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“The sweet spot is where duty and delight converge.”

—Thomas Mann

“If you listen, truly listen, to an adversary, you will probably find at least one goal on which you agree.”

—Gloria Steinem








Prologue

Felicity had walked by the brownstone on Waverly Place dozens of times without ever noticing it. The homes in this neighborhood were charming, harkening back to bygone horse-and-buggy days, but this particular house, tired and unadorned, asked to be ignored. The building had reached a certain level of disrepair wherein it was neither eye candy nor an eyesore. It was simply unremarkable. But the location! Felicity could not imagine how a potter could have landed such prime real estate in Greenwich Village, the only corner of Manhattan—with its rows of town houses and its famous park, mews and alleys, elms and sycamores—that reminded her of the best parts of London.

Looking up to double-check the number next to the peeling red door, she wondered: Was the ivy damaging the brick facade? Was the interior equally shabby? If so, would they gut the whole building? Install central air? Would they kick out that dive bar in the basement and move the entrance to the lower level? Or dig deeper to build a garage?

As she climbed the worn stairs, her sandal caught on a broken step and the thin, blush-colored strap across her toes snapped. She took the shoe off, cursing under her breath, and rang the bell. She heard children shrieking from inside and placed a hand over her belly where her own little offspring, the size—according to her OB—of a turnip, was floating around obliviously, tethered to her insides.

When the door opened, a small girl (Five? Nine? Felicity wasn’t especially familiar with the developmental stages of young people) and a large dog crowded the entry, both of them electrified by her arrival.

“Mommy!” the girl yelled into the expanse behind her. “There’s a lady!”

Lauren came to the door, her hair half falling out of its clip. “Come in, come in!” she said, trying to restrain the dog from drooling on Felicity’s tiered dress. “Bumper, no!” She clipped a leash on him. “We rescued him last week; he’s three already, but you sure wouldn’t know it. He’s a handful.”

“I apologize for inviting myself last minute,” Felicity said, still standing in the doorway, “but I wanted to chat in person.”

“No, I’m happy you came,” she said. “We’re in mid-move, so forgive the chaos.”

Felicity was used to people apologizing for the state of their homes, even when those homes were lovely. It wasn’t easy, she knew, to welcome a designer of some renown into one’s living space. Felicity’s TV show, still going strong after six seasons, demanded (for the sake of entertainment) that she say insulting things to the homeowner-victim-guests. But that was not, she had to explain all the time, who she was; that was only a persona. She was—in reality reality—perfectly kind and polite. Besides, Felicity had not come to the brownstone to judge.

“Watch your step,” Lauren said as they entered the living room, and Felicity did, maneuvering around unpacked boxes, over stacks of books, and past dizzyingly unattractive seventies wallpaper. They went through the dining room and into the kitchen, with its avocado-green appliances and orange Formica countertops, to the back of the house, which had a door opening onto a deck. “I thought we could sit out here,” Lauren said, “since it’s so warm.”

The children—there were three of them—were planting something in terra-cotta pots, their hands caked with dirt. The dog put his head in the watering can.

“Your sandal!” Lauren said, noticing that Felicity had one bare foot as she stood on the splintered deck.

“It broke,” Felicity said with a little lift of her shoulders, the sandal hanging off her pinky. It wasn’t tragic, but it was disappointing; she’d bought them last week on Bond Street in Mayfair.

“Charles,” Lauren said to the tallest child, taking the sandal and putting it in his muddy hands, “be a clever boy and see if you can fix this.” Lauren took that moment to introduce Felicity to her kids: “Charles, Harrell, Waverly, and, of course, Bumper, this is Mommy’s new friend, Felicity.”

“Did you say Waverly?” Felicity said. “Like your street?”

“Leo grew up here,” Lauren said, running a hand over the girl’s long hair, “and we always loved the name.”

“It’s beautiful,” said Felicity.

“Leo’s mother was Charley Aston,” Lauren said. “I don’t know if you’ve heard of her, but this was her house.”

“Really? How remarkable.” Felicity had indeed heard of Charley Aston, a pioneer of the American feminist movement, though she’d never seen one of her plays.

“We love the neighborhood,” Lauren said, “but the noise at night takes a little getting used to.”

“I live nearby, closer to the Hudson,” said Felicity. “It’s a smidge less lively.”

“Oh, you’re a neighbor,” Lauren said happily. “I didn’t realize.”

The children were fascinated by the task of repairing a real shoe that was meant for a grown-up’s actual foot.

“I know what to do,” the shorter boy said.

“Surgery,” said Waverly.

Felicity loved an original name, but she didn’t love the idea of these scruffy children messing with her footwear. Before she could object, they took her sandal inside, conspiring about what would work best. A stapler? Duct tape? Glue? A soldering iron?

“They’re between schools right now,” Lauren said, as if explaining their availability to take on this job.

“I’m sorry?”

“We moved boroughs, and it got complicated to transfer schools so close to the end of the academic year. So we’re homeschooling.”

A little alarm went off in Felicity’s head. Homeschooling was surely time-consuming. “Have you hired a governess or something? A tutor?”

Lauren laughed. “Nope, just me,” she said, and indicated the soil on the deck and the seedlings in the pots with pride. She must have seen the look on Felicity’s face because she quickly added, “Oh, it’s only for a few months. They’ll start at Perkins in the fall.”

She gestured with her arm, offering Felicity a chair. Felicity brushed off the seat before she sat down, putting her Celine bag on her lap to hide her baby bump, and looked out over the barren yard; in spite of the unseasonable warmth, the trees had yet to put out a single leaf. There was opera coming from an open rear window of another brownstone across the way, a house that had been made over top to bottom with a copper PH Artichoke lamp hanging dramatically over the dining room table. Everything at Lauren’s, on the other hand, from the rotting porch railing to the dog’s smelly fur to Lauren’s tired overalls, needed freshening. There were few arguments Felicity could come up with for conserving or treasuring the old and worn, and in this case, what she would do is blow out the whole back side of the house, replacing the north-facing wall with a Swiss-made, pivoting glass door that would let in the light and create a seamless transition to the outdoors.

“So,” Felicity said, coming to the point of her visit, “your samples arrived at our office last week, and they’re stunning. My team created an Instagram teaser to test the market, and it got over thirty thousand clicks in the first hours.”

Lauren put her hands to her cheeks. She wore very little makeup. From the moment they’d met a few months before, Felicity had instantly liked something about this woman—her lack of artifice maybe. Her edginess was apparent only in the context of her work; she was the type of open, sweet human Felicity thought she should be friends with. And she likely knew a thing or two about mothering in New York City, a skill Felicity now considered interesting and even useful. Like this school—Perkins?—that her kids would go to; was it too soon to put her fetus on a waitlist?

“I’m not even on Instagram,” Lauren said. “Thirty thousand sounds like… a lot.”

“It’s very promising,” said Felicity. “And I’m not surprised. There’s something about the way you combine the appealing with the abhorrent that speaks to the zeitgeist. People want joy, but they feel evil lurking. Or maybe they want to know beauty can exist in spite of mutating germs.” Felicity felt she’d explained enough; she had a sense for what people wanted, and Lauren’s pieces were going to sell.

“I made you something,” Lauren said, “to express my gratitude for even considering my work.” She looked giddy, almost childlike, as she reached beside her chair and handed Felicity a fat ball of newsprint. Felicity unwrapped the layers of wrinkled paper and found one of Lauren’s pieces: a porcelain teapot with delicate sprigs of lavender hand-painted on the side and, of course, one of her signature grotesqueries: a revolting brown worm crawling along the spout. Felicity lifted the lid and to her delight, found a slug depicted on the underside.

“Oh, I love it,” said Felicity. “It’s classic you.”

“The only bad part of moving to this house,” Lauren said, her eyes still on the teapot, “is that my studio is way out in Brooklyn. It was only a block away from our old apartment, but it’s going to be a tough commute now.”

“You might want to find a new studio, then,” Felicity said, “because I have an offer for you. We’d like to sell your pieces exclusively this fall. We’ll feature them in our window displays on Mercer and Madison Avenue and possibly in LA too.”

