
[image: A Window Opens: A Novel, by Elisabeth Egan.]



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.





[image: Images]



For Ethan, Louisa, Simon, and Frances, my lights at the end of the Lincoln Tunnel


We shall not cease from exploration,

And the end of all our exploring

Will be to arrive where we started

And know the place for the first time.

—T. S. Eliot, “Little Gidding”

And the moral is: If you ever find yourself in the wrong story, leave.

—Mo Willems, Goldilocks and the Three Dinosaurs


I drag my suitcase out from under the bed and start packing.

The Ramona books go in the elastic pocket intended for socks and underwear; the yellow-spined Nancy Drews go in neat towers on the luggage floor. Around these, I wedge Anastasia Krupnik, Pippi Longstocking, Emily of New Moon, Harriet the Spy, Betsy, Tacy and Tib, the All-of-a-Kind Family.

When the luggage is full, I sit on its lid and yank twin zippers around the periphery until Strawberry Shortcake’s canvas face is distorted from overstuffing. Then I grab the yellow plastic briefcase handles and lug the suitcase down the hall to my brother’s room, where he’s working on the final side of a Rubik’s Cube.

Will immediately kicks the door shut with the toe of his Reebok and, in his unfamiliar new deep voice, says, “Get out, Alice.”

I heft my suitcase of books downstairs and make my way to the kitchen, where my mom is on the phone, receiver tucked between ear and shoulder, olive green cord wrapped around her waist.

I carry my wares to the backyard.

My dad is sitting on a lounge chair in the sun, his head in a cloud of pipe smoke, reading. When he sees me, he puts down his pipe and Ed McBain, lifts his legs off the bottom half of his chair and gestures for me to set up shop. “Welcome, Book Lady. What’s on the reading list today?”

One by one, I lift the books from the suitcase, showcasing them in my hands the way Vanna White does on Wheel of Fortune. I explain the concept of Choose Your Own Adventure and read a short poem from Where the Sidewalk Ends.

My dad listens intently, puffing on his pipe, pretending he hasn’t heard every one of my sales pitches at least ten times before. When I’m finished, he makes a show of examining the books, lingering for a moment over battered spines and flipping a few over so he can read the descriptions on the back. I scratch my mosquito bites and attempt to French-braid my hair and wonder which of my friends will be at the pool in the afternoon. I’m a little dizzy from the hysterical thrum of the cicadas.

Finally, my dad says, “I’ll take this Encyclopedia Brown. And can you recommend a good book for my wife?” We both glance back at the kitchen window, where my mom is still gabbing on the phone, most likely railing about the scourge of Atari.

“So. How much do I owe you?”

“A dollar.”

He fishes into his pocket and hands me a stack of quarters, saying, “Save this for a rainy day.”

Instead, I buy twenty watermelon Jolly Ranchers at the pool. Later, while the grill is cooling after dinner, I’ll come back out to the yard to collect the books my dad bought so I can sell them back to him again next week.

Being the Book Lady sets me up for two things: a mouthful of cavities and a deep appreciation for the heft and promise of a book. Eventually, I will learn that the first is a small price to pay for the second.
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In my book, January and February are just frozen appetizers for the fillet of the year, which arrives in March, when you can finally wear a down vest to walk the dog. That’s when I commit to my annual resolutions: become more flexible in all senses of the word, stop snapping at my family, start feeding the parking meter, take wet laundry out of the machine before it mildews, call my mom more, gossip less. Throughout my thirties, the list has remained the same.

On this particular sunny and tentatively warm day, I was driving home from spin class, daydreaming about a pair of patent leather boots I’d seen in the window of a store near my office. They were midheight and semi-stylish, presentable enough for work, with a sole suited for sprinting through the aisles of the grocery store. Maybe I recognized a little bit of myself in those boots; after all, I fit the same description.

When I stopped for a red light in front of the high school, my phone lit up with a photo of Nicholas. The snapshot was three years old, taken on wooden bleachers at the Y while we were waiting for our son, Oliver, to finish basketball practice. Splayed across Nicholas’s chest was the paperback edition of The Cut by George Pelecanos; while he grinned at my then new iPhone, our daughters, Margot and Georgie, each leaned in and kissed one of his cheeks.

“Hey, what’s up? I’m just driving back from Ellie’s class. Since when does ‘Stairway to Heaven’ qualify as a spin song?”

Silence on the other end. I noticed a spray of white crocuses on the side of the road, rearing their brave little heads. “Nicholas? Are you there?”

“Yeah, I’m here.”

Another pause.

“Nicholas? Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’m fine. I just—”

More silence.

I watched as a group of high school kids trampled the crocuses with their high-tops and Doc Martens. The light turned green.

“You just . . . what?”

“Listen, Al, I’d rather not have this conversation on speaker while you’re driving. Can you call me when you get home?”

I felt a slow blossom of anxiety in my throat. When someone starts talking about the conversation in the third person, you know it’s not going to be pretty.

“Nicholas. What’s going on?”

“I can’t . . . You know what?” I heard a noise in the background that sounded like a big stack of papers hitting the floor. “Actually? I’m coming home. I’ll be on the 11:27 train. See you soon.” There was a strain in his voice, as if someone had him by the neck.

“Wait—don’t hang up.”

But he was gone.

Suddenly, I felt chilly in my sweaty clothes. I distractedly piloted my minivan down Park Street, past a church, a temple, a funeral home, and a gracious turreted Victorian we’d lost in a bidding war when we first started looking for houses in Filament.

My mind raced with possibilities: Nicholas’s parents, my parents, his health, an affair, a relocation. Was there any chance this urgent conversation could contain good news? A windfall?

What was so important that Nicholas had to come home to say it to me in person? In the seven years we’d lived in New Jersey, he’d rarely arrived home before dark, even in the summer, and most of our daytime conversations took place through an intermediary—his secretary, Gladys, doyenne of the Stuyvesant Town bingo scene.

I called Nicholas back as soon as I pulled into the driveway of our blue colonial. When the ringing gave way to voice mail, I suddenly felt dizzy, picturing the old photo pressed to my ear. The girls had grown and changed since then—Margot’s round face chiseling down into a preteen perma-scowl, Georgie’s toddler legs losing their drumstick succulence. But what struck me was Nicholas’s jet-black hair. It had been significantly thicker in those days, and a lot less gray. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen him kick back with a book, let alone look so relaxed.

I was about to find out why.

