
[image: Cover: Small Admissions, by Amy Poeppel]



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: Small Admissions, by Amy Poeppel, Emily Bestler Books]



She wanted to die, and she wanted to live in Paris.

Gustave Flaubert, Madame Bovary

Above all, be the heroine of your life, not the victim . . .

It will be a little messy, but embrace the mess.

It will be complicated, but rejoice in the complications.

It will not be anything like what you think it will be like, but surprises are good for you.

Nora Ephron, Wellesley commencement, 1996



August


For one whole year, we worried about Kate. We worried to her face and worried behind her back, credited her with being tough, while judging her for being pathetic. Some days we thought she was suicidal; others she seemed homicidal, or as if she had the potential, anyway, not that any of us would blame her. We didn’t know how to help. Her sister, Angela, thought she needed therapy, antidepressants, and time to heal. She prescribed hard work and weekend hobbies, like kayaking or photography. Vicki thought she needed to quit wallowing; why not enjoy life as a single woman, celebrate her independence, go out and get laid? The guy who lived below her thought she should turn her music down and leave the apartment from time to time instead of stomping around over his head all day long. The lady at the liquor store suspected she drank too much. I didn’t know what to think. We all agreed she needed to get her ass off the couch and get a life. She needed to stop wearing sweatpants and put on a little mascara, for Christ’s sake. And would it kill her to go on a date? We were tired of the whole thing. Sure, life had thrown a huge piece of shit in her face, but . . .

Actually, there was no but. Life had thrown an enormous piece of shit in Kate’s face.

Whenever the topic of Kate came up, faces got twitchy; eyes got shifty. Our friends would glance at each other and look at me with a mixture of blame and embarrassment, making it clear what they all thought but couldn’t say, at least not around me. I could imagine them whispering, after I excused myself to go to the ladies’ room:

She must feel like it’s her fault.

It was her fault.

Well, she certainly is partly to blame.

Apart from him, it was all her fault.

I know! I mean, if only she had . . .

I wonder if she feels responsible?

Yes, bitches. I feel responsible.

To me Kate was something like a figure skater, skilled and balanced one second and then, bam, she’s splayed out all over the ice the next. Music still playing, and she can’t even get up to finish the damn routine.

But before her fall, it was a different story. Skilled and balanced. I remember Kate sitting cross-legged on her bed in our dorm room, laptop open, wearing glasses and retainers, reading an assignment she’d written out loud to us:

Day 1. Sundown. I enter a community living structure after the tribe’s evening repast. I am in the midst of seven female natives, and while I believe them to be a peaceful people, I approach them cautiously, watching from a safe distance. I see them communicating with each other, using language and gestures, drinking an amber-colored beverage out of red, plastic cups, and listening to music that causes them to jerk their heads in unison. I come closer to observe their rituals and seat myself on a contraption that hosts a variety of food particles in its fibers. When I insert my hand under the cushion, I discover a handful of blackened popcorn kernels, a pair of unwashed male undergarments, and two small copper medallions. The women in the tribe see the items in my hand and begin shrieking, gesticulating, and backing away from me. I fear I have insulted these gentle humanoids by unearthing their relics from the sofa, but they are forgiving. One offers me a large vessel, into which I respectfully lower the clothing and kernels. When I start to put in the copper medallions, the female makes a gift of them to me. I will bring them home to share with my people.

Kate looked up, ready for our critique.

“I don’t get it,” Vicki said. She was sitting up in her bed with a Town & Country magazine open across her lap.

“What?” Kate asked.

“If they’re pennies,” Vicki asked, “why can’t you just say pennies?”

“I like it,” I said.

“Thank you, Chloe,” Kate answered. She was hunched over, reading through her fictional field notes again.

“I didn’t say I don’t like it,” Vicki said. “I just don’t get the point.”

“Can you tell I’m from another planet?” Kate asked.

“Totally,” I assured her.

“It’s inconsistent, if you want me to be honest,” Vicki answered. “How would an alien know what popcorn is?”

“You’re absolutely right,” Kate said, holding down the delete button. “It’s so stupid.”

“You’re a freshman,” Vicki told her. “You’re supposed to be stupid.”

“She didn’t say she was stupid,” I corrected. “She didn’t mean to say that you’re stupid, Kate.”

“It’s no good; I’m starting over again,” Kate said, closing her laptop and getting ready to go. “I’ll work in the Student Center, so I don’t keep you up.”

“We’ll hear you anyway when you come in at two o’clock,” Vicki said.

“She’ll tiptoe,” I suggested.

We had only been roommates for two months, and we had already fallen into our roles. Kate was the bookiest of us. She spent more time in the library and less time in the shower than anyone I’d ever met. Not that she smelled bad or anything. She just couldn’t be bothered. She was a scholar in the making, bingeing on nineteenth-century novels whenever she had spare time, the more passion, suspense, and drama, the better.

“You know you’re wearing pajamas,” Vicki called after her, as Kate walked out of the room.

Vicki was smart and driven in a different way. She was exceedingly practical, registered for classes only if she found them real-world applicable and down-the-road lucrative. “When would I ever use that?” she asked when I suggested we all take a history class on serfdom in the Middle Ages. She signed up for stats instead. I had to check a map when I first met her to wrap my head around where she came from: a flyover state that she had no intention of returning to. One time I walked into our dorm room to find Vicki looking through Kate’s dresser drawers. Without thinking, I apologized to her.

And who was I? Among other things, my role in our clique was keeper of the peace. I held us together. For four years I bridged the gap, and it wasn’t easy. I was the one who made sure we were always assigned to the same dorm, with rooms on the same hall. I was the one who made plans (Friday-night cocktails and weekend getaways) and posed us in pictures, dressed up or dressed down, with me almost always in the middle. I cleared up misunderstandings and found common ground: in our sophomore year, Kate and Vicki got into a fight about gun control (Vicki’s libertarian principles clashing with Kate’s progressive sensibilities), and I spent an anxiety-filled week negotiating a truce, apologizing to one on behalf of the other, failing a sociology test in the process.

