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Praise for New York Times bestselling author
JENNIFER WEINER

Little Earthquakes

“The best and brightest American practitioner of chick lit.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Weiner has a flawless sense of story: She propels us right into her characters' lives and hardly slows down for all 400 pages. . . . A tribute to what's most meaningful in our own small lives.”

—Philadelphia Inquirer

“Weiner has birthed another winner. . . . [A] multifaceted gem of a novel.”

—Library Journal (starred review)

“Reading Little Earthquakes . . . feels like curling up on a couch with a best girlfriend in crisis.”

—Entertainment Weekly

“Fantastically witty. . . . Weiner shows she can write with exquisite tenderness as well as humor. . . . A multilayered story that surpasses most of the chick lit canon. Little Earthquakes is a satisfying leap from a writer whose voice has matured with each of her three books.”

—Miami Herald

“Unputdownable . . . a nuanced portrait of what's in store for anyone looking ahead to mom-dom.”

—Glamour

“A bittersweet comedy. . . . Jennifer Weiner's Little Earthquakes is laced with the seemingly effortless humor that made her first two novels, Good in Bed and In Her Shoes, so appealing.”

—The Boston Globe

“Laugh-out-loud funny. . . . Weiner is a born storyteller, no question about it . . . [Little Earthquakes] will draw you in and keep you entertained.”

—The Hartford Courant

“A chick-lit coup . . . a hoot. . . . Weiner invests each of the very different women with so much you-are-there detail that the characters start entertaining the reader on their own. . . . Full of snappy dialogue, Little Earthquakes is grown-up chick lit for readers who may be relieved to discover there is life beyond the genre's eternal quest for suitable husbands.”

—The Seattle Times

“Chick lit's best. . . . Already an innovator, Weiner expands her narrative reach even further with Little Earthquakes. Again, it is Weiner's solid, witty writing that makes this story. . . . Her voice pulls you in, dealing out wise counsel, heartbreaking loss and redemption, and incredibly funny moments with equal ease. . . . Weiner's story is more than just the latest twist in a popular genre. It signals, perhaps, a new trend: grown-up chick-lit—mature, sophisticated, but still plenty of fun. Rather than meeting, and bettering, the standard, she is setting it, and no doubt others will try to follow.”

—The News & Observer (Raleigh, NC)

“New mom Jennifer Weiner knows her stuff: You'll find yourself (and your baby and husband) somewhere in her honest, touching—and witty—story of three women who become friends just as they're becoming moms.”

—Parenting

“Witty and honest, Little Earthquakes is a winning story that perfectly captures the challenges of new motherhood.”

—Pages

“Heartbreaking and hilarious . . . Weiner can be counted on for happy endings all around. Communication with and compassion for those closest to us make all things possible, in her view.”

—Lancaster Newspapers

“Little Earthquakes looks at four very different women and the way their lives change as they become new mothers. . . . Plenty of laughs and heartwarming moments. . . . A feel-good novel.”

—The Commercial Appeal (Memphis, TN)

“A triumph. . . . Weiner's latest novel [is] a down-to-earth journey through the lives of three women as they conquer one of life's greatest challenges—motherhood.”

—Albuquerque Journal (New Mexico)

“Such hilarity and sweetness . . . tenderness and heart. . . . Only Weiner could form such identifiable characters. . . .Whether you've read her before or are just now learning of her talent, Weiner's Little Earthquakes is a fantastic read on friendship, family, and finding exactly where you need to be.”

—Sun-Sentinel (Fort Lauderdale, FL)

“Weiner's latest book had me laughing and crying. . . . Strong yet vulnerable, these powerfully drawn characters are overwhelmed by their babies and new roles. . . . None of them ends up with everything, but the book feels feminist anyway. Best of all, they share an intimate friendship, one created through wry humor, wit, and tears.”

—Philadelphia Magazine (Grade: A)

“Jennifer Weiner's genius is that she writes about women we know. . . . This novel could be a primer for first-timers, better than What to Expect When You're Expecting at describing the confusing mix of joy and resentment that comes with the defecating, burping, screaming bundle.”

—Plain Dealer (Cleveland)

“Weiner's hot news in Hollywood and it's easy to see why. This blow-by-blow account of all that child-rearing involves is the lively tale of four women thrown together by babies. Weiner has an easy way with words and enviable insight.”

—The Mirror

“If Sex and the City had lasted long enough for us to watch all four women become pregnant, the show might have evolved into something like Little Earthquakes. . . . Weiner deftly conveys common anxieties and frustrations of first-time mothers.”

—Fort Worth Star Telegram

“Little Earthquakes is as compelling as Weiner's previous two bestsellers. . . . A perfect example of how to write an irreverent look at pregnancy and newborns.”

—The Calgary Herald

“It's a lot easier to ride out the storms of early parenthood if you're equipped with Weiner's wicked humor. . . . Like its bestselling predecessors, [Little Earthquakes] is a chatty, catty, giggly, tearful ride full of brand names and best friends, with lots of honey-colored skin on the jacket. And like its predecessors, it will be underestimated, at least by some critics.”

—Newsday

“A novel you'll want to put on your reading list . . . a sometimes hilarious, sometimes touching story of four Philadelphia women who share the joys and traumas of new motherhood. . . . [A] realistic, rich picture of motherhood, joys and sorrows included.”

—San Antonio Express-News

“[Little Earthquakes] will charm and delight readers with its mixture of heartbreak and humor. New mothers may find that juggling careers, new babies, and the shift in their marriages is an impossible task. Weiner will make the reader believe in the power of love and friendship.”

—Tampa Tribune

“Weiner writes so vividly and creates such real human emotion through her words that she makes her readers truly care about the lives of her characters. . . . She has written a touching novel with wonderful characters and honest lessons about living a less-than-perfect-life. . . . This is women's fiction at its best.”

—Bookreporter.com

“A warm, often funny, touching look at the challenges and joys of new motherhood and marriage.”

—Booklist

Good in Bed

“When it comes to pampering, this season's beach-book Queen for a Day is Cannie Shapiro.”

—Janet Maslin, The New York Times

“Good in Bed is a delight, a contemporary Cinderella tale told with intelligence, wit, and style.”

—Susan Isaacs, author of Any Place I Hang My Hat and Almost Paradise

“A breezy, sweetly oddball urban fairy tale. . . . Jennifer Weiner endows Cannie's story with a lot of brassy heart.”

—The Miami Herald

“A crackling debut. . . . Cannie emerges as one of the most engaging, realistic female characters in years.”

—Entertainment Weekly (Grade: A)

In Her Shoes

“An entertaining romp. . . . This book is like spending time with an understanding friend who has a knack for always being great company. Bottom line: wonderful fit.”

—People

“Weiner, a marvelously natural storyteller, blends humor and heartbreak to create an irresistible novel.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“Weiner balances romantic formula with fresh humor, deft characterizations and literary sensibility.”

—Elaine Showalter, The Guardian (UK)

“If chick lit is indeed a genre, Weiner is creating a smarter, funnier subspecies.”

—Philadelphia Inquirer

Goodnight Nobody

“Hilarious . . . begs to be read in one sitting. Weiner takes the serious themes of commitment, self-esteem, and identity and mixes in moments of laugh-out-loud humor.”

—The Philadelphia Inquirer

“Weiner's sharp wit, crisp writing, and wry observations are all abundant in Goodnight Nobody.”

—The Miami Herald

“A humorous take on hearth and home . . . Weiner possesses a warm heart and a wickedly funny eye for social interaction.”

—Baltimore Sun

“A Peyton Place for the twenty-first century, only more modern, hip, and funny than the original.”

—The Boston Globe



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: Little Earthquakes, by Jennifer Weiner, Atria]


For Lucy Jane



 

“What is REAL?” asked the Rabbit one day, when they were lying side by side near the nursery fender, before Nana came to tidy the room. “Does it mean having things that buzz inside you and a stick-out handle?”

“Real isn’t how you are made,” said the Skin Horse. “It’s a thing that happens to you. When a child loves you for a long, long time, not just to play with, but REALLY loves you, then you become real.”

“Does it hurt?” asked the Rabbit.

“Sometimes,” said the Skin Horse, for he was always truthful. “When you are Real you don’t mind being hurt.”

—MARGERY WILLIAMS
The Velveteen Rabbit




April


LIA

I watched her for three days, sitting by myself in the park underneath an elm tree, beside an empty fountain with a series of uneaten sandwiches in my lap and my purse at my side.

Purse. It’s not a purse, really. Before, I had purses—a fake Prada bag, a real Chanel baguette Sam had bought me for my birthday. What I have now is a gigantic, pink, floral-printed Vera Bradley bag big enough to hold a human head. If this bag were a person, it would be somebody’s dowdy, gray-haired great-aunt, smelling of mothballs and butterscotch candies and insisting on pinching your cheeks. It’s horrific. But nobody notices it any more than they notice me.

