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    To the children on their way—


     we await you with arms and hearts open.




    

       

    




    “Brooke Astor was always candid about the fact that she was not the motherly type.”




    New York Magazine, “The Family Astor,”


    8/7/2006, Meryl Gordon




    “And yet, for all his good works, Herman (Merkin) was a remote, withholding father. Short of not living at home he couldn’t have been less involved.”




    New York Magazine, “The Monster Mensch,”


    2/22/09, Steve Fishman




    “The (Madoffs) have not spoken to their father since his confession to them . . . or to their mother, not because they think she was involved—they don’t—but because they believe her tendency to side with him, no matter what . . . enabled his dirty deeds.”




    Vanity Fair, “Did the Madoff Sons Know?”


    6/3/09, David Margolick
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    “What’re we doing?”




    At the sound of my husband’s voice I twist atop the ladder, where I’m attempting to jerry-rig a curtain panel to an ancient nail. He stands in the doorway of the otherwise empty room, wiping his flushed face with the bottom half of his damp Harvard T-shirt. “Hey, there,” I say.




    “Three weeks of living in a construction site and Mom’s lost it already, Grace.” Ryan addresses our twelve-year-old golden retriever as she tromps up the last few stairs to join us on the fourth floor of our new home. Beneath the stark light of the bulb jutting from the ceiling’s plaster rosette, we watch as she promptly drops her throw rope at his sneakers for a treat. “Good girl.” He ruffles her head and she saunters to the ladder to greet me, her paws grayed with the grit of Riverside Park.




    “Did ya have a fun jog with Daddy?” I call as she trundles away to her water dish waiting in our bedroom next door. Loud lapping ensues.




    “They’re opening a Starbucks on the spot where that bodega burned down.” He tugs his feet out of his Nikes and walks over in his socks.




    “Then the drugstores, then the banks. We’re ahead of the wave.”




    “So.” He nuzzles my bare thigh with his sweaty brown hair before turning to peel off his shirt. “What are you doing?”




    “I found the curtains!”




    “So I see.” He swipes up his sneakers on his way out.




    I stretch to secure the other end of the cerulean linen fabric onto a second nail protruding from the fossilized wallpaper and, with a bracing hand on the cool metal, lean back to assess. Smoothing my palm along the crease from the last month the curtains have spent boxed, I remember scoring them at an Uppsala flea market two years ago to lift our flat from the Swedish winter blahs. Not that I’m complaining. After Ryan’s position with the UN had relocated us from Haiti to southern Africa to northern Africa, I was just grateful to have seasons, even if three out of the four involved snow.




    I adjust the cloth to hide the sea of sledgehammer dents where Steve, our contractor, “investigated” to see if it was feasible to install a window. Or if the openings had been bricked up sometime in the last century for a reason. Like the brownstone’s back wall will collapse.




    “Nan.”




    “Check out my window.” I clamber down as he reappears in the doorway with a towel around his waist. “I’m going to put Grandma’s old red desk under it and it’s going to be my nook.”




    He comes over and wraps me in his arms, pulling me against his sweat-damp frame, the nubbly terry cloth brushing my legs. “We have over three thousand crumbling square feet—”




    “Of potential.”




    “—of potential. You will have your nook and your window, and I have to ask if you are planning on wearing this to my parents’ closing?” He slides up the sweater of his that I threw on in lieu of my still-missing robe. “Because I, for one, will find that distracting.”




    “I thought that’s why I was coming, to distract you.” I tug the towel free from his waist.




    “To support me. And we’re pushing the clock here.” He grabs the towel back and snaps my ass as he strides out and down the short hallway to the one bathroom that functions in our over three thousand crumbling square feet. “I promised my dad he wouldn’t have to give this closing a second thought. So fifteen minutes and we need to be walking out the door.”




    “Okay, but I need coffee first and the machine just conked,” I update him from the doorway of my future office. “Another fuse blew in the kitchen.”




    “Bringing us to—”




    “Three: the hall, the bedroom, and the bathroom. Any sign of Steve out front?”




    “Not yet.”




    “It’s almost nine. I should call him.”




    “You’re stalling! You can call from the cab!” I hear the protesting shriek of the hot water being summoned. “And subtract five minutes for a pit stop if you want coffee!”




    “I want a hit of the crack conveniently sold across the street!” I yell back, but he’s already underwater. As I enter the bedroom, Grace raises her head from where she’s flopped across our mattress, and I face the wall of wardrobe boxes. “You’d need crack, too, if he was making you go back to 721 Park.”




    A half hour later, the taxi jerks forward to traverse another halting increment of Park as all its lights turn green in unison, a municipal detail I always thought so perfectly fit the neighborhood’s constricting mores—everyone on the avenue pressed to do the same thing at the same pace. I remember how much the unpropitious stop lights stressed me out when I worked here, now well over a decade ago. Placating some nap-deprived child squirming beside me on the backseat, I’d be breaking into a cold sweat over whether we’d be late for whatever the next bizarre assigned activity was—Flower Arranging for Four-Year-Olds or Tai Chi for Tots—and wishing the subway I rode to and from work with the rest of humanity was deemed safe for little Elspeth.