Lauren made a squealing sound. “Are you serious?”

“Quite,” Felicity said.

Given the look of utter shock and disbelief on Lauren’s face, Felicity hoped this ceramist was up to the challenge. An opportunity to be on the shelves of her store was far beyond any craft fair where Lauren had sold her pieces before, like at the holiday pop-up market where Felicity had discovered Lauren in the first place.

Lauren got up abruptly and went inside; was the pressure too much for her? Maybe her excitement needed to be expressed in private? Maybe she needed a moment to think? Felicity had no idea. The dog lifted his big head and drooled, watching her in a way she found slightly terrifying, his tail wagging through the wet potting soil the kids had splattered on the deck. Felicity did not move.

To her relief, Lauren returned. She had tears in her eyes and an open bottle of Freixenet under her arm. She handed Felicity a glass filled almost to the rim and held up another, saying, “This is unreal. I never in a million years imagined my stuff being sold at a place like Felicity.”

“Stuff?” Felicity said as she placed her champagne on the table. “An original work of art like this”—she held up the little round teapot—“will be priced starting at five hundred dollars. You’re going to be a household name. Well, an upper-class household name anyway.”

“Incredible,” Lauren said, wiping her cheek with the sleeve of her plaid shirt. She sat back down and took a sip of her champagne. The glass had red lipstick, clearly not Lauren’s, ground into the rim. “How will I ever thank you for finding me?”

“I like to think we found each other,” Felicity said.

“No, really,” Lauren said, briefly placing a hand on Felicity’s wrist, “I was starting to worry I’d never get my career back on track after having kids. They can really break up a trajectory, you know? And then you came along.… You amaze me, really, and not just because of what you’re doing for me. When I think about all you’ve built in such a short time? It’s phenomenal.”

Felicity did not believe that children should ever be allowed to knock a woman’s career off course, and she hoped Lauren’s kids would not get in her way now; the order Felicity was placing would require Lauren to commit fully to her work.

“Leo!” Lauren said as a man came through the door and joined them on the deck. “Come say hi.”

The dog, his leash dragging on the ground, bounded over to greet Lauren’s husband, who was wearing a helmet, the strap still clipped under his chin. There was some kind of zip tie around the right leg of his ill-fitting khaki pants.

“Hello there, yes, welcome,” he said, shaking her hand too hard.

Where, Felicity wondered, would one begin to make over this man? The wire-rimmed glasses? The black tube socks? The T-shirt that had some kind of triangular diagram with the caption, Here’s looking at Euclid?

He leaned over and hugged his wife, the top of her head lodged in his armpit. He smiled at his dog, at the unattractive porch, at the blue sky; Felicity had never seen a person look so utterly content with so little.

“Looks like you’ll be in charge of the kids this summer,” Lauren told him, “because Felicity here is putting me to work, starting…?”

“Right away,” said Felicity.

“How exciting,” Leo said, straightening his back in an exaggerated way. “Corporal Aston reporting for duty.” And he gave a silly salute.

Lauren did not seem the least embarrassed. “The kids are inside trying to repair Felicity’s shoe,” she said. “Can you make sure they’re not going overboard with the hot-glue gun?”

Felicity flinched at the very idea, but Leo seemed intrigued, tapping his lips with his index finger. “Ahh,” he said, “the craft of the cobbler,” and he nodded wisely. He then pretended to doff his cap, saying in a lame attempt at a British accent, “At your service, m’ladies,” and backed up through the kitchen door, opening it with his rear end.

Lauren was smiling. “If we give them enough time, they could probably replicate your sandals in the 3D printer.”

Felicity doubted that very much; they were Alexander McQueen.

But something about the dynamic between these two appealed to her. Leo took orders from Lauren; did that come naturally or had she trained him? Or was it a perfect combination of nature and nurture?

“So, how does this work?” Felicity said, pointing from Lauren to the space her husband had just occupied.

“What do you mean?”

“Having a partner who’s so dedicated to you? A supportive person by your side, day in and day out?”

Lauren looked confused at first, but then her eyes opened wide. “Felicity! Have you met someone special?”

Felicity felt herself blush. “Guilty,” she said.

“Wow, that’s great,” Lauren said. “I somehow thought… On your show once—or was it in an interview?—you said—”

“I told the women on The View that having a life partner was not for me. And I meant it. But then I happened to meet this man, and things have changed, or it seems so anyway.”

“That’s wonderful,” said Lauren.

Was it though? Felicity wasn’t sure the specific circumstances would fit Lauren’s idea of wonderful.

“It’s a tad complicated,” she said. “I’ve become involved with someone who’s technically unavailable.”

“Oh. Is he… married?” Lauren said, dropping her voice to a whisper, like she hadn’t known such a thing was even possible.

“Unfortunately, yes.”

Lauren seemed to require a moment to process that information, looking as though she were being asked to swallow the slug she’d painted on the teapot. “Oh, dear,” she said.

“Their marriage is devoid of passion,” Felicity said, “while he and I have this intense connection. He’s so… solid, you know? He’s a lawyer and absolutely brilliant. He adores me.”

Lauren nodded, hanging on her every word.

“And then,” Felicity said, “we were utterly astonished when—and this is confidential, so please keep this between us—I somehow got pregnant.” As soon as the words came out, Felicity regretted sharing them. Aside from Russell, she had not told a single person this monumental news, not a friend and certainly not anyone she knew professionally. A baby had not been in her plans, but she also knew this would likely be her last opportunity to become a mum, which was something she thought she might like to do, though not something she wanted to do entirely on her own. With the right partner, however, it might be nice to push a pram down a New York City sidewalk, or snuggle a baby wearing one of the white French terry-cloth onesies she sold in her boutique, or share pictures of her pregnancy journey on Instagram.

“Gosh, Felicity!” Lauren was beaming at her, and Felicity wondered if she was really happy for her or if she was merely excited to have a minor celebrity confiding in her. “Congratulations,” she said. “How far along are you?”

“Not far at all,” Felicity said. This was not true, but due to the loose, graceful cut of her dress, her naturally slim hips, and her personal trainer, she was barely showing. “It took me—it took both of us—totally by surprise. He wants to leave her, his wife. But I said no, absolutely not. I cannot be responsible for the death of a marriage. And I could raise a child by myself.”

“Of course you can,” said Lauren with an encouraging nod of her head.

“But I don’t especially want to. Given my rather intense career, being a single mother would present big challenges. And this lovely man keeps telling me how much he wants to be a father. That’s sweet, right?”

Lauren looked down and patted her scruffy dog on his head. “Yes, well… If there’s no passion between them, like you said, and if he really wants to raise the… boy? Girl…?”

Felicity knew the answer to that already but kept it to herself. “He wants this baby more than I do,” she said, and laughed, although she wasn’t being funny; he actually did. “He’s a sensitive, caring man, so he’s in anguish about his wife, who sounds dreadfully dull.” She sighed and waved a fly away from her face. “But what he wants most of all is to be the baby’s father.”

“How sad,” said Lauren. “I can’t imagine telling Leo that he’s not part of our family.”

“But that’s exactly what I did,” Felicity said. “Because I imagine his wife’s situation, and I feel so… bad.” But “bad” was not accurate. What she felt was more a nagging sense of being supposed to feel bad. It wouldn’t be a good optics for her brand anyway; she was not a home-wrecker of that sort.

“Oh, how difficult,” said Lauren, putting her hand back on Felicity’s arm.

Lauren was looking at her so earnestly then that Felicity found it almost off-putting.

“I mean, people do get divorced,” Felicity said curtly. “It’s a reality. And the baby has me rethinking everything. Russell and I have tried to stay away from each other, but it’s proving to be difficult, especially now, given the new circumstances.”

“Of course. If you two—I mean, if you three are meant to be together, I don’t know what choice you have.”

“I could tell him to bugger off and raise the child on my own.”

“I don’t see how you can tell the father—especially since you seem to love him and all—that he can’t be with his own baby,” said Lauren.