Once upon a time, I might have taken steps to assure that I’d be invisible: a pulled-down baseball cap or a hooded sweatshirt to help me dodge the questions that always began Hey, aren’t you? and always ended with a name that wasn’t mine. No, wait, don’t tell me. Didn’t I see you in something? Don’t I know who you are?

Now, nobody stares, and nobody asks, and nobody spares me so much as a second glance. I might as well be a piece of furniture. Last week a squirrel ran over my foot.

But that’s okay. That’s good. I’m not here to be seen; I’m here to watch. Usually it’s three o’clock or so when she shows up. I set aside my sandwich and hold the bag tightly against me like a pillow or a pet, and I stare. At first I couldn’t really tell anything, but yesterday she stopped halfway past my fountain and stretched with her hands pressing the small of her back. I did that, I thought, feeling my throat close. I did that, too.

I used to love this park. Growing up in Northeast Philadelphia, my father would take me into town three times each year. We’d go to the zoo in the summer, to the flower show each spring, and to Wanamaker’s for the Christmas light show in December. He’d buy me a treat—a hot chocolate, a strawberry ice cream cone—and we’d sit on a bench, and my father would make up stories about the people walking by. A teenager with a backpack was a rock star in disguise; a blue-haired lady in an ankle-length fur coat was carrying secrets for the Russians. When I was on the plane, somewhere over Virginia, I thought about this park, and the taste of strawberries and chocolate, and my father’s arm around me. I thought I’d feel safe here. I was wrong. Every time I blinked, every time I breathed, I could feel the ground beneath me wobble and slide sideways. I could feel things starting to break.

It had been this way since it happened. Nothing could make me feel safe. Not my husband, Sam, holding me, not the sad-eyed, sweet-voiced therapist he’d found, the one who’d told me, “Nothing but time will really help, and you just have to get through one day at a time.”

That’s what we’d been doing. Getting through the days. Eating food without tasting it, throwing out the Styrofoam containers. Brushing our teeth and making the bed. On a Wednesday afternoon, three weeks after it happened, Sam had suggested a movie. He’d laid out clothes for me to wear—lime-green linen capris that I still couldn’t quite zip, an ivory silk blouse with pink-ribbon embroidery, a pair of pink slides. When I’d picked up the diaper bag by the door, Sam had looked at me strangely, but he hadn’t said anything. I’d been carrying it instead of a purse before, and I’d kept right on carrying it after, like a teddy bear or a well-loved blanket, like something I loved that I couldn’t bring myself to let go.

I was fine getting into the car. Fine as we pulled into the parking garage and Sam held the door for me and walked me into the red-velvet lobby that smelled like popcorn and fake butter. And then I stood there, and I couldn’t move another inch.

“Lia?” Sam asked me. I shook my head. I was remembering the last time we’d gone to the movies. Sam bought me malted milk balls and Gummi worms and the giant Coke I’d wanted, even though caffeine was verboten and every sip caused me to burp. When the movie ended, he had to use both hands to haul me out of my seat. I had everything then, I thought. My eyes started to burn, my lips started to tremble, and I could feel my knees and neck wobbling, as if they’d been packed full of grease and ball bearings. I set one hand against the wall to steady myself so I wouldn’t start to slide sideways. I remembered reading somewhere about how a news crew had interviewed someone caught in the ’94 Northridge earthquake. How long did it go on? the bland, tan newsman asked. The woman who’d lost her home and her husband had looked at him with haunted eyes and said, It’s still happening.

“Lia?” Sam asked again. I looked at him—his blue eyes that were still bloodshot, his strong jaw, his smooth skin. Handsome is as handsome does, my mother used to say, but Sam had been so sweet to me, ever since I’d met him. Ever since it had happened, he’d been nothing but sweet. And I’d brought him tragedy. Every time he looked at me, he’d see what we had lost; every time I looked at him, I’d see the same thing. I couldn’t stay. I couldn’t stay and hurt him anymore.

“I’ll be right back,” I said. “I’m just going to run to the bathroom.” I slung my Vera Bradley bag over my shoulder, bypassed the bathroom, and slipped out the front door.

Our apartment was as we’d left it. The couch was in the living room, the bed was in the bedroom. The room at the end of the hall was empty. Completely empty. There wasn’t so much as a dust mote in the air. Who had done it? I wondered, as I walked into the bedroom, grabbed handfuls of underwear and T-shirts and put them into the bag. I hadn’t even noticed, I thought. How could I not have noticed? One day the room had been full of toys and furniture, a crib and a rocker, and the next day, nothing. Was there some service you could call, a number you could dial, a website you could access, men who would come with garbage bags and vacuum cleaners and take everything away?

Sam, I’m so sorry, I wrote. I can’t stay here anymore. I can’t watch you be so sad and know that it’s my fault. Please don’t look for me. I’ll call when I’m ready. I’m sorry . . . I stopped writing. There weren’t even words for it. Nothing came close. I’m sorry for everything, I wrote, and then I ran out the door.

The cab was waiting for me outside of our apartment building’s front door, and, for once, the 405 was moving. Half an hour later, I was at the airport with a stack of crisp, ATM-fresh bills in my hand. “Just one way?” the girl behind the counter had asked me.

“One way,” I told her and paid for my ticket home. The place where they have to take you in. My mother hadn’t seemed too happy about it, but then, she hadn’t been happy about anything to do with me—or, really, anything at all—since I was a teenager and my father left. But there was a roof over my head, a bed to sleep in. She’d even given me a coat to wear on a cold day the week before.

The woman I’ve been watching walked across the park, reddish-gold curls piled on her head, a canvas tote bag in her hand, and I leaned forward, holding tight to the edges of the bench, trying to make the spinning stop. She set her bag down on the lip of the fountain and bent down to pet a little black-and-white-spotted dog. Now, I thought, and I reached into my sleepover-size sack and pulled out the silver rattle. Should we get it monogrammed? Sam had asked. I’d just rolled my eyes and told him that there were two kinds of people in the world, the ones who got things monogrammed at Tiffany’s and the ones who didn’t, and we were definitely Type Twos. One silver rattle from Tiffany’s, unmonogrammed, never used. I walked carefully over to the fountain before I remembered that I’d become invisible and that nobody would look at me no matter what I did. I slid the rattle into her bag and then I slipped away.


BECKY

Her cell phone trilled as she straightened her back. The dog gave one sharp bark and trotted away, and the woman with the long blond hair in the long blue coat walked past her, stepping so close that their shoulders brushed. Becky Rothstein-Rabinowitz brushed her curls out of her eyes, pulled the phone out of her pocket, winced when she saw the number displayed on the screen, and replaced the phone without answering. “Shit,” she muttered to no one in particular. That marked her mother-in-law Mimi’s fifth call in the last two hours. She and Mimi had had a reasonably peaceful détente when Mimi had lived in Texas with the latest in her five-husband series, but the marriage hadn’t lasted. Now Mimi was moving to Philadelphia, and she couldn’t seem to grasp the simple fact that her daughter-in-law had both a job and a baby on the way and, hence, better things to do than “just drop by” the shop that Mimi’s decorator had recommended and “take a l’il look” at Mimi’s custom-ordered drapes. Nor did Becky have “just a quick sec” to drive half an hour to Merion and “sneak a peek” at how construction was proceeding (her mother-in-law was in the process of building a pillared, gabled, verandaed minimansion that looked, to Becky’s eyes, like Scarlett O’Hara’s abode, if Tara had gotten shrunk in the wash). Becky picked up her bag and walked briskly across the park to her restaurant, Mas.

It was three o’clock in the afternoon, and the little kitchen was already steamy and warm with the scent of braised pork shoulder in a cinnamon-spiked sauce, cilantro and garlic salsa, and roasting peppers for the savory flan. Becky took a deep, happy breath and stretched her arms over her head.

“Thought you were off today,” said Sarah Trujillo, her partner and best friend.

“I’m just stopping by,” Becky said, as her cell phone trilled again.

“Let me guess,” Sarah said.

Becky sighed, looked at the number, then smiled, and flipped the phone open. “Hi, honey,” she said. They’d been married for two years, and they’d dated for three years before that, but the sound of Andrew’s voice still gave her butterflies.

“Hi. Are you all right?”

She looked down at herself. Bag, boobs, belly, feet, all present and accounted for. “Yeah, I’m fine. Why?”

“Well, my mother just paged me and said she’s been trying to reach you, but you weren’t picking up your phone.”

Shit, Becky thought again.

“Look, I know she can be demanding. I had to live with her, remember?”