    Below Ninety-sixth Street the meridians are blooming with lushly packed Easter tulips and I remember accompanying my grandmother, trowel in hand, to help plant the bulbs when I was a child. But by the time I grew up to work in the buildings flanking these flower beds, my employers had long since outsourced the duty to others for whom English was a second language, as was their predilection for any task requiring them to drop to their knees. We pass a limestone building I nannied in my first year at NYU, the one where I discovered the teenage daughter had some guy from the shooting galleries of Tompkins Square Park squatting in her walk-in closet. Yeah, seven years of babysitting, two summers au pairing, and three years of full-time nannying were more than enough. I’m still amazed that after my last day of my last job, in the building we’re barreling toward, I managed to wait for Grace to get her shots so we could fly over the ocean—instead of running across it—to shack up with Ryan in the Hague.




    In the lower Seventies the cab halts yet again and my gaze lands on a black woman pushing a towheaded child, who has the glazed, contented look children assume in strollers (on a good day). Suddenly the child’s face lights up. I strain to see a blonde standing at the corner in a lavender dress, smiling broadly, shopping-bag-laden arms outstretched as the two approach. The mother rushes toward the stroller, grin in place—bypassing its passenger to hang her straining bags on the titanium handles—and with a few words to the pilot, she continues past unencumbered. The child erupts into a shocked wail, raising a tortured belly against the NASA-grade nylon straps restraining him—and our cab inches onward into the Sixties. I feel myself starting to slide down in my seat.




    “Nan.”




    “Yeah, babe,” I answer, keeping my eyes on my BlackBerry as I scroll to my lone client’s latest missive. Which I start to answer in a tone designed to entice copious referrals. Which will, God willing, multiply into an actual consulting business.




    “You look like we’re driving by a house you got caught TPing.”




    “Uh-huh.” I hit send and feel a firm grip on my bicep as Ryan lifts me from my near-horizontal slouch.




    “You’re thirty-three.” He raises an eyebrow.




    “Yup,” I concur as the cab pulls to the curb and I slip the device into my handbag.




    “You speak three languages.”




    “True.” We both reach for our wallets, but he gets to his first, tugging out a twenty to pay our fare.




    “So—”




    “So she was a very scary lady.” I press my lips together to refresh my gloss.




    “But now you can be very scary.” He touches his forehead against mine as he lifts to return his wallet to his back trouser pocket. “It could be a scary-down.”




    “I’d prefer it be a nothing-down.” I pivot to face the caped doorman as he opens the cab door and, against every instinct, step out under the shade of the pale gray awning. Then, as another doorman pushes back against the brass-encased glass to the somber dimness of the Xes’ lobby, I one-eighty to the departing cab like Grace entering a vet’s office. Oh, this? Here? That’s—no. No, thanks! I’ll just—




    But Ryan solidly encloses my hand, and after a few pleasantries with the staff, thankfully neither of whom I recognize, we’re en route to the mahogany elevators.




    “So far, so good,” Ryan stage whispers as he pushes the up button, setting it aglow.




    “I’ve thanked your parents for moving to Hong Kong?”




    “In your wedding speech. Twice.”




    The door rolls open and I drop my head, hair falling in my face as I stare intently into the gleaming marble tile. A pair of black velvet slippers with embroidered jester monkeys emerges from the elevator, and I tighten my grip.




    “Hello, Mr. Rallington,” Ryan says pointedly as he guides me into the mahogany cab. The doors slide closed and he hits eleven. “I don’t get the slippers thing.”




    “And that’s why I love you.” I look up into his brown eyes and he smiles, little lines crinkling in the corners.




    “Hmm, our old stomping grounds,” he murmurs, sliding his hand down my suit. I lean in for a deep kiss, flashing to when I would ride this very elevator, praying to run into him—H.H.—the Harvard Hottie who lived just two floors above my employers. We come up for air as the cab opens to the familiar vestibule. “You made it!” He raises my hand in victory and reaches into his trench for the keys.




    But our repartee evaporates as the front door closes us inside the emptied home, vacant after years of subletting. Standing in the front hall, we find ourselves suddenly quiet. Ryan releases me to take off his coat and we hesitantly venture inside his parents’ former apartment, footsteps amplified by the lack of orienting furnishings to absorb their sound.




    I take a tissue from my bag and wipe at my smeared gloss, realizing that we’ve bamboozled ourselves. All conversations about this final walk-through, only weeks after our own, had focused on whether I’d have the balls to come to a building, a neighborhood I’ve flatly avoided when visiting the city for holidays. The discussion revolved around the probability of making it from point A to point B without seeing her, Mrs. X. Not point B itself, and what it would be like for Ryan to be the one to hand over the keys to his childhood home. Or for me to stand in an emptied apartment whose layout is identical to the Xes’.




    “It’s weird, right?” He crosses his arms over his folded trench and hunches into himself, looking a bit lost.




    “Yeah,” I murmur, rubbing his shoulder.




