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AUTHOR’S NOTE




This is a true story, albeit viewed through the lens of one person’s experience. Whenever possible, I have relied on notes, journals, emails, and interviews to recount events and dialogue, and am deeply indebted to everyone who assisted. I have at times changed names and identifying details to preserve the privacy of certain friends, some unwitting participants, and numerous homeowners whose bad taste was generously displayed through the open house process.

However, there really are condos by the live poultry market. They’re not cheap either.










No money is better spent than what is laid out
 for domestic satisfaction.

—Samuel Johnson








GIMME SHELTER










HOME-SHOPPING




Of course I want a home. I’m American; it’s encoded into my cultural DNA.

My country was founded by stragglers looking for a place to put down roots. Its wilderness was built by people lured by the promise of a plot of land. Its sales pitch to the world, even now, is that this is where everybody else comes to forge a life. Home is what we fantasize about and sacrifice for; it’s what we go into debt over and fight wars over. It’s what The Wizard of Oz and Gone With the Wind and Battlestar Galactica are all about—that wrenching, primal need to have a place in the world that belongs to us and to belong to it.

I walk by the house, even though it’s out of my way, and sneak a fleeting peek through the windows. Sometimes, I cross the street, the better to play the part of someone who’s not interested, and cast a coy glance right as I go past. I pray no one I know sees me here on Sackett Street in the middle of the morning, off my usual route and with no good excuse. There’s nobody in there that I’m interested in; the place is empty anyway. No, I’m fixated on the house itself. I’m stalking an inanimate object.

I saw it a few weeks ago, and now it haunts me, a crush I can’t get out of my head. I shut my eyes and try to remember the precise leafy design of the ceiling medallion, the color of the bricks in the back yard. I’ve got it bad. So I walk past, hoping not to see signs of people moving around, people moving in. Someday soon I will, and I’ll have to stop coming around like this.

Most of our friends have already made the leap. Mortgages happen. They happen to the buttoned-up friends who work for the government, and they happen to the burnouts who never miss a Burning Man. They happen to the single and the married, the gay and the straight. But not us, not yet.

We live in the most expensive shantytown on earth. It’s the place we can get bok choy at 3 A.M. but the supermarket runs out of toilet paper. Where we can share a pediatrician with one of the Beastie Boys and get felt up by junkies on the bus. How many other places boast luxury lofts above skeevy bars? And where else, outside the refugee community, is obsessing over shelter the chief local pastime? Where else but New York City—Brooklyn, to be exact? The grandly named County of Kings used to be an afterthought, a bridge-and-tunnel punch line. Now it’s rapidly becoming a Zagat guide destination of its own, with rock star residents and CEO-priced real estate.

I had never been to an open house before I saw the place on Sackett. I hadn’t any need. I’ve recently decided, however, that this is the year our family buys a place of our own, the year Rent will become just a musical instead of a way of life to us. The average American moves 11.7 times in a lifetime. By my count, I’m already on my fifteenth residence. I’ve clocked in six of those with Jeff, in four cities and a dozen years. The world is full of nomads, to be sure, but I have done enough wandering. Even here in dense, cramped Brooklyn, I believe there’s a space to truly call our own. I just have to find it before we’re priced out.

Enter my new Sunday pastime—snooping in other people’s closets, flushing strangers’ toilets. It’s easier and more constructive than brooding, which is how I’ve spent the previous few weeks.

It is the winter of 2003. Since Lucy turned three in January, Jeff and I have been on the fence about whether to have another child. At thirty-seven I’m not exactly decrepit—yet—but my breeding years are finite. Whatever we choose, I’d rather it be an active choice rather than something we forgot to discuss until it’s too late. The way things have been between us lately, though, we may not ever have sex again, let alone babies.

We have a spectacular spat on Court Street, on the way to a kiddie birthday party. I badger Jeff about when we’re going to have the conversation, and he mopes that I’m pressuring him. We fight again on the F train. “You promised we’d talk in February!” I snap, providing the morning’s drama for the occupants of our car. “February’s not over!” he lobs back, narrowing his brown eyes at me.

“You’d better get it together,” I hiss before storming out at Jay Street, “because it’s a short month.”

When we finally have the discussion, one exhausted night when work and parenting and the seventh straight day with no sunlight have put us in the optimum frame of mind to make a life-changing decision, neither of us is surprised what my vote is.

I’m not one of those women who gets off on her fecundity. I didn’t enter marriage, or even parenthood, raring to produce multiple offspring. Having a child didn’t do much to quell my ambivalence about kids as a species either. When friends started having their perfectly timed second children two years after their firstborns, I felt no urgency to join them. I shudder when anyone I didn’t give birth to calls me a mommy.

Yet I deeply relish the sweet, silly intimacy of motherhood, and I love my kid with more ferocious tenderness than I ever thought possible. Expanding on the adventure of family, this time with Lucy in the role of big sister, is exactly what I’m up for. Despite all the financial and career and time and sheer stamina concerns that another child would kick up, I’d like to try. There’s more to it than that, though.

“I look at our table,” I tell Jeff, shifting my gaze all of two feet from the couch to the spot where we eat our dinner, “and I see someone else at it.”

It’s not that I want some imaginary Gerber-jar baby. It’s that I’m ready for the child I’m convinced we’re meant to have. You can overanalyze, you can list your reasons why you want the things you do, but in the end the big stuff defies explanation. Sometimes, you feel life pulling you, and so you go.

A year ago, at Andrew and Ruth’s wedding in New Orleans, I splurged at Marie Laveau’s for a tarot reading. “I see you with two daughters,” the fortune-teller informed me.


“That’s pretty good,” I said, “I have one daughter.”

She smiled indulgently at me, the way you do when a child puts her shoes on the wrong feet, and repeated herself. “I see you with two daughters.”

“So do I,” I said.

My husband isn’t so sure. We’re an ordinary middle-class family. By that I mean a true working middle-class family, not the people you see on the cover of New York magazine wringing their hands because a half-million-dollar salary doesn’t go as far as it used to.