“Yes,” Becky said. And how you turned out normal is one of the mysteries of the ages, she refrained from adding.

“Just humor her a little bit. Ask her how things are going with the move.”

“I can humor her,” Becky replied, “but I don’t have time to run her errands.”

“I know,” her husband answered. Becky could hear hospital sounds in the background, some doctor being paged. “You don’t have to. I don’t expect you to. Mimi doesn’t, either.”

Then why does she keep asking? Becky wondered.

“Just talk to her,” Andrew said. “She’s lonely.”

She’s crazy, Becky thought. “Okay,” she said. “Next time she calls, I’ll talk to her. But I have to turn my phone off soon. Yoga.”

Sarah raised her eyebrows. Yoga? she mouthed.

“Yoga,” Becky repeated and hung up the phone. “Don’t laugh.”

“Why would I laugh?” Sarah said, smiling sweetly. Sarah had eyes the color of bittersweet chocolate, glossy black hair, and a dancer’s body, although she hadn’t laced up her pointe shoes since she’d blown out both knees at seventeen. She was the reason that Mas’s six-seat bar was packed three deep every week night and four deep on Fridays; the reason that of all the restaurants on Rittenhouse Square, Mas could keep each one of its thirty-six seats full all night long, in spite of the two-hour wait. When Sarah would put on red lipstick and snake-hip through the throng, a plate of complimentary empanadas in her hands and high-heeled sandals on her feet, the grumbles would evaporate and the watch-glancing would cease. “What’s the soup again?” Sarah asked.

“Garlic and white-bean puree with truffle oil,” Becky said, as she picked up her bag and surveyed the still-empty dining room, each of the twelve tables set with fresh linen and wineglasses and a little blue glass dish of spiced almonds in the center.

“And why do you think I’d be laughing about yoga?”

“Well,” said Becky, picking up her canvas bag. “Just because I haven’t exercised in . . .” Becky paused, counting the months. The years. “. . . in a while.” Her last experience with organized fitness had been in college, where she had to pass a semester of phys. ed. before she graduated. She’d let Sarah talk her into Interpretive Dance, where she spent four months waving a scarf around, pretending to be, alternately, a tree in the wind, a child of alcoholics, and resignation. She’d been half hoping that her obstetrician would put the kibosh on exercise and tell her to just stay home with her feet up for the last twelve weeks of her pregnancy, but Dr. Mendlow had been almost indecently enthusiastic when Becky had called for permission to enroll.

“You probably think yoga’s for wimps.”

“No, no!” said Sarah. “Yoga’s very demanding. I’m impressed that you’re doing this for yourself and, of course, for your darling little wee one.”

Becky stared at her friend and narrowed her eyes. “You want something, right?”

“Can you switch Saturdays with me?”

“Fine, fine,” Becky grumbled. She didn’t really mind working Saturday night. Andrew was going to be on call, which, more than likely, meant she’d be abandoned in front of the television set at least once so that her husband could go tend to someone’s inflamed appendix or obstructed bowel. Or, most likely, she would have to field more phone calls from Mimi.

Sarah scraped the jicama she’d been julienning into a bowl, wiped her cutting board, and tossed the towel into a basket in the corner. Becky retrieved it and threw it back to her. “Two towels a night, remember? The laundry bill last month was killer.”

“A thousand pardons,” Sarah said, as she started scraping kernels of corn off the cob for the roasted-corn salad.

Becky headed up the back staircase to a tiny room at the top—a converted closet in the old row house that was Mas. She closed the blinds and took another appreciative sniff of dinner coming together—the mole simmering, the spice-rubbed brisket slow-roasting, the undertone of garlic, and the bright notes of cilantro and lime. She could hear the sounds of the dinner crew arriving—waitresses laughing in the kitchen, the dishwashers turning the radio from WXPN to the salsa station. She set her bag onto the desk, on top of the stacks of invoices and ordering forms, and reached into the locker where she’d put her yoga outfit. “Loose-fitting, comfortable clothing,” the yoga flyer had said. Which, luckily, was pretty much all she ever wore.

Becky pulled off her elastic-waisted black pants, exchanging them for a pair of elastic-waisted blue ones and added an exercise bra that had taken her forty-five minutes on the Internet to find at a site called, God help her, Bigmamas.com. She pulled on a long T-shirt, slipped her feet into her sneakers, and pulled her curls into a bun that she skewered into place with one of the chopsticks Sarah had left on the desk. “Gentle, rhythmic stretching,” the flyer had said. “Creative visualization and meditation for the mother-to-be.” She figured she could handle that. And if not, she’d just say something about heartburn and head for the door.

As she stuffed her clothes into the bag, her fingertips brushed against something cold and unfamiliar. She dug around and pulled out a silver baby rattle. She felt around in her bag some more, but she couldn’t find a card or wrapping paper or a ribbon. Just one little rattle.

She turned it over, gave it a shake, then headed down the stairs to the kitchen, where Sarah had been joined by the dishwasher, the sous chef, and the pastry chef. “Is this from you?” she asked Sarah.

“No, but it’s nice,” she said.

“I don’t know where it came from.”

“The stork?” Sarah offered.

Becky rolled her eyes, then stood sideways in front of the mirror beside the dining-room door for another round of what was becoming her favorite game: Pregnant or Just Fat?

It was so unfair, she thought, as she twisted and turned and sucked in her cheekbones. She’d dreamed of pregnancy as the great equalizer, the thing she’d been waiting for her entire life, the moment when all the women got big so nobody talked or worried about their weight for nine blissful months. Well, fat chance. Pun intended. The skinny girls stayed skinny, except they developed adorable little tight-as-a-drum basketball bellies, whereas women Becky’s size just looked as though they’d had too much for lunch.

And plus-size maternity clothes? Forget about it. Normal-size women get to wear little Lycra-blend sporty numbers that proclaim to the viewing public Hey! I’m pregnant! Meanwhile, any pregnant woman bigger than a breadbox gets to choose from the offerings from exactly one—yes, one—maternity-wear manufacturer, whose stirrup pants and oversized tunics scream Hey! I’m a time traveler from 1987! And I’m even fatter than normal!

She looked at herself in profile, straightening her shoulders, willing her belly to stick out farther than her breasts did. Then she turned to Sarah. “Do I look . . .”

Sarah shook her head as she sailed toward the deep fryer with a tray of corn fritters that Becky had prepared that morning. “Can’t hear you, can’t hear you,” she sang, as the fritters started to sizzle. Becky sighed, did a quarter turn, and looked over at Juan the dishwasher, who’d suddenly become very involved in the plates he was stacking. She shot a glance toward the grill and found two waitresses with their eyes averted, busily mixing, chopping, and even, in Suzie’s case, reading over the week’s schedule as if there’d be a quiz on it later.

Becky sighed again, picked up her bag along with a copy of the schedule for the week and the specials for the weekend, and headed out the door to cross the park, walk eighteen blocks east toward the river, and keep her date with New Age destiny.

    ∗ ∗ ∗

    “Ladies, welcome.” The instructor, Theresa, wore loose black pants that rode just below her hip bones and a strappy brown tank top that showed off exquisitely defined deltoids and biceps. Her voice was low and lulling. Hypnotic, really. Becky stifled a yawn and looked around the studio on the fourth floor of Theresa’s Society Hill town house. The room felt warm and cozy without being stuffy. The lights were dim, but votive candles burned on the sills of high windows that looked west over the city’s twinkling skyline. A fountain burbled in one corner, a boom box in another played the sound of wind chimes, and the air smelled good, too, like oranges and cloves. In her pocket, her cell phone vibrated. Becky hit Reject without looking, felt instantly guilty, and promised herself that she’d call Mimi back as soon as class let out.

She replaced the phone and looked around at the seven other students, who all looked to be somewhere in their third trimesters. On Becky’s right was a tiny girl with a ponytail of cornsilk-fine blond hair and a perky little belly. She wore one of those maternity workout ensembles that came in sizes Small and Smaller—white-striped track pants, black tank top with contrasting trim hugging her bump. She’d given Becky a friendly “Hello” before spritzing her mat with a bottle of Purell. “Germs,” she’d whispered.

On Becky’s left was the most beautiful woman Becky had ever seen outside of a movie. She was tall and caramel-skinned, with cheekbones that could have cut butter, eyes that looked topaz in the candlelight, and a drum-taut tummy pushing at a light-brown cashmere hoodie. She had perfectly manicured fingernails and, Becky could see once she’d pulled off her socks, perfectly pedicured toenails and a diamond on her left hand the size of a sugar cube. I know her, Becky thought. She couldn’t come up with a name immediately, but she knew her occupation. This woman—her name was something exotic, Becky thought—was married to the man who the Sixers had just traded a center and a point guard to get, a superstar from Texas with some ridiculously high points-per-game average who also, Andrew had explained during the one game Becky had watched with him, led the league in rebounds.