    “I guess we should . . .”




    “Walk through?”




    He turns and leads the way. I follow as he stops in each room and gives a little nod. When we get to the end of the hall of bedrooms, I feel a bruise of sadness gaining definition in my chest.




    “Grover’s—”




    “My—”




    “—room,” we speak at the same time. Ryan walks inside as the mid-April sun streaks through the shutters onto the exposed herringbone floor. He wanders over to the window and I step past him, drawn to the adjoining bathroom. Standing in the doorway, I feel the shudder of Grayer’s sobs as we sat on the edge of the tub two floors below—the terror of not knowing what to do, how to help him breathe, the helplessness as his fever raged, the sweltering steam of the running shower amplifying the panicked fog of having this four-year-old’s life left in my twenty-one-year-old hands.




    “No way!”




    I spin to see Ryan crouching under the shutters, the radiator box askew as he lifts what appears to be a dirty hairball to me. “Han Solo.” He unfetters the figurine from its debris. “I hid him here when my brother was little and kept tryin to play with my cool shit. Crazy.” He stands and dusts off his trousers, the particles billowing into the slatted sunshine. It takes me a minute to register that he’s nodding to himself with progressive intensity. He grips the brown plastic and turns to me, his lips pursed, eyes sparkling. “I want this.”




    “We can’t afford this, remember? We’re building ours out of a bomb site a hundred blocks north.”




    “No. This. Family, children—a child.”




    I nod, tucking my hair behind my ear. “And we will.”




    “What are we waiting for?”




    “Um, four working fuses, a kitchen. My business getting off the ground. Getting our feet planted in one country for more than a year—”




    “I’m ready.” He looks around the room, a revelatory smile spreading from ear to ear. “I’m ready, Nan. Let’s not rent out two floors. We’ll rent one and keep the other for kids—”




    “Plural?” I ask, starting to see patchy blurs where he’s standing in the dust-flecked light.




    “A baby. I want to have a baby. With you. Now.” He steps over, fervently taking both my hands, the Star Wars action figure wedged painfully between our skins.




    “I’m . . .” I withdraw from his grip, the yuck of my tenure in this building flooding back as Han Solo somersaults to the floor. “I—this is totally changing our everything, being completely responsible for another person’s life, their happiness, twenty-four seven until we’re dead. It’s not some nostalgic impulse purchase.”




    “Okay.” He bends to retrieve the toy. “I’m giving you that because we’re in this building. That’s your freebie for the week.”




    “Thanks.” I bite my lip.




    “Nan, it’s not like we haven’t talked about this.”




    “But this was down the line. I don’t know if I’m ready.”




    “How can you say that? You were an amazing nanny!”




    “But that doesn’t make me an amazing mother! Not the same thing.” I slice my arms in front of me, my bag dropping to my wrist. “At all.”




    “Hello!” The broker’s voice echoingly trills down the hall accompanied by the jingle of keys. “Mr. Hutchinson, you better get going; the buyers are going to be here shortly. Did the subletters leave everything spic-and-span?”




    The final walk-through completed, we’re soon squashed into the rear of the law office’s steel-paneled elevator in the lunch-hour crush, where Ryan reaches for my hand and I muster a reassuring squeeze back. The car glides to a stop on thirty-seven and we wriggle through the branches of lofted takeout containers onto the landing. My heels sinking into the plush green carpeting, I hold his arm as we make a left into the law firm’s hushed reception area. I try to soothe my face into the image of the sane, elegant wife, the kind who accompanies her husband to offices like these to sign thick documents of importance. Not the kind experiencing a Euripides-level impulse to reach under her skirt, rip her reproductive organs out with her bare hands, and throw them at the mahogany wall.




    “Ryan!” A portly elder statesman rushes through the adjacent double doors, one fat hand extended to shake, the other at the ready to pat. “What an excellent start to the week! How are you? How’s your father?” he exclaims in a manner suggesting a cigar wedged in the corner of his mouth. “I’m so sorry they couldn’t fly back to be here for this. Boy, they’re selling at the perfect time. Word is the bubble’s about to blow.”




    “Well.” Ryan steps out of his grasp. “I’m really sad they have to sell, but Dad wants to open a branch in Seoul and seed money’s seed money.”




    “Anyone who can afford to capitalize on the Asian markets right now can’t go wrong. So we got all their power of attorney documents—good time to embezzle something, huh?” He chuckles, leaning in conspiratorially. “You want to embezzle something?”




    “Gordon, this is my wife, Nan.” I offer my fingers for a squeeze.




    “You are lovely! Ryan senior didn’t do you justice.” My back is duly patted. “I’m sorry we missed your wedding. God, that’s gotta be, what—”




    “It’ll be six years this coming June,” I say.




    “Oh, right, yes, it was the same weekend as Max’s graduation from Stanford. How about you—any little Hutchinsons yet? Your father must be dying for a little Ryan the Fourth.”




    We exchange a marital look that should make oxygen masks drop from the ceiling. “Not yet,” I say, smiling my sane, elegant wife smile.