After we graduated from Wellesley, we decided to move to New York as individuals—still as a trio in spirit, but not as roommates. I figured it was for the best, knowing that our friendships would be far less complicated without the petty problems that stem from too much togetherness. I was relieved to move forward into something simple and more adult.

And then Kate had her disastrous triple toe loop ass-on-ice wipeout and suddenly I found myself reentangled, back in the middle of a big mess.


The spring before Kate graduated from college, she and Angela were summoned. Kate was in New York interviewing for a job, so the sisters took the train together to the house they grew up in, speculating about the reason for the visit. Angela feared it was cancer, while Kate guessed divorce.

“Ha,” was all Angela had to say about that, and Kate knew she was right, of course, because they didn’t have the kind of parents who did regular, predictable, middle-class-American things like split up.

“One of them published a book?” Kate guessed.

“They wouldn’t ask us to come out just for that.”

“What if it’s a book about our family?”

“We’re not that interesting,” Angela reminded her.

“A book about their sex life.”

“Please, Kate, I just ate.”

Amtrak delivered them to the little station in New Jersey, and as they stepped onto the platform and into the sunshine, they saw their mother waving to them, jumping up and down as if Kate and Angela were disembarking from the QE2. She was wearing cuffed jeans that Angela suspected belonged to their father, and over them, inexplicably, a handmade, tiered skirt that went to her knees. Her hair was covered with a scarf, knotted at the back, and of course, she had clogs on. Kate also had this habit of throwing an outfit together, but in her case she usually managed to pull it off, even if it wasn’t on purpose. She had shown up at Angela’s apartment a few days earlier wearing a denim miniskirt, tall rain boots, and a Chilean poncho that Angela remembered well because her mother had used it regularly as a tablecloth in the dining room. Or maybe it was a tablecloth, and Kate had cut a hole in it to turn it into a poncho. Either way (and impossibly enough), she had looked cute.

Their mother was now calling to them across the parking lot, “Tervetuloa! Velkomin!”

“Can’t she ever just speak English?” Angela mumbled. She saw their father sitting in the parked car, clipping his fingernails out the window. “God, who does that?”

“Does what?” Kate asked.

Angela put her bag over her shoulder and checked her phone. “Is it possible,” she asked, “that I was swapped with some other baby at the hospital?”

“No,” Kate said, looking wounded. “Don’t say that.”

Older, wiser, Angela felt less of a bond with these spectacled, nerdy academics, and she judged their behavior more as a result. Now that her sister was almost a college graduate, Angela was waiting to see which parts of their parents’ demeanor and attitudes Kate would be forced to inherit, given her genes and career choice, and which parts she could freely reject.

They walked down the ramp toward the car together, and Angela pinched Kate on the arm for no particular reason.

“Darling daughters,” their mother pronounced and hugged them both. “Zu Hause we go. Who’s hungry?”

The sisters climbed into the backseat of the old, mustard-yellow Volvo station wagon. They looked at each other while strapping on their seat belts. Kate stuck her tongue out, and Angela elbowed her, glancing around the parking lot, making sure they hadn’t been seen by anyone they knew. Their father put his nail clippers in the glove compartment and started the car.

At the house they convened in the cluttered kitchen over a meal that their mother called “Kaltes Abendbrot” or sometimes “Smörgåsbord,” depending on the selection, which in either case referred to black bread and things to put on black bread. Sprigs of dill were tucked between tiny shrimp and sliced eggs, not-quite-cooked to hard-boiled, and there was a chunky paté that made Angela wonder, Chunks of what? Kate took off her jacket and pushed up her sleeves, saying, “Mmmm, what a spread!” while Angela felt her usual disappointment, wondering what would be wrong with a nice chicken Caesar salad for once.

Angela had longed for normal as a child. She wanted what she saw at other homes, like Mop & Glo floors, Honey Smacks, and People magazine. Instead, they lived in a jungle of spider plant vines that draped all over the furniture, artifacts that jumbled up every surface, masks, pots, baskets, and fetishes.

And books. Books everywhere. Piled up high on chairs and on the back of the toilet, in languages that Angela didn’t recognize and didn’t want to, and on topics ranging from the study of Old Norse and the Viking Age (their mother’s field) to family constructs and gender roles among the Yanomami (their father’s area). And worst of all, the house had a pan-cultural cuisine odor that was permanently adhered to the brown sculptured shag carpet and the cottage cheese ceiling. In the ninth grade—the last time Angela ever had a friend over—her mother served them hamburgers without buns or ketchup, saying “Guten Appetit, ladies! Enjoy your frikadeller!”

“What’s that?” her friend had asked.

“Balls,” her mom said. That story had made the rounds at school. The shame, the shame, Angela recalled. Childhood with Professors Pearson and Watts had been perfectly stable and even loving, but acutely, serially embarrassing.

The four of them together (otherwise known, their parents had taught them, as a clan, or kinship unit, or conjugal family) stood around the butcher-block island to eat, as they had every school night. “Like pigs at the trough,” their mother used to say happily.

“Standing promotes digestion,” their father reminded them. So did the tiny glasses of digestif they always drank after dinner. Lots of words for that, too: Obstler or akvavit. Kirschwasser or Schnapps. “Corrupting a minor” was what Angela’s friend’s mother had called it when she notified the police on the evening of the dinner-balls.

Their father leaned against the sink, chewing thoughtfully on a radish, looking out the window. He was scruffy but youthful-looking, a man whose job was his passion.

“Your father is in the middle of writing an important chapter at the moment,” their mother loudly whispered, “so we can’t penetrate his thoughts today. He just needs to be.”

“I’m here,” he said, “but I’m distracted.”

“The girls understand perfectly.”