Theresa sank to the floor without using her hands. As if, Becky thought. “Let’s begin,” Theresa said in a slow, lulling voice that made Becky feel like curling up and taking a good, long nap. “Why don’t we go around the circle. Everyone can share their names, how far along they are, how the pregnancy’s been, and a little bit about themselves.”

Yoga Barbie’s name turned out to be Kelly! An event planner! This was her first pregnancy! She was twenty-six years old, and she was twenty-seven weeks along! And she felt great, even though things had been hard in the beginning because she’d been spotting! And on bed rest! Yay, team, thought Becky, stifling another yawn. Then it was her turn.

“I’m Rebecca Rothstein-Rabinowitz,” she said, “and I’m twenty-nine and a half weeks. I’m having a girl. She’s my first baby, and I’m feeling pretty good, except . . .” She glanced ruefully at her belly. “I feel like I’m not really showing yet, which is kind of a bummer.” Theresa gave a sympathetic nod. “What else? Oh, I’m a chef and manager at a restaurant called Mas in Rittenhouse Square.”

“Mas?” gasped Kelly. “Oh my God, I’ve been there!”

“Great,” Becky said. Whoa. Her own mother hadn’t been that enthusiastic about eating at Mas. But the restaurant had just been written up in Philadelphia Magazine as one of its “Seven Spots Worth Leaving the Suburbs For,” and there’d been a very nice picture of Becky and Sarah. Well, of Sarah mostly, but you could see the side of Becky’s face at the edge of the frame. Some of her hair, too, if you looked carefully.

“I’m Ayinde,” the beautiful woman on Becky’s other side began. “Thirty-six weeks. This is my first pregnancy as well, and I’ve been feeling fine.” She laced her long fingers over her belly and said, half defiantly, half apologetically, “I’m not working right now.”

“What were you doing before the pregnancy?” Theresa asked. Becky bet herself the answer would be swimsuit model. She was surprised when Ayinde told them she’d been a news reporter. “But that was back in Texas. My husband and I have been here only a month.”

Kelly’s eyes got wide. “Oh my God,” she said, “you’re . . .”

Ayinde raised one perfectly arched eyebrow. Kelly closed her mouth with a snap, and her pale cheeks blushed pink. Theresa nodded at the next woman, and the circle continued—there was a social worker and an investment banker, an art gallery manager and a public radio producer, and one woman with her hair in a ponytail who had a two-year-old already and said she was a stay-at-home mom.

“Let’s begin,” said Theresa. They sat cross-legged, palms upraised on their knees, eight pregnant women sitting on a wood floor that creaked beneath them as the candles flickered. The women swayed back and forth. “Let the breath flow up from the base of your spine. Let it warm your heart,” she said. Becky rocked left to right. So far so good, she thought, as Theresa led them through a series of neck rolls and mindful inhalations. It wasn’t any harder than Interpretive Dance had been.

“And now we’re going to shift our weight to our hands, lift our tails in the air, and slowwwly ascend into Downward Dog,” Theresa intoned. Becky eased herself onto her hands and feet, feeling the sticky yoga mat against her palms, and sent her tailbone sailing up. She heard Yoga Barbie beside her sigh as she got herself into position and the beautiful woman—AyeINday—groan softly.

Becky tried to lock her elbows so that her arms wouldn’t shake. She hazarded a glance sideways. Ayinde was wincing, and her lips were pressed tightly together. “Are you okay?” Becky whispered.

“My back,” Ayinde whispered back.

“Feeeeel yourself rooooted in the earrrrth,” said Theresa. I’m going to feel myself landing on the earth in about a minute, Becky thought. Her arms wobbled . . . but it was Ayinde who dropped first and rocked backward on her hands and knees.

Theresa was kneeling beside her in an instant, one hand on Ayinde’s back. “Was that posture too challenging?” she asked.

Ayinde shook her head. “No, the posture was fine; I’ve done yoga before. I’m just . . .” She gave a small shrug. “I’m not feeling right today.”

“Why don’t you just sit quietly for a moment?” Theresa said. “Focus on your breath.”

Ayinde nodded and rolled onto her side. Ten minutes later, after Proud Warrior and Triangle Pose and an awkward kneeling posture that Becky decided she’d call Dying Pigeon, which was probably a lot easier if you didn’t have breasts, the rest of the class joined her. “Shivasana,” Theresa said, turning up the sound of the wind chimes. “Let’s hold our bellies gently, breathing deeply, filling our lungs with rich oxygen, and send our babies a message of peace.”

Becky’s stomach growled. Peace, she thought, knowing that it wasn’t going to work. She’d felt exhausted for her first trimester, queasy on and off for her second, and now she was just hungry all the time. She tried to send her baby a message of peace but instead wound up with a message of what she was going to have for dinner. Short ribs with blood-orange gremolata, she thought and sighed happily, as Ayinde sucked in her breath again.

Becky pushed herself up on one elbow. Ayinde was rubbing at her back with her eyes squeezed shut.

“Just a cramp or something,” she whispered before Becky could ask.

After Theresa had clasped her hands over her enviably firm chest and wished them all namaste, the women made their way down the twisting staircase and walked out into the twilight. Kelly followed Becky. “I just love your restaurant,” she gushed, as they walked south on Third Street toward Pine.

“Thanks,” Becky said. “Do you remember what you ordered?”

“Chicken in mole sauce,” Kelly said proudly, pronouncing the Spanish word with a flourish. “It was delicious and . . . oh my God!” Kelly said for the third time that night. Becky looked to where she was pointing and saw Ayinde leaning with both hands against the passenger’s side window of a tank-size SUV with something white fluttering on its windshield.

“Wow,” said Becky, “either she’s taking that parking ticket awfully hard or . . .”

“Oh my God!” Kelly repeated and race-waddled away.

Ayinde looked at them helplessly as they approached. “I think my water broke,” she said, pointing at the sopping hem of her pants. “But it’s too early. I’m only thirty-six weeks. My husband’s in California . . .”

“How long have you been having contractions?” Becky asked. She put her hand between the other woman’s shoulder blades.

“I haven’t had any,” Ayinde said. “My back’s been hurting, but that’s it.”

“You might be having back labor,” Becky said. Ayinde looked at her blankly. “Do you know about back labor?”

“We were going to take a class at the hospital in Texas,” Ayinde said, pressing her lips together, “but then Richard got traded, and we moved, and everything just . . .” She sucked in a breath, hissing, with her forehead pressed against the car window. “I can’t believe this is happening. What if he doesn’t get here in time?”

“Don’t panic,” said Becky. “First labors usually take a while. And just because your water broke doesn’t mean you’ll be having the baby soon . . .”

“Oh,” said Ayinde. She gasped and reached for her back.

“Okay,” said Becky. “I think we should go to the hospital.”

Ayinde looked up, grimacing. “Can you hail a cab for me?”

“Don’t be silly,” said Becky. Poor thing, she thought. Being in labor all by herself—no husband around, no friend to hold her hand—was about the worst thing she could imagine. Well, that and having her midriff appear on one of those “Obesity: A National Epidemic” news reports. “We’re not just putting you in a cab and abandoning you!”

“My car’s right here,” said Kelly. She raised her key chain, hit a button, and a Lexus SUV across the street started beeping. Becky helped Ayinde up into the passenger’s seat and buckled herself into the back. “Can we call someone for you?”

“I see Dr. Mendlow,” Ayinde said.

“Oh, good, me, too,” said Becky. “So his number’s in my cell phone. Anyone else? Your mom or a friend or someone?”

Ayinde shook her head. “We just moved here,” she said, as Kelly started the car. Ayinde turned around and grabbed Becky’s hand. “Please,” she said. “Listen. My husband . . .” Her forehead furrowed. “Do you think there’s a back door to the hospital or something like that? I don’t want anyone to see me like this.”

Becky raised her eyebrows. “Well, it’s a hospital,” she said. “They’re used to seeing people come in with gunshots and stuff. Wet pants won’t faze them.”

“Please,” Ayinde said, squeezing her hand even tighter. “Please.”

“Okay.” Becky pulled her big black sweater out of her bag, along with a baseball cap. “When we get out, you can wrap this around your waist, and if you think you can manage the stairs, we can get to triage that way, so you won’t have to wait for the elevator.”

“Thank you,” Ayinde said. She pulled the baseball cap over her eyes, then looked up. “I’m sorry. I don’t remember your names.”

“Becky,” said Becky.