And then she said, “You’re kind of famous for having good instincts, right? I would trust those. Follow your heart.”

Felicity put a hand to her chest, just as the baby caused some kind of faint flutter, a small ripple from deep within her. She did have good instincts; her entire career was based on her ability to know what was best. And her instincts were telling her that she needed him. If he would quit his job and agree to take the lead with the baby, then she would agree to be with him.

“My instincts tell me we should be together.”

“Well, there you go,” Lauren said.

Felicity sat back, tingling with resolve. “Thank you so much, Lauren.”

“You’re welcome,” said Lauren.

There was the slightest wrinkle in her brow, Felicity noticed. A Botox injection would clear that right up.

“Yes,” Felicity said, and she let out a huge breath. Her instincts had rarely failed her. “Follow your heart; oh, I love that.” She slipped her foot out of her other sandal; she would take an Uber directly to Russell’s, barefoot and pregnant.

Felicity picked up her glass of champagne. “I read that one little sip won’t hurt.”






Act 1






Chapter 1

What Lauren remembered most about their first summer in Greenwich Village was her absence. She spent those hot, sticky days—away from her children and Leo—back in her Brooklyn studio, where she shaped pieces and then painted them with ferns, rabbit skulls, and quail bones. Petals, herbs, grasses, and leaves. Ants, worms, millipedes, maggots, spiders, and flies. Molted cicada shells and snake skins, cobwebs and beehives. She had several moments of panic in June when she grasped the full scale of the order that Felicity had placed and thought she’d never be able to finish by summer’s end. And she had several spells of elation in July when she’d completed all the footed cake plates and serving platters. She’d screamed bloody murder in August when she dropped a tray of coffee mugs on the floor, just as she was taking them out of the kiln. Over the sound of a fan blowing by the window, she played pop music and allowed herself to feel the joy she’d experienced back in art school when she’d first worked with porcelain—volatile, yes, but silky and delicate. She thought of her kids and Leo settling into the brownstone without her, taking the train to Coney Island, going to the Museum of Natural History, and she worked even harder, knowing she was getting closer with every passing day to meeting Felicity’s high and fabulous expectations.

Over the course of the summer, Lauren created something out of nothing, a collection of pieces she loved. Felicity, meanwhile, faded into the background, no longer checking in to give support or encouragement as she had at the outset of their collaboration. Rather, to Lauren’s disappointment, she was put in touch with an executive at the company named Courtney who would call to discuss—in a breathy voice full of anticipation and possibility—deadlines and quantities, packing supplies and couriers. Courtney could talk about Bubble Wrap in a way that made it sound sexy.

At the end of Labor Day weekend—in the nick of time—Lauren sent off all the promised dessert plates, fruit bowls, teacups and saucers, mugs, sugar pots, and creamers that would grace the shelves of Felicity, a store Lauren admired but couldn’t herself afford. Her hands were stiff, her eyes were strained, and her neck and shoulders ached. There wasn’t enough moisturizer in the world to heal the deep cracks in her fingertips. She left her studio that day, feeling like her entire body was surrounded by a plume of clay dust. She was looking forward to shifting gears now, to settling into the house, spending time with the kids, cooking, and walking the dog.



On the afternoon before the kids’ first day at their new school, Lauren was cleaning out the refrigerator when Courtney called to congratulate her: the pieces exceeded their expectations. Lauren took her phone outside and put her feet up on the back deck where she and Felicity had sipped champagne together on that warm day last spring. If she’d known then how much was going to be expected over the next several months, Lauren would have been in a state of panic that day rather than one of naive enthusiasm.

“We’re obsessed with you and your whole aesthetic,” Courtney said in her sultry voice. “So what we’re thinking now is that we want you to round out the collection.”

“I’m sorry, what?” Lauren sat up and put her feet back on the ground. “What does that mean,” she said, “ ‘round out’? Round out how?”

Bumper darted outside, carrying something in his mouth.

“Felicity has a new vision for your work. She doesn’t want anything outside your sphere. Just a few additional decorative pieces to take you beyond kitchen slash tabletop. She wants you to create bookends, for example. Flower vases. Desk accessories, like paperweights, pencil cups, and handles for letter openers. Lamp bases.”

“Sorry?” Lauren tried to open the dog’s mouth to remove whatever he was chomping on, but he was too fast.

“Lamp. Bases,” Courtney said more slowly, as though she were describing a hot man’s body parts. “We’ll provide you with measurements and specifications for the linen shades we have in mind. We also want large frames for mirrors and small ones for photographs. Knobs for furniture. I’ll email a full list.”

Lauren couldn’t decide if she should whoop with excitement or burst into tears. What Courtney was describing would require hundreds of hours of work. “That’s… amazing,” she said, trying to stay calm. “And you would need these pieces… when exactly?” Please say December, she prayed. Please say next year.

“Before the end of October. So what do you say?” Courtney said, as if they were planning to run away together. “Doesn’t that sound like fun?”

“Wow,” Lauren said. “Just wow. Holy sh— Thanks so much.”

As soon as they hung up, Lauren put her head between her knees. Bumper dropped Charles’s retainer at her feet and licked her ear.

“Whatcha doing?” Leo asked, coming out to the porch. “Is that yoga? Doodlebug pose?” He patted her on the back.

“I didn’t know you were home,” she said, picking up the retainer, which was slobbery but unbroken, and sitting up. “I don’t suppose you’d like to take a sabbatical? Spend some more quality time with the kids?”

“Sure would,” he said, “and I’m due for one in about… three years.”

Well, that wouldn’t help. “Houston,” she said, “we have a problem.”



That night Lauren could hear the boys shouting upstairs over a game while she was rinsing Leo’s late mother’s plates in the deep cast-iron sink. Bumper was leaning into the open dishwasher, wagging his tail as he licked the remaining ketchup and salad dressing off the knives and forks Lauren dropped into the silverware basket. Leo and Waverly were sitting at the dinette table, working on a jigsaw puzzle they’d started weeks before. Lauren had insisted earlier that day that they finish the puzzle that night, not because she minded family meals on the back deck but because the kitchen would be the best place for the kids to do homework. But who would be overseeing the homework now?

“Is there any way you could work from home a few afternoons a week?” Lauren said.

“Not this semester,” Leo said, studying the puzzle. “I teach a graduate seminar Monday, Tuesday, and Wednesday; I have faculty and committee meetings Thursdays, and lab meeting every Friday.”

“I wish it stayed summer all year long,” Waverly said. “I like it better.”

“Not me,” said Leo. “I love the start of the school year. I get new students to replace the ones who flew the nest. New pencils, new whiteboard markers. It’s a fresh start every fall.”

“What we need,” Lauren said, scraping hamburger crud off a pan, “is a sitter who can pick up after school and stay until one of us gets home from work.” Lauren pictured a wonderful, young freelancer, someone who loved algebra and baking and needed a stable weekly income.

“What if I don’t make any new friends?” Waverly said.

“Of course you’ll make friends,” Leo said. They’d almost finished the puzzle but were still missing two shiny green beetles that looked enough alike in the picture that they were presenting a challenge. “Second grade is going to be great. Ah, I wonder what you’ll learn this year. I hope you study photosynthesis. And paleontology. And Mesopotamia. Did you know the Mesopotamian number system was sexagesimal?”

“What?” said Waverly.

“A starving artist maybe,” Lauren said. “Someone energetic and responsible.”

“Sexagesimal,” said Leo. “It means based on sixty. Babylonian astronomers figured out how to predict eclipses. Isn’t that cool?”

Lauren felt Leo should be focusing on the problem at hand, but paying attention was not one of Leo’s strengths. “I wish we had someone who could start… tomorrow,” she said, and then she laughed because it was so utterly preposterous.

“Not tomorrow,” said Waverly. “I want you to come get me.”

“Of course,” said Lauren, rinsing a coffee cup under the water. “I wouldn’t miss pickup on your first day at your new school.” Private school, and the price tag attached to it, had never been part of Leo and Lauren’s plan. But when Phillip, Leo’s biological father, invited them to Christmas at the brownstone the year before, he offered them a whole new life in Greenwich Village.