    “Well, don’t put it off. I tell all my clients now to plan for an in vitro offset in the prenup.”




    “Pardon?”




    “In vitro offset. If she pisses away a hundred, hundred fifty thousand with no output, you can deduct it from the settlement.”




    “Oh,” I say, trying to get my eyelids to relax. “Great. Shall we go in?” I follow along a low-ceilinged corridor lined with signed John Grisham posters as they discuss the last time Gordon and my father-in-law played golf. Was it in Hong Kong? Was Hong Kong still British then? Ha-ha-ha, I trill to some racist golf-ball-Asian-lady joke I thankfully didn’t quite catch.




    “And here we are.” Gordon opens the door for us to a conference room, where our gaze is immediately drawn to the wall of glass overlooking Central Park all the way to our new neighborhood to the north.




    “Oh my gosh! Nan!” A beautiful woman bounds up from the buyer’s side of the table and rushes to hug me.




    “Citrine,” I say, startling, her face so out of context.




    “Oh my gosh, this is amazing! Are you the sellers? That’s crazy! Come meet my husband!” She takes both my hands and leads me around the large rectangle, past their lawyer and broker, to a dour man, easily in his midforties, sitting comfortably under his Savile Row suit and slicked-back hair. “Honey, this is Nan Saunders.”




    “Hutchinson, now,” I say, gesturing to Ryan, who looks to be enduring another of Gordon’s jokes.




    “Right, of course, you’re married! We went to Chapin together, honey.” She puts her arm around my waist and I smell honeysuckle. “We’ve known each other since we were five! This is my husband, Clark.”




    “Another one.” Clark stands and extends a meaty hand. “Seems like Citrine can’t go a block without running into someone she knows. You ready to do this thing?”




    “Clark,” she admonishes as he checks his Patek Philippe. “Such a banker,” she says to me. “Can you imagine? Me, the artist. Married to a banker.” She releases me to lift the bouclé sleeves of her jacket, the interlocking C buttons glinting in the sunlight, her paint-stained fingers emerging to prove her point. I’m pivoted to face her large green eyes. “Wait, I thought you guys were in Stockholm?”




    “No,” I say, taking a tiny step back from the intensity of her gaze. The same tractor beams that made classmates hand over Barbies, bracelets, and boyfriends has grown no less potent with age. “I mean, we were. We moved back a month ago. We’ve been living wherever my husband’s work with the UN takes us.” I hear how that sounds. “I was getting my master’s.”




    “Wow, this is so crazy—the broker told us the Hutchinsons were an older couple living abroad.” She glances to her husband for a gesture of corroboration and he nods. “You guys need better PR.”




    “Oh,” I say, laughing. “No, it’s his parents’ place. They’re also doing the expat thing—they’ve been in Asia for a little over ten years now. Ryan’s just handling the sale for them. Ryan?”




    “Hi.” Excusing himself from Gordon and their broker, he comes over, a hand extended in greeting. “Ryan Hutchinson.”




    Citrine touches her pointer finger to his chest. “You don’t recognize me?”




    He shakes his head for a moment before his eyes suddenly widen. “Citrine?! I didn’t place you without a headband. Wanna fox-trot?” He steps in and strikes a leading pose.




    “You guys were in Knickerbocker together?” I ask as Citrine laughs.




    Clark shakes Ryan’s hand. “Clark Cilbourne. What’s Knickerbocker?”




    “Seventh-grade dancing school,” we all reply in unison.




    “All the cool girls brought their dresses to school on Thursdays,” I recall with a sigh. “Tatiana had a Laura Ashley floral with puffed sleeves that I just thought was the living end.”




    “You weren’t in Knickerbocker,” Ryan says, just re-realizing this, as he does every few years.




    I shake my head remorsefully. “My dad didn’t want me to go, because he had gone and remembered it as pure torture—”




    “It was!” Ryan confirms.




    “But,” I continue, “it was the last boat out of Taipei for meeting boys. Either you went to Knickerbocker and two-stepped with guys who didn’t clear your shoulders, cementing bonds of friendship that would endure until mad adolescent passion ensued—or you didn’t have sex until college. There was little middle ground.”




    Everyone laughs and Ryan surreptitiously squeezes my ass.




    “Okay, let’s get seated and get signing!” Gordon claps his hands with a hollow thud from the head of the table.




    Over the next two hours, reams of paper are passed around and signed and signed and signed. As I’m not legally involved in the proceedings, there’s nothing for me to do except be silently supportive while Ryan inks away decades of memories. Citrine is in the same support boat and we share smiles of solidarity across the table as her husband faces the far more daunting task of writing $6.5 million worth of checks and promissory notes—$6.5 million. In a building that allows for no more than 50 percent financing. I hope that these plural children we’re apparently having are happy, well-adjusted people with all their fingers and toes—and a passion for investment banking.




    At last the final document is ratified, notarized, and spat on and we are freed. Ryan checks his BlackBerry and walks over to the glass to make a call. I signal that I’ll meet him out front and find myself making my way to the ladies’ with Citrine, snaking into the labyrinthine bowels of the firm, past cubicles of exhausted, unshowered twenty-somethings stoking the fires of the windowed partners.