When we moved back to New York in 1999 after several peripatetic years of freelancing and grad school, Jeff had to reinvent himself at a lower-level office job. Even now after a few raises and promotions, he’s still in a not terribly lucrative position in the not terribly lucrative world of publishing.

I work from home at a half-time job for a Web site, and do freelance writing as well. When the Internet boom went bust, my company gutted much of its staff. I was one of the lucky ones who got to stay. Salaries were cut and I haven’t had a raise since. I don’t make six figures a year. My husband and I put together don’t make six figures a year. We’ve never owned a car. We rarely go out. Our main expenses are rent and parenting.

“I worry about money,” Jeff tells me, and I do too. “I’m scared I’ll be trapped in my job forever,” he says. I suspected this response was coming. That whole cringing whenever I’d broach the subject thing was a tip-off. “I can’t fathom how much harder all of it would be with a baby. I’m so tired all the time now.”

He’s a good man, and he wants to do the right thing. “I keep looking for a sign,” he says. He’s searching my face for the answer. “Maybe you being so sure is the sign. If this is what you want, then we’ll do it.”

And then I say something that stuns me.

No.

This isn’t how I pictured it at all. I wanted to have a baby the way we had Lucy, to be utterly, romantically on board for the experience. It isn’t like having the chicken or the fish for dinner; it isn’t a “whatever you want, honey” decision. I can’t go through trying to conceive and pregnancy and swollen ankles and pushing a human being out a reluctant orifice and raising a child with someone who’s so-so on the idea.

Jeff and I are both only children ourselves. We know you don’t need siblings to have a family. I’ll resign myself to accepting what we have as more than enough. I’ll give away the maternity clothes and little baby things I’d packed up. I’ll get over it. I’ll flail around for a while, missing like mad this child I didn’t even have, but I’ll live.

“If it’s not right for both of us, it’s not right, period,” I tell him. “That’s our deal, right?”

He puts an arm around me. “Then I guess it’s settled,” he says, and it feels like something inside of me just broke.

I had so blithely assumed this spring would be all about conception and pregnancy, based on little more than my own wishing. Now that the plan is off the table, I badly need a distraction from the grief. I need to channel that nesting instinct into something. If we’re not expanding the family, then that’s one less big expense in our lives, and a space requirement that’s more or less settled. The idea seizes me almost immediately. If I can’t have a baby, I’ll get a home.


The Sunday after the big talk our family is crammed around a tiny table at Bagel World, loading up on carbs. As I flick through the paper, I make my intentions known. “Maybe we should start looking to buy a place,” I say, “because the housing market is heating up.”

Jeff is somewhat less hesitant about homeownership than he is about having two children. “I guess we can see what’s out there,” he answers noncommittally.

Before we can see what’s out there, though, we need to know what we can spend. We start by reducing our contributions to our 401k’s so our take-home pay is higher and we have more savings at the ready. We have some money put aside already, but not a lot. I twiddle with a mortgage calculator and, based on our rent, get a rough idea of what we could pay each month. We’re looking at, absolute maximum, a $400,000 investment. The sum is staggering, but it’s a blip in the New York housing market. Houses that went for $600,000 two years ago can fetch close to a million dollars now.

Jeff and I have a talent for finding neighborhoods just as they’re becoming impossible to afford, arriving, on average, a year before the middlebrow chain stores and coffee bars. We are drawn to places when they’re on the cusp, still alive with that electrifying mix of old ladies in house dresses, goateed artists, and sleepy new parents.

The problem is that nothing ever stays the same, and change is happening at such a breathtaking pace that yesterday’s vibrant melting pot is today’s homogenized playground.

My fantasy is that we’d find someone to go in on a two-family house with us. That’s the formula my nonhomeowning friends and I keep talking about, although none of us are actually doing it. While I generally bristle at anything with such hippieish associations as co-ownership, sharing is appealing. I’m not greedy. I could share a yard; I could even share a washer-dryer. Maybe someone else out there has the same idea.

The house on Sackett is offered at $775,000. It’s a two-family, brick but not brownstone, and close to the dead zone of warehouses and the Gowanus Canal. It’s no great shakes. But madre de dios, the potential.

I crowd in to the open house on a sunny Sunday, and the joint is jumping. It’s a mostly straight-up white crowd, with a smattering of preppy guys and their Asian wives. Everybody looks younger and more prosperous than the scruffy lady all by herself that the realtor is studiously ignoring.

It’s seriously tiny. The downstairs is occupied by two bedrooms and a bathroom, where a miniaturized washer-dryer lurks across from the toilet. The garden level consists of a sitting room and an eat-in kitchen. Upstairs, there’s a very humble one-bedroom apartment.

This is not a home to go halfsies on.

There also appears to be one working outlet in the whole house. Every appliance, every fixture, is connected via an elaborate system of extension cords and adaptors. Paint is falling off in imposing chunks.

It’s too late, though. I don’t care about anything anymore, because I’m besotted. The house has all the details that always divert me from glaring problems. For starters, there’s a tin ceiling. When I look up and see a tin ceiling, I see heaven itself. The kitchen has vintage glass cabinets and a built-in armoire. There is subway tile in the bathroom. Outside, there’s a small, sunny yard where Tibetan flags flap in the breeze. It’s all that I desire, a patch of earth in the city, a place to have friends over to cook out, to drink my coffee on a summer morning, to plant flowers with my daughter.

When I return from the Sackett Street open house and rapturously describe the place to Jeff, he nods blankly. He not only doesn’t share my ardor, he doesn’t understand it.

“It’s too expensive, right?” he says. “So why bother thinking about it?” As far as he’s concerned, we should stick to pursuing things in our price range. He is so on my shit list.

We’re not usually this discordant. Jeff and I met in New York, when he lived in the East Village and I had a place in Hoboken. I was leaving the early showing of Roger & Me with a girlfriend; he was going in to the late show with his friends. My friend knew him from work. She introduced us, and right there in the lobby of the Eighth Street Movieland, we fell for each other.