“Not really,” Angela said, using her fingernail to scrape something crusty off the tine of her fork. “Kate’s distracted today, too. She barely even talked to me on the train.”

Kate, hearing her name, looked up suddenly and said, “What did I do?”

“That’s my girl,” her father said.

“Brainwork. Good for you, Kate,” their mother added and winked at her.

“It’s not good, actually,” Angela answered. “It’s textbook antisocial behavior.”

“That depends on the textbook,” Kate stated.

“Aha!” her dad agreed. “Go on.”

“According to the new DSM,” she said, “someone afflicted with an antisocial personality disorder would have to display a pervasive pattern of ignoring or even stomping on the rights of others. Plus I would have impulsivity issues, which I don’t, not to mention tendencies toward aggression and deception. Being quiet on one train trip wouldn’t come close to justifying that diagnosis.”

“Well argued,” her father said.

“What are you talking about?” Angela asked. “I wasn’t saying you’re clinically sick in the head. I just meant you were rude.”

“Now, now,” their mother said, pulling a tiny fishbone out of her mouth. “Kate was probably deeply engaged in a conversation with herself; it can be hard to pull out of.”

“Sorry, Angela,” Kate said. “I didn’t mean to ignore you.”

“When is the inquisition at NYU?” their father asked.

“The day after tomorrow,” Kate told him. “I’ve been preparing for weeks.”

“So you’ve read most of Professor Greene’s papers?” he asked.

“Of course.”

“And you’re not put off by the dryness of teeth and bones? The lifelessness isn’t off-putting?”

“Isn’t that from the Bible?” Kate asked. “The valley of dry bones?”

“Ezekiel,” their mother said. “Marvelous folklore.”

“Why do you want to work in a graveyard anyway?” Angela asked. “I don’t get it.”

“ ‘Graveyard’? That’s a little morbid,” Kate said.

“I rather like it,” her mother remarked. “I think it gives the job a gothic, eerie feel. It’s certainly more thrilling than ‘lab.’ Or ‘department.’ ” She lowered her voice as deep as it would go. “Graveyard.”

“Graveyard,” their father repeated solemnly. “ ‘Alas, poor Yorick! I knew him, Angela.’ ”

“Grave,” their mother said in a strange accent. “Did you know it’s the same word in Basque?”

“I’m sorry I started this,” Angela mumbled.

“If we worked with bones in my lab,” their mother added, “I would adopt that moniker immediately.”

“A graveyard,” their father said again. “To me, a graveyard always brings to mind the words of T. S. Eliot,” and he began to recite, “ ‘That corpse you planted last year in your garden, Has it begun to sprout? Will it bloom this year? Or has the sudden frost disturbed its bed?’ ”

Their mother clapped. “I wonder if Kate will make ancient femurs sprout into brilliant insights into our past? Will she gather bouquets of blooming tibias?”

“Can we focus, please?” Angela asked.

Kate was smiling. “I’ll be insanely happy if I get this job; you can call it whatever you want,” she said.

“When you walk in to meet Dr. Greene,” her mother said, “stand up tall, give a firm handshake, and proceed to be yourself.”

“Who else would she be?” Angela asked.

“How existential,” her father said. “Is any of us really anyone?”

“Dr. Greene would like to be someone,” her mother said.

“He is someone,” Kate stated. “Have you read his lab blog? GangGreene?”

“That’s a wonderful word pairing: ‘lab blog.’ And what did you learn from the gangrenous lab blog?” she asked.

“That the work they’re doing with fossils from the Laetoli site is groundbreaking,” Kate said.

“Do you mean innovative?” her father asked. “Or that they literally break the ground as they work, because to me that seems par for the course at an archaeological dig and, therefore, derivative.”

“I mean,” Kate explained, “the work is pioneering. I’ll dig there myself someday, if things go the way I’ve planned. I just have to land this job first.” She was holding a boiled baby potato speared with a toothpick, and one half suddenly broke off and fell on the floor. Angela watched as Kate leaned over and put it in her mouth.

“Do you guys have a cleaning service?” Angela asked. “The whole house looks sort of, I don’t know, grubby.”

“Such fastidiousness!” her mother exclaimed. “What will you do if you have dinner with the Huli?”

“Who are the Huli?”

“In some places a dirt floor is just called a floor. Be aware of your cultural bias, Angie. You wouldn’t tell a fish not to poop where it eats.”

Angela stared at her. “I have no idea what you’re saying, but this kitchen needs a complete overhaul, starting with all new appliances. Does the ice maker work?” she asked, getting a glass and opening the freezer.

“How’s that husband of yours?” her father asked. “Is he a neat freak, too?”

“Doug,” she said. “We’re not neat freaks. We’re just into basic hygiene.”

“Never buy anything that says ‘antibacterial’ on the label,” he warned. “Give us this day our daily germs.”

“When you girls were babies,” her mother added, “we made a point of having you eat right off the floor.”

“Jesus God,” Angela sighed.

“I don’t mean for every meal. Everything in moderation.”

“What is that?” Angela suddenly asked, backing away from the refrigerator. “Is that . . .?”

“He flew against the window a few days ago,” her mother explained, “and I want to look him up in the bird book. He’s not a tufted titmouse, that much I know.”

“You put a dead bird in the freezer?” Angela asked. “Where you keep food? That’s so disgusting. It could have a disease.”

“Can I see him?” Kate asked.

Angela closed the freezer door hard and turned to face them. “No. I have news, actually,” she said.

“As. Do. We!” their mother said, joining Professor Pearson at the sink. “Which is why we asked you to come. We’ve decided that in two months, after the close of the spring semester,” and she paused to allow the excitement to build, “ . . . we’re going to rent out the house and go.”

“Go?” Kate said.

“What . . . What does that mean?” Angela asked.

“It means we’re taking our work to the field,” their mother said.

“What field?” Angela asked.

“I think they mean—” Kate started to explain.

“I know what they mean,” Angela said. “Where are you going?”

