked, surprised by this revelation.

“Yeah, her grandfather invented the shoehorn or some other random widget, died a multimillionaire, and left each of his grandkids a nice chunk of change. That’s how come she lives in that big brownstone. She bought that house herself and picked up Marcos when she was living in Greece.”

“I never knew that,” Kate admitted. “I just always thought they were such a beautiful, glamorous couple. He seems to adore Amelia. And he’s always got the kids.”

“Wake up, Kate,” Cindy said. “Nothing is what it seems. I could tell you things about almost every mommy out here that would make you pee your pants.”

Kate raised both eyebrows. “Really? And why do you know so much?”

“Because I ask a lot of questions—and I eavesdrop.” Cindy laughed. “Keeps my life interesting.”

Kate laughed with her. “I am so innocent.”

“Stick with me, kid,” Cindy said, wrapping her arm around Kate. “I’ll make sure you always stay one step ahead of the game.”

Back home, while Ollie snoozed in his stroller in the hallway, Kate thought back to her conversation with Cindy. Maybe she was making a mistake hiring Zora. Maybe she should have gone with one of the older Caribbean women who had been doing this kind of thing for years. Everybody else seemed to think the Caribbean women were something special. Maybe she should have called one more reference. It was so hard to be sure. Feeling desperate, Kate started to seriously consider working from home. Maybe start up her own boutique PR firm.

She groaned out loud. “This is nuts. I’m going to make myself crazy.” Before she could travel any further off the deep end, Kate marched into the kitchen and picked up the phone. She knew exactly who to call.

Her mother answered on the second ring. “Chloe Logan, may I help you?”

“Hi, Mom,” Kate said, “it’s me. Do you have a minute?” She knew late summer was a slow time at the foundation, but she still didn’t want to make the assumption that her mother would drop all her work to talk her eldest daughter through a babysitting crisis.

“Always for you, honey. How are you?”

“I’m good,” Kate answered, trying her best to sound upbeat.

“But something’s up,” her mother declared. “I can hear it in your voice.”

Kate loved that her mother knew her so well. It made these things so much easier. “I’m just freaking out about this whole nanny thing,” she blurted out.

“I thought you’d hired that Zelda girl from Michigan,” her mother said.

“I did,” Kate said. “And it’s Zora. But now I’m wondering if she’s the right person. What if I made a mistake?”

“Why do you think you made a mistake?” her mother asked.

“I don’t know,” Kate admitted. “I’ve never done this before, and how do I know she’s the right person to take care of Ollie? What if she’s secretly mean? What if she’s a kleptomaniac?”

Her mother sighed, but with a smile underneath. “Katie, don’t be ridiculous. If there’s one thing I know about you, it’s that you are an excellent judge of character, and you never make decisions lightly. I can’t tell you if Zora is the right person, but I can tell you that I trust your decision making, and you should, too.”

“She did seem nice,” Kate admitted. “And the families I spoke to in France couldn’t say enough good things about her.”

“So what are you really worried about?” her mother asked.

Kate shrugged. “I guess nothing, really.”

“Katie,” her mother nudged.

Kate hesitated to put her fears into words, but finally, she just spit it out. “Am I a bad mother for leaving my baby with someone I just met last week?”

“Absolutely not,” her mother protested. “Women have been hiring nannies for ages and ages, and their kids turned out just fine. There’s nothing wrong with needing help.”

“You didn’t use a nanny,” Kate pointed out.

“Because I didn’t have a career when you girls were growing up,” her mother said. “But if I did, I would have hired someone to take care of you, seeing as how my mother wasn’t exactly nanny material.”

Kate laughed as she thought about her grandmother, who still wouldn’t let Kate or her sister sit on the “good furniture” in the living room for fear they’d “muss it up.”

“Kate,” her mother continued, “don’t let all of this stay-at-home-mom nonsense get to you. You are a smart woman with a thriving career. And let me tell you something. When you kids were growing up, do you know what we called stay-at-home moms? What we called ourselves?”

“No. What?” Kate asked.

“Trapped-at-home moms,” her mother answered.

“Mom,” Kate cried in surprise. “Were you that miserable?”

“I wasn’t miserable,” her mother hedged. “We just didn’t have choices. But you do. So take advantage. It is a privilege and a right for you to go back to your career and have your son well taken care of. Can you understand that?”

“I guess so,” Kate murmured.

“Look,” her mother continued, cutting to the chase. “You have hired a girl with a lot of experience and good references to take care of Ollie. And at the end of the day, if it doesn’t work out, you can get rid of her and find someone else.”

“Jeez, Mom, you make it sound so impersonal.”

“Because it is,” her mom said knowingly. “You are hiring someone to do a job. Yes, the job is in your house, but it is a job nonetheless. And if this girl doesn’t meet your expectations, then you will find someone else who can.”
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