After we married, we spent years bouncing around San Francisco and Boston, until the pull of Gotham became too great to ignore. When we were ready to return, we wanted a new neighborhood for a new chapter of our lives.

Brooklyn was terra incognita, a place we’d visited only once or twice. A few friends tried to steer us to the Williamsburg section of town, which was fast becoming the new East Village—Trendy! Edgy! See also: Desolate! Now it teems with expensive bars and strollers, and we couldn’t afford it if we tried.

Most people we knew figured we’d wind up in Park Slope. Park Slope is what Berkeley is to San Francisco and Cambridge is to Boston—the crunchy, liberal, and pleased-with-itself sibling to the posh big city across the river. It’s the neighborhood that has a food co-op and a wildly expensive private school. It’s also the place bookish, academic people go when they’re ready to settle down and make babies, which, our friends and family rightly assumed, was what we were settling in New York to do.

We tried to warm up to Park Slope when we invaded for a whirlwind weekend of apartment-searching, right before Christmas. We ate burgers on Seventh Avenue and checked out Prospect Park and looked at an insane number of places, in elegant old brownstones and delicately beautiful limestones. Everywhere we went, Jeff was thinking what I was thinking: Pffffffft. Nothing. Nada. Zip.

Jeff and I know one way to love—at first sight. No second-guessing, and no doubt. It’s why I couldn’t have a baby knowing he was unsure. It’s why we couldn’t bring ourselves to live in Park Slope either. We didn’t get it.

At the time, Jeff’s oldest and best friend was living on Smith Street in Cobble Hill, in a railroad apartment above Johnnie’s Bootery. I didn’t know what a bootery was, but I liked that there were places in the world that still needed them. After another fruitless afternoon in the Slope, we went to visit Peter and to check out his neighborhood. I was a goner before we even got to his door.

We had stepped off the train at Jay Street, in the center of Brooklyn’s downtown. It was as urban and uninspiring as anything we’d ever seen in lower Manhattan. Then, when I wasn’t expecting it, something clicked into place. We crossed Atlantic on Court Street and entered Cobble Hill.

It had the feel of a true neighborhood, where produce stands and burrito joints mixed with more upscale-aspiring storefronts. There were trees and side streets full of brownstones and brick and oil lamps. And people. People everywhere, speaking in Spanish and Japanese and French and Italian. Little kids and old guys with cigars. A palpable pulse.

By the time we got to the movie theater, with its Art Deco marquee and crudely rendered murals of Scarlett O’Hara and Laurel and Hardy, I was sure this was exactly where we were destined to live. We ate lunch at a Middle Eastern restaurant called Zaytoons and stuffed ourselves with soft, fragrant flatbread. “I can’t believe this great neighborhood was sitting next to Manhattan all this time,” I said, humbled by my ignorance, “and we never knew it.”

“This is the one,” Jeff replied.

We met with a real estate agent who apprised us nervously. He rose from his chair and came up three inches from my face and half a head shorter than it. “I’m using my twenty years in this business to read you now,” he said to my chin. “I think you’re people I can trust.” He grabbed his coat and walked us several blocks farther from downtown into the neighborhood of Carroll Gardens.

Carroll Gardens’s main claim to fame is that it is the setting of the movie Moonstruck. It’s where Al Capone got married. It’s home to several funeral parlors, pizzerias, bakeries, and plaster Virgin Marys. You could say it has something of an Italian vibe.

The Carroll in its name comes from Charles Carroll, one of the original signers of the Declaration of Independence and the sole Catholic in the group. The second part of the moniker has to do with the jewels of the neighborhood—the Place blocks. On First, Second, Third, and Fourth Place, the houses are mostly brownstones, nineteenth-century head-turners straight out of an Edith Wharton novel or Sesame Street. In an urban planning quirk, they’re set back from the sidewalk, giving the streets an unparalleled feeling of light and spaciousness, and leaving room in the front for squares of green. The Gardens.

That December weekend we came down from Boston to look in Brooklyn, there were only two apartments on the rental market in Carroll Gardens, both on Fourth Place. The street was decked out for the holidays, not in the tasteful white lights and pine wreaths of our Brahmin neighborhood, but in good old-fashioned plastic and a Vegas-worthy array of twinkling lights. We stopped to gawk at a life-size nativity featuring Mary, Joseph, and an empty manger where Baby Jesus would arrive on his birthday. Instead of Wise Men, Santa and a giant snowman stood guard over the tender scene. We have arrived, I thought. This is where we belong.

The first landlady we met, whose departing tenant had left behind an apartment full of paper and debris, didn’t agree. Maybe it was because we’re not Italian, or because we were from out of town. Whatever the reason, she turned us away. Another landlord, in a three-family a few doors up, seemed suspicious too, but offered us a lease on a minuscule upstairs apartment. We leapt at it.

A year later, I had a newborn in my arms, a lease that had expired, and a landlord who’d decided to convert our building into a one-family and kick us out. Sleep-deprived, hormonal, and historically overemotional on the subject of geography anyway, I spent days heaving and snuffling to Jeff, envisioning worst-case scenarios that would fling us to unchartered boroughs. “Wah-wah-wah we-re g-g-g-gonna have to move to Queeeeeeeeens!” I’d hyperventilate at him while Lucy screeched along sympathetically.

Instead, fate smiled on us. One morning on the way to the subway, Jeff passed by a nondescript storefront, a law office that shared space with a real estate agent. A handwritten sign in the window advertised a one-bedroom “plus den” at the high end of our price range. The “den” is Brooklynese for the cell-like side room that every apartment seems equipped with. It’s where you stick the crib after you’ve gone from couplehood to familyhood and before you get fed up and move to Jersey. The apartment we were living in was also a one plus den. It probably measured 750 square feet in its dreams.

That evening, while Jeff made spaghetti in our kitchen built for one, I dutifully strapped Lucy in the BabyBjörn and went over to the office. The broker, Vivian, grew up in Carroll Gardens. “I’ve lived down the street my whole life,” she told me. She was open and friendly. “I think you’ll like this apartment.”