“Charley never wanted me to do anything for you,” he’d said to Leo, as the kids made garlands out of ancient wrapping paper Phillip had found in the coat closet. “She told me I was not allowed to take on the traditional patriarchal role”—then he laughed—“as if I would. But your mother isn’t here to lecture me anymore, and you’re the only family I have.” And then he offered them use of the brownstone—“I’m taking a new opportunity with an auction house in Berlin; I’ll be away for a couple of years or so, popping back to New York very rarely”—and cash for tuition—“What else am I going to do with my money? The little scamps should have it.” Phillip packed his bags that spring and handed over the keys, and Lauren and Leo, thrilled at their good fortune—a house! a yard!—adopted Bumper.

Lauren studied the cup in her hand before putting it in the top rack of the dishwasher, wondering how it was any different from a pencil cup. Desk accessories really weren’t her thing.

The boys ran into the kitchen then, just as Leo was saying, “Leave it to me. I can find a babysitter in no time.”

“I don’t need a babysitter,” Charles said.

“I do,” said Harrell.

“It might take a week or so,” Leo said, “but I can find someone who can do homework with you guys while Mommy and I are at work.”

His confidence in the face of something so complicated irked Lauren. Some Mary Poppins, trained in CPR and crazy about kids, wasn’t going to appear out of the blue.

“Who?” said Charles.

Indeed, who? thought Lauren. Leo was brilliant, but he wasn’t always connected to the realities of life on earth.

Leo cleared his throat. “Put up an ad on the university list serve, I will, hmmm?” he said, doing his Yoda impression. “Easy, it is.”

Harrell laughed.

“A student?” Lauren gently nudged Bumper’s head out of the way to load a greasy plate. Her knuckles, so dried out from working with clay, were starting to sting from the water. “That’s actually a great idea,” she said. “But it’s going to take time.”

Her worry seemed to finally get through to Leo, and he looked up at the ceiling, thinking. Then he straightened his back and said brightly, “Evelyn!”

At the very mention of her mother, Lauren adjusted her posture as well. “What?”

Leo looked back at the puzzle and clicked two green pieces together, victorious. “Evelyn,” he said, even more enthusiastically this time. “We could invite her to stay with us while we find someone.” He switched back to Yoda’s voice, saying, “Buy us time, it would.”

Lauren dried her hands on the embroidered tea towel she’d tucked into the waist of her overalls and faced her husband. “You want my mother to come?”

Leo shrugged. “Why not? For the first time ever, we’ve got room for her. She can have the whole third floor to herself. And it would be nice to have her around.”

“She doesn’t like… New York.” Lauren had almost said She doesn’t like me, but didn’t want to say such a thing in front of her kids.

“That’s because she never stays long enough to get comfortable,” said Leo.

Lauren disagreed; a longer visit would likely make things worse, not better. “I’m not ready to have her come here,” Lauren said. “We’re not at our best.”

The faucet dripped behind her, and the yellow wall clock, which did not keep time accurately, ticked loudly.

“What do you mean?” Leo said.

The children were looking at Leo with the same expression as Lauren: as though they too were having a hard time imagining their strict grandmother in this rather scruffy setting.

Bumper pushed past Lauren to get to the other side of the open dishwasher, working another angle. The boys were eating ice cream out of the container and started sword fighting each other with their spoons.

“Hate this house, she will,” Waverly said, doing her own version of Yoda.

Lauren did not disagree.

But Leo looked hurt. “How could anyone hate this house? My childhood home? Come on, it’s a swell idea. The kids should spend some quality time with their only living grandmother. And we can reconnect with her, show her our life. It’ll be fun, and, bonus, it won’t cost us anything.”

“Not monetarily maybe,” said Lauren. She moved Bumper’s head and closed the dishwasher. “I don’t know how much help she would be. And she’s not going to approve of”—Lauren looked through the kitchen and into the living room, where carpet frayed and the wallpaper peeled—“Phillip’s decor.”

There was a mangy, taxidermied hawk on the top of the bookshelf next to a broken lamp and a slide projector. There were board games and puzzles on the window seat and dog-eared anthologies of poetry and plays stacked under the coffee table. There was a sketch of a nude man, Phillip, by the look of him, although that had yet to be confirmed, over the fireplace. There were ashtrays—why were there ashtrays? No one here smoked—that still smelled of stale cigarettes, and there were framed pictures of strangers perched on every surface. The house was a time capsule from the 1970s, and even though they were living there for the time being, they didn’t feel permitted to make changes.

“Evelyn is the perfect stopgap measure,” Leo was saying.

“What’s stopgap?” Harrell asked.

“A temporary solution, like using a generator in a power outage,” Leo said.

Lauren’s eyes settled on the broken table lamp in the living room. She got up and walked over to it: it was made with a celadon glaze, and there was a fine spiderweb connecting the shade to its very pleasing base. She put her hands on the cool, curved surface; she could try replicating its classic vase shape in her studio, if only she could get herself there.

“Teamwork,” Leo called out. “We had a problem, and we came up with a solution, as a family.” He was smiling, holding up his phone. “I sent her a text message.”

“Wait,” said Lauren, turning back to Leo in the kitchen. “No—”

“What?” said Leo.

“Too many emojis,” said Charles, shaking his head at Leo’s screen.

He’d already done it, but she supposed it didn’t really matter; her mother would never accept his invitation.



The Aston-Shaws woke up the next morning as rain pelted against the windows. After breakfast, Lauren gathered the kids in the living room and took a picture to commemorate the first day of the school year, posting it on the family chat for her mom to see. They put on raincoats and headed out together in the storm.

At the corner of Waverly and Sixth, they split off. Leo, wearing a clear plastic poncho over his cargo shorts, took the subway uptown to the university, while Lauren, Bumper, and the kids walked a few blocks south to Perkins Academy.

Lauren was nervous. The school was housed in a lovely stone building tucked between long rows of town houses. It was known for its celebrity parents, its rooftop greenhouse, and its pedagogical resistance to grades of any kind. They’d chosen Perkins because of the science program (which Leo liked), the art program (which impressed Lauren), the gerbils in most classrooms (which appealed to the kids), and the proximity to Waverly Place (a bonus for Bumper).

It poured the whole way to school that first morning. In spite of their hoods, Lauren and her kids all arrived with wet, stringy hair. Their sneakers squelched as they walked through the Perkins lobby, past a crowd of noisy children with backpacks and confident mothers with sleek umbrellas. It was mayhem, and Lauren pulled Bumper close, hoping her kids would make friends there and be happy, once they adjusted. She held Waverly’s hand, gathered the boys, and approached a man who was hunched over a computer at the imposing front desk.

He barely glanced up and yet scowled at the sight of Bumper. “Is that a therapy animal?”

Bumper shook then, sending a spray of water three feet in all directions, and rolled over to dry his back on the lobby carpet.

“Not exactly,” Lauren said as Harrell leaned over to pat Bumper’s damp belly. “Funny story, actually: the shelter told us he was three already, but our vet says he’s not even one.”

The man did not appear to find her story funny at all.

“We’re new here,” Lauren said. “As in brand-new. It’s our first day.”

“Who are you?”

“I’m Lauren Shaw, and this is Charles Aston, Harrell Aston, and Waverly Aston,” she said, placing a hand on the top of each child’s wet head in turn. “Grade six, grade four, and grade two.”

He sorted through a box and handed her a fat envelope, just as there was a clap of thunder.

“Is this the bill?” she joked.

“Grade six goes to the fifth floor, grade four to the sixth, and grade two to the fourth. You have a required parent information session starting in fifteen minutes in the auditorium.”

“Oh,” said Lauren, looking around the lobby, noticing that the horde of parents was making no move to head back out into the rain. “Do you know how long the program will go?”

He didn’t answer, but Lauren knew that the lamp base she’d been imagining in her head overnight would not be thrown on the wheel today.