•  •  •

I spent the next hour repairing damage wrought by the daily cyclone of our kids eating breakfast, getting dressed, and supposedly cleaning their rooms but really just shoving socks, towels, and Legos under their beds. Eggshells in the garbage disposal, Leapin’ Lemurs cereal in the dustpan, Margot’s tried-on-and-discarded outfits directly into her hamper even though I knew they were clean. I filled out class picture forms—hadn’t I already paid for one round of mediocre shots against the backdrop of a fake library?—and called in a renewal of the dog’s Prozac prescription: “His birthday? Honestly, I have no idea . . . He’s not my son! He’s my dog!” Cornelius lifted his long reddish snout and glanced lazily in my direction from his favorite forbidden napping spot on the window seat in the dining room.

I kept checking my phone, hoping to hear from Nicholas, but the only person I heard from was my dad. Ever since losing his vocal cords to cancer, he’d become a ferocious virtual communicator. His texts and e-mails rolled in at all hours of the day, constant gentle taps on my shoulder. The highest concentration arrived in the morning, while my mom played tennis and he worked his way through three newspapers, perusing print and online editions simultaneously. Many messages contained links to articles on his pet subjects: social media, the Hoyas, women doing it all.

That day, in my state of anticipation and dread, I was happy for the distraction.

Dad: Dear Alice, do you read me?

Alice: I do!

Dad: Just wondering, are you familiar with Snapchat?

Me: Sorry, not sure what this is.

Dad: Reading about it in WSJ. Like Instagram, but temporary. Pictures only. No track record.

Me: I’m not on Instagram either. Have nothing to hide anyway.

Dad: I can educate you. These are great ways to stay connected.

Me: I’m on FB. That’s all I can handle.

Dad: Yes, but why no cover photo on your timeline?

Dad: Hi, are you still there?

Dad: OK, TTYL. Love, Dad

We live four houses from the station, so I headed over as soon as I heard the long, low horn of the train. By the time I’d walked by Margot and Oliver’s school and arrived at the steep embankment next to the tracks, Nicholas was already on the platform. He looked surprisingly jaunty, with his suit jacket hanging from his shoulder like a pinstriped cape.

He kissed me on the cheek—a dry nothing of a peck that you might give to someone who baked you a loaf of zucchini bread. He smelled like the train: newsprint, coffee, vinyl. I shivered inside my vest and pulled him in for a tight hug, wrapping my arms around his neck.

“What is going on?”

Nicholas sighed. Now I smelled mint gum with an undernote of—beer? Was that possible?

The train pulled out of the station and we were the only two people left on the platform. I was vaguely aware of a gym class playing a game of spud on the school playground behind us. “I called it and he moved!” “I didn’t move, she pushed me!” Nicholas leaned down to put his leather satchel on the ground. It was a gift from me for his thirtieth birthday: the perfect hybrid of a grown-up briefcase and a schoolboy’s buckled bag. As he straightened his back, his green eyes met mine. He put his hands through his hair and I thought of the photo, my chest tightening.

“Alice, I didn’t make partner.”

At first, the news came as a relief. A problem at work was small potatoes compared to a secret second family or an out-of-control gambling problem or the middle-age malaise of a friend’s husband who said, simply, “I don’t feel like doing this anymore,” before packing a backpack and moving to Hoboken.

Just a backpack!

Then: the lead blanket of disappointment descended gently but firmly, bringing with it a sudden X-ray vision into our past and our future. The summer associate days when we dined on Cornish game hen and attended a private Sutherland, Courtfield–sponsored tour of the modern wing of the Met; the night Nicholas’s official offer letter from the firm arrived, when we climbed a fire escape to the roof of our apartment building and started talking—hypothetically, of course—about what we would name our kids; the many mornings I’d woken up to find him, still dressed in clothes from the day before, with casebooks, Redwelds, and six-inch stacks of paper scattered willy-nilly across the kitchen table. You don’t know how big a binder clip can be until you’ve been married to a lawyer.

What next, if not this?

But first, why?

“Oh, Nicholas. I’m so sorry. I mean, just . . . Really. Wait, I thought the partners’ meeting wasn’t until November. Why are they—”

“It’s not. Until November, I mean. But I had a feeling—”

“You had a feeling? Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Alice, I don’t know, okay? I’m working with Win Makepeace on this bankruptcy—the one I told you about with those bankers who wanted to go out for karaoke? And he let slip that it’s not going to happen for me. Actually, he said it, flat out, as if I already knew. Should have known.”

I pictured Win in his spindly black chair with its smug Cornell crest, how he would have smoothed a tuft of sandy hair over a bald spot that was permanently tanned from a lifetime of sailing on Little Narragansett Bay. Who names their kid Win, anyway? Not Winthrop, Winston, or Winchester, just Win. I was proud to come from a family where all the men are named Edward.

Then I snapped back into the moment, shaking my head as if to dislodge a pesky thought. “So, wait, he just said, ‘Nicholas Bauer, you are not going to make partner at this law firm’?”

“No, not like that. I made a tiny mistake on a brief—a comma instead of a period—and he said, ‘Bauer, let’s face it, you’re not Sutherland, Courtfield partner material.’ ”

“He did not.”

“He did.”

“Nicholas, is this even legal?” I grabbed his hand and pointed us in the direction of home.

“Of course it is. He just stood there in his fucking houndstooth vest and basically told me I had no future there. That, in fact, the partners decided last November, and they weren’t going to tell me until a year from now—”

The swings on the playground were empty, swaying lazily in the breeze by their rusted chains. Sadness kicked in at the sight of them. Hadn’t Nicholas given up enough for this law firm? How many times had I watched him knot his tie, lace his dress shoes, and board the train on a Saturday? How many vacations had been interrupted by urgent calls from clients and arbitrary deadlines from partners?

Nicholas kept going, spelling out the logistics of how these decisions are made and the arcane, draconian methods law firms use for meting out information to their unsuspecting workhorse associates. But I already knew the drill. My dad was a retired partner at another midtown law firm; I grew up hearing about the personality quirks and work ethics of candidates who didn’t quite make the cut. There had been eighty aspiring partners in Nicholas’s so-called class at Sutherland, Courtfield; by the time they were officially eligible for lifelong tenure—the proverbial golden handcuffs—they would be winnowed down to five, at most. Even knowing this, I’d never imagined Nicholas would be part of the reaping.

By this point, we were in our kitchen, where Cornelius wove among our legs, whimpering anxiously as if he sensed the tension. I made a fresh pot of coffee that neither of us would drink. Nicholas and I were rarely home alone without our kids, but my mind didn’t go where it normally would in such a situation.

Only two weeks before, my parents had taken the kids for the weekend, and before their car was even out of the driveway, we’d raced upstairs to our room. Suddenly, Georgie had materialized at the foot of our bed, looking perplexed. “Wait, why are you guys going to sleep?”