“I’m a little worried about size,” I said. “We’ve got two adults and a person whose main job these days is growth.”

“It’s big,” she promised, but I’ve lived enough places and looked at enough apartments to assume that God created realtors to make lawyers and publicists look honest.

We walked through the darkness to a block where the houses are the widest and grandest in the neighborhood. Vivian steered me to a stately brownstone with a requisite statue of Saint Anthony in the front yard.

A petite blonde was standing outside in the cold, smoking a Parliament. “Hey, Viv,” rasped the landlady, “how’s the family?” She held out a hand. “I’m Gina. I live downstairs, with my daughter and my granddaughter. What a beautiful baby. God bless her.”

“Be careful with the banister, it’s broken,” Gina warned as Vivian, Lucy, and I lurched up a dusty flight of stairs. She unlocked the door and said, “Let me open the light.”

She flipped a switch, and I gasped. “Excuse me,” I said, “I need to make a call.”

The apartment was almost twice the size of our other place, and, at $1,800 a month, only $200 more. The kitchen and bath were bigger, though still psychotically claustrophobic, but the bedroom was almost preposterously large. The “plus den” room could fit the crib and contained a closet, and there was a whole extra middle room, ideal for our office.

Jeff showed up in a heartbeat. “Do you think it’s too big?” he mused.

“That’s not a question people who live in a city should ever ask,” I replied. A few weeks later we had moved in. We’ve been there ever since.

There’s a lot to appreciate about our apartment—the high ceilings, the hardwood floors. There are plenty of drawbacks too: the water leaks that have sent brown rivers cascading down into our kitchen cupboards, the broken banister that forces us to go up and down the stairs clinging to the wall, the temperamental toilet that regularly goes on strike and refuses to flush, the stink of smoke from our nicotine-addicted neighbors that creeps into our air space, the ceiling collapses that have unleashed plagues of shiny flying roaches. There are days it feels like the last freaking book of the Bible in there.

It has not for one moment ever felt too big either. Not any of the times we’ve cringed when a well-meaning relation has gifted us with a supersized toy, not every morning when I roll out of bed to navigate the scant floor space between the garment rack and the bed, not when I’m so frazzled over where to put our shoes or our papers or our laundry detergent that I have to go to the Container Store to calm down and cheer up.

But the thing I like least about our apartment is that it will never be ours. The tenants upstairs, Sheila and her grown daughter Marilyn, have lived in the building for thirty years. They’re great people. My biggest dread in life is turning into them.

I’ve lived in other people’s houses my whole life. The first was my grandmother’s, right on the other side of the Hudson River in Jersey City. I don’t want my child to grow up in somebody else’s home too.

“We should get our credit reports,” I tell Jeff one lazy evening as we park, semidazed, in front of a movie. “Sure,” he says, and soon after, we’ve ordered them.

More than your blood type, more than your astrological sign, more, even, than your SATs, your credit score is your identity. It determines what kind of a dream you can buy.

There are three major credit-scoring bureaus in America: Equifax, TransUnion, and Experian. These businesses collect information on how you spend your money and how on the ball you are about paying your bills. Late with a student loan? Delinquent with a car payment? Running up a lot of debt and paying only the minimum balance? They’re the ones keeping tabs.

Your score is a calculation on a scale of 300 to 850 of how likely you are to default on your debts. The lower the number, the riskier a prospect you are. Jeff and I are in good shape in this regard. In the Venn diagram of our relationship, we overlap on an appreciation of bacon, Philly soul music, and having as little plastic as possible and carrying as little revolving balance on it as possible.


Jeff’s scores are 738, 790, and 785. Mine are 810, 808, and 805. All we do is not use our cards too much and pay our bills on time, and our credit is considered “excellent.” It’s still a long road though, from getting a good score to scoring a house.

I arrange a playdate for Lucy with her friend Harry. It’s really an excuse to get together with his mother, Jennifer. Jennifer and I are in a codependent real estate relationship. We can spend entire afternoons discussing the minutiae of the New York Times real estate section, from the Thursday “Recent Sales” column to the merits of the current week’s “If You’re Thinking of Living In” neighborhood report to the price tags on any building or condo or co-op in a five-mile radius. We can talk for hours about boilers and wiring, coaxing out intimate details of other people’s countertops and closet space, and it doesn’t get old for either of us.

Jennifer is from a midsized Ohio town that the housing bubble has conspicuously passed by, where one could easily purchase ten homes for the cost of one Brooklyn brownstone. When I met her, she and her husband were living in a microsized rental on President Street. It predated the relationship, belonging first to Vincent and a revolving series of roommates, but eventually straining, like a size-twelve ass in a size-six pair of jeans, to accommodate a wife and child. The rent was cheap and they scrimped and saved. Then a death in the family brought them some extra money. In 2001 they bought a fixer-upper three-family brownstone around the block from us for $780,000. It was a good price then. It’s an impossible one now.

Meticulous, diligent Jennifer throws herself wholeheartedly into whatever she does. She was a self-educated home buyer, who as an owner learned on the fly the ins and outs of renovation. Becoming a homeowner didn’t dampen Jennifer’s taste for the hunt either. She still checks out open houses and reads the Web sites of every broker in town. She’s also got a real knack for it, an instinct for what’s a good investment and what’s a clunker, a sense for how much work a house will need and how much it’ll cost. Her continuing research also reassures her she got an excellent house at a wise price. As she says, “If I can go out for a few minutes on a Sunday and look at a place and that makes me feel good, why not?”

Now that I’m dipping my toes into the market, Jennifer has become an enthusiastic supporter of the quest. She gets to house-hunt vicariously through me. I get to home-own vicariously through her. She’s the one, even in this cutthroat market, who keeps saying to not be afraid to bid and to bid low. “All they can do is say no,” she says with the confidence of someone who negotiated the kind of deal on her house that any realtor would have said couldn’t be done.

When I tell her about the house on Sackett Street, I can hear neurons firing up in her head. “There’s another open house this weekend,” I say, enticing her with those original fixtures.