“Kelly,” said Kelly. Ayinde closed her eyes as Kelly started to drive.
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“Well, your water’s definitely broken.” The young resident pulled off her rubber gloves with a snap and took her umpteenth peek toward the door, as if she expected the great and exalted Richard Towne to come walking through it at any moment. Not an unreasonable thing to wish for, Ayinde thought, smoothing the flimsy blue gown over her bare legs. In the past forty-five minutes, she had left dozens of messages at a dizzying array of numbers. She’d called Richard’s cell and his pager; she’d left messages with his agent and his coach, the team’s front office, the maid at their new house in Gladwyne. So far, nothing. No surprise there, she thought bleakly—it was the first round of the play-offs, and everyone had their game faces on and their phones turned off. Just her luck.

“But you’re just one centimeter dilated. When this happens, we generally want to see a baby within twenty-four hours, or the risk of infection goes up. So you’ve got a few choices,” the resident said.

Ayinde nodded. Kelly and Becky nodded, too. The resident—DR. SANCHEZ, her name tag said—peeked toward the door again. Ayinde looked away and wished she could put her hands over her ears to block out the chatter coming from the bed next to her own.

“Richard Towne! From the Sixers!” There was a curtain between Ayinde’s bed and the next one. Evidently, Ayinde’s neighbor had decided that a curtain was as good as a wall, and she was stage-whispering at the top of her lungs in spite of the PLEASE DO NOT USE CELL PHONES sign. “Yes. Yes! Right next to me!” She dropped her voice incrementally. Becky and Kelly and Ayinde could still hear every word. “I don’t know if she is or not. Mulatto, maybe?” The woman giggled. “Are we allowed to say that anymore?”

    ∗ ∗ ∗

    Ayinde closed her eyes. Becky put her hand on her shoulder. “Are you okay?”

“Fine,” Ayinde murmured.

Kelly poured her a glass of water. Ayinde took a sip and set it aside.

“No, no, not here,” yakked the woman in the next bed. “I haven’t seen him yet, but he’s got to be around here somewhere, right?”

You’d think so, Ayinde thought. She swung her legs over the side of the bed and yanked off her blood-pressure monitor. The ripping sound of the Velcro made her neighbor shut up. The resident managed to turn her eyes away from the door.

“Can I go to labor and delivery?” Ayinde asked.

“Ayinde, are you sure?” Becky said. “You could go home, walk around, try to take a nap and get some rest in your own bed. You know, studies show that the longer a woman labors at home, the less time she spends in the hospital, the less risk there is of an emergency C-section or the use of forceps or vacuum during delivery.”

“Huh?” asked Kelly.

“I’m taking natural-childbirth classes,” Becky said, sounding slightly defensive.

“I don’t want to go home. I live out in Gladwyne,” said Ayinde. “It’s too much trouble to go out there and come back again.” And, she thought, there’d be no way she could—how had Becky put it?—“labor at home” in full view of the cook and the maid and the driver who’d be there.

“Do you have someone to stay with you?” Becky asked. “We could come and drive you back to town when you’re ready . . . or you could just come to my house for a while.”

“That’s very nice of you, but I’ll be all right here.” She handed her cell phone to Becky. “Would you mind stepping into the hall and calling my house?” she asked. “Ask to speak to Clara. Tell her that I need my suitcase—it has a yellow ribbon tied around the handle and it’s right inside my dressing room—and then have her ask Joe to drive it to the hospital.”

“Are you positive?” Becky asked. “There’s no reason for you to be in the hospital unless you have to. And this could take hours.”

The resident nodded. “First labors are often on the slow side.”

“Just come,” said Becky. “I’m a fifteen-minute walk from here, or we can drive you back in no time.”

“I couldn’t . . . ,” Ayinde said.

“I’ll come, too,” said Kelly. “It’s better than spending another night sitting home reading What to Expect When You’re Expecting.”

“You’ll be perfectly safe. My husband’s a doctor,” Becky said.

“Are you sure?” Ayinde asked.

“You shouldn’t be here all by yourself,” Becky said. “Even if it’s just for a few hours. We’ll call your husband, and you can try to relax.”

“That would be my advice,” said the resident. “If you want my opinion, go with your friends.”

Ayinde didn’t bother to correct her. “Thank you,” she murmured to Becky. Then she took her clothes and disappeared into the bathroom, closing the door quietly behind her.

Friends, Ayinde thought as she pulled on her pants and smoothed her hair with shaking hands. She hadn’t had a real friend since something like second grade. Her whole life she’d felt out of place; half black, half white, not quite one thing or the other, never fitting in.

Be brave, her parents used to tell her. She remembered them bending over her bed when she was little, their faces serious in the darkness, her mother’s the color of milk chocolate and her father’s the color of snow. You are a pioneer, they’d explain, their eyes shining with earnest good intentions. You are the future. And not everyone’s going to understand it, not everyone’s going to love you the way we do, so you have to be brave.

It was easy to believe them in the nighttime, in the safety of her canopied bed at the center of her bedroom, which was on the second floor of their eight-room Upper East Side duplex. The days were harder. The white girls she went to prep school and boarding school with had been perfectly nice, with a few notable exceptions, but their friendship had always had a kind of cloying undertone, as if Ayinde were a lost dog they’d rescued from the rain. The black girls—the handful of them she’d known at Dalton, the scholarship winners at Miss Porter’s—hadn’t wanted much to do with her, once they got past the exotic name and found out that her pedigree made her more like the rich white girls than like them.

She opened the door. Becky and Kelly were waiting. “All set?” Becky asked. Ayinde nodded and followed her outside.

She’d known there were risks to marrying a man like Richard, and if she’d had any doubts, her mother, the former Lolo Mbezi, 1970s supermodel, was all too eager to fill her in. “You’ll have no private life at all,” Lolo proclaimed. “Public property. That’s what athletes are. Their wives, too. I hope you’re ready for it.”

“I love him,” Ayinde told her mother. Lolo had tilted her face, the better to display the perfection of her profile. “I hope that’s enough,” she’d said.

Up until now, she thought, as Kelly started the car, it had been. Richard had been more than enough; his love had more than made up for everything she’d missed during her childhood.

She’d met Richard at work, when she’d been a reporter for the CBS affiliate in Fort Worth, sent off to interview one of Richard Towne’s teammates, an eighteen-year-old third-round draft pick named Antoine Vaughn. She’d gone striding right into the locker room as if Gloria Steinem herself had been holding the door. She almost kept walking, right into an open locker, when the first player ambled by, still wet from the shower with nothing but a towel wrapped around his waist.

“Just keep your eyes above the equator,” Eric the cameraman whispered. She swallowed hard and cleared her throat.

“Excuse me, gentlemen. I’m Ayinde Walker from KTVT, and I’m here to see Antoine Vaughn.”

She heard silence. Sniggers. Whispers she couldn’t quite make out. “They finally got some hot reporters, huh?” called a man who was, blessedly, still wearing his warm-up suit.

“You replacin’ old Sam Roberts’s tired ass?”

“Hey, baby, never mind the kid. Come over here. I’ll give you an interview!”

“Keep it down, fellas,” called the obligatory team minder from the corner, a middle-aged guy in a rumpled suit who didn’t look as if he had much interest in keeping the peace, or moving at all.

She swallowed again and squinted through the shifting field of half-clad male bodies. “Does anyone know where Antoine Vaughn is?”

“You can call me Antoine!” offered the guy who asked if she’d be replacing Sam Roberts, the station’s sports reporter. “You can call me anything you want, lovely!”

She shot the guy in the corner a desperate glance, which he pretended not to see.

“I’m right here.”

She turned . . . and there was Antoine Vaughn, lounging on his back on one of the benches. She recognized him from the picture the team had sent over. Of course, that picture had been just head and shoulders. And he’d been wearing clothes.

“See, it’s true,” he said, gesturing south and starting to laugh—clearly, he’d had this line prepared—“everything is bigger in Texas!”

Ayinde lifted one eyebrow and locked her knees so that none of them would see how they were shaking. The whole thing brought back bad memories. At her very exclusive private school in New York, a few of the other girls (whitegirls, she’d thought of them then, just one word) had shoved her into the boys’ bathroom. Nothing had happened—and, really, the boys had been more upset than she was—but she’d never forgotten her initial terror when the door had swung shut behind her. Now, in the locker room, she drew a deep breath, the way she’d learned, so that her words would come from her diaphragm and would carry.

“If that’s so,” she said, “then you must be from out of town.”

“Oh, dip!” called one of the other players.

“Yo, Antoine, man, she told you!”

Antoine Vaughn glared at Ayinde through slitted eyes and pulled a towel around his waist.

“Wasn’t that funny,” he muttered, sitting up and hunching forward.

“Hey.”