    “It is so great to see you,” she says, holding the heavy Formica door for me.




    “You, too.”




    “I finished Wonder Boys,” she says.




    “Oh” I hedge, opening a stall door.




    “You recommended it. At our tenth reunion.”




    “O my God,” I acknowledge, recalling the cocktail party I cashed in all my frequent flier miles to come back for. “Right, yes, I was on a Chabon kick. How did you like it?”




    “Loved it. Have you read Straight Man?” I hear her ask over the gray metal divider.




    “Richard Russo? I’ve been meaning to . . . I should go buy it—”




    “No—don’t!” she cuts me off as she exits to the sinks, taking off her jacket and folding it over her arm to wash her hands, revealing a Rage Against the Machine T-shirt. She smiles to me as I join her at the mirror. “This is my going-to-a-midtown-law-office outfit—like?” I return her smile. “Anyway, I’m giving up my studio and its wall-to-wall paperbacks. Why don’t you come out for dinner and I’ll load you up?”




    “That’d be great,” I say, not quite believing the invitation.




    “Someday they will make a soap that gets these stains out.” She dries her indelibly multicolored fingers and opens her purse, extracting a business card, brick red on one side, Miró blue on the other, her name and gallery information in bright yellow ink. “How’s Wednesday?”




    “Oh, yes, that’s perfect,” I say, handing her my own Kinko’s bulk print card with a logo designed by my grandmother.




    “Terrific.” She slips out the pen that was holding her bun in place, letting her famous strawberry blond locks cascade to her waist like a Garnier commercial. Gripping the Bic between her teeth, she twirls her hair back up and resecures it. “Call me if there’s any problem. Otherwise I can meet you when you get off the L.”




    “L?”




    “I’m in Williamsburg.” She gestures to her jacket. “Do not judge an artist by her wifely buttons.”




    “Darling!” Grandma flings open the brushed-steel door to her new loft in a kimono and black satin flip-flops. “Where’s Ryan?” she asks, giving me a quick kiss before retreating to resume preparation for tonight’s dinner party, reuniting her with my friends, for whom she’s always been a surrogate fairy grandmother. I lower my heavy tote of materials from the afternoon spent running my client’s orientation training.




    “Oh, Ryan had to stay at the office. He sends his regrets,” I say, privately relieved to put a few hours and drinks with old friends between Baby Timing Conversation and BTC the Sequel.




    “Well, poop,” Josh, my best friend from NYU, says, getting up from the gray velvet couch in the vast loft’s sitting area.




    “Poop. Poop,” his three-year-old, Pepper, gleefully repeats as she gallops along behind him to give my knees a hug.




    “I was looking forward to hanging with him,” he says, kissing me hello over three-month-old Wyatt, strapped to his chest in a snuggly.




    “Where’s Jen?” I counter, picking up Pepper and slinging her onto my hip as we all mosey back to the couches.




    “The market never sleeps.” He replaces Wyatt’s expectorated pacifier as he reseats himself.




    “Well, then, we are just a coupla single gals out for a good time!” I say, raising my free hand in a finger-horn rock salute.




    “Things have been insane since they bought Bear Stearns. She had to cut her maternity leave by a month.”




    “Can they do that?” I ask, leaning back to ballast as Pepper gigglingly arches to touch her dad’s hair.




    “Oh yeah.” He angles forward into her reach. “It’s all hands on deck. Jen’s just psyched not to be on the other end of it.”




    Grandma emerges from behind the cloisonné screen that delineates her kitchen with a tray of her signature truffled deviled eggs just as the doorbell rings. “Nan, could you?”




    “On it.” I carry Pepper to the door and let in Sarah, my best friend from Chapin, who flings her arms around both of us in greeting.




    “You smell like puke,” Pepper informs her.




    “Astute.” Sarah kisses the top of Pepper’s blond head. “There was a big ceiling leak over our lockers so I wasn’t able to change my scrubs.” She leans into my ear. “And it’s not puke, it’s intestines.”




    Grandma glides over to offer an egg and cheek kisses. “Throw those in the machine next to the stove and I’ll get you some of my yoga clothes.” Within minutes Sarah is freshly swaddled in lululemon spandex and Donna Karan cashmere.




    “God, have I missed this,” I say, settling back into a comfy dining chair with a glass of wine in hand. “International adventures are highly overrated.”




    “No, darling,” Grandma says, ladling steaming lamb stew onto one of her pink Limoges plates that survived the Big Purge. “That’s exactly why you have adventures—to make a humdrum night at Grandma’s missable. Does Pepper like lamb?”




    “The baaa kind?” she asks, looking up from under the English farm table, where she’s rediapering her stuffed hippo.




    “That’s a ‘no, thank you.’” Josh reaches to the messenger bag at his feet and extracts a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. Grandma hands him a plate and he presentationally arranges the four squares. “Here we go, Pep. Your favorite.”




    Pepper climbs up onto the chair next to him and nods in approval.