She sat in the back row of auditorium flip seats, listening to presentations about the school’s recycling program, field trip opportunities, and fundraising expectations, as Bumper grew restless and gnawed on her hand. At ten o’clock, she tugged him up two flights of stairs to attend the PTA breakfast, during which he ate an entire croissant right off the buffet when her back was turned and knocked over a teacher’s full cup of coffee on the carpet. Lauren apologized profusely and offered to pay for the cleaning, solidly regretting her decision to bring him along. She rushed him home and returned an hour later, just in time for story circle in Waverly’s class, which was followed by a middle school discussion with a psychologist who instructed the parents on how to combat drug and alcohol abuse, how to recognize signs of anxiety and depression, and how to advise kids against jumping off a cliff even when all their friends were lining up to do so.

At three o’clock, the program was over, and Lauren was flat-out exhausted. The kids came down to the lobby, and they walked home together on wet sidewalks under clear skies, the kids chattering about their first day.



Frances called that evening, just as Lauren was dumping a full box of pasta into a pot of boiling water.

“I think it’s sweet you and Leo invited Evelyn for a visit,” she said.

That her sister-in-law already knew about the invitation was unsurprising; she and Lauren’s mother were, indeed, exactly that close. They saw each other several times a week and spoke on the phone—much to Lauren’s annoyance—every single day.

“I think this is the longest I’ve ever gone without seeing her,” Lauren said.

Bumper was pushing his empty food bowl around the kitchen, trying to get his dinner to appear.

“If she decides to come,” Frances said, “maybe she could give you some advice on how to whip that house into shape.”

“Oh, the house is fine,” Lauren said, stirring the spaghetti with a wooden spoon. The range was an ancient Viking, permanently encrusted with decades of grease. The condition of the house was not something she wanted to discuss with Frances, who lived with Lauren’s brother, William, the only son and undisputed favorite, in a fully updated four-thousand-square-foot home on Beacon Hill.

“I disagree,” Frances said. “That picture you texted of the kids this morning? I noticed a lot of clutter in the background.”

Lauren rubbed her forehead, wishing she’d cropped the picture more tightly.

“I’m just saying your mom is a good organizer,” Frances said.

Frances, whose own mother had died young, had latched on to Evelyn from the day they met. The pair had a running joke about the necessity of talking to each other before going anywhere together because too many times, they exclaimed with a laugh, they’d shown up in the same shift dress and pearls. The chances of Lauren and Evelyn appearing anywhere in matching outfits were exactly zero.

Her mother was impressed by Frances’s social circle, but even more so by her upper-crust, philanthropic, Kennedy-esque family. They had inborn political ambitions, which had rubbed off on William; he was actually talking about a potential run for political office. Evelyn would mention it to Lauren in hushed tones and coded language, as though the press had tapped her phone.

“What I’m actually hoping,” Lauren said, “is that she’ll hang out with my kids in the afternoons so I can work.”

“You still haven’t finished that order for Felicity?” Frances sounded alarmed, as though Lauren’s delinquency would somehow reflect poorly on the entire family.

“No, I finished,” Lauren said, “but they want more now. They’re asking for pieces I’ve never even made before.”

“Wonderful, Lauren. But can I be honest? Evelyn’s not up to handling all three of your children by herself.”

That comment struck Lauren as fundamentally unfair. “She helped out with your kids all the time when they were little.”

“Sure, but that was years ago,” Frances said, “and she had your dad to help then. You haven’t spent time with her lately. Her sciatica alone would make babysitting a challenge, especially given how energetic your kids are.”

William and Frances’s kids were in high school already. Christopher was a senior at Andover, probably headed to Harvard, and Anne was a sophomore at Buckingham Browne and Nichols. Evelyn loved to brag about them.

“How are your kids doing?” Lauren said.

“Great,” she said. “We’re in the thick of college applications, so that’s going to be our whole fall. Andover handles the process pretty well, but we’ve hired our own counselor, just to be sure.”

“Sure of what?” Lauren said. An Ivy League acceptance was the likeliest answer.

“The essays, for one thing. Christopher is writing about your dad, did I tell you? It’s all about how he wants to be a doctor like him and how deeply impacted he was by his death. I’ll send it to you when it’s done.”

“Wow, really?” Lauren was jaded enough to believe that they were using her dad’s death to write a moving essay. But then the alternative—that Christopher truly felt that close to his grandfather—made her feel even worse. Her own kids would never have such a deep bond to a grandparent. “Has my mom read it?”

“I’m sure she’ll tell you all about it when she comes. It brought her to tears.”

“I don’t actually think she’s going to come,” Lauren said, wishing for the first time that she would. “We’ll go to Wellesley soon enough anyway. Maybe for Thanksgiving.”

“She told me she’s on the fence,” Frances said, “but don’t take it personally. You know how many commitments she has here. Between her charities and her bridge club, it’s hard for her to get away.”

“She’s with you guys all the time.”

“Well, yes, but she’s only half an hour away, and we don’t ask anything of her. If you want her to come for a social visit, that’s one thing. But as for the kids, you really should hire someone.”

Bumper had nudged his bowl all the way over to Lauren’s feet. She picked it up and filled it with a scoop of kibble. “We’re working on it. Leo’s going to find a college student.”

“A student is not the way to go,” Frances said. “What you need is a proper nanny. Or an au pair. I’ll send you the names of some services that do background checks and screenings. You can’t be too careful when it comes to your kids. You have a spare room now, right?”

Lauren knew the kinds of services her sister-in-law would recommend charged exorbitant finder fees. And the spare rooms they had were not the kind of accommodations Frances was probably imagining. The brownstone only had two and a half bathrooms.

“We don’t need live-in help,” she said, putting Frances on speaker so she could dump the pot of cooked pasta into a colander. The steam made her face damp, and she wiped her forehead on a crocheted pot holder.

“I disagree,” said Frances. “With your kids, your career, and that house, not only do you need professional childcare, but you should hire an assistant, someone who can help you organize and throw out some of those stacks of magazines and books I saw behind your coffee table.”

Why had she texted that picture? “We can’t do that,” Lauren said, looking at the orange vinyl dinette chairs, three of which were repaired with duct tape. They were vintage to be sure, but did Lauren love them? No, she did not. “Nothing here belongs to us. Not really, or not yet anyway.”

“Then box it all up and store it. Did you have the place inspected for lead paint? Because I know this woman who moved into an old, un-renovated house like yours, and all her kids got permanent brain damage.”

Lauren eyed the windowsills suspiciously. “Leo grew up here, and he doesn’t have brain damage.”

“Well, may-be not,” Frances said, as though she were considering whether Leo’s social eccentricities might have been caused by toxins.

“Oh,” she said, suddenly rushed, “your mom’s beeping in. I’ll try to talk her into visiting you, but, Lauren, just don’t expect too much of her.”

Lauren didn’t remind her that Evelyn was her mother, after all, and that she knew exactly what she could and could not expect.



The heavy rain had cooled the air, but it still felt like summer. After dinner, Lauren, Leo, and the kids headed out to take a walk. There was a small crowd on the sidewalk directly at the bottom of their stairs, customers of the bar in the basement. Lauren was annoyed to see three young women actually sitting across their bottom step, smoking cigarettes.

“Excuse me,” Lauren said as nicely as she could.

The women stood up and let them pass, fawning over Bumper as he went by.

“Looks like NYU is officially in session,” Leo said. “The law school kids are historically the most loyal bar patrons, but I’ve been told Stern students tip the best.”

“Whoever they are,” Lauren said, “I hope they keep it down tonight.”

They crossed the street and were passing under the arch in Washington Square Park when Lauren’s phone pinged:

Lauren dear, Taking Amtrak early Thursday. I can stay through the weekend and that is all. This is your mother.

“Uh-oh,” Lauren said, showing Leo her phone.

“Outstanding,” he said.

Lauren wished she had as much confidence.

“In other good news,” Leo said, “I already have two potential babysitters stopping by my office tomorrow to interview.”

“Who are they?”