Nicholas and I leapt apart, and he grabbed a book from the floor and made a show of reading it. I tucked the sheet under each arm and reached for her hand, which was dwarfed by a plastic ring from the treasure chest at the dentist’s office. “Georgie! You’re back so soon?”

“Pop brought me back. I forgot Olivia.” Olivia is a pig in striped tights; she came with a book by the same name, and she’s a key member of Georgie’s bedtime menagerie, which also includes Curious George and a stingray. “What are you two doing?”

Nicholas put down the book: Magic Tree House #31: Summer of the Sea Serpent. “We’re . . . napping.”

Georgie chewed the end of her scraggly braid, beholding us suspiciously with hazelnut (her word) eyes.

“Okay, well, don’t do anything I wouldn’t do!” She turned on her heel and ran downstairs. The minute we heard the front door close, we picked up where we’d left off.

•  •  •

Now Nicholas leaned against the counter, absentmindedly peeling the clear packing tape we used to hold our cabinets together. Our kitchen was in dire need of a facelift—the black-and-white checkered floor was so scratched, it looked like the loading dock at a grocery store. We’d been saving up for a renovation.

“But at least you can stay at the firm until you find a new job, right?”

“No, that’s another thing.”

“What?” I envisioned sand pouring through a sieve: vacations, restaurant dinners, movies, a new car, college savings, retirement— every iota of security spilling out and away.

“Alice, I can’t stay there.”

“What do you mean you can’t stay there?”

“Oh, come on. You know how it is. ‘Up or out.’ ” Nicholas’s shoulders slumped and I rubbed his back in wide circles, as I did when one of the kids threw up on the floor in the middle of the night. It’s okay. It’s okay. He unbuttoned the top button of his shirt with a defeated air. “Now that I have this information, I really need to move on. It would be humiliating to stay—I’m a dead man walking.”

I pictured Nicholas in an orange prison jumpsuit, shackled at the ankles and cuffed at the wrists. “I get that.”

“So, I’ve been thinking—and this isn’t the first time it’s crossed my mind—now might be the time to hang out a shingle. Bring in my own clients; run my own show.”

“Really?”

“Really.” Nicholas leaned over the sink, turned it on full blast, and threw water at his face in little cupped handfuls. Then he turned back to me with glistening cheeks, shiny droplets clinging to his eyebrows. He looked ashamed instead of refreshed. “Alice, I have to tell you, I didn’t react well to the news.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean . . .” Now Nicholas opened the fridge and grabbed a bottle of beer. After he flicked off the cap, he lifted it by its brown neck and tilted the bottom in my direction in a gesture that telegraphed both “What have I got to lose?” and “Here’s looking at you.” I raised an invisible bottle of my own, although my mood was anything but celebratory. Even though he was a borderline teetotaler, I didn’t need to be told that this wasn’t Nicholas’s first beer of the morning.

“Yes?”

“I lost it when Win told me I wasn’t going to make partner.”

“Lost it . . . how?”

“I threw my laptop across the room.” He crossed his arms and closed his eyes briefly, as if to block out the reality of what he was saying, which was horrifying and surreal. An angry Nicholas was a silent Nicholas, icily folding laundry or staring straight ahead at the road for hours while driving. In all our years together, I’d never seen him throw anything except a ball and once, when we took a pottery class together, a tragically misshapen bowl.

“Wait . . . what? I’m sorry. Did you just say you threw your laptop across the room?” My mind flashed on the possibility of having my own beer, but I thought the better of it—the last thing I wanted to do was arrive at school pickup with alcohol on my breath. A spark like that could ignite a firestorm of gossip whose fug would follow me for years; I’d seen it with a mom who was spotted at the Scholastic book fair with a tiny bottle of something in her satchel purse. It could have been hand lotion or hair spray (this being New Jersey, after all), but the die was cast. The woman was never invited to be a class parent again.

Nicholas fiddled with the refrigerator magnets, arranging the unused alphabet letters in a little line at the top of the freezer door. QPITZLSF. “Yes, I threw my laptop across the room. But we were in a conference room, and there was a lot of space. And the laptop was closed, so . . . well, I guess that doesn’t make it any better, but at least it didn’t shatter.”

“That’s something.” No mess to clean up, no injuries. Still, I felt a little light-headed. I closed my eyes and pressed my index fingers onto their lids until I saw orange kaleidoscope patterns.

“Yeah, I guess.”

“Did it . . . make a lot of noise?”

Nicholas looked sheepish. “Yes.”

“Well. At least . . . you’re going out with a bang?”

We both laughed, halfheartedly. Nicholas tilted his head back and took a long swig from his beer. His neck looked smooth and young; he might have been twenty, pounding a Natty Light in the office of the college newspaper.

“Glen—remember him from my basketball team?”

“Yeah?”

“He has space I can rent in North Caldwell. I think I might have a few clients who would jump ship, and I’ve been coming up with ideas for bringing in new ones. I want to give it a whirl.”

“Wow. Nicholas! You’ve really thought this through.” I didn’t believe this, not for a minute. Nicholas and I are hardly models of perfect communication, but we keep each other in the loop when it comes to major decisions.

“I guess. I won’t miss the commute, or feeling like a minion all the time. But it’ll take a while to get up and running. That’s what scares me.”

“Are you worried that you’ve burned a bridge?” (I really wanted to say: Aren’t you worried these people will think you are out of your mind?)

“Maybe? But for me that was a bridge to nowhere.”

We were quiet for a minute, both standing there like characters on a movie set. I knew what my line was and I delivered it without hesitation: “Nicholas, we’ll make it work.”

“I know. I’m sure it will turn out to be a good thing, I just—”

“It’s already a good thing. Nobody should have to stay in a place where they want to throw something across a room. We’re going to figure this out. I’ll find a new job. Full time. We’ll survive.”

I tried to sound cheerful, game for anything, but the truth is, I was petrified. I wasn’t sure if I was ready to up the ante on the work front. Our kids were still little. I loved my part-time job at You magazine. I worried that it would take years for Nicholas to start his own firm and that he was now unemployable thanks to this understandable but completely uncharacteristic violent outburst in his past.

Nicholas unthreaded his cufflinks—little elastic knots that he had in every color of the rainbow. “Actually, that’s not a bad idea.”

“Which part?”

“You working full-time.”

And just like that, the page turned. We were on to a new chapter.

•  •  •

At bedtime, Georgie picked Sylvester and the Magic Pebble, which I can read with my eyes closed. Normally, it’s only the two of us for stories; Oliver and Margot like to read to themselves in their own rooms. But tonight they were shoehorning their bodies into Georgie’s single bed by the time I finished the first line: “Sylvester Duncan lived with his mother and father on Acorn Road in Oatsdale.”