Ayinde turned around and looked up . . . and up. “Take it easy on the kid,” said Richard Towne. His uniform left his arms and legs bare. His chestnut skin gleamed with sweat, and his teeth glistened when he smiled. But she wasn’t going to back down yet . . . not even if Richard Towne—who was one of the most famous athletes in America at that moment, who never gave interviews to anyone, and who was, in person, even more attractive than his pictures—told her that she should.

“Tell him to cover up and I might.”

“Go get dressed, man,” Richard said to Antoine Vaughn, who jumped off the bench so fast it was as if God Himself had told him to put on his jockstrap. Then Richard turned back to Ayinde. “Are you all right?” he asked, pitching his voice so softly that nobody could hear it but Ayinde.

“I’m fine,” she said, even though her knees were now shaking so hard she was surprised they weren’t knocking together. Richard put one world-famous hand on her shoulders and steered her out of the locker room and into one of the courtside seats in the echoing stadium.

“They were just teasing you,” he said.

“It wasn’t funny.” She blinked furiously at the tears that had appeared out of nowhere. “I’m just trying to do my job.”

“I know. I know. Here,” he said, handing her a cup of water. She sipped it, fanning at her lashes, knowing that if just one tear fell, it would ruin her mascara and she’d look like hell on camera.

She took a deep breath. “You think he’ll talk to me?”

Richard Towne considered. “If I tell him to, he will.”

“Will you tell him to?”

He smiled again, and that smile was like stepping onto a beach after three months of hard winter and feeling tropical sunshine on your skin. “If you have dinner with me, I will.”

Ayinde said nothing. She wasn’t quite able to believe it. Richard Towne, asking her for a date.

“I’ve seen you do the news,” he said. “You’re good.”

“Except around naked teenagers.”

“Oh, you were winning that battle,” he said. “I was just speeding things along. So will you have dinner with me?”

Ayinde heard her mother’s voice in her head, her mother speaking in the quasi-British accent she’d affected after spending ten days in London when Ayinde was twelve or so. Make them work for it, Lolo lectured. “I don’t think so,” she said automatically. She would have said it even if Lolo hadn’t chosen that moment to rise up from her subconscious and whisper in her ear. Richard Towne had a reputation.

He laughed. “So it’s like that, huh? You got a man already?”

“Don’t you have a basketball game to play?” Her voice was cool, and she turned away slightly, but she couldn’t keep herself from smiling.

“You’re playing hard to get,” he told her, as he let one finger trail over the back of her hand.

“I’m not playing at all,” she told him. “I’m working.” She looked him full in the face, a move that took all the courage she had. “And honestly, I can’t see having a relationship with a man who wears shorts to work.”

There was a moment when he just stared at her, and Ayinde felt her heart sink, thinking that she’d pushed it too far, that probably nobody ever teased him, nobody would even dare . . . and that she shouldn’t have said “relationship” when he’d only asked her to dinner. Then, finally, Richard Towne threw back his head and laughed. “What if I promised to wear pants?”

“To work?”

“To dinner.”

She looked at him from under her eyelashes. “A shirt, too?” She wanted to hear him laugh again.

“Even a jacket and tie.”

“Then . . .” She let her voice trail off, making him work for it, making him wait. “Then I suppose I’d consider it.”

She called to the cameraman, who’d gone off to shoot B-roll of the dance squad, twelve women shaking their hips and hair, and looking like they were in the grip of some communal form of epilepsy. “Eric, you ready to take another shot at Antoine?”

Eric tore his attention away from the dancers and went all googly-eyed at the sight of Richard Towne. “Hey, man, nice game against the Lakers!”

“Thank you, sir,” Richard said and returned his attention to Ayinde. “Friday night?”

A basketball player, she thought to herself. What was it the young girls called them? Ballers. Her social life had never included one. There had been doctors and lawyers and businessmen, and once, much to the delight of her program director, a fling with the anchor at the NBC station, which got both of their names in the papers for the three months it had lasted. “Look,” she said. “I want to be clear about something. I’m grateful for your help, but if you’re looking for some damsel in distress, I’m not her.”

Richard Towne shook his head. Ayinde found herself intoxicated with the sight of his body, the bulge of biceps, the sinewy forearms, those enormous hands.

“Don’t worry,” he said. “I don’t have any kind of savior thing going on. I’m a simple man.” He spread his hands. “I just want to play a little basketball, maybe win another ring. Enjoy life, you know? You’re a serious lady. I appreciate that. But even working girls have to eat.”

“True,” she said, allowing herself a smile.

“I’ll call you at the station.” And with that he gave a courtly little half bow and trotted onto the hardwood. By the time she was back at the station, there was an enormous bouquet of lilacs and lilies on her desk. This is what they call the full-court press, the card read. Ayinde had laughed out loud before picking up the phone to call Richard Towne and tell him that Friday night was fine.

Ayinde closed her eyes and tried to make her way through the contraction. “Okay,” said Becky. “Breathe . . . breathe . . . you’re doing just fine, keep breathing . . .”

“Ohhh,” Ayinde sighed, as the contraction finally loosened its grasp. Becky had her balanced on a giant blue ball set in the middle of her tiny living room on one of the narrow little streets near Rittenhouse Square. Ayinde had been rocking back and forth, trying not to scream.

“Sixty seconds,” said Kelly from the corner of the couch where she’d bundled herself in a blanket with a notebook and her watch.

“Shouldn’t you girls go to the hospital now?” asked a voice from the staircase.

“Ma, you’re hovering,” Becky said without turning her head.

“I’m not hovering,” said Edith Rothstein, who had, indeed, been hovering on the staircase, visible only from the waist up, never setting a foot into the living room and practically wringing her hands since the three women had walked through the door five hours earlier. “I’m just concerned.”

“Hovering!” Becky said. Her mother, a trim woman with a carefully styled cap of reddish-blond hair and a string of pearls she’d been twisting nonstop, pursed her lips. Edith had ostensibly come north for a cousin’s wedding in Mamaroneck but, Becky confided, her real business involved staring at Becky’s belly and conversing nonstop with her as-yet-unborn granddaughter. “I wouldn’t mind it so much,” Becky said, “except she hardly ever talks to me anymore. It’s like her field of vision stops at my neck.”

Ayinde wiped her forehead and looked around. Becky’s living room was about the size of her own dressing room, and she was sure that no decorator had helped with the selection of the overstuffed bookshelves and the afghans that lay over the couch and the chairs, but the room was charming anyhow and it felt warm and safer than the hospital had.

But not warm and safe enough for Becky’s mother. “Andrew,” she whispered loudly enough so that the three women could hear her, “are you sure this is all right?”

“It’s fine, Edith,” Andrew said from the kitchen in the basement. “The ladies sound like they’ve got it under control.”

“What are they doing down there?” Ayinde asked, thinking how lucky Becky was to have such a sweet husband—a husband who, most important, was here and not three thousand miles away. Andrew reminded her a little bit of her own father . . . or, rather, she admitted, the parts her father would play on Broadway or occasionally on the big screen. He’d carved out quite a niche for himself by playing caring, warmhearted fathers and, lately, even grandfathers.

“Andrew’s online, and Edith’s probably alphabetizing my canned goods,” Becky whispered back. “We’re fine, Mom,” she called. “Really.” Edith shook her head again and vanished, like a rabbit disappearing down into its burrow. Ayinde reached for her cell phone for what felt like the hundredth time since her water had broken, hit the button for Richard’s cell, then sucked in her breath as the phone rang and rang and another contraction started grinding through her.

“Another one,” she said, curling her body around her belly.

Kelly’s face went pale as Ayinde tried to breathe through the pain. “What’s it feel like?” she asked when the contraction was over.

Ayinde shook her head. It was a horrible pain, worse than anything she’d ever felt, worse than the ankle she’d broken while riding horseback when she was fourteen. It felt as if her midriff was surrounded by iron bands, and they were squeezing her tighter and tighter as the contraction unspooled. It was like being adrift, drowning in a vast ocean with no shore and no rescue in sight. “Bad,” she gasped, pressing her fists against her back. “Bad.”

Becky put her hands on Ayinde’s shoulders and looked into her eyes. “Breathe with me,” she said. Her eyes were as calm as her voice, and her hands were strong and steady. “Look at me. You’re going to be all right. Let’s give your baby some air. Come on, Ayinde, breathe . . .”

“Oh, God!” she groaned. “I can’t do this anymore . . . I want my mother.” The contraction finally loosened its grip. Ayinde started crying, miserable, defeated tears.

Just then—at last—her cell phone rang.

“Baby?” Richard sounded harried and distracted. She could hear the noise of the crowd in the background.

“Where are you?”

“On my way to the airport. On my way home. I’m sorry, Ayinde—I turned my phone off when practice started . . .”

“And nobody told you?”