“Call me Sunday, when you’re heading out,” she says. “Maybe I’ll check it out with you.” This is Jennifer code for “on it like white on rice.”

Jennifer at the open house projects a vicious beauty. She’s a quiet woman who wears ponytails and glasses. Get her around anyone unloading property, though, and she is a shark. As we stroll through the rooms, she grills the broker about the concrete on the sidewalk. About the roof. About why the water pressure is so low, relentlessly knocking thousands off the asking price. I’m so dopey-eyed over the plank floors, I can’t even form a question, but Jennifer makes it all look as straightforward as a mob hit.

I follow Jennifer with a notebook like a cub reporter, scribbling furiously. I know I will never live in this house, even as I stand here contemplating how loud the foot traffic is at night and whether the closets are big enough. Since when has not being able to have something stopped anyone from aching for it? At least I’ll sound a whole lot sharper the next time I go out on the prowl.

I need any bit of savvy I can get. Something has to compensate for what we don’t have much of—money.

We have friends in other parts of the country who bought their homes with practically nothing in their pockets, with not much more than their smarts and local incentives. I keep hoping that we can use our pluck and wits to find a relative bargain and finance it through some magical loan.

I look into Housing and Urban Development programs for first-time homebuyers, but our family isn’t financially or vocationally qualified for any. I spot a boarded-up brownstone on a less desirable block and make numerous calls to the city. Eventually, I track down some info on the owner, who, it turns out, is still paying taxes and is not violating enough quality-of-life laws for the house to be officially designated abandoned.

There are homes in Brooklyn available at auction, thanks to a foreclosure rate that’s creeping steadily upward all over the country. But most of them require massive rehabs and are located in the absolute shittiest parts of town. I’m not afraid of elbow grease or investing our family in a growing neighborhood. This is more than that. It’s crap schools, high crime, and more money than we could spend for renovation.


I’d never before given much thought to whether or not Jeff and I would own a home. We married young; we conceived as soon as we started trying. I’d assumed if I wanted another baby, I’d have one. I’d equally assumed that home ownership would be waiting for us when we were ready for it. I had the cockiness of one for whom other milestones have come easily. Only a few weeks into the house hunt, and already the reality of what we’re facing here and the subtext that we have failed economically, are only making the disappointment of not having another baby even worse.

After school one cold March afternoon, Lucy and I go to see Margot and her new daughter. Margot grew up in Brooklyn Heights, not far from right where she’s living now. She has the inborn confidence of a native New Yorker, with a low threshold for the indirect, the unsure, and the passive. She moves quickly and she expects you to keep up.

She and her husband Simon bought their two-family in Cobble Hill in 1999. The house was a disaster and they paid $250,000 for it. They lived there through a nerve-scraping year of renovation, surviving microwaved meals and workers tramping in and out. They endured it all through a pregnancy and the birth of a first baby, because that was the only way they could afford to do it.

Margot’s daughter Bette has been Lucy’s best friend since before the girls could even crawl. Now, and for the rest of her life, Bette is also someone’s sister. Margot knows that’s not in the cards for us. When, in her ninth month, she cheerfully queried, “So when are you going to have your next one?” I responded with the glum assertion, “I’m not.”

Harper is snoozing in the bouncy seat when we arrive bearing a tray of spinach lasagna. I peer at the baby under her blanket, her long eyelashes casting shadows on her cheek. She’s so stunning it’s an icepick to my psyche.

By the time I come home, I can barely speak. It’s hit me why I’m so pissed off at Jeff. It’s not that he doesn’t share my certainty about a baby. It’s that he’s reneging on our deal.

We have a pact that’s sustained us through our entire relationship: to make our decisions based on our desires, not our fears. It stems from our earliest days after meeting each other. He said it’s what made him call me for the first time. It’s why I got off the corporate track years ago. It’s how we chose to live in California and Boston for a few years. We’d never lived there and we wanted to do the things we hadn’t tried. Now, when I think back to our baby conversation, I remember all I heard from Jeff was a litany of worries.

We’re washing the dishes after Lucy is asleep. “I have to say something,” I tell him, “and then I’ll let it go. If you’re completely satisfied with everything we have now, if you don’t want to have another baby, then fine. Just do me a favor and ask yourself if that’s it, or if you’re not saying yes to something that could be fantastic because you’re scared. You don’t even have to tell me what the answer is,” I say, and I mean it, “but promise you’ll think about it. We always said we wouldn’t chicken out.”

“Okay,” he replies softly, and sticks a plate back in a crowded cabinet.

I don’t expect him to change how he feels, I don’t expect anything to change at all, but I needed to ask. I needed to be sure.

A short time later I pass a sign in another real estate office, a listing for someone with “patience, vision, and stamina.” There’s a picture of a brick house, not the familiar brownstone of my street or the stately red of Cobble Hill, but a yellowish beige-ish baby-poop hue. The price is $625,000, “firm,” the ad notes, and there’s an address.

It’s located at the farthest end of a dead-end street, a few yards before the Gowanus Canal. An enormous tree in front of it has burst through the sidewalk, ripping up pavement and blocking out the view of its upper levels. From where I stand, I can ascertain a few things. The area past the rust-crumbling gate is similarly cracked, the windows are far too filthy to see in, and what is at best ivy and at worst a virulent strain of Venus flytrap is crawling up the façade and tearing up the bricks. To call it a blight would be an insult to blight.

I stand in front of the house wondering if I could wheedle a better price than “firm” from the seller and pondering whether the inside is full of fabulous, untouched details like stained glass and sliding doors. An older man materializes from the house next door with a broom and begins sweeping his stoop.

“There are mushrooms growing in there,” he says. Come again? “Mushrooms” he repeats. “Nobody’s lived in there for twenty-five years. Owner lives on Staten Island. The whole block has been trying to get him to sell it for years. He’d rather not sell it than not get his price.”

Part of me is intrigued. I picture a primeval interior overrun with fungus, moss, and elves. The more sensible parts of me, my feet, turn and walk away.