If March is the fillet of the calendar, this is the fillet of parenthood: that one, brief part of the day when lunchboxes are unpacked, bickering is suspended, and everyone smells like toothpaste. Margot didn’t move away when my thumb found the cleft in her chin, and I didn’t flinch when Oliver’s bony shoulder wedged painfully into my spleen. Georgie pulled her knees underneath her stretchy Tinker Bell nightgown and sidled further up the bed to make more space.
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Nicholas and I have been married for thirteen years. We met when we were freshmen at our tiny arty/crunchy college in Vermont; in fact, he was one of the very first people I met on my first day there. My roommate and I were lugging her baby-blue futon up the stairs to the fifth floor when the door opened on the second-floor landing, and a smart-looking boy with circular wire-rim glasses stepped through. He asked if we needed help. We did.

We didn’t start dating—insofar as people “date” in college—until senior year, when I was an editor of the college newspaper and Nicholas was one of my writers. He stopped by the newspaper offices on a night when we were “putting the issue to bed”— how I loved the urgency and insiderness of this expression—and took me to task for excising the word elephantine from an article he’d written about the football team.

“I just didn’t think the players would appreciate being described that way,” I explained. “And for what it’s worth? These changes are at my discretion. Editor trumps writer. Sorry.”

Nicholas rolled his eyes. “Whatever. Hey, Alice, have you seen Pulp Fiction yet?”

That Friday night, he borrowed his roommate’s car so we could drive to a megaplex in Burlington to see John Travolta make his comeback. We ended up lingering for so long over Moons Over My Hammy at Denny’s, we never made it to the movie. I don’t remember what we talked about, but I know we were both wearing green corduroy zip-up shirts. The waitress asked if we were twins. At the time, we thought the question was hilarious. Yes, the two of us are Irish and German sides of the same coin: dark hair, green eyes. But I have freckles; Nicholas has dimples. I tan; he burns.

On our way back to school, a deer jumped out in front of the car, and Nicholas swerved to the side of the road to avoid hitting him. We rolled to a stop and he exhaled, loudly. “Did you see how scared he was?”

“I did,” I said, my head full of the quick pulse of blood through my ears. The deer had been so close, I’d seen the wild look in his eyes and the razor-thin grooves in his antlers.

Looking past Nicholas, through the driver’s side window, I noticed three rolls of hay in a field lit by the moon. Along the horizon, the Adirondacks rose and fell in a dark line, looking like a row of women in strapless dresses wearing body glitter made of stars.

We sat there for a minute before pulling back onto the narrow ribbon of Route 7. We were quiet. This wasn’t when he kissed me for the first time; that was later, on a pleather college-issue couch, in the middle of a video of Fast Times at Ridgemont High. But that pause in the car was the beginning of something, and I knew it was important.

•  •  •

“Alice?”

“Yes?”

“Can I ask you a favor?”

“Anything.” We were lying in bed, staring at the ceiling.

“Can we not tell anyone about this? It’s really embarrassing.”

“Of course. But, Nicholas, this happens to a lot of people. Law firms are notoriously—”

“No, I’m serious. I’m going to need clients and I don’t want anyone thinking of me as some sad sack.”

“Who would think that? Are you kidding?” (The words passed over flashed through my mind like subtitles in a poorly translated movie. I banished them immediately.)

“Alice, I’m serious. You need to promise this is just between us.”

“I promise.”

“Especially your dad.”

“What about my dad?”

“I don’t want him to know.”

“Okay, Nicholas, but eventually we’ll have to tell him.”

“I know. I just want to . . . live with this decision a little bit before I hash it out with him. He’ll have his own opinions and—well, honestly, I don’t want to hear them right now.”

“Okay.”

I remembered my dad at Nicholas’s law school graduation, his lanky frame folded into a plush chair at Carnegie Hall. The dean was firm about holding applause until the last juris doctor accepted her diploma, but when Nicholas strode across the stage, baby-blue robe shining in the spotlight, my dad rose up in the middle of the audience. Just stood there, ramrod straight, no sound except the thump of his chair folding closed, wearing an ecstatic grin.

My mind reeled with people I might talk to in strictest confidence—my brother, Will; my mom; my friend Susanna; one of my college roommates—but then I focused on my own potential to be a hero in this private family drama. I would forge ahead, quietly, full of grit and grace. I would channel my grandmother, who moved to Boston from County Roscommon when she was eighteen, married an underemployed charmer who died when she was pregnant with their sixth kid (my dad), raised her family on the top floor of a Dorchester triple-decker while cooking for a fancy family in Winchester, and still found time to crochet afghans and serve as prefect of the sodality at church.

•  •  •

Until this point, I’ll admit, I was the tiniest bit smug about my work–life balance. When other moms complained about the never-ending treadmill connecting home and work and everything in between, I kept quiet, knowing how lucky I was to have a part-time job I loved. I wasn’t part of the high-powered commuter set and I wasn’t a PTA insider, but I got to dip into both worlds.

On Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, I was the books editor of You, a position I’d held since Margot was a baby. My job consisted of reading books sent to the magazine by publishers, picking the ones we would review, then writing the reviews. Sure, the magazine was geared to a demographic Nicholas and I half-jokingly referred to as sorority girl health nuts. But my colleagues were like family, and the job offered the perfect combination of intellectual stimulation and access to the last word in spin shoes from the fitness closet. Best of all, I still had time to actually spin, when I wasn’t refereeing play dates and having coffee with friends.

On a Tuesday, I might take an early shift at a bake sale in the school gym, selling whole-grain organic blueberry muffins to voters on their way to the 8:16 train, and the next day, I’d be waiting on the platform with those same people, this time wearing heels instead of Converse. I kept two bags on the red bench by our front door: one canvas tote stocked with Band-Aids and flavor-blasted Goldfish; the other, a leather shoulder bag containing manuscripts and magazine layouts.

I loved those weekday afternoons with my kids, even though there was often a shrill edge to my reminders to put away play dough/crayons/baseball cards/hockey guys/Apples to Apples. And despite their constant grumbling about walking Cornelius and the weird bread I packed in their lunches, despite the hundreds of shapes of pasta I swept off the kitchen floor over the years and all those microscopic Polly Pocket shoes I felt guilty throwing out, nothing gave me greater pleasure than glancing at the rearview mirror of my minivan and seeing our trio. There was Margot, her blue glasses eternally halfway down her nose; only the top of Oliver’s head visible as he buried his nose in the Dictionary of Disgusting Facts; and Georgie, sporting an impossible bounty of hair accessories—ribbons fastened to metal alligator clips, candy-striped bobby pins, plastic Goody barrettes shaped like butterflies and poodles.