“Don’t even worry. I’ll prescreen them, and then bring home the best of the best.”

As the boys took off for the fountain, Leo, Lauren, and Waverly stopped to watch three young guys playing jazz.

Leo walked up to them, reaching in his pocket for change, which he dropped in their open guitar case.

“How’d they get a piano out here?” Waverly said.

“Good question,” Lauren said. “I actually have no idea.” Waverly leaned against her, while Bumper sat on her foot.

Leo came back and put his arm across Lauren’s shoulder. Rooted to the ground from all sides, Lauren looked over to see Harrell sitting on the fountain’s edge while Charles was dipping his hands in the water.

“I think Evelyn will like our little corner of New York,” Leo said, tapping his feet to the music, completely off the rhythm. “It’s not fancy like Beacon Hill, but she might appreciate the vibe.”

Lauren, too, felt a flicker of hope at the idea of her mother’s visit. But right then a big group of skateboarders clattered past them, way too close for comfort, with a plume of pot smoke following them.

“I wouldn’t bet on it,” Lauren said.

“I have homework,” said Waverly, “and I have to buy folders and notebooks and markers and colored pencils.”

Lauren yanked her foot out from under Bumper’s rear end. “By tomorrow?”

Waverly nodded.

Lauren turned to check on the boys again, only to see that Harrell had taken off his shoes and socks and was wading in the fountain.

“Let’s go to Inkwell on Eighth,” Leo said. “That’s where your grandmother used to take me for school supplies.”

“Grammy knew you when you were little?”

“No, I mean Charley,” said Leo, “your other grandmother, my mother.”

“And Phillip?” Waverly asked. “Did he take you too?”

“No, Phillip was just my biological father, meaning he donated—”

“We can explain all that later,” Lauren said, concerned to see that Charles was splashing Harrell now with both hands.

“Charles,” she called out, “that’s enough.”

“He likes it,” said Charles with a shrug.

Harrell emerged from the fountain in a fit of laughter, water dripping down his bare legs onto the concrete.

He stopped laughing as soon as he discovered that his shoes were nowhere to be found.

Leo squatted down so Harrell could climb up on his back, and Lauren saw him wince slightly when he tried to stand up.

“Easy does it,” she said, offering him her hands to pull on.

“Do you think Evelyn would like to take a tour of my lab?” Leo said, as they walked toward the west side of the park—past families, chess players, and weed dealers—and back to their house. Harrell’s bare feet were swinging by Leo’s hips. “I could show her our facilities and introduce her to my crickets.” He looked at her, his glasses slipping down his nose.

“That’s really sweet, Leo,” Lauren said. “I mean it.” She tried to imagine Evelyn taking any interest in Leo’s research. “But no, definitely not.”






Chapter 2

Evelyn did not take the train to New York. Rather, Frances booked her on the United shuttle and hired a limo service to pick her up at LaGuardia and drive her to Lauren’s front door. Lauren stood on the stoop holding Bumper by the collar and waved as her mother got out of the back seat. Her mother looked up at the house, tightening the belt of her trench coat and running a hand over her hair. The driver carried her luggage to the top of the brownstone steps, and Evelyn tipped him with a crisp twenty-dollar bill.

“Isn’t Frances clever?” Evelyn said, snapping her wallet shut. “That flight was so quick, and it was fifty dollars less than the train.”

“I’m surprised she didn’t charter you a private jet,” Lauren mumbled as her mother put her wallet in her purse.

Lauren picked up the black Tumi suitcase and followed her mom across the threshold, watching as she took in her first glimpse of the living room. In that instant, it felt as if the composition of the air in the house changed, causing the wallpaper to wilt and the hardwood to buckle.

“So,” Lauren said. “Can I get you something to drink, or should we start with the grand tour?”

Lauren walked her mother from room to room, while Evelyn—lips pursed, arms crossed—made only the occasional utterance: “My, my” and “Oh no.” In another situation, her mother’s relentless negativity might have amused Lauren, but she felt too defensive of Leo, Phillip, and of the house itself to find humor in her harsh judgment. She could only imagine what details Evelyn would relay back to Frances and William.

“You have simply got to be kidding me,” Evelyn finally said, after they had climbed both flights of creaky stairs and arrived at the largest of three spare bedrooms on the third floor, the one with the multicolored hook rug and the Victorian wingback chair in front of the window.

Lauren went in with Bumper, pushing aside the long strands of beaded curtains that hung in the doorway, and slid a throw blanket over the chair’s torn seat.

“Please don’t say mean things, because we really love it,” she said. And it was true, they did. Maybe not everything about it, maybe not the thick red velvet curtains in the living room, or the bright orange Formica countertops in the kitchen, or the faded theater posters—advertising plays from now-defunct East and West Village venues—thumbtacked onto the walls of the stairwell. Maybe not the sloping floors or the windows that would not open when closed or close when opened. But they loved—what did people always say?—the bones of the house. Its past. Its soul.

“I don’t know if you realize, but this house is a pretty important place, historically speaking,” Lauren went on, lifting her mother’s suitcase onto the foot of the bed. “Charley was a visionary. And she hosted all kinds of interesting people here, theatrical types, mostly. Robert Brustein, Jane Fonda, Richard Pryor. Plus, Leo has such happy memories from his childhood. This was his bedroom, once upon a time. If it’s too noisy you can take a room on the back of the house, but I don’t think it would make much difference. And anyway, the sounds are all part of the fun of living in the heart of the Village.”

Lauren threw open the yellowed curtains in the window. When the rod fell down, she kicked off her sneakers and stood on the wrought iron bed to reattach it in the brackets.

Evelyn was still standing just outside the open door frame, watching her through the strings of beads, the handle of her Chanel purse over her wrist, eyebrows raised as though all her aesthetic sensibilities were under assault at once. “Am I to understand that my room does not have a door?”

“No, but you have the whole floor to yourself,” said Lauren. “It’s private.”

“My God,” she said, parting the beads and seeing the rusted air-conditioning unit. “You don’t have central air?”

“It’s an old house, built pre–climate change.”

“But surely Leo could remove that monstrosity from the window now that summer’s over. It’s blocking the light.”

As Lauren climbed off the bed, a movement caught her eye, and she spotted a mouse as it ran across the landing directly behind her mother’s Ferragamos.

“We’re thinking of getting a cat,” Lauren said. “Charley always had a few. You’re not allergic, are you?”

“Lauren,” her mother said sternly, “do not take on more to manage than you already have: three children, an untrained dog, a demanding job, this… dwelling, and a husband like Leo. I think that’s quite enough. I always tell your sister-in-law: ‘I don’t know how Lauren does it.’ ”

Lauren sat on the bed and slipped her feet back in her worn sneakers. Maybe her mother would ask to take a rest. Lauren tried to calculate how much time she could have in her studio if she left right away. “Frances has more to deal with than I do,” she said. “She and William have the busiest social calendar I’ve ever heard of.”

“Her situation is somehow more… civilized,” said Evelyn. “Did you know she has two assistants, a personal trainer, a housekeeper, a dog walker, and a nutritionist? She and William take very good care of themselves.”

“Well, good for them,” Lauren said, standing up and clapping her hands together one time. “The bathroom is off the hall. I think there are towels in there, but I’ll double-check.”

“Does the bathroom have a door?”

“Of course,” said Lauren, her voice snarky like a teenager’s. “Your closet is kind of full of Charley’s clothes, but Leo pushed them to the back to give you room to hang your stuff.”

“Charley’s clothes?” her mother repeated in disbelief. “I had your father’s clothes packed up and sent to charity within a month after he died.”

“A month seems unnecessarily efficient—”

“A million dollars,” her mother said.

“Excuse me?”

“On first glance, I’d say this house needs a million dollars poured into it.”

“Yeah, well, we’ll just take it as it is.”

“The whole place should be stripped down to the studs.”

Lauren could not imagine erasing so much history. “We wouldn’t want the house to lose its character.”