“We have quite an itinerary,” their father said proudly.

“We start in Finland!” their mother exclaimed. “Isn’t it wonderful? Now, no need to be sentimental,” she said, seeing her daughters’ faces. “We limited serious, academic travel for almost two decades to rear you little offsprings, and now it’s time for us to pack our rucksacks and take to the road before we’re too old.”

“Sounds awesome,” Kate said.

“Rucksacks?” Angela asked.

“Just think,” their mother went on, “we’ve reached the ripe old age where our community could justify senicide. We figure we better make a move before the tribe begins to see us as a burden.”

“The whole village might sneak off in the dark of night,” their dad added, “leaving us to fend for ourselves in this jungle.”

“By jungle you mean this quaint university town?” Angela asked.

“There are quite a few young brutes among the faculty, I assure you,” he said.

“You won’t leave before June, will you?” Kate interrupted suddenly. “What about my graduation?”

“We’ll be there with bells on,” their mother said.

“Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” their father added.

“And after that you’re just leaving?” Angela asked. “What about your jobs?”

“We’re taking a much-overdue, extended sabbatical,” her mother said. “We have the university’s blessing and grants to cover the costs, and we’ve accepted guest professorships in Tampere and Rio, so we’ll have home bases. We’ll stay away as long as we possibly can.”

“Nice,” Angela said, deciding to keep her own news to herself. “That’s really nice.”

“Now, Angie, don’t be dramatic,” their mother said. “We’ll Skype when we can to get updates on our lovely, grown-up girls. And when we’ve seen all that there is to see in the field, we’ll come right back home to die.”

“Now who’s being dramatic,” Angela said.
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On the train ride back to Manhattan, Angela was the one who didn’t talk.

“Are you mad?” Kate asked, like she was trying to figure out how to feel herself. Angela shrugged.

“How long do you think it took to plan this?” Kate went on. “Months? Years?”

“No clue.”

“Well, good for them,” Kate said. “I think it’s cool.”

“Of course you do.”

“What does that mean?”

“Nothing. I’m going to be rearing offspring without the aid of a multigenerational family structure,” Angela said wryly.

“They’ll be back.”

“Not soon enough. I’m pregnant.”

“What?” Kate asked. “When? Why didn’t you say anything?”

“It wouldn’t have changed their plans.”

“But still,” Kate said.

“I’ll tell them. But my God, they have their heads so far up their asses, I just can’t stand it. I hope you don’t end up like that, Kate.”

“Oh, a baby!” Kate exclaimed. “As soon as I graduate, I’ll be with you in New York. I want to help.”

“Doug and I’ll be fine,” she said. “We can handle it.”

“But I’ll still be there for you.”

Angela smiled at her. “That’s sweet,” she said. “I know you will.”
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Of course, Kate hadn’t been there for her. First she’d been too busy and distracted to be useful, or even present, and then she’d been too sad to do anything at all. Ever since Kate’s meltdown, Angela had found herself parenting Kate along with her own daughter, Emily, who was about to turn two. It was infuriating, especially now that she had just found out she was pregnant with her second child, and Kate still wasn’t showing any signs of improvement, and her parents still weren’t making any plans to come home.

It was enough now. Enough. Kate needed a jump start. She needed a job, and it was entirely up to Angela to get her one, no matter how unlikely or even impossible that might be. Gotta start somewhere, and Angela had a lead, a glimmer of hope. The previous Saturday, she’d left Doug with Emily for the afternoon and attended a private school fair, just to get an idea about what the possibilities were once the time came for preschool. It was a noisy, crowded function, held in a school gymnasium, and Angela found the florescent scene dizzying. She started in the front of the room and went straight down the row, from table to table, past Bank Street, Caedmon, Calhoun, Ethical Culture Fieldston, Grace Church, and Graylon Academy, collecting brochures and asking questions. The schools were arranged alphabetically, the only thing orderly about the event, and somewhere in the middle of the room, between Horizons Elementary and the International School, was Hudson Day. While most of the schools had two or three representatives, Angela noticed the man at the Hudson table was all by himself, trying to hand out materials and talk to people, answer questions and collect contact information. He looked frantic. Angela waited patiently until he had time for her.

“We don’t offer a nursery school program anymore,” he told her over the din. “But when your child’s ready for pre-K, feel free to get in touch,” and he handed Angela his card. “I’m swamped,” he added suddenly. “My assistant director quit out of nowhere.”

Angela smiled. “Is that right?” she said. “Are you looking for a replacement?”

She had called Kate right away and made a plan to meet for lunch that Monday to tell her about the job, but so far things weren’t getting off to a very good start—Angela was eating alone.

Almost thirty minutes after she’d sat down, she looked up from her salad to see Kate slump into the restaurant, frazzled and breathless. Angela made a face that probably revealed her disgust for her sister’s chronic tardiness and complete loss of oomph, not that Kate would have noticed. She had the look of someone who had overslept and taken a fast shower, failing to rinse out her conditioner and using a scrub so frenetically that she’d over-exfoliated her poor face. Her outfit was something a neurotic college student would wear during exam week. What were those? Cargo pants? They’d been slept in, and her white T-shirt had a drippy, brownish stain on the shoulder. They had agreed to meet near Angela’s office in the Financial District, and among the suited clientele, Kate looked entirely out of place. And yet, Angela noticed, she still managed to turn the head of a man at the bar who eyed her with a mixture of attraction and puzzlement.

Kate apparently lacked the awareness to know how irritating she was to a full-time working mother whose day had started at six a.m., so she proceeded to tell a detailed story of her “hectic” morning, of missing keys (found in the sink) and missed subways, without ever actually apologizing for being unacceptably late. She seemed completely unprepared when Angela cut her off sharply, saying, “Stop.” Hectic morning? Please. Angela had woken up gagging from morning sickness. While she was showering, Emily had poured an entire bottle of body lotion onto the bath mat, no thanks to Doug who was supposed to be watching her. “I didn’t know she could open it,” he had explained. “But on the bright side, think how soft it will be.” At the office she had projects piled up that she absolutely had to finish before the end of the day. She had no interest in whatever manufactured drama Kate had to offer. It had grown so old. She wanted to slap her, to shake her out of this persistent state of dysfunction. Angela felt her hair tighten in its bun. “I have to get back to work. I told you.”