Our house is so close to their elementary school, I can actually see each of the kids in their classrooms, depending on what grade they’re in (hello, therapy). When the red doors opened at the end of the day, I waited for them to burst out and race toward me as quickly as was humanly possible beneath the weight of their massive backpacks. On the days we didn’t have soccer or swimming or hip-hop, they each brought a friend home and we crossed over together midway down the block, a chain of seven happy people holding hands.

On my work days, Nicholas and I relied on Jessie, the babysitter we’d hired from Craigslist seven years earlier, when she was eighteen and we were new transplants to New Jersey. She was our first friend in Filament and was still our coolest, by a wide margin. When she wasn’t coloring Shrinky Dinks or carpooling our kids, Jessie was the lead singer with the Prenups, northern New Jersey’s premier wedding band. Thanks to her rocker influence, Oliver could pick out “More Than Words” on her Fender before he even learned to write his name. All three kids could play a mean air guitar.

With her nose pierce, dahlia tattoo sleeve, and blue-streaked hair, Jessie is the opposite of Mary Poppins, but she’s as unflappable as I am easily flustered. On a typical night, I came home to find her in the kitchen, pulling a lasagna out of the oven while teaching Margot how to reduce fractions while supervising a craft project involving Georgie, popsicle sticks, and Elmer’s glue. If Oliver happened to be tap-dancing on the ceiling, I wouldn’t have been surprised.

Nicholas and I knew how lucky we were. At least, I hope we did.

•  •  •

A few days after Nicholas’s revelation, I was at the You offices, stuffing a stack of publishers’ galleys in my bag, gearing up to race for the 6:09 train back to Filament, when I noticed that the features editor, Annika, was alone in her office. I tapped on the wall next to her door. “Do you have a minute to chat?”

“Alice! Always. Come in, sit.” With one elegantly muscled arm, she gestured at the Ultrasuede swivel chair in front of her desk, her wide-set Jackie Kennedy eyes narrowing with concern when I slid the shower-style door closed behind me. “Oh no. Is this serious?” Her expression rearranged itself from “ready for harmless gossip” to “I’m sorry to hear you have a suspicious mole.”

“I wanted to see if by any chance you guys might have a full-time position for me. My circumstances have changed at home, and well, I need to step it up. Financially.” My unrehearsed explanation sounded unintentionally dire. I corrected my posture, as we were often exhorting women to do in You: spine straight, shoulders back, chin up. My imaginary sister hoisted a pair of pom-poms and cheered me on: You’ve got this. You go, girl.

Annika furrowed her brows, which were groomed, like mine, by an opinionated aesthetician who set up his tweezers, scissors, and powders in the photo department once a month. “Is everything . . . okay?”

“Yes! Everyone is healthy. Nicholas and I are fine. It’s just—we’re facing some financial challenges. Also, the kids are all in school now so I don’t really need to be at home so much anymore.” The words felt strange in my mouth, need being very different from want. My throat tightened. I could picture the expression on my own face since I saw it so often on Margot’s: eyes wide, lips tight, nostrils flared. Determination with a side of hesitation.

“Okay. I hear you. Listen, Al, I can ask around, but with ad pages shrinking—and really we don’t do as much as we used to with books—I’m not optimistic. I wish I could be. You know we love having you here.” Annika’s voice quavered. We’d known each other for years; You was a place where I once bared my pregnant belly in a meeting to show the younger editors my crazy highway system of bright-blue veins. The boundary between professional and personal had long ago evaporated.

“No worries, I get it.” On the wall behind Annika’s desk was an arty photograph of a large broken egg. I could see my reflection in the glass over the yolk: forehead crinkled, hair a little frizzy despite its thrice weekly drubbing by flat iron. “Annika, I think I need to start looking for a new job.”

We sat quietly for a minute, staring at each other over her desk.

Annika gestured at her mega-Rolodex, which contained the stapled-in cards of every editor in New York City, not to mention celebrity gynecologists, pinch-hitting babysitters, pet behaviorists, and Ivy League matchmakers. “Alice, anything I can do to help. Just say the word.”

Dad: Dear Al, are you out there?

Me: Yes. On train, heading home.

Dad: How was your day? What’s the news?

Me: Nothing to report. You?

Dad: Mom and I are going to the Saint Patrick’s Day parade in Newark. Join us?

Me: No, thanks. Bagpipes depress me.

Dad: OK. Dinner Sun?

Me: As long as corned beef and cabbage are not on the menu.

Dad: Lamb, mint jelly, Yorkshire pudding. CU! Love, Dad.

“It’s not that they don’t like me, but Annika doesn’t think they have a full-time position in the budget. She said if I was interested in covering beauty, maybe, but otherwise . . .” Nicholas and I were in the basement, separating empty cans of dog food from flattened cereal boxes and tying newspapers in preparation for recycling day. Some couples have date night; we have our weekly powwows over the plastic bins by the dryer.

“And you couldn’t do beauty?” Nicholas’s laser focus annoyed me. Had it escaped his notice that I barely wore makeup and polished my boots more frequently than my nails?

“No, I can’t do beauty. Nicholas! I’m a books person. And I’ve been at You for too long. Current circumstances aside, it’s time to start looking for a new job.”

“Can you not put it like that? ‘Current circumstances’? It’s not like I’m leaving my firm to run a lemonade stand. I have a plan, Alice.”

“I know. But your plan is going to take a while to implement, and I want to make sure we’re . . . secure.” I sliced my thumb on the edge of a Rice Krispies box, then paused to shake it frantically in the air.

“I appreciate that. But I’m not wild about the subtext of what you’re saying. It’s not like I—”

“I’m just worried. Suddenly I’m married to a man who threw a computer across the room and that makes me nervous. I’m sorry, but it does.”

“Alice, I told you, it was closed and we were in a conference room. Nobody got hurt.”

“I know, you keep saying that, but the bigger issue is: you just destroyed your credibility in that corner of the legal community and I don’t think—”

“Exactly. You’re right. I did. But the truth is I don’t want to be in that corner anymore, and Win Makepeace just happened to be the person who forced my hand. I’m trying to look to the future. What’s next? I’m about to find out. Sounds like you are, too.”

•  •  •

At Nicholas’s parents’ fortieth anniversary party, one of their old friends gave a toast about how he’d never expected their relationship to last. Judy and Elliott had been a pair of hippies, hopeless dreamers, who got hitched on a lark. But their relationship turned out to have legs: my in-laws traded their Beetle for a Buick, their fondue pot for a crockpot, became homeowners, parents, churchgoers, scout leaders, business partners, Reiki masters.