“There is such a thing, dear,” her mother said, finally stepping fully into the room, “as too much character, and that kitchen is stricken with it. Now how much time is there before pickup at school?”

“Five hours,” said Lauren.

“Excellent,” Evelyn said. “That’s plenty of time to enjoy the day at the Metropolitan Museum. We have a reservation for lunch at twelve thirty.”

As badly as Lauren needed to go to her studio, the lamps and bookends would have to wait; her mother had made plans. “I haven’t been to a museum in months,” Lauren said, brightening at the thought. “Maybe it would be good for me. Spark a little creativity?” Walking through the Greek and Roman wing sounded like heaven.

“And I’d like to treat you and Leo to a nice adult dinner this week,” her mom said, “preferably somewhere uptown.”

“What’s wrong with downtown?” Lauren said.

“Nothing,” her mom said, “but Frances gave me a list of recommendations. If there’s time this afternoon, we should have tea at that Viennese café in the Neue Galerie.”

Her mother’s plan for the day was so lovely, so out of the ordinary that Lauren walked right over and gave her a hug, which Evelyn responded to by leaning toward her but going completely rigid, making Lauren think of the ironing board attached to the wall in the laundry room that had recently fallen open all by itself and knocked her on the head.

“I’m glad you came,” Lauren said.

“I can only stay until Monday,” her mother said, patting her on the back. “I promised Frances I’d go with her to a charity luncheon at her club next Wednesday.”

Frances, Frances, Frances. Lauren felt a childish stab of jealousy. “I know,” she said, “but you’re here now.”

She went to her room and put on her dressier sneakers for the museum.

As their cab sat in traffic on Park Avenue, Lauren looked out the window, thinking about the little paper clip dishes that Courtney had put on the list. Maybe she would start with those; the shape would be familiar.



They returned from the museum to find that Bumper had pooped on the kilim.

“Honestly, Lauren,” her mother said, “can’t you hire a dog walker?” She stepped over the mess on the rug and went upstairs. “I need to freshen up before we go.”

Lauren picked up the poop, washed her hands, and put Bumper on a leash. She called upstairs to her mom. When she didn’t answer, Lauren climbed the two flights, leaving Bumper tied to the banister. He barked as if to tell her she was going the wrong way.

Lauren found Evelyn sitting on her bed, taking off her shoes.

“You’ll have to go get the children without me,” she said, reclining on top of the faded green coverlet and propping up the pillows behind her. “I need a catnap.”

“Do you feel okay?” Lauren said.

“I was fine at the museum, but as soon as I walked back in this cluttered house, I got a sharp pain behind my right eye. I would think a man who traffics in the world of expensive antiques would have a better sense of style in his own home.”

Lauren had wondered the same thing about Phillip, and more specifically, why the place looked as though Charley still lived there, a full decade after her death.

Evelyn rearranged the pillows behind her head as the sound of voices drifted up from the street. “Are the pedestrians always so noisy? I don’t know how you stand it. When I was unpacking, I could hear a couple fighting on the sidewalk, cursing like sailors. I think these windows are single-paned.”

“Probably,” said Lauren. The windows were drafty and made a high-pitched whistling sound whenever the wind picked up.

Evelyn dabbed her nose with a tissue. “And I may need an antihistamine. Has the house been tested for mold in the past thirty years?”

The high Lauren had felt walking through the Asian art collection at the museum was wearing off. She wished her mother would at least acknowledge the molding in the brownstone along with the mold, the grand size of the house along with microscopic allergens.

“Not that I know of, but I’ll ask Leo.”

“You’re going to need a good cleaning woman to get this place out from under the dust,” she said. “Someone who’s young enough to drag a vacuum cleaner up and down all those stairs. Can’t Phillip give you the name of a maid? And where is he anyway?”

“He’s traveling before he starts his new job. He went to an ashram in Tamil Nadu.”

“What’s that?”

“A yoga retreat.”

“At his age?” Evelyn said, her voice going high in pointed disapproval.

“I think he’s going to Finland next to visit friends before he settles down in Berlin.”

“Your father and I always thought he was a pompous windbag.”

Lauren doubted her father had given Phillip much thought at all; it was her mother who’d been consumed with Leo’s unconventional family. At the bridal shower, Lauren could see Evelyn’s embarrassment when she attempted to explain the circumstances of Leo’s birth.

“I find it sad,” her mother said. “He’s alone in the world now because he never fathered poor Leo the way he should have.”

“He has more friends than anyone I know,” said Lauren. “And Charley didn’t let him be a traditional dad; she didn’t believe in that kind of family structure.” She checked the time on her phone to make sure she wasn’t late to get the kids. If she walked fast, she could get there in seven minutes.

Her mother looked confused. “I don’t understand the nature of their relationship.”

“It’s pretty simple: they were best friends.” Lauren had had this very conversation with her mother more times than she could count, and yet each time it was as though Evelyn were hearing the information for the first time.

“I’d say they were more than friends given that they had a baby together.”

“Well,” said Lauren, trying to be patient, “biologically speaking they did. But Charley wanted to raise Leo by herself, as a single mom. Phillip agreed to help her make that happen.”

“But who would do such a thing?”

Lauren wasn’t sure if she was referring to Charley wanting to raise Leo alone or Phillip donating sperm, or both.

“And now he’s moving to Germany,” her mom said, trying to puzzle the situation out, “while you’re living in the house at his invitation. Does he see you as caretakers?”

“I don’t think so,” Lauren said, although she supposed it was a reasonable question. “He asked us if we wanted to live here since he’ll be away for a couple of years. We said yes, of course. Our place in Brooklyn was tiny and expensive—”

“I remember,” said Evelyn.

“So we’re pinching ourselves.”

“But the arrangement sounds complicated. Didn’t Charley own half the house? Is it in a trust? Should you be doing something to offset inheritance taxes down the road?”

“I really don’t know, Mom,” Lauren said, taking a step toward the door. She could not be late for pickup. “Leo will inherit it eventually, I guess.”

“I wouldn’t hold my breath,” said Evelyn, “unless you’ve seen it in writing. Phillip could have bequeathed it to some distant relative. And anyway, my poor bridge partner Helen got her house in the divorce, but then she couldn’t afford to keep it. Her sister had to take her in. Now, you don’t want to become a burden to William and Frances someday, do you? You really must discuss all of this with an estate planner. I can introduce you to mine; Peter could help you sort through this mess, but I assume you have one already.”

Lauren didn’t confess that she and Leo did not have an estate planner. The closest they’d come to planning for some type of unanticipated tragedy was when Lauren had swilled a couple of glasses of wine and said to William, “So if Leo and I ever croak, you guys will take care of our kids, right?” and William had nodded solemnly, saying, “Of course.”

Those two had surely done everything responsibly and legally, made a will and set up trust funds for the kids and assigned guardianship in a manner more binding than a haphazard, tipsy, verbal agreement. It occurred to Lauren then that her brother had never asked if she and Leo would take care of their kids if the unthinkable were to happen.

“We’re Phillip’s only family,” Lauren said. “And anyway, he’s paying some of the kids’ school tuition.”

“Ahhh, we wondered how you and Leo were going to manage that,” she said, as if a great riddle had been solved. “No offense, but Frances was saying that the schools in Manhattan are exorbitantly expensive. I’m amazed, frankly,” she added. “I didn’t take Phillip for someone who would do such a thing. He struck me as so… self-involved.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to come along?” Lauren asked her mother, who had closed her eyes. The house itself seemed to be tiring her. “It’s a short walk.”

“I’ll stay,” Evelyn said. “I need to rest before my grandchildren arrive.”

Lauren went down the stairs—much to Bumper’s delight—and headed outside with him, locking the door behind them and dropping her keys in the pocket of her jeans. They headed west on Waverly, walking past the entrance to the bar, where someone had either spilled food on the sidewalk or thrown up. Lauren pulled Bumper away from the mess, hoping it was the former. She also hoped her children would be on their best behavior that afternoon. She then scolded herself for imposing her mother’s unrealistic expectations on her darling little kids. So what if they ran circles around the house, got into fights over nothing, and spilled their milk at the dinner table? They were children after all. They weren’t the problem.