On Saturday, it feels like spring outside. We still need sweaters and jackets, but the air is soft and there isn’t a cloud for six counties. We decide to treat ourselves to breakfast out and head for the greasy spoon at the end of Court Street, directly under the overpass. The diner lacks ambiance and drinkable coffee, but it’s cheap and close and the waitresses fuss like mad over my daughter.

I’m cutting up her pancakes when Lucy blurts, “Mommy’s going to have a baby.”

I can feel my heart cracking. Jeff’s a great father. I get swoony and sentimental when I see him with Lucy, their close relationship teaching me of how much fathers and daughters can mean to each other.

“No,” I tell Lucy, trying not to glare accusingly at Jeff, “I’m not.”

“Yes you are!” she insists. She rubs my stomach. “There’s a baby in there and she’s going to come out.” I’m sure this is just some weird reaction to Bette’s new sister, but she’s playing it to the hilt. She leans down to kiss my belly. “Hi, baby,” she coos. “Daddy, touch Mama’s belly.”

Then she looks up at me. “Why are you crying?”

“I’m not,” I say, as the waterworks flow so copiously that I can’t even fool a three-year-old. We can’t have a baby, we can’t find a home, how much less together could our act be? While Jeff pays the tab, I escape to the bathroom to pull myself together, splashing my face and staring at the Bob Marley poster in the ladies’ room until I’m composed enough to come out. Everything’s gonna be all right. Everything’s gonna be all right.

We step out in the morning light, and Lucy busies herself singing the score of Annie. “I don’t need anything but you!” she belts.

That’s when Jeff whispers: “I’ve been thinking about what you said. You’re right. I was scared. I want to have a baby. I want Lucy to have a sibling; I want two kids running around the dunes on Cape Cod in the summer, playing together. I knew it for sure when I saw Lucy kissing your belly. I’ve been looking for the sign. That was the sign.”

This is exactly what I’ve been wishing to hear for weeks. There’s only one thing to say.

“What the hell are you doing to me?” I roar. “Are you crazy? I thought we made a decision.” I’m so angry and sad and confused over this whole stupid pancake breakfast fiasco I could run away. “I can’t be on the roller coaster anymore. It’s too late. Forget it.”

Three and a half weeks later, I drop Lucy off at nursery school and then I duck into the drugstore on the way home. When I get there, I shut myself up in the bathroom for a few minutes, and when I emerge, I dial Jeff’s work number. I’m pregnant.











MATING IN CAPTIVITY




We’ve just put dinner on the table when the phone rings. It’s Vivian, the realtor who got us our current apartment. I dropped in on her a few days ago to tell her we were looking to buy, and now she says there’s a co-op a few blocks away that’s come on the market for $300,000. Jeff, Lucy, and I abandon our food and bolt into the cool spring evening to check it out.

Until lately, I’ve had only the remotest sense of the differences between cooperatives and condominiums. The main distinction, as far as I could tell, was that nobody I know lives in a co-op. They seem relics from another time and another class, evoking images of Park Avenue and doormen, circa the Annie Hall era. They barely exist anywhere else in the country, but they still account for plenty of the properties here in New York City.


Co-ops are buildings that are owned and run—surprise—cooperatively by their shareholders, who usually, but not always, live in them. If you buy into a cooperative, you don’t exactly own your apartment; you own a percentage of a whole building. In addition to whatever you’ve paid for your shares, you pay into a monthly maintenance fund to upkeep the common areas and provide whatever predetermined services the shareholders designate.

Like other businesses, a co-op will have an elected board of officers. Sales of units within the building usually have to be approved by the board, which assesses a buyer’s finances and character and can veto a potential resident without any explanation. Even if a seller says yes to a buyer, even if the bank approves, the board can still say no. Some of the most prominent people on the planet have been rejected by New York City co-ops. Money alone can’t buy your way into an exclusive address. You have to distinguish yourself as the right kind of person for the building, as co-op rejectees like Mike Wallace, Barbra Streisand, Ronald Perelman, and Madonna can attest.

Increasingly, however, real estate is becoming less a test of character and more a transaction like any other. Why would anyone with the right financials put up with the debasement of having to prove personal merit? Co-ops are markedly more difficult to get into than condos, and subsequently, harder to sell.

Since the 1980s, condominiums have become the preferred choice for new multiunit residences. When you buy a condo, you own your niche in your building outright. A seller and buyer can negotiate a property transaction independent of any intermediary body, free of the possible mortification of a board rejection. Now construction is booming in the city, with condos sprouting up wherever there remains a sliver of untapped land.

The four-unit co-op near the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway we’re walking toward tonight isn’t going to hold us to the same ultraschmancy standards that a Park Avenue address would, but that extra hurdle-jumping we’d have to do to get in is an unpleasant consideration. The imminent addition to our brood, has made us step up the search and consider more options.

“I guess we can’t live at Gina’s forever,” Jeff had said recently as he panned our bedroom for a corner in which to stick the crib. “Can we?”

“No,” I’d replied. “We can’t.”

We’ve been discerning in our choices of apartments, but always with the understanding that the sum of our risk was a security deposit and a broker’s fee. Tonight is the first time Jeff and I have ever looked at a place together as potential owners. It feels different with our life savings and credit ratings on the line.

The owners of the co-op have two tween sons and have recently bought a brownstone on Third Place. Their apartment is bright and in great condition. It even has a small, stackable washer and dryer. It’s also the same size as our last apartment, the one that was too small when there were only two of us. Oversized, baroque furniture fills almost every inch of the space—all 750 square feet of it.

It’s the boys’ room that does Jeff in. The small chamber looks even more constricted because of the massive dresser and bureau, both of which seem to be vying to engulf the huge bunk bed. This is where these ten-and twelve-year-old boys sleep, in a veal pen where they have to sidle in to climb up and crash on their mattresses.


Jeff wears the same appalled expression on his face as when we toured Alcatraz a few years ago. His upbringing was modest. Still, he had his own room, had the luxury of suburban breathing space.