    “Peanut butter—bold move,” Sarah comments, polishing off the last egg.




    “Communication glitch.” He pours himself a glass of wine. “With Jen’s hours at the bank, I’m the one who does all the pediatrician appointments. I take notes and most of the major stuff gets passed along, but somehow I forgot to mention peanuts as the new Agent of Death. Anyway, Jen always has the midget on Saturdays so I can meet my deadlines, and one day I finish early, come by the playground, and discover she’d been feeding the little lady Skippy since she had teeth.”




    Pepper tilts her head up and bears her jelly coated pearly whites at us.




    “Isn’t it crazy?” Sarah says. “When we were kids no one had peanut allergies. Josh, you should write an article about this for the magazine. In the ER, toddlers routinely come in with obstructed airways. This isn’t parental hypochondria—these kids are tachycardic.”




    “You wore flammable pajamas,” Grandma says, touching me on the nose. “And lived. Cheers!” We all raise our glasses. Pepper lifts her sippy cup. “To adventures and reunions!”




    “To adventures and reunions,” we echo, clinking rims.




    “Speaking of reunions,” I say, setting down my glass. “Guess who I ran into at the closing?”




    “Hmm, does the firm also do divorces? That widens the field . . .” Josh muses, dabbing a globule of jelly from Pepper’s chin.




    “No. At the Hutchinsons’ closing. As in the buyer.”




    “No idea,” Sarah says, savoringly slurping her stew.




    “Citrine.”




    “SHUT. UP.” Sarah drops her spoon on her plate and shoves me.




    I turn to Josh to explain. “High school queen-honey-buzz-buzz.” I twirl my spoon from my forehead like antennae.




    “She bought the Hutchinsons’ apartment?” Sarah gapes. “That’s insane. I mean, I heard her stuff was selling, but is she, like, Damien Hirst and I missed it?”




    “She married some dude in finance.”




    “Goddammit!” Sarah slaps the table, the silverware rattling. “Why can’t I marry some dude in finance? Night after night, I’m like, dear God, please let me sew up some dude in finance. But no, I get Harry with the perforated ulcer and bed sores.”




    “Honey, you are trying to marry out of the wrong hospital,” Josh says as he sips his wine.




    “So, what was she like?” Sarah asks, ripping the end off the baguette. “Did she steal anything from you? Or punch you?”




    “She wasn’t the puncher. That was Pippa. She invited me to dinner.”




    “Shut up!” Sarah squeals. Her shut-ups are varied and tonal like an Asian language.




    “I think I’m going to go. Maybe she’s grown and changed. We’ve changed.”




    “No. There’s no way one of those bitches has grown a soul.”




    “Bitch,” Pepper repeats.




    Sarah is aghast. “Sorry.”




    “She has a linguistic honing device,” Josh says, shrugging. “As long as she doesn’t tell her kindergarten interviewer to go fuck”—he mouths—“themselves, we’re fine.”




    “Look,” I continue, “you’re working crazy hours. Josh here is parenting up a storm. I need to scare up some new friends.”




    “‘Scare’ being the operative word.” Sarah arches an eyebrow.




    “Well, I for one, am thrilled you’re making new friends on this side of the Atlantic. Anyone want more potatoes?” Grandma dabs at the corners of her mouth, careful not to disturb her rose lipstick. “They’re on the stove.”




    “I’ll get them.” Sarah pushes her chair back. “So, Fran,” she begins as she retreats behind the screen, “speaking of adventures—this place is amazing, but I bet a little shocking in your circles. Nan tried to take me through it, but I need to hear it from the horse’s mouth.” She returns with the skillet and slides a few new potatoes onto each of our plates.




    “Neeeh,” Grandma says, pawing the table with her knuckled hoof and snorting.




    “Neeeh,” Pepper repeats, and giggles.




    “Well, darling, you reach a point where you realize all the charming things you’ve accumulated are just going to be someone’s headache in the not-so-distant future. And you have that someone over for dinner and they stare at all your charming things like the headache is already building, so I decided to be preemptive. Instead of the usual après moi le déluge, I asked myself if there was anything I’d never done that I really wanted. And I realized I went from my parents’ town house to Vassar to my husband’s apartment. And I wanted to have my bohemian twenties. In my eighties! So I got the fantastic privilege of being able to give my things to people while I can still hear them say thank you. And here we are.” She lifts out her arms and we look across the fifty-foot room—past the couches floating in the middle, her four-poster bed adrift ten feet beyond that, all the way back to her pottery wheel and easel set up by the far wall of windows. “I did a little work—a friend had the genius idea of sealing the concrete floors in high-gloss polyurethane—isn’t it fabulous? But I didn’t finish the powder room until yesterday. It took me over a year to track down the original wallpaper, but, Nan, you must check it out.”




    “Yes, ma’am!” I put down my hunk of bread and scurry over to slide the steel door aside, stunned to find I’ve let myself into a replica of the bathroom she had on Fifth Avenue, the same peach chintz wallpaper backdrop to the same framed French paper dolls, and above, the same chandelier. Bamboozled twice in one day, I swallow over a sparkling lump forming in my throat. Eyes wetting, I sit down on the toilet seat.