“We didn’t have to meet today. If it was bad timing.”

“Forty-five minutes ago wasn’t bad timing.”

The waiter came by, cleared Angela’s plate, and looked confused.

“Are we leaving?” Kate asked.

“I have five minutes.”

Kate turned to look up at the waiter. “Dirty vodka martini. And maybe some rolls?”

“Seriously?” her sister asked. “On a Monday?”

“You can’t drink on Monday?”

“It’s self-destructive.”

“Huh.”

“Are you depressed?”

“Just blech.”

“Kate—”

“Bastille Day,” she said, like that explained everything. “It was a setback.”

Angela held up her hand, resisting the urge to clap it over Kate’s mouth. “I only have five minutes. I need to tell you about the job.”

“Right. The job.”

“I met the man who could potentially be your savior,” she said and handed Kate the card she’d had out on the table since she’d arrived. “I want you to write to him today. His name is Henry, but call him Mr. Bigley. He’s the head of admissions at a private school, and he needs someone who can start immediately. I can’t promise you anything, but since you’re not really the corporate type, I thought a school might be a good fit for you.”

“I don’t know anything about admissions,” Kate said, looking at the card.

“Remind him you heard about the job from me, and let’s hope he’ll set up an interview. I don’t know.”

“Write him . . . what, though? Exactly?”

Angela dictated the email while Kate scribbled it down on her cocktail napkin in abbreviations so abbreviated she would find them difficult to decipher when she got home. Out of the corner of her eye, she was watching a waiter getting yelled at by the bartender.

“That poor guy,” she said sadly.

“Who?”

“I wonder what he did wrong? Do you think it’s work-related or personal?”

“Kate! Pay attention,” Angela said and went on to preach the advantages of full-time, gainful employment. Health insurance this and 401(k) that. Important to keep busy, too, for one’s mental health. Takes initiative to pull out of a depression; you have to do something about it, like see a psychiatrist. And how about weekends? Given any thought to rock climbing classes? Or Tai Chi in the park? Ceramics is very soothing. She ended with her usual “the point being, you just have to get out more and stop moping around.”

Kate drank her martini and struggled to stay focused. After the speech was finished, she asked about her niece, and suddenly Angela had more time to spare than she’d let on. She complained about never sleeping and bragged about Emily’s smarts. She used the word “advanced” several times. She mentioned moving to the suburbs. Should they or shouldn’t they? There were so many things to consider: schools, swing sets, midsize SUVs, and automatic garage doors. Grass. A room for the new baby.

“Baby? What baby?” Kate asked. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Surprise, I just told you.” Angela patted her stomach and got out the ultrasound pictures.

“Wow, again?” Kate studied the images while Angela shared more of her many concerns: money, shifting family dynamics, marital happiness, and, of course, space (as always).

“We can’t possibly fit a second child in our apartment.”

“It’s so cute,” Kate said. “I think it has Dad’s nose.”

“Would it upset you? Kate?”

“What?”

“If we left Manhattan? Not now, of course. I just mean someday. I don’t frankly see how you would manage. I worry about you.”

“I’d be okay.”

“You say that but then you lock yourself out of your apartment.”

“That only happened twice.”

“Are you keeping the cat alive?”

“Stella and I are like this,” Kate said, holding two fingers up.

“You’ll have to move someplace else pretty soon and frankly I worry about it all the time.”

“That’s like a year from now.”

“Yes, exactly. You need to start projecting forward, Kate, look ahead to the next step.”

As they went outside into the horrible heat of the afternoon, Angela gave Kate parting advice, while Kate stood there getting sweaty. “Send him the email as soon as you get home,” she said. “Don’t wait, okay?”

“I can’t believe you’re having another baby,” Kate said again. “Tell Doug I said congratulations. Have you told Mom and Dad?”

“Not yet, but I will. And, if they call you,” she said, “don’t tell them about the interview.”

“Why not?” Kate asked.

“It’s not a job that requires a PhD; they’ll probably think it’s beneath you. But it’s not, Kate. Nothing is beneath you.”

“That’s depressing.”

“No—I just mean, this would be a great job for you. It’s a real chance to get back on your feet.”

“I know. I get it. It’s not as if I’m enjoying things the way they are. I’m sick of me.”

“This isn’t you at all; that’s the problem.”

“Well, I’m sick of this person.”

“Wear something neat and normal to the interview, like nice pants and a blazer, and check your face in the mirror before you go in. Wear makeup, but watch out for that smudgy stuff you always get under your eyes. And for God’s sake, don’t be late.” She sighed. “Seriously, Kate. Try, please. Try to get this job.”


College graduations, like weddings and even funerals, create awkward, mismatched combinations of people who should never cross paths. A perfect example was when Vicki’s dad, a small-town drugstore manager, was thrust into conversations with Kate’s father, an anthropology professor with a ponytail who said something ridiculous about how her dad was like a modern-day medicine man, which couldn’t have been further from the truth, unless putting in an order for a shipment of Tylenol could be considered shamanesque. Seemed like a pretty big leap to Vicki.