She could hear a car door slamming. “Not ’til just now.”

Not until the game was over, Ayinde thought bitterly. Not until they didn’t need him anymore. “Hurry,” she said, gripping the phone so tightly she thought it would break into pieces in her hand.

“I’ll be there as soon as I can. You’re in the hospital, right?”

“Not now,” she said, feeling another contraction beginning, knowing she wouldn’t have the time or the breath to explain where she was and how she’d gotten there. “But I’ll meet you there. Hurry,” she said again, and broke the connection, and bent over double, one hand clutching the phone, the other one clawing at her back, which felt like it was on fire.

“Sixty seconds,” Kelly said, clicking the stopwatch.

“Okay,” said Becky, in a voice so calm and lulling that she could have filled in for the yoga instructor. “I think it’s time to go.” She helped Ayinde back onto the couch. “Do you want me to call your mom?”

A chuckle worked its way through Ayinde’s lips. “Mom,” she repeated. “I never even called her that. She wouldn’t let me. She wanted me to call her Lolo. People we’d meet who didn’t know us would think that we were sisters. She never would correct them, either.” She made an abrupt, strangled sound. It took Kelly and Becky a minute to realize she was laughing. “You know what she said when I told her I was pregnant?”

Kelly and Becky shook their heads.

“She said, ‘I’m too young to be a grandmother.’ Not Congratulations. Not I’m so happy for you. I’m too young to be a grandmother.” Ayinde shook her head, then grabbed at her back and bent over again. “Don’t . . . call . . . her,” she panted. “She wouldn’t even come.”

Becky’s hand moved in small circles in the center of Ayinde’s back. “Okay,” she said. “Let’s get to the hospital.” Edith popped into the room like a jack-in-the-box, so fast that Ayinde figured she had to have been sitting on the stairs, waiting for them to need her. Not fair, she thought. Becky had her mother; Becky had her husband. Ayinde was starting to feel as though she had nothing at all.

“Can you grab some extra clothes—T-shirts and stuff, in case we’re there awhile? And some bottles of water?” Edith scurried away. Ayinde bit back a groan as Kelly bent and slipped on her shoes and led her, in mincing baby steps, out the door, where Andrew Rabinowitz was waiting with the car. “Kelly, you get in the front seat,” Becky instructed, helping Ayinde into the back. A homeless guy stood across the street and watched them, rocking back on his heels as he cackled, “Yo! You ladies need a SHOE-horn!”

“Very helpful,” Andrew muttered, holding the door for his wife. Ayinde squeezed her eyes shut, one hand working at the seat belt, the other clutching her cell phone. The pain was moving through her body like a predator, leaping from her legs to her back to her belly, shaking her between its jaws like a lion shakes a half-dead gazelle. She felt as if she would fly apart if she opened her eyes. Becky smoothed her hair away from her temple.

“Hang on. We’ll be there in no time,” Becky said.

Ayinde nodded, breathing, counting backward from one hundred, hitting zero and starting the count again, thinking that she only had to survive this long enough to get to the hospital and then they’d give her something, something to take away the pain and the humiliation that bit at her more sharply than contractions. Knocked up, no husband. That’s what anyone who saw her would think, ring or no ring, because where was her man?

Andrew pulled up to the emergency room entrance at Pennsylvania Hospital, and the women worked their way out of the car—Ayinde in the T-shirt and pajama bottoms Becky had lent her, Becky in leggings and a sweater, with her curls swept into a bun. Kelly had refused Becky’s offer of clothing and was still in her chic maternity workout wear, its jaunty stripes and clingy Lycra an uneasy contrast to the scared look on her pale face.

“Triage,” Becky said, leading Ayinde and Kelly into an elevator. Then they were on the third floor, and Ayinde was grasping the edge of the admission desk, trying to spell her name.

“A-Y-I-N . . .”

“Amy?” guessed the nurse.

“It’s Ayinde!” Ayinde gasped. “Ayinde Towne! Richard Towne’s wife!” She was past caring who knew who she was. Past remembering whether the publicist had told her to sign in with her maiden name or not, past everything except getting the pain to stop.

“Well, why dintcha say so, hon?” the nurse asked complacently, pointing toward a cubicle and handing Ayinde a gown. “Everything off from the waist down, lie on the bed, the resident will be along soon.” She looked over Ayinde’s head, toward the door. “Is your husband parking?”

Ayinde grabbed the gown and lurched toward the bathroom without a word.

“Well,” sniffed the nurse, “nice addy-tood!” She turned to Becky and Kelly. “Is he coming?”

Kelly shrugged. “We think so,” Becky said. The nurse’s tired face lit up.

They left the nurse dialing her phone and found Ayinde on her knees in the bathroom, her pajama bottoms crumpled on the floor, the gown draped over her shoulders.

“Drugs,” Ayinde said. She wiped her mouth, fumbled for the handle, and managed to flush the toilet and push herself onto her feet. “Please help me find a doctor. I want drugs.”

“Okay,” Kelly said. “Come on, let’s get you into bed.” She opened the bathroom door. Instantly, a group of three people in scrubs—a man and two women—backed away. “That’s her?” Ayinde heard one of them whisper. She closed her eyes and let Becky guide her onto the bed. Seconds later, a beaming doctor appeared.

“Hello, Mrs. Towne!” he said, as if he’d known her all his life. “I’m Dr. Cole.”

“I’d like my epidural,” said Ayinde, as she thrust her legs into the stirrups, not caring if she kicked the doctor in his chest in the process, not caring who saw what.

“Well, now, let’s just have a look,” the doctor said briskly, inserting his fingers as Ayinde bit back a scream and tried to hold still. “You’re six centimeters, maybe seven. We’ll page Dr. Mendlow, and we’ll send the anesthesiologist right up.”

The pasty-faced nurse helped Ayinde into a wheelchair and took her to her room. “Time to say good-bye,” she said. “Only immediate family’s allowed in labor and delivery unless you cleared it ahead of time.”

“We’re her sisters,” Kelly said.

The nurse stared at them with her mouth falling open: three women, two white, one black, all three of them pregnant.

“It’s been a very big year for our family,” Kelly said cheerfully. From her bed, Ayinde managed to smile.

“Well, I suppose we can make an exception,” said the nurse. “No cell phones, no pagers, no food,” she said.

Ayinde sipped from the cup of water Kelly handed her. She could hear the woman in the next room who sounded like she had to be nearing the end. “Come on, honey, push, push, PUSH!” her husband cheered. She wondered if the father was a Little League coach on the weekends, the kind of guy who’d stand behind half a dozen six-year-olds and show them how to wrap their hands around the bat.

“Are you okay?” Kelly whispered. Ayinde nodded, then gripped the edges of the sheet, twisting her body, trying to get away from the pain of the strongest contraction yet. “He . . . better . . . hurry,” she managed to say. Becky squatted beside the bed, holding her hands. Kelly rubbed her back and watched the door.

“Good news,” she said. “Your epidural has arrived.”

Ayinde opened her eyes and saw a compact, redheaded man who introduced himself as Dr. Jacoby, said he was delighted to meet her, and managed to get off the topic of the absent Richard Towne in less than thirty seconds. As Ayinde rested her weight on a nurse’s shoulders, Dr. Jacoby swabbed her back with Betadine, then reached for a needle so long it made even stalwart Becky blanch and leave the room, saying something about getting some water.

“Hey,” said the nurse Ayinde was leaning on, “when things calm down a little, could your husband give me an autograph?”

“I’m sure that won’t be a problem,” Ayinde said, straining to be polite because she wanted the drugs to work. She started to nod, and the doctor and nurse both said, “Oh, no, don’t move!” So she held herself nodless, perfectly still, while the warmth and then the blessed numbness spread down from her hips.

She let her eyes slip shut, and when she opened them, it had somehow become five in the morning and the door was swinging open, admitting a wedge of harsh light.

“Look who’s here!” said Becky.

Ayinde saw Dr. Mendlow at the foot of the bed, his lanky frame and disarming grin, his curly brown hair tucked into a surgical cap, lifting the hem of her gown. And behind him was Richard, unshaven and weary, all six feet nine and a half inches, still wearing his warm-up suit and beaming at her, with a quartet of nurses in his wake.

He reached for her hands. “Hey, baby.” His eyes crinkled at the corners. His smile looked the same way it did on TV, where it sold cereal and soft drinks and his own line of sneakers. Ayinde closed her eyes, leaning her face against the warm leather of his jacket, breathing his comforting smell of soap and aftershave and the faint whiff of sweat, no matter how long it had been between games and workout sessions . . .

Ayinde jerked her head back.

Dr. Mendlow looked up from between her legs. “Did I hurt you? I’m sorry.”