A single, middle-aged gay man is viewing the apartment with us. He takes a perfunctory stroll through the rooms and says, “I’d like to make an offer.”

As we dejectedly trudge home to munch our cold hamburgers, Jeff asks, “Why should we settle for less? We don’t act out of fear, right? We hold out for what we want. We’ll know it when we see it.” I’m convinced he’s right, and I’m wracked with concern he isn’t.

I can chalk up my belief that there is a home out there for us to inherent boundless optimism. Too bad I also got my mother’s talent for angst. My life is a happy path of hope, paved with determined fretting.

The following Tuesday night, I walk around the corner to watch Buffy the Vampire Slayer with Sharon, as I do every week. Sharon is Lucy’s godmother, and my best friend.

We met in San Francisco in the mid-nineties, when she was an ambitious young compensation analyst working for a boutique firm. I was her temp. Our pale Irish features are similar enough that people in the office assumed we were related. Maybe that’s why we clung to each other like family so fast. Sharon’s parents are both dead; she’s taken care of herself since she was a teenager. In her twenties she was creating stunning organizational charts and elaborate payout plans for CEOs. I was stuffing envelopes and answering phones. We bonded the day she overheard me chatting amiably to one of the company’s big clients in my smoothest receptionist voice.


“You’re good with people,” she’d observed.

“That’s funny,” I’d unprofessionally confessed, draining a Coke and studying my nails, “because I don’t like most of them.”

She’d arched a quizzical eyebrow over her horn-rimmed glasses. Then she’d leaned in and said conspiratorially, “Me neither.”

We’ve been inseparable ever since. We misanthropes have to stick together.

The difference between us is that Sharon is a more reluctant urbanite. She’s a woman who finds her true solace in tranquil spaces, nature, and the company of animals. I, meanwhile, am drawn to denser environments. I figure among 8 million people there have to be a few I can love. Cities give better odds.

A few years ago Sharon decided to, in her words, give New York a shot, and moved here. It was around the time Vincent and Jennifer were buying their house. She needed an apartment. They needed a tenant. I happily played matchmaker. It’s an idyllic arrangement—with Sharon above and Vincent, Jennifer, and Harry below, this one building provides our family a regular concentrated dose of camaraderie.

As Buffy’s familiar theme music swells, Sharon goes to the fridge and pulls out two Sam Adams. “No thanks,” I say.

She does not miss a beat. “You’re pregnant, aren’t you? You never turn down a beer.”

“That’s not true,” I retort. “Sometimes I’m already drinking one.”

There is a gleam of triumph in her eye. “Maybe this time it’ll be a son,” she says, flipping the cap off her beer. “See if you can grow me a boyfriend, would you?”


“That’s what friends are for,” I reply.

A few days later, I am once again uncharacteristically turning down a beer. Jeff and I are at a potluck dinner at the home of some friends from Lucy’s school. As our collective offspring dart around, the adults drink and talk of real estate. Most of the people in the room own their homes, and they banter about their mortgages and their contractors while I sullenly sip my Canada Dry.

“What’s up with you two?” asks Ron brusquely. Ron, tall and thin as the omnipresent toothpick dangling from his lips, is hovering near his perpetually silent wife Naomi. He has a small but lucrative consultancy business. Perhaps that’s why he’s so generous with his opinions. “Still in that apartment?”

“For now,” I say, “but we’re looking to buy.”

Like Vincent and Jennifer, Ron and Naomi bought a two-family in the neighborhood a few years ago, and pay their mortgage with the income their tenant provides. “Why can’t you do that?” he interrogates. “Interest rates are so goddamn low right now, anyone who doesn’t buy is nuts. And anyone who gets a one-family,” he throws in for good measure, “is an idiot. Why do anything that doesn’t make money?”

We know that interest rates are at record lows right now. They’ve been dropping weekly, setting homeowner friends scrambling to refinance. Thirty-year fixed rates that were flying above the 8 percent zone a few years ago are now down around 5 percent. Adjustable rate loans can be had for even less, often considerably so. It’s an economic moment that comes along once in a lifetime.

What good does that do, though, when housing prices are rising faster than interest rates are falling?


“We don’t have enough for the down payment for a multifamily,” Jeff says, his face burning.

Ron looks at him witheringly. “You can’t come up with a down payment? You can’t dip into your retirement money?” It seems to genuinely perplex him that we’re not more prosperous, that we don’t have some secret reserves to tap.

Our accountant often expresses similar incredulity, much to the deflation of our egos. We’re not paycheck-abusing yuppies who could have a fantastic investment portfolio if we cut out the luxuries. Lord, I wish. I’ve crunched the numbers, and if I eliminate my once-a-week mocha, it’ll take four thousand years of savings to get a home.

We don’t have well-to-do relations itching to bankroll us either. My father has never given me anything. My mother has almost no money of her own; everything she has belongs to my stepfather. She’s not even speaking to me again this month, for reasons I can’t recall, so a wad of cash is probably out.

I used to figure that if we ever got jaded or fed up or anxious enough, we could sell out to the Man. I could hustle for corporate work, or get a full-time office job instead of spending afternoons in the park with my daughter. Eventually, I realized the Man wasn’t that eager for my services.

Jeff and I are not at this accountant-offending economic level because we’re trying to make a statement here. We’re at this level because this is what we get paid to do the things we do. Which, in a city full of millionaires, is something of a handicap. Can’t summon up the gross national product of a small nation to dump into a house? There are a couple of thousand guys behind you who can.


“If you’re putting ten percent down on a house here, that’s around seventy or eighty thousand dollars,” Jeff says. “That’s not even including closing costs. That’s a lot of money.”

Then Ron delivers the coup de grâce. He looks at us with naked disgust and says, “Man, I’m just glad we bought when we did.”

That night, as we sort through a stack of bills, Jeff correctly observes, “Ron is an asshole. The way he kept asking in front of everybody why we’re losers.”

“What we need is a time machine,” I tell him. “Then we could take the savings we have today to buy a house in 1979. That could be Ron’s next helpful idea.”