When her family had walked onto the Wellesley campus, Vicki felt a pang of wretchedness and shame. They so didn’t fit in here. Her mother had on the old floral, calf-length skirt, plastic pearls, off-white polyester blouse, and beige pumps she’d been wearing to church every other Sunday, rotating the outfit with her only other dressy rig, a blue dress with a skinny belt made of faux leather and a faux gold buckle. She was the queen of conservatism. Her father, whose voice was just plain too damn loud, kept one hand gripped on Vicki’s shoulder as she walked them around the college, as if to prove his right to be there. He made his usual corny little jokes, having no idea how provincial he sounded every time he opened his mouth; Vicki had to suppress the urge to shush him. And her brother, awkward at nineteen years old and 275 pounds, in baggy Champion athletic pants and untied high tops, consistently lagged a few yards behind them, looking pained to be around all of these sophisticated, confident women to whom he could not possibly bring himself to speak.

Vicki was pretty sure she and her brother weren’t the only ones suffering through the graduation events, although no one else showed it. Kate’s parents were embarrassing, too, even if they belonged on a college campus way more than her own parents did. They walked in and out of school buildings like they owned the place, wearing their weird Woodstock outfits. Much to Vicki’s mother’s disgust, Kate’s father took off his moccasins during the president’s picnic and walked around barefoot. They spent more time conversing with professors they met than they did talking to their own daughters. Kate’s sister, Angela, didn’t look like she even belonged in the family; she was tailored and tidy, a compact little baby bump showing under her J.Crew dress and a handsome, attentive J.Crew husband by her side. She was Vicki’s first real, live example of a successful New York City career woman with a condo and a happy personal life. Victoria eyed her with the same admiration and determination that some women might ogle a Birkin bag: Someday I’m gonna get me that.

She was off to a good start: Vicki had secured the possibility of a promising career. She had snagged a high-paying, kick-ass job at a New York marketing firm where she would be branding and rebranding businesses, creating hot, sophisticated campaigns that would define her clients’ images. The potential for upward mobility was sky-high, and Vicki intended to go straight up.

Kate had something of both her parents and her sister in her; she was professorial but pretty. Appealing in a way that seemed effortless, accidental, which was part of her charm. Slightly disheveled, but able to pull it off just by opening her mouth and letting big words pop out. She could clean up when she needed to. Kate was trying to become some sort of expert on people, but mostly in the abstract. She studied past and present human behavior, examining how people live and why, observing their interactions more than she ever engaged in them. It got on Vicki’s nerves because what difference did any of that make? What could you actually do with it? Nothing. Kate was smart enough to go into business or finance or corporate law if she wanted to, but she was clearly a snob about professions with such a heavy commercial bent to them, as opposed to those with loftier goals, like the ones that aim to contribute to the collective knowledge of the human race. Kate and Chloe both seemed to turn their noses up at money. Money? What’s wrong with making money? Vicki wanted to yell at them. She’d never had any in her life and certainly didn’t feel bad about wanting to get her hands on some now.

As every year of college passed, Vicki felt that she and Kate had a little less and a little less in common. In fact, all of senior year, Kate had been distant, committing herself entirely to scholarship rather than friendship, submitting a research paper called “Thinning the Hominid Herd” that was getting published in some geek journal that no one would ever read. The week of graduation, while everyone else was celebrating and socializing, Kate was mostly holed up in the library, preparing for her job as an assistant lab manager in the anthropology department at NYU where she would be helping a professor of human origins analyze fossil data he’d collected in Tanzania. Kate was smart, and so her habit of forgetting to brush the hair on the back of her head was something most people could easily overlook. Vicki couldn’t.

After the Baccalaureate Concert, there was a supper served in Alumnae Hall. Kate, having skipped the concert, had lost track of time in the library and hadn’t shown up yet, but her family didn’t seem to mind: The lovely pregnant couple, Angela and Doug, sat together romantically at a corner table like they were vacationing at Sandals, and Kate’s parents had a marvelous time engaging the other students, asking them about their majors and recommending further pertinent reading. Vicki walked over to a table where they were now talking to her brother about their upcoming sabbatical; he had somehow managed to steer the conversation to the existence of topless women on Danish beaches (real or mythical?), and they were only too happy to give an impromptu lecture on body, shame, and taboo, a talk without the chalk. The upshot was: what’s wrong with showing a little tit in public? Vicki’s brother couldn’t agree more. Vicki was grateful; it was the first conversation the poor boy had had all week. It occurred to her that she hadn’t been very nice to him or her parents since they’d arrived, so she went back to sit with them, to make an effort.

Her father hugged her and pulled her chair closer to him.

“My Big City girl! I feel like I’m in a room full of lady celebrities,” he said. “The next Sarah Palin and Rachael Ray everywhere I look.”

“They’re just people, Dad,” Vicki said.

“Smart girls,” he said proudly.

“Women.”

“What?”

“Women,” she said, “not girls.”

“What’s the difference?” he asked.

“If you ask me,” her mom said, “I’m looking at the next Ellen DeGeneres and Michelle Obama, and I don’t like it. And I’ve never seen so many Orientals.”

“Asians. You want a glass of wine or something?” Vicki asked.

“Goodness, no,” her mom said. “I’ve had two this week already.” She had changed into the blue dress, and Vicki saw that the skinny belt had a hard crease in it from being folded in the suitcase. The gold color was flaking off the buckle. It made Vicki sad.

Chloe, on the other hand, sitting several tables away, was looking perfectly content, tipsy, and relaxed. Like Vicki and Kate, Chloe already had a job lined up in New York; she would be earning less than a living wage as the volunteer coordinator at an organization for the homeless. Chloe’s very elegant, stylish aunt had come all the way from France, and she and Chloe’s mom were having a tête-à-tête, taking advantage of being together, ignoring everybody else at the table. Chloe was wrapped up in conversation with her cousin Robert. Vicki knew him already, and she watched him closely, waiting for just the right moment to approach. She wondered how in the world those two were related. He was tall and eye-catching, while Chloe was mousey and modest. He was rich and leisurely, while Chloe was perpetually broke and committed to staying broke by choosing a career in social work. She involved herself in causes like picketing for universal health care, fighting for world peace and nuclear disarmament, and raising people out of poverty, while Robert seemed oblivious to anyone or anything outside his beautiful, aristocratic bubble.