This evolution could have been their undoing, but—said this bearded man whose martini listed dangerously to the side—instead Judy and Elliott managed to change alongside each other, and that, he believed, was the key to their contentment. And most likely the key to the dissolution of his own marriage because his ex hadn’t been able to expand her vision of their future together to accommodate his dream of opening a mobile hookah lounge.

The speech ended on an awkward note, with everyone assuring the guy that he should of course go into the hookah business. Meanwhile, I held on to one memorable phrase: change alongside one another.

There’s something to it. Nicholas and I certainly aren’t always completely in sync—he’s an introvert and a cynic; I’m an optimist. He considers people guilty until proven innocent; I collect new friends wherever I can find them. But changing together? We’re good at that.

•  •  •

Oliver, Nicholas, and my dad were wrapped up in March Madness, cheering loudly for the Hoyas. While Nicholas and Oliver whooped and yelled, my dad had his own unorthodox way of expressing enthusiasm. Since he couldn’t make a peep without holding a little electric wand to his neck, he simply pressed the button on the side of his electrolarynx so it emitted a steady vibrating buzz, the sound of an electric razor. The kids called the device Buzz Lightyear.

My mom and I were in the kitchen, wiping down the counters and preparing a tray of green cannolis for dessert. (In Essex County, everybody is Irish in March, even Italian bakers.) “Mom, have you heard anything from Will?”

She shook her head, her amethyst earrings making a little tinging sound. “Not in a few weeks. I know the boys are getting ready for their recital, so that’s probably keeping everybody busy.” My nephews are Suzuki prodigies—two apples who fell really far from their father’s tree. When my brother was their age, he was a garden-variety dirt bike–riding, baseball-playing, noogie-giving troublemaker. The only bows he knew were the ones he used to tie me to the tetherball pole in our backyard.

My mom looked up from her ministrations at the sink. “How do you think he looks?”

“Who?” Of course, I knew we weren’t talking about Will anymore.

“Daddy. Do you think there’s something funny about his color?”

“No, Mom. I think he looks great.”

“Are you sure? Not sort of yellow?”

“I’m sure. He looks good.”

This was our usual call and response. My dad had rebounded from the initial devastation of his diagnosis, with its life-altering treatment. He’d been forced into an abrupt retirement—what good is a lawyer who can’t talk? Now he filled his days with gardening, exercise, newspapers, mysteries, crosswords, and grandchildren. My kids and their cousins found his Darth Vader voice both horrifying and fascinating. They begged him to come over and answer the door for trick-or-treaters on Halloween.

My mom was the one still in the watchtower, constantly scanning the horizon for the enemy. She organized my dad’s vitamins, medications, stoma tubes, and diabetes supplies with military precision. Every night, she charged Buzz Lightyear on her side of the bed and then placed it on his pillow first thing in the morning so he could grab his voice before he opened his eyes.

Usually, I was right there with her, scrutinizing my dad for any sign of a recurrence, but now I was too busy worrying about my own family. We had two months of Sutherland, Courtfield paychecks in our future. After that, we would rely on savings and my meager paycheck until Nicholas’s new business was up and running. Of course I couldn’t reveal this to my parents—I’d promised Nicholas. The pressure was on.
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To: Alice.Pearse@gmail.com

From: pearseparents@gmail.com

Dear Alice,

I hope you’ll forgive the intrusion; I know Mondays are busy for you with work and little ones. Out of the blue, I just heard from my old friend John Enzo who shared some surprising news: that Nicholas intends to leave Sutherland, Courtfield at the end of the month? To start a private practice here in New Jersey?

Alice, WTF! (Sorry, just learned this one.)

Seriously, I hope you know that I try not to meddle in the lives of my kids. And I hate to raise this subject via e-mail; but given my communication limitations, it’s what makes the most sense.

Why didn’t you tell me and Mom about this news? Remember, Alice, I’ve been a senior associate, too. I know it was a different time, but I recall how hard it was and how rarely I saw you and Will.

I’m concerned that the challenges of starting a law practice almost from scratch will be even more daunting. Forgive me for getting down to the nitty-gritty, but do you have enough savings to cover your mortgage until money starts coming in? Does Nicholas have clients lined up? Will they pay up front? Even in the best-case scenario, he may not make any money for three to six months.

I’m wondering if the two of you would consider a loan from me and Mom. We could help pay Jessie, for instance.

Once again, I’m sorry to pry into your personal affairs. I respect your decisions and, of course, Nicholas’s.

I would appreciate an update when you have time.

Love,

Dad

PS. Your mom thinks I should mind my own business.

“Different time”—ha! When my dad was an associate, Dictaphones and telex machines were cutting-edge. There were no smart phones; you never left work with your office in your pocket. I remembered my dad working in the living room, using his Hartmann briefcase as a makeshift lap desk, but he wasn’t expected to be reachable at three o’clock in the morning via e-mail, IM, text, or FaceTime. He never had to stand on the sidelines of my brother’s baseball games, whispering furiously into a little metal rectangle that was like another member of the family. At some point, his workday came to an end—unlike Nicholas’s, which bled into the weekend and onto vacations, depending upon the whims of Win Makepeace, who could snap his fingers from his weekend home in Watch Hill and derail our plans three states away.

I highlighted the subject of my dad’s message—“News?”—and clicked the garbage pail icon in the upper left-hand corner of my screen. Technology could be so convenient.

To: Alice.Pearse@gmail.com

From: pearseparents@gmail.com

Dear Alice,

Just confirming that you received my e-mail message from earlier today. You never know with these things. I noticed you liked one of Will’s pictures on Facebook, so I’m assuming you had a chance to log some computer time. Anyway, send up a flare, will you?

Love,

Dad

If I didn’t respond to my dad’s second e-mail, I could expect to receive a letter by certified mail. Like all lawyers of his generation, my dad took correspondence very seriously.

To: pearseparents@gmail.com

From: Alice.Pearse@gmail.com

Dad,

I did get your message(s). I appreciate your concerns and assure you Nicholas and I have discussed each one. Thankfully, he isn’t the sole breadwinner—we’ll still have my salary, so we won’t need to borrow from you. (I implore you not to bring this up with Nicholas, who would be mortified.) Of course, we’re realistic and know that we’ll have to cut corners here and there, but I’m committed to helping Nicholas build a professional life where he’s happy, fulfilled, and home more. People our age don’t stay in the same job for decades—it’s a quirk and a perk of Gen X. Thanks for checking in.

I love you.

Alice

I put out all kinds of feelers, the way you do when you look for a new job. I made a list of all the people I know who I thought might be able to help; however, I stopped short of calling them “contacts,” since many are friends I have lunch with a few times a year, whom I trade tips with about books and husbands and stores that sell non-low-rise jeans that don’t scream mom.