“Shh, it’s okay. Daddy’s here,” said Richard, bending close, smiling at his own joke. Ayinde breathed deeply, and yes, there it was, a whiff of something different mixed into her husband’s comforting scent. Perfume. Her mind turned the possibility over, then dismissed it fast. He’d been at the game, then probably a press conference, then the plane back home. Reporters . . . stewardesses . . . fans outside the arena and the hotel, craning their necks as he passed, pressing moist scraps of paper into his hands . . . there could have even been a nurse who’d waylaid him in the hall. Or maybe she was just so exhausted that she’d hallucinated the whole thing and conjured up a little Chloe or Obsession out of nothing more than her own pain and fear.

“Nine centimeters. Almost ten. Just a little lip left,” said Dr. Mendlow. He looked from Ayinde’s face to Richard’s. “You guys ready to have a baby?”

The nurses charged into the room, breaking down the bed, folding away its bottom third, and propping Ayinde’s feet up. Richard held one hand. Becky gripped the other. “Do you want us to go?” she whispered, as Richard was being helped into gloves and a gown. Ayinde squeezed Becky’s hand hard and shook her head.

“Stay. Please,” she said. “You, too,” she said to Kelly, who was watching from the armchair. Kelly looked so tired. Ayinde imagined that she looked even worse. The night felt like it had stretched out forever, and the hardest part was still to come.

“Okay, going into a contraction,” called Dr. Mendlow. “You ready to start pushing?” Ayinde nodded, and the room filled with noise and people—the anesthesiologist, nurses, the nurse who was, unbelievably, clutching a notebook and a pen, the machines were beeping and pinging, and someone by Ayinde’s head was saying that it was time to “PUSH! PUSH! Tuck your head down, take a deep breath, and give me everything, little more, little more, little more, come on, come on now, Anna . . . Anya . . .”

“Ay-IN-day!” she gasped and dropped her head back onto the pillow, where someone slipped an oxygen mask over her cheeks. “Like it’s spelled!”

“That’s my baby,” Richard said. The pride in his voice was unmistakable. Becky squeezed her hand. Ayinde opened her eyes and peered into her husband’s eyes.

“Good job,” he said, bending his head over hers. “Now, come on, baby. Let’s bring it on home.”

“PUSH!” called the nurses. Ayinde locked her eyes with her husband and bore down with all her strength.

“Here comes the head!” said Dr. Mendlow.

And there were nurses holding her legs, Richard holding her hand, the nurse talking into her ear again, “Come on, bear down, do it now, come on, give me more, PUSH, PUSH, PUSH.”

“Reach down!” said Becky. Ayinde did, reaching blindly, oxygen mask askew, eyes squeezed shut, and oh, there it was, the warm silky sleek wedge of his head, right there against her fingertips, more alive than anything she’d ever touched or dreamed of. She groped for Richard’s hand.

“Richard,” she said. “Look. Look what we did.”

He bent down, pressing his lips against her ear. “Love you, baby,” he whispered.

She bore down again, until she was almost sitting upright in the bed, until the world began to flicker. “Oh, God, I can’t do it anymore!” she screamed.

“You can, you can, you are,” said one of the voices in her ear. “Just one more, Ayinde, one more, you’re almost there, come on and PUSH!”

Perfume, Ayinde’s mind whispered in a voice that sounded suspiciously like the voice of the formidable Lolo Mbezi (born Lolly Morgan, but her mother had left that name behind). He came back to you smelling of some other woman’s perfume. And then she shut her eyes and gritted her teeth and held her breath and pushed so hard it felt as if she were turning herself inside out, hard enough to silence the voice that whispered in her mind, to forget that smell forever. She pushed until she could neither see nor hear, and then she fell back on her pillow, exhausted and spent and breathless . . . and certain. Perfume.

A babble of voices rose up around her. “Okay, honey, ease off now . . . slow, slow, gentle . . . here come the shoulders.”

She felt a sensation of slipping, of a great, twisting release, a sudden, shocking emptiness that reminded her, somehow, of her first orgasm, how it had taken her entirely by surprise and stolen her breath away.

“Ayinde, look!” Dr. Mendlow called, beaming underneath his blue surgical cap.

She looked up. And there was her baby, sheathed in a coat of grayish white, a head full of black hair slicked along his skull, full lips parted, tongue quivering, fists trembling in outrage.

“Julian,” she said. Perfume, her mind whispered. Be quiet, she told it, and she stretched out her arms and reached for her son.
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“Okay, so there’s Mary, Barry, then me, Kelly, then Charlie, Maureen and Doreen—they’re twins—Michael, and Terry. She’s the baby,” Kelly said. “Maureen’s in San Diego and Terry’s in college in Vermont. Everyone else is still in New Jersey. Everyone except me.” She and Becky had been in Ayinde’s house for half an hour, lavishing compliments on ten-day-old, six-pound-ten-ounce baby Julian, and accepting Ayinde’s thank-yous and the Kate Spade diaper bags she’d given them both as gifts (“Oh, really, this is way too much,” Kelly had said, while inwardly she was thrilled and only wished that the bag had said Kate Spade in larger, more visible letters). Then they’d toured the house’s ground-floor living room, dining room, granite-countered kitchen with a Sub-Zero refrigerator and a Viking range, butler’s pantry, solarium. Finally the talk had turned to Kelly’s unfashionably large family, whose members Kelly could recite in a single breath—Mary Barry me Charlie Maureen and Doreen they’re twins Michael and Terry she’s the baby—and Kelly was eager to return to a topic that would put her on more equal footing with her new friends.

“My husband’s a big Sixers fan,” she said. “He grew up in New York, and he used to be a Knicks man, but ever since he went to Wharton, it’s all about Allen Iverson. And Richard, of course.” She sat back, satisfied that she’d found an unobtrusive way to work Wharton into the conversation.

“How long have you guys been married?” Becky asked.

“Almost four years,” said Kelly.

“Lord, you must have been a child bride,” Becky said.

“I was twenty-two,” Kelly said. “I guess that’s young. But I knew what I wanted.” The women were sitting in Ayinde’s movie-theater-sized living room. Ayinde was nursing baby Julian, a tiny, sleepy-eyed pouty-lipped bundle in blue footie pajamas with a matching blue cap pulled over his curls. Kelly and Becky were side by side on the couch, sipping the tea and nibbling the cookies that a maid in a black-and-white uniform had carried in. Kelly couldn’t get over the room. Everything in it, from the richly patterned rugs to the tasseled pillows on the couches and the gold-framed mirror that hung over the marble fireplace, was absolutely right. Kelly wanted to stay in this room forever or, better yet, have a room just like it herself someday.

“Do you guys want a big family, too?” Becky asked.

“Oh, God, no,” said Kelly, with a shudder she couldn’t quite suppress. “I mean, it wasn’t so bad. We had a big van that the church gave us a good deal on—we’re Catholic, I know, big surprise—and we had a really big dining-room table, and . . .” She shrugged. “That was about it.”

“It must have been nice,” said Ayinde, sounding wistful as she stroked her baby’s hair with her free hand. “You must have always had someone to talk to.”

Kelly nodded, even though it wasn’t precisely true. Maureen was the only one she could really talk to. The rest of her brothers and sisters thought she was bossy, a tattletale, and too big for her britches when she tried to tell them what to eat or what to wear or how to behave. God, if she had a nickel for every time she’d heard You’re not my mother! from one of them. Like their actual mother was such great shakes. Kelly remembered how Paula O’Hara had discovered the scrapbook she’d kept when she was eight years old. The scrapbook was an old photo album that was meant to be the twins’ baby book, but her mother had gotten bored with it, so there were only a few snapshots of Maureen and Doreen when they’d come home from the hospital. The rest of it Kelly filled with her own pictures, ones cut out of copies of Ladies’ Home Journal and Newsweek and Time that she’d take from the dentist’s office at the end of the block after the receptionist left the magazines bundled up on the curb. Kelly wasn’t interested in pictures of people, just pictures of things. She’d cut out shots of big Colonial houses where the paint on the shutters wasn’t flaking off in long, curling strips; pictures of shining new minivans where you couldn’t still make out the words MARY MOTHER OF PEACE painted over on the side; pictures of blue vases full of daffodils and patent-leather tap shoes and a pink Huffy bike with a glitter banana seat. Pictures of dresses, pictures of shoes, a picture of the coat with real rabbit fur on the collar and cuffs that Missy Henry had worn to school last winter. Her mother had escorted Kelly into the living room, where none of the children were normally allowed, told her daughter to have a seat on the plastic slipcovered gold-and-green couch, and brandished the book in her face, shaking it so hard that a picture of some duchess’s hunting lodge came loose and fluttered to the floor. “What’s this?”
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