    “Nan?” I hear her knock and roll back the door a crack as I reach for a wad of toilet paper. “You all right?”




    “Ugh, just being silly. You kept the bathroom,” I try to exclaim through the disintegrating tissue.




    “Re-created.” She steps in and slides the door shut behind her.




    “Why?”




    “Well,” she begins tentatively, reaching to the mother-of-pearl box of peach Kleenex on the glass shelf behind my head. “When I tried on selling the old place, the only thing that held me back, the only unfulfilled vision—I mean, I’d hosted parties for you on the terrace, I’d let out every room to every conceivable type of artist—the only thing I hadn’t yet seen was your daughter playing salon in her mother’s favorite hideout.” She points to where the peach fabric stiffly balloons beneath the porcelain sink.




    At that, I drop my forehead into my palms and watch big tears splash onto my skirt.




    “And . . .” She lifts my chin, brushing my dampening hair off my face with a gentle finger. “Whenever I feel lost I can come in here and reconnect with my roots.”




    “You feel lost?” I wipe my nose, glancing at where the marble meets the glazed concrete beneath the door. “Liar.”




    “That’s where the exciting stuff happens, Nan! I’m scared of people who always know where they’re going.” She steps past me to check her lipstick. “They’re not thinking enough.”




    “What if that little girl doesn’t—”




    “Honey, no pressure.” She pulls a linen hand towel from the ring and hands it to me.




    “No pressure? You spent a year building a room for my unborn child to play in—unborn female child.”




    “I’m not discriminating. Now come have some cake.”




    I nod, standing to give her a hug before she lets herself out. I toss some water onto my face, trying to dodge the red-eyed grown-up reflected back in a mirror I used to have to reach up on tiptoes to see into. Letting out a long breath, I reshape the towel and return to the party.




    “Oh!” Sarah’s expression softens in concern as I rejoin the table. “You okay?”




    “Yes, totally. Just a lot going on.”




    “God, it’s been so long since one of us bawled.” Sarah rubs my shoulder. “I’m a little bummed you left for that.”




    “I didn’t want to kick off a chain reaction,” I say, taking a slice of plum cake and pouring myself some more wine.




    “Appreciated.” Josh caresses the little downy pate sleeping against his chest.




    “Nan, I’m sorry my hours are so absurd I haven’t been able to see you more.” Sarah pats my hand. “Sorry to be driving you into the arms of Citrine Kittridge.”




    “Oh my God, no worries, it’s totally not that.” I shake my head, passing a smaller slice of cake along to Pepper. “It’s just, we got back, like, a minute ago. We’re living out of boxes, everything’s chaotic and covered in asbestos dust, I’ve only drummed up one client, Grace just finally stopped peeing every time anyone turns on a power tool, and today Ryan springs some major paternal urge on me.”




    “Great,” Josh cheers as Pepper digs in. “Go for it. Jen wanted to make VP before she’d even consider it, but the Almighty had other plans. Her equities career is great and it’s the most fun I’ve ever had.”




    “Really? The stretch marks and the nipple chafing not killing you?” I tilt my head.




    “Your episiotomy heal well?” Sarah chimes in.




    “Dude.” I shake my fork at him. “Ryan’s logging crazy hours; I don’t have a you and we can’t afford for me to be a you, so I don’t know exactly how this is supposed to work.”




    Grandma passes around the whipped cream. “Oh, dear, then I sprung a powder room on you—you’re getting it from all sides.”




    Sarah leans in to pour herself some wine. “Well, I haven’t had s-e-x this calendar year, so at this point, even knowing who the father of your children is going to be seems like a huge privilege.”




    “No, no, it is,” I backtrack. “I just . . .”




    “Just what?” Grandma nods encouragingly for me to continue.




    “We’ve been moving around so much that we haven’t really talked about this seriously, as in, ‘Okay, we’ll start in blank months.’ I mean, I assumed with moving home, buying the house—in the back of my head I knew this was the next conversation. But to start it at 721 Park? It’s just really strange to all of a sudden be so far apart on anything, especially something so huge, and what’s even weirder is I don’t really know why we’re so far apart.”




    “Maybe the nipple chafing?” Sarah says.




    “I’m not going to lie to you . . .” Grandma says wryly, picking up the skillet to take it to the sink.




    After Sarah and I get Josh, Wyatt, and a passed-out Pepper situated in a cab, I check my voice mail as we walk toward the Franklin Street station. “Hey, babe, I was really hoping to reach you. I have to catch the last shuttle to D.C.—grain riots. I’m so sorry. But I walked Grace and I’ll call you when I get a break tomorrow, okay? Miss you already. Sweet dreams.” Bummed that I forgot to turn my ringer back on after the training, I text Ryan that all is well, I am full of lamb Provençale, and he should have himself some sweet dreams, too. I arrive home to a box of Mallomars and a bale of deli flowers in a plaster bucket full of water. And I swoon.