The tone of my e-mail was breezy: “I’m starting to think about exploring other options, so I’d love to set up a time to chat with you about any fun positions at [INSERT NAME OF MAGAZINE/NEWSPAPER/PUBLISHING COMPANY/WEBSITE HERE].” My first response came from an old friend who had recently been named editorial director at Mama.com: “Total shot in the dark: are you pregnant or considering adoption? We’re looking for an expectant mommy blogger. The pay is crap but we could throw in some free products and board books . . . ?”

A guy I knew from the train invited me to meet him in the third car that night to talk about a position at his copywriting firm. I was half asleep by the time we arrived in Filament.

Nicholas’s distant cousin wondered if I had any experience in newsletters. She said Nabisco was looking for someone to educate consumers about a new line of energy-boosting crackers. No thanks.

The most interesting lead came from a former colleague who put me in touch with her cousin, the director of guidance at a well-known private school, who was looking for college essay coaches. In a brief phone conversation, I learned that I could earn up to $3,000 per client. The work sounded easy enough, but the conversation hit a wall after I described the most recent personal essay I’d edited for You. It had been a moving piece by a woman who suffered from trichotillomania, a disease that caused her to pull out her eyebrows and eat them. The guidance director cleared his throat: “Well, then. I’m afraid that’s not the kind of material colleges like to read about.”

Another door, closed.

•  •  •

One morning, I was sitting at my desk at You, parceling books into stacks like a dealer at a blackjack table: serious novels, fun novels, tragic memoirs, witty memoirs, thrillers to send to my dad, cookbooks to hoard under my desk until Christmas or school auction time, when they would be bundled into raffle baskets with a set of cutting boards. I was killing time before a features meeting, anticipating the inevitable slightly tardy e-mail from the assistant to our editor in chief, with the subject line: “She’s ready. Please gather in her office.”

Suddenly, an unfamiliar name popped up in my in-box. This wasn’t unusual, since at least half of my e-mail came from publicists I didn’t know, pitching books or stories on subjects You would never cover: geriatric beauty tips, government spy programs, “Top 10 Tips for Re-Caulking Your Tub.” Usually I didn’t even open these messages, but the one from Genevieve Andrews had me at the subject line: do you want to be part of the future of bookstores?

No caps.

Uh, yes.

I clicked. The message said,

To: Alice.Pearse@gmail.com

From: GenevieveAndrews@scroll.com

Dear Alice: I hope you won’t mind that I’m tracking you down out of the blue like this. I believe we follow each other on Twitter, where I always look forward to your opinions on what to read next. I’m writing now because I’ve just started a new job as the lead for the New York division of Scroll and I’m looking to hire forward-thinking booklovers to help create an unforgettable reading experience for our customers. If you’re interested in learning more, might we meet for coffee at Shakespeare’s Sister (SoHo branch) next Friday at 4 p.m.?

Yours,

Genevieve Andrews

Imagine being discovered on Twitter, of all places! I couldn’t wait to tell Nicholas, who thought social media was a huge waste of time.

I floated into the features meeting on a cloud of optimism and goodwill. While other editors reclined on cheetah-print sofas, cheerfully debating the merits of gargling with coconut oil for twenty minutes a day, I sat on the floor and daydreamed about becoming a forward-thinking booklover.

•  •  •

Of course, I remembered Scroll from a recent article on the front page of the New York Times. It had been a big story, including a jump to the business section, about the Cleveland retail giant MainStreet expanding into virtual bookstores. I’d skimmed the piece while eating Fage yogurt; now I reread it on my phone while I waited for the train home.

MainStreet is a family business, owned by the Rockwell brothers, Sam and Dan, who are beloved by Wall Street for their runaway success with a chain of high-end suburban shopping malls. My in-laws, Judy and Elliott, live outside Cleveland near Heritage Towne, the first in a fleet of dozens of MainStreet’s “lifestyle centers,” which mimic the hometown vibe of the very mom-and-pop stores they put out of business. Cobblestone, gaslit lanes connect Johnny Rockets with Hollister; phone-charging stations are coyly housed inside old-fashioned phone booths; easy-listening renditions of folk favorites are piped to the furthest reaches of the parking lot, for the brave souls who forgo valet service. Heritage Towne has a gym, a movie theater, a band shell, a medical center, and its own Whole Foods. The Residences at Heritage Towne are currently under construction.

According to the New York Times, a third Rockwell brother was joining the empire. Under his aegis, MainStreet would open a nationwide chain of reading lounges, known as Scroll, which would “reinvent the bookstore experience,” according to an unnamed MainStreet spokeswoman. Customers would be able to browse e-books on docked tablets and then download files directly to all their devices at once. Plans for the lounges included fair-trade-certified coffee bars and eco-friendly furniture sourced from reclaimed local materials.

Scroll would be based in New York—“the epicenter of the literary universe.” The industry’s most discerning, community-minded tastemakers would be hired to curate the e-book collection for Scroll, whose site would be tethered to the MainStreet homepage so patrons could buy, say, a wheelbarrow along with their gardening book.

“As Cervantes put it, ‘No limits but the sky,’ ” said the unnamed spokesperson.

Interesting, I thought, as I scanned the big board in Penn Station for my track number. Being a tastemaker sounded like fun. And I was certainly community-minded—after all, I’d been the co-planner of the Flower Street block party for six years running.

On the train, I reread Genevieve’s e-mail. I didn’t want to get my hopes up, but the future was starting to look a little bit brighter. The timing was almost too good to be true.

•  •  •

My original post-college plan had been to live in Vermont for the summer, then to move to New York and find a job in book publishing. After graduation, I shared a house with seven other women (not girls; we were clear on this point). We were all waitresses with editorial assistant dreams; we loved Mary Cantwell, Sylvia Plath, Joan Didion. While we counted out our tips at the kitchen table at two o’clock in the morning, we’d plan our lives in New York, in our minds a strange outdated jumble of beatnik Greenwich Village and slices of cheesecake at the Automat.

Meanwhile, my brother had just started the analyst training program at Lehman Brothers. What little free time he had, he spent Rollerblading around the Loop in Central Park and trying to pick up “Betties” at sunset happy hours in South Street Seaport. At my graduation, he took me aside and said, “Alice, I know you think you want to be a poet, but you need to find a job where you make bank. That’s the only way to have any fun in the Big Apple.” Will’s version of New York was one I wanted to avoid at all costs.