Still, I can’t ignore the fact that other, nonasshole friends have tenants, and they get to live in nice houses with yards. I rethink my original mortgage calculation of $400,000 as just a suggestion, and decide that securing a loan that’s double our budget would probably be a minor obstacle. Why say we can’t do it before we even try? It feels like anybody and everybody can obtain a mortgage now. Besides, I want to be able to go upstairs. Ditto downstairs. To have rosebushes and still live in the city. I want a house.

On a bracing spring morning soon after, I am looking at a brick two-family on Nelson Street offered for a comparatively paltry $575,000. It’s well beyond our budget, but the fact that it’s a house with income potential and only $275,000 more than that miniscule co-op we looked at makes it seem somehow worth investigating. What’s $275,000? That’s just six short years of my annual salary!

Nelson Street is farther away from the heart of Carroll Gardens and closer to the expressway. I have to beg for days to get Edward, the broker, to take me, because he’s positive it’s not right for us. “It needs work,” he says, “and a buyer who can handle it.” I think that because I can distress a dresser and put drawer pulls on it, I’m Ty Fucking Pennington.

This house needs work like Ground Zero needs work. The upstairs is inhabited by an elderly tenant and, by the sounds of things, an exceptionally large dog that is having a psychotic episode. I can’t be sure, because the old woman refuses to let us in.

“Helloooo? Antoinette?” Edward shouts as he raps on the door. “Okay then,” he says uncomfortably, above the barking, “some other time.” All I glean from the visit is that her bathroom is outside the apartment in the stairwell.

He next leads me to the top level of the downstairs owner’s unit. The bedrooms are so profoundly water-stained that the walls have developed the wrinkly texture of a pile of wet laundry. Below, in the generously named garden level, there’s a front room, an eat-in kitchen with a low ceiling and ripped-up floors, and a bathroom big enough to accommodate a filthy shower with no hot water. The garden itself is so overgrown I’m afraid to enter it, especially when I see something large and furry darting through the grass. The basement is a festival of more water damage, odors I’ve never encountered before, and no boiler. None.

Edward takes me back upstairs, and we stand in the front bedroom. There’s a small cot still there, and an ancient space heater with a wide grate and cinnamon-bun coils.

“What’s the story with this place?” I ask him. “Who’s the seller?”

“It’s the owner’s son,” he explains. “She just passed away. He wants to unload the place as fast as possible, and it’s a good price. Don’t worry about the lady upstairs, she’s been evicted. She has to be out by June first.”
 
My eyes survey the surroundings, and I try to go into mental decorating mode. I try to push a kitchen and sitting room up here, and turn the downstairs into bedrooms. I try to enlarge the bathroom and clean out the yard. I try, but all I see instead is an old woman shivering in her bed in this cold, fetid house with no boiler. All I keep thinking is, you would have to shake hands with someone who let his mother live like this, who asks for over half a million dollars to throw out his elderly tenant.

We don’t have the money for this house. We certainly don’t have the few hundred thousand dollars more it would take to renovate it. But more than anything else, I don’t have the stomach for it. I couldn’t live with myself if I lived here.

Because we don’t earn a lot and because we don’t have much saved, Jeff and I know we may not be the best candidates for a mortgage anyway. All we have in our favor, really, is our sterling credit. Not that bad credit is stopping anyone from getting a home these days.

If you want to know what pumped up the housing bubble, look no further than the hot air blowing around the subprime mortgage industry. Subprimes are a means of giving mortgages to homebuyers—and often second mortgages to existing homeowners—who might otherwise never obtain them. They’re the choice of borrowers whose credit is less than stellar, and those with even bigger black marks in their histories—like foreclosure or bankruptcy.

They operate on a simple conceit. The borrower gets mortgage approval, but for higher interest than the market—or prime—rate. Sometimes the rate is set enticingly low to start, and then rises later. The prime interest rate might for example be 6 percent, while a subprime loan can be 8 percent. For a $400,000 loan, those extra points add up to an extra $536 and change every month.

A generation ago, interest rates were a less pliable affair. Most states had set legal limits on them to prevent usury lending practices. Then in 1978, in the Marquette v. First of Omaha Service Corporation decision, the Supreme Court ruled that national banks could charge customers the highest interest rate allowed in the bank’s home state, not the borrower’s. Banks, smelling profits, flocked to states with loftier interest limits, leading other states to rush to raise their maximums.

The old usury laws both protected consumers from high interest rates and made it more difficult to obtain loans. Once interest could be put on a more tiered system, rates could fluctuate based on elements like the borrower’s risk potential. The Marquette decision revolutionized the industry, creating a new population of borrowers. And lots and lots of personal debt.

The mortgage industry took note and now operates on similar principles. It wasn’t always this aggressive, though. But in the early nineties, as homeownership rates began to level off, lenders had to come up with novel ways of stimulating more loans. Lenders began reaching out to less attractive prospects. All those who’ve ever watched their own standards decline in proportion to the toxic cocktail of poor judgment and slim pickings can probably relate. It’s just that our individual faulty decision-making isn’t on the macroeconomic level.

Now more people can obtain loans, with more kinds of loan options, and more varieties of interest rates. Behold the dawn of the subprime.

I can get behind the logic that people with a dubious track record should pay a higher premium than a compulsive accounts settler like me. I can even understand why the risk doesn’t seem so risky—there are properties in our neighborhood currently going for tens of thousands of dollars more than they were earlier this year. We’ve had friends sell their places for nearly double what they paid two years ago. In the right hands at the right time, getting your hands on a mortgage—even one with a higher interest rate—sounds like money in the bank.





OEBPS/Images/crlogo.jpg





OEBPS/Images/titlepage.jpg
GIMME SHELTER

Mary Elizabeth Williams

SIMON & SCHUSTER
New York London Toronto Sydney






OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
GIMME SHELTER

Mary Elizabeth Williams

SIMON & SCHUSTER
New York London Toronto Sydney






OEBPS/Images/colophon.jpg