On the way home from school, an argument ensued over what to cook for dinner. Harrell wanted pancakes, Charles wanted roast chicken, and Waverly wanted macaroni and cheese. There seemed to be no meal on earth that could meet her mother’s exacting expectations, her children’s picky demands, and Leo’s newfound commitment to a predominately plant-based diet. At Gristedes, they finally settled on spaghetti, again, and meatless meatballs. She hoped her mother wouldn’t be able to tell the difference between ground beef and pea protein.

When they got home, they found Evelyn had positioned herself in the living room like a queen, ready to receive her subjects, three gift bags on the coffee table before her.

The kids hugged her, and she embraced them all at the same time, not stiffly as she had Lauren, but warmly, adding kisses to the tops of their heads.

“Let’s remember,” she said to Harrell, as she released him, “how important it is to bathe every day. Now, who wants a present?”

She’d bought them matching accessories from Brooks Brothers: navy-blue-and-white-gingham ties for Charles and Harrell and a blue-and-white silk headband for Waverly. Harrell mistook the headband for a frisbee and threw it across the room, where it ricocheted off the portrait of the nude man who was probably Phillip. Lauren picked it up and placed it on Waverly’s head.

“Ow,” said Waverly, and she put it around her thigh instead.

“Tell me all about your new school, one at a time, please,” said Evelyn. “Have you made new friends?”

“No,” said Charles, “but it’s only been, like, a few days.”

“It’s only been a few days, not like a few days,” said Evelyn.

“I made a friend today,” said Harrell, attaching his tie to Bumper’s collar. “Me and Curtis played soccer and—”

Evelyn held up a finger. “Curtis and I played soccer.…”

Harrell looked surprised. “You played soccer with Curtis today too?”

Lauren stepped in to explain. “She means you should say ‘Curtis and I’ to be grammatically correct.”

“Oh,” said Harrell. “Well, I hope there’s a game tomorrow with Curtis and I.”

“With Curtis and me,” said Evelyn.

“Huh?” said Harrell.

“I’m glad to know you’re cultivating friends,” said his grandmother.

“What’s cultivate?” said Harrell.

“Acquire,” said Evelyn.

“I’m doing choir,” said Waverly.

“No, what Grammy means,” said Lauren, taking a spot on the floor, “is it’s nice to make friends.”

Bumper came over and sat on her lap. She shifted his weight so she could breathe and unknotted the tie from his collar.

“Grammy,” Waverly said, running her hands across the fabric of her grandmother’s pleated skirt, “why are you so fancy?”

“Am I?”

“Are you going to a party?”

“I dressed for our dinner tonight,” Evelyn said, her back straight and her ankles crossed.

Lauren considered the meatless meatballs thawing on the kitchen counter; they were sure to disappoint.

“One should never look slovenly,” her mother added.

“Do I look sluvvelly?” Waverly asked, standing up to show her leggings, sweatshirt, and signature mismatched Keds.

“Of course not,” said Lauren, who happened to love the way Waverly put an outfit together. “You look very comfortable.”

“And at your young age,” said Evelyn, “you’re still allowed to put comfort over occasion.”

Lauren tucked the tail of her flannel shirt into the back of her jeans. This was about as dressy as she ever got.



Leo came home from work early that evening with his first babysitting candidate: a student from Ohio named Nate. Leo introduced him to Lauren and then to Evelyn, who eyed him skeptically, which for some reason made Lauren all the more determined to like the young man. He had a preppy style and seemed very engaged.

“The kids are upstairs doing math homework, or I hope so anyway,” Lauren said, restraining Bumper from jumping on him. “I’ll call them down in a minute.”

Lauren wished her mom would go upstairs as well, but instead she sat in the window seat and pretended to read a New Yorker from 1982.

“I was pretty good at math,” Nate said. “I mean, I was an okay student when I was a kid.”

“Charles and Waverly are self-directed,” Lauren said. Then she whispered, “Harrell, not so much, but we’re working on it.”

Leo seemed pleased with himself for finding Nate, and he smiled at Lauren as they took their seats in the living room. “Nate’s free every afternoon, and he can stay as late as we need,” he said.

Lauren imagined hours of uninterrupted time in her studio, checking the items off Courtney’s list one after the other. “What led you to come here,” she said, “all the way from Ohio?”

“New York wasn’t really in my plan,” Nate said. “But turns out, I like it here.”

“What do you think of college so far?” she said. “Are you worried about the workload? Juggling a job downtown could be tricky.”

Nate shook his head. “No, see, I’m not actually a student… per se. I hacked into my girlfriend’s account to get access to job listings.”

“Sorry, what?” said Lauren.

“I know all her passwords,” he said, tapping his temple. “We’ve been together since we started high school, and she thought she could break up with me before she left for college. But it all worked out because I followed her here to keep an eye on her. I hang out on campus, outside the library or her classes, just to let her know she can’t get away from me that easy.” He smiled and turned to Leo. “Women, am I right?”

Nate was dismissed.

“What a lunatic,” Lauren said, bolting the front door and then leaning against it. She wished her mother hadn’t witnessed that debacle. Evelyn had turned in the window seat, looking out on the street to make sure Nate was actually leaving the premises.

Leo had a stunned look on his face. “He’s a stalker,” he said. “I brought a stalker into our home.”

“You didn’t know,” said Lauren. “How could you possibly know?”

“I knew,” said Evelyn. “From the moment he walked in, I could tell he was hiding something. He didn’t take off his baseball cap, he couldn’t maintain eye contact, and his khakis were badly wrinkled. I think he’s on drugs.”

“Well, I don’t know about that,” said Lauren, “but he’s definitely a bad guy.”

“Really bad,” said Leo. “But the next one will be much better—”

“Now, listen to me,” said Evelyn, standing up and planting her fists on her slim hips. “Frances said you should be using one of those agencies. I assume you two will listen to her after what just happened.”

Lauren had thought that was overkill before, but now she was thinking Frances was right.

“Give me another chance,” Leo said. “I’ve got two more people already lined up, and they seemed great when they emailed. I’ll make sure they’re actually students this time.”

“You can’t be serious,” her mother said, directing her exasperation solely at Leo now. “It would be worth every penny to have proper background checks done. You can’t rely on your instincts when it comes to the well-being of your children.”

“I won’t,” Leo said, chastened. “I’ll do more thorough research next time.”

Lauren felt caught in the middle, but she saw the judgmental look on her mother’s face and immediately took Leo’s side. “That was a fluke. Leo will find someone perfect.” She gave his arm a squeeze. “Won’t you?”

“Absolutely,” he said. “Meanwhile, I need to call and report Nate to the campus cops.”

Lauren quickly escaped to the kitchen, leaving Leo to deal with her mom.



She was making coffee the next morning when her mother came into the kitchen, already dressed and wearing understated lipstick. Lauren was still in pajamas. Evelyn sat down at the kitchen table, exhaling as though she’d just come in from a hike. “I could barely sleep last night,” she said, sitting even more stiffly than usual. “Your radiators make such a racket.”

“You turned on the heat?” Lauren said. She hadn’t even known the heating system worked, since they’d never tried it. “But why?”

“It got very chilly up in the attic last night. Wait until you’re my age and see how cold you get.”

“A walk will warm you up,” Lauren said, handing her a coffee mug that featured a millipede crawling on the rim. “You can go with me to take the kids to school.”

“I can’t,” she said, showing Lauren that she could barely turn her head. “I have a crick in my neck. As soon as you’re back, I’ll need you to show me how to call one of those Uber cars. Frances is making a massage appointment for me at the Carlyle. Why don’t you come along? I know spas aren’t really your thing, but perhaps you’d like to get a facial.”

A love of beauty treatments was yet another thing her mom and Frances shared, along with dieting, Chanel, and monograms on literally anything. Lauren would have tolerated a pedicure, but she needed to work. She had no idea how long it would take her to make a single letter opener, nor could she imagine who in this world would actually use one.
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