One night, I came home with a business card belonging to a friendly customer who turned out to be an editor whose colleague was looking for a new assistant. The card was a little damp, having traveled atop my cocktail tray among countless rounds of Otter Creek Copper Ale, but my roommates passed it around the table and admired it: “Alice, you are set. If you get this job, you’ll be hobnobbing with the literati while we’re stuck restocking croutons and rolling cutlery.”

Nicholas showed up, smelling like popcorn from the theater where he worked as a projectionist, and someone shoved the card at him: “Look, your girlfriend already has an in.”

“Really? That’s great!” He smiled, squinting at the card. Even then, he was a reader of fine print. “An in . . . in textbook publishing?”

Okay, so maybe I wouldn’t be working with Anne Tyler or Isabel Allende. The point was to get my foot in the door.

•  •  •

The card led to an interview, the interview led to a job offer from a textbook publisher, and the job offer came with health insurance and twice-monthly paychecks for $649—just enough to afford me two suits from Labels for Less, a year’s supply of generic macaroni, and a windowless, closetless bedroom above Let’s Pet Dog Grooming in Cobble Hill. My life in New York had officially begun.

From college engineering textbooks, I moved on to Page-A-Day calendars: cats, dogs, horoscopes, Bible verses, cars, Magnetic Poetry. In this job, I learned the hard way how to be detail-oriented—but for the keen eye of a copy editor, Valentine’s Day would have fallen on February 15th in the 1996 Sagittarius calendar—and I collected a lifetime supply of crossword clues and useless trivia. A cat with extra toes? Polydactyl. Planet ruled by Pisces? Neptune. First automobile with a compass on the dashboard? Templar Touring Roadster.

From calendars, I moved to magazines, where I was happy. Trust me, there is no better place to work than a women’s magazine when you’re newly engaged: the squeals! The endless admiration of your emerald-cut diamond! The shower with an exquisite buttercream cake and Veuve Clicquot champagne and a gift certificate for a couples massage at Bliss!

But still, I remained on the fringes of the professional world I’d hoped to be part of. When I waited in line in the basement of Coliseum Books to have my copy of Bridget Jones’s Diary signed by Helen Fielding, it was not the hilarious author I had my eye on but the young cardigan-wearing woman to her left: the editor. What was it like to be the person who chose books readers would fall in love with, buy for their mothers, and remember forever after, the way you never forget a delicious meal?

•  •  •

Nicholas was thrilled by the e-mail from Genevieve—and tickled by the way she found me. “Maybe Twitter isn’t so pointless after all,” he said, begrudgingly. “And Scroll! They’re supposed to be a great company.

“You’re just biased because of the Cleveland connection.”

The Rockwell brothers are natives, too. In every profile for Fortune or Businessweek, they wax poetic about eating Notso fries at Yours Truly in Shaker Square (you don’t want to know) and their annual viewing of A Christmas Story, which was filmed in the Tremont neighborhood of Cleveland, even though the family in the movie is supposed to live in northern Indiana. The brothers deliver this line interchangeably: “When we decided to start our retail business, there was only one place to go: Cleveland. For us, that’s where MainStreet starts.”

“Do you think I’ll get an employee discount at all the MainStreet stores, or just Scroll?” We were driving up the gradual slope of Bloomfield Avenue, on our way to a neighboring town to look at office space for Nicholas. He wanted to sign a lease immediately; I thought he should set up an office in the basement until he was established.

“Alice! Pace yourself. You’re meeting this woman for coffee; I mean, I’m sure she’ll want to hire you, but it’s hardly a done deal.”

“I know. I wonder what Genevieve is thinking I’ll do there?”

“I guess you’ll find out soon enough. Which reminds me: I hope you won’t mind, but I told your dad about your interview with Scroll.” Nicholas angled his Accord into a parking lot behind a bagel store and a Mexican restaurant. “And here we are.”

I glanced at the stucco facade of his new building, a far cry from the mirrored skyscraper he was leaving, and put a hand on his arm. “Wait, what? You’re the one who just pointed out, it’s coffee, not an interview. Why would you bring it up with my dad?”

Nicholas grimaced. “Sorry, he was trying to give me advice and I couldn’t understand what he was saying, so I just . . . blurted it out, I guess.” He paused to fish Glen’s key off a carabiner attached to his belt loop, a look which reminded me depressingly of the dozens of keychains dangling from the zippers of each of our kids’ backpacks. “Anyway, your dad was excited, Al! Really excited. It was a nice way to sidestep a weird heart-to-heart with him about my future.”

“My dad isn’t a heart-to-heart kind of guy—you know that. He just wants to be in the loop.”

“That’s the thing, though. I don’t really want him in the loop right now, okay?” Nicholas squinted through his windshield into the window of the Mexican restaurant, where two men were removing pits from a mountain of avocados. “I don’t want to get into the specifics of why I’m leaving Sutherland, Courtfield. You get that, right?”

“Of course. Fine. Let’s go check out the new digs.”

Actually, I did mind that Nicholas had taken it upon himself to spill news of my interview. But at least I knew why the morning’s deluge of texts from my dad had contained two articles about MainStreet— one from Forbes, one from Wealth. Those Rockwell brothers were outrageously young! In their Warby Parker glasses and Hugo Boss shirts, they looked like boys dressing up as businessmen.

We walked by a Dumpster overflowing with cardboard boxes and slipped inside a door propped open by a brick wrapped in duct tape. “You have to use your imagination,” Nicholas explained. “The place is bare bones but it has potential.”

I pasted a supportive smile on my face and toured the new office. The Flor tiles were stained and the filing cabinets might have been salvaged from the set of 9 to 5, but the light was good and the skyline view couldn’t be beat, even if it did look incredibly far away.

•  •  •

I was still surprised to find myself living on this side of the Hudson. For me, growing up in New Jersey, New York was true north on the compass, the place you looked for from the highest point in town. For a Clevelander like Nicholas, it might as well have been Oz. The first time he rode the subway, he bought an extra token to send home to his mom.

I didn’t miss the city, exactly, but I got whiplash when I reflected on my own transformation from post-college East Villager hanging out at Veselka to downtown mom with Gourmet Garage bags hanging from the handles of my stroller to Filament commuter navigating the hordes in midtown. Now, no matter how authoritatively I strode toward my office building in Times Square, I always found myself on the receiving end of a sales pitch from a representative of Big Apple Bus Tours. “Buy the all-day pass! Including the Cloisters, the Statue of Liberty—”
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“Whether you like your summer reads heartwarming or heart-stopping, you're in luck.”
—O, THE OPRAH MAGAZINE

@ ®
’......O.C.Q o C.Q..'O..‘\
»P 000000000000
000000000 0/
0 ¢€00606000006H0
0 0/000000000 0
‘0.1 ..‘0...0.......0‘ ". |
00000006 L
......... L\ e @