“Who’s that man with Chloe?” her mother asked. “He looks like a movie star.”

“It’s her cousin,” Vicki said. “I met him in Paris.”

“Paris!” her dad said. “Oooolala, kay sirrah sirrah.”

Vicki tried not to roll her eyes. It wasn’t his fault he’d never been anywhere. “That’s not even French, Dad,” she told him.

“It’s not? Well, what is it, then?”

Italian? Spanish? Vicki realized she didn’t know.

Just then Kate arrived, breathless, visibly trying to adjust from the quiet and solitude of the library to the demands of a noisy social gathering. She looked pretty, Vicki noticed. She’d braided her thick hair and put on makeup, and one could almost ignore the fact that she was wearing a backpack. Vicki watched as Chloe jumped up to drunk-hug her and then pointed to where her professor parents were sitting with Vicki’s brother, but Kate didn’t go to them right away. Instead she made a colossal mistake and simply stood there, looking out over the room, holding on to her backpack straps and bouncing up onto her toes. Chloe hesitated and then introduced her to her handsome cousin who had jetted in from France for the party.

[image: Image]

After graduation, Vicki, Chloe, and Kate moved to New York, and for about a year, life went swimmingly for all of them, until Kate fell to pieces. All Vicki could say was, it sure as hell wasn’t her fault, but somehow she found herself in the position of having to console Kate all the time, telling her, “There, there, everything will be okay,” passing her tissues while she boo-hooed all over the sofa, listening to her go on endlessly about how she had been wronged.

Listening to other people’s problems wasn’t Vicki’s strength; she didn’t have the patience for it. So after a year of trying to help Kate rebound from her painful breakup, Vicki was happy to get to talk to her on the phone about something else for a change. An upcoming job interview was exactly the sort of topic Vicki preferred.

“Wear something tasteful,” she said, “but don’t be afraid to show a little leg.”

“So a skirt?” Kate asked. “Like the one I used to wear all the time?”

“The denim one?”

“Yes.”

“No.”

“I thought maybe I could dress it up.”

Vicki closed her eyes, trying to picture it, and smiled. Kate, for all her so-called brilliance, was just plain stupid about matters such as wardrobe dos and don’ts. “Absolutely not. You must have one black skirt in your closet. Do you have a blazer?”

“I hate blazers.”

“Wear your black skirt with heels, a blouse, and a cardigan. It’s frumpy but classic. Is the skirt short?”

“Probably.”

“That’s fine, but the heels can’t be too high or you’ll look whorish. And Kate, sweetie, you can’t go in rumpled. You’re not in college anymore, and you need to look presentable. Iron everything.”

“I don’t own an iron.”

Vicki didn’t say anything.

“I’m so nervous,” Kate said. “He’s not going to like me.”

“Stop it. Everyone likes you.” Vicki made her voice go up high to mask her irritation. Insecurities were so unattractive. “You need to be confident. Present yourself with an air of authority. Or fake it, anyway.”

“Fake it?”

“Why not?”

“I think people can see right through me.”

“Don’t be silly.”

“I won’t mean to, but I’ll project incompetence.”

Vicki considered feigning a lost cell phone connection. “Kate,” she said firmly, “you can’t let one bad episode define who you are. If you want the job, march yourself right in there and take the job. Just give yourself a pep talk before you go into the interview. I always look at myself in the mirror and ask: Who am I? I am a brilliant, capable woman, or whatever it is I need to be, and watch it happen. It works.”

“I’ll try.”

“Knock ’em dead. Gotta run, sweetie. Meeting.” And because she’d spent a week in Italy as a college student, she said, “Ciao,” before she hung up.

Kate had never been to Italy but said “Ciao” back, just because.



September


The day I found out that Kate was taking the big, bold step of interviewing for a real job, George came home from work to find me creating a profile on a dating site. I wanted it to be clever, original, full of personality.

“Are you leaving me?” he asked.

“What should her favorite movie be? Something edgy. Unpredictable. Something with a minor cult following.”

“Cute pictures,” he said, looking over my shoulder.

“But do I use a group picture and have him guess? Or do I just use pictures of me?”

“I’m confused.”

“How does this sound?” I asked, and I read with expression: “ ‘Cute, lovable intellectual with a weakness for romance, looking forward to a brand-new chapter in life. I’m in search of a smart and steady companion to turn the pages with me. Plot to be determined, and . . .’ ”

“What?” George stopped me, shaking his head. “No, not appealing and certainly not sexy.”

“BookWorm. You don’t think that’s a clever handle?”

“Worm? No, it’s a turnoff.”

“BookTrollop would be better, I suppose?”

“Under the circumstances, I don’t think any of this is a good idea.”

“If she’s ready to look for a job, then she’s ready to go on a date, and since I’m the one who screwed up her personal life, I should be the one to fix it.”

“To be honest, Chloe, I don’t get why you take responsibility for any of this. It wasn’t your fault.”

“I won’t be let off the hook until she gets her life back.”

“Who says you’re on the hook?”

“No one says it. But it’s what everyone’s thinking.”


Kate was sitting on a park bench—a strange addition for an indoor lobby—waiting for someone to come fetch her. Her stomach made an impolite noise. The woman at the front desk was on the phone and unlikely to hear anything low and gurgly from such a distance, but the large, uniformed security guard sitting silently nearby, very still, eyes glued to the entrance, suddenly raised his eyebrows and glanced at Kate over his left shoulder. She looked away at the clock on the wall and waited, unable to do so calmly. Her skirt was too short, so she could feel her ass on the wood slats, and she tugged to give herself some fabric to sit on. She did tasks, every one of which was fake: looked for something in her bag, pushed random buttons on her cell phone, and blew her nose. She hoped this whole painful exercise would be over with as soon as possible so she could get back to her couch. No way she was going to get this job, so she sat there, trying to ignore the ambitious part of her that was really starting to want it.

Two kids, resembling little Wall Street workers, walked by and Kate wondered if it was “dress like your parents” day, until she realized that they were in uniform and had to wear this formal attire every single day of their lives. Their behavior matched their outfits; they were serious, subdued, and orderly. Tomorrow’s investment bankers and corporate lawyers. The girl was carrying a laptop, telling the boy with her, “We have to meet with our group after school.”

“Can’t,” said the boy, checking his phone. “I have an orthodontist appointment at three thirty.” He had a mouthful of braces, so Kate figured his story added up.

“Before school tomorrow, then. I’ll do the PowerPoint tonight.”

“I’ll have the graphs ready. Avery’s in charge of writing up the final argument.”

“Good,” she said, clearly satisfied. “Good plan.”

They went their separate ways, and Kate turned around to watch them leave, expecting them to shake hands or exchange business cards. Hard to believe a couple of kids could make her feel even more insecure and unprepared than she already did, but that’s how it was. Where’s my PowerPoint? What’s my plan? Do I need a final argument? She turned back around on the bench and was startled to find a tiny woman planted directly in front of her, blocking her from running out the door. It was the director of the school, a breathy, wound-up lady, who put out her hand, introduced herself, and asked only one question phrased as a statement: “I assume you like working with children?”

It was yes or no, but Kate hesitated in spite of the simplicity of it. She honestly didn’t know. With no evidence to the contrary, she said, “Yes.” After all, she didn’t not like working with children. The woman stared at her intensely and said, “Wonderful. Call me Janice. Do you have any questions for me?”

“I don’t think so,” Kate said. “Not yet, anyway.”

“Wonderful,” Janice repeated. “If there’s time, we’ll chat again after you meet with Henry. How does that sound?”

“Wonderful?” Kate answered.

“Come with me.” She walked Kate down the hall to introduce her to middle-aged, puppy-faced Mr. Bigley. He was in his office with his assistant, Maureen, who looked Kate up and down and asked her if it was hot outside. Why was everyone so old here? Kate wondered. Not a soul under forty. She started to feel outnumbered and anxious. While Janice mumbled things to Mr. Bigley, Maureen tucked one calf behind the other and fiddled with her skinny gold watchband. It pinched her wrist in a painful-looking way, and she was trying to squish her pinky under it as if to get some breathing room.

“How many schools have you been in?” Maureen asked.

Kate misunderstood the question and said, “Four,” referring to her own elementary, middle, and high schools plus college. “Almost five.”

“Humph. You get around, don’t you?” Maureen said. “For someone so young.” Kate suddenly felt slutty. She wished her skirt were longer, her shoes flatter.

“Are you nervous or something?”

“A little,” Kate admitted.

“It shows,” Maureen said. She stood up and stretched. “School year started, and you know what that means.”

Kate hadn’t a clue. She nodded and looked at the art on the walls. It was terrible. Disturbing even. A portrait of an ugly, bulgy-eyed girl. A demented still life that looked stupid and out of proportion, like a child could have done it.

“Our student work,” said Mr. Bigley, noticing Kate’s expression and mistaking it for admiration. “Fabulous, isn’t it? We have some real talent in this school.”

“We’ll leave you two to talk,” Janice said. “I’ll be in my office,” and she walked out with Maureen, closing the door behind them. As Mr. Bigley swiveled his chair to face her, Kate noticed an oversize framed picture of the Colosseum in Rome on his desk. He had a rubber band in his hand that he stretched, wrapped around his fingers, and accidently shot across the room.

“Whooops,” he said and settled back in his chair. “So tell me about yourself.”

His request was so wide open, so broad in scope, that Kate felt completely untethered. Where to begin? And realizing that the interview was actually starting, she got even more flustered, which caused her to make a string of mistakes.

“I should probably tell you right off the bat—I’ve never actually had a real job before, so I don’t really have many of what you might call skills. Well, no, maybe I do have some skills, even if I can’t, like, articulate them very well. For example, I’m trying to become a better judge of character, or at least better than I used to be. These days I don’t tend to like anyone.”

Mr. Bigley looked confused.

“What I mean is, I’m discriminating. But I’m not an asshole. I bet that’s a good quality for anyone working in admissions. Right?” Her armpits were going damp, and she glanced up to see the bulgy-eyed girl looking dumbstruck. “And in case you’re worried—I know that you shouldn’t say ‘asshole’ in front of kids or their parents. So I would never do that. In fact, I remember all the school rules—no swearing, no stealing, no biting. No bullying ’cause some kids take it to heart and”—here she put a finger gun to her head and made a credible shooting sound—“so no using words like ‘gay’ or ‘retard’ unless you actually mean gay or retarded and you’re being nice about it.” Shut up, she said to herself. Please shut up.

She got a tissue and dabbed her cleavage discreetly. “Whew, it’s been a while since I wore something so buttoned up.” Mr. Bigley kept his poker face, hands clasped under his chin, and Kate felt an uncontrollable need to fill the silence. “By nature I’m more of a T-shirt kind of girl, but I can tuck in a grown-up blouse when I have to. Of course, in some cultures, women don’t wear shirts at all, so I guess in that regard I’m way ahead of the game.”

He tilted his head the way a dog does when he’s anticipating something, and Kate forged onward.

“You can often glean a thing or two from how people dress. I really didn’t know what to wear today. Everyone said, ‘Wear a blazer,’ but for some reason I feel totally dykey in a blazer. Not that there’s anything wrong with being a lesbian, but a blazer is not a good look for me. I swear—given the choice—you’d rather see me naked than in a suit. I don’t mean that suits are bad in general. You look good in your suit, for example. But for me? Well, it’s like I always say, better a naked lesbian than . . . me . . . in a blazer.” What was happening? She shook her head and felt a trickle of sweat run down her back. “Was that out loud?” she asked and fanned herself with a copy of the school newspaper.
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