    Hours later Grace barks sharply, jerking me awake from a dead sleep as she flip-twists onto all fours.




    “Grace,” I grumblingly reprimand, squinting through the darkness to where she peers out the bedroom doorway, like our night is about to go Lifetime. I stretch to the microwave-serving-as-night-table—1:23 a.m.—fumbling for my cell. She resumes barking with a ferocity that lifts her front paws in little jumps. Ears ringing, I grab the phone and it glows to life, illuminating a text informing me that my husband is currently tucked in at the D.C. Radisson. I put my finger over the nine, primed to dial for help, when I hear—




    ZZZZZZZ . . . ZZZ . . . ZZZZZZ.




    “Grace!” I scream with exasperation, and momentarily stunned, she turns to me. “It’s the doorbell,” I explain, as if this should reassure us. I pull on yoga pants, tug Ryan’s sweater over my slip, and feel my feet around for my Adidas.




    Grace is squared protectively in the doorframe and, seeing me dressed and in motion, she scrambles for her throw rope and barrels to the stairs. “This is not a walk. We are not walking.” She wags her tail with blind optimism. Holding my cell, I feel for the light switch. The bare bulb comes to life, illuminating the hall, the second-story landing, and the vestibule below.




    ZZZZZZZZZZZZ.




    ZZZZZZZZZZZZ.




    “Crap,” I mutter, nearly felled by my fop ping laces as I descend the final two steps into the once grand, now puke green and linoleumed foyer. I pull back the crispy, yellowed lace covering the one of two narrow side windows framing the door. A glimpse of a long-ashed cigarette smoking in a man’s fingers jerks me back to the wall. Grace pants around her frayed rope as she stares intently at the bottom of the door, waiting for it to be opened. Not a chance. I glance at the dead bolt to confirm it’s bolted and, with a dully clattering heart, back up to the railing.




    ZZZZZZZZZZ—fitz! The light two stories above goes out. Bringing us to a last pair of working fuses. Fabulous.




    “Fuck,” I hear from the front stoop. I stare at the door’s peeling paint with an intensity rivaling Grace’s. “Look, just open up,” he speaks in a plaintive slur. “I left my wallet in the cab . . . and I just . . . I heard you . . . I know you’re—fuck.” I hear a thump and then something sliding heavily down the other side of the door.




    Grace drops her head to sniff the jamb. I take a tentative step and ever so slightly lift the curtain. The streetlamp illuminates splayed khaki pants ending in shiny loafers. I make out slender fingers drifting open, releasing their grip on a black iPhone. My well-attired assailant is now slipping into unconsciousness? Death?




    “Hey.” My voice surprises me and sets Grace barking. “Stop.” I put my hands around her muzzle to listen . . . Nothing. “Hey!” I slap the door.




    “Yeah?” he coughs. “You’re home.”




    “Who are you looking for?” I step around where Grace sits, ears squarely perked.




    “Um . . .” I hear a scuffle; he’s attempting to stand up. “I’m looking for a . . . Nanny?”




    My throat goes dry. I peer back out through the frayed lace covering the pane between us. “What?”




    “Yeah, Nanny. Are you—”




    “Stand in front of the glass. On your right.” . . . Nothing. “Hey!”




    “Yeah.”




    “Your other right.”




    Suddenly my view of the stoop is filled with a swerving face—a man—boy—somewhere in between. Beneath the mussed blond hair, atop the faintly freckled nose are two bloodshot blue eyes. They look out at me from the striking bone structure that unmistakably conjures his mother. I push my forehead into the cold glass, feeling at once a hundred years old and twenty-one. “Grayer?”
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    “You know me,” he states flatly, taking a half step back from the window.




    “Grayer,” I repeat to the teenage incarnation of my last charge.




    He swerves out of view, sending me fumbling for the locks. Grabbing a restraining hold of Grace’s collar, I dart outside just in time to hook his belt loops as he tips over the stoop wall and retches onto the garbage cans. Bending my knees to counter his heaving weight in the frigid night air, I note that the heat is the one thing that fully functions in the house looming above us.




    “Okay . . . done,” he croaks, and I pull him upright, his body loose like a harlequin, emitting a thick aroma of liquor and nicotine. He rakes the sleeve of his peacoat across his face and stumbles back to lean against the closed door, his eyes focusing as Grace growls through the wood.




    “You’re taller than me,” is all I can say, realizing this is actually happening.




    “You have, like, a pit bull in there?”




    “A golden retriever.”




    “I had one . . . I was allergic . . . as a kid . . . had to get rid of it.” His eyes roll back.




    “I think you should come inside.” I gesture to the knob. He nods, momentarily righting himself, and I awkwardly maneuver around him to open the door. Grace grabs her rope and jumps up to greet us.




    “Woo. Hey.” Grayer pats her down, reaching a hand to the banister and swinging himself in a large arc to sit on the bottom step. I relock the door and turn to stare at him in the streetlight spilling through the transom’s stained glass.




    “Grayer,” I falter, reaching far into my brain for the speech I’d once prepared for this very moment. “I’m so, so—”




    “You a witch?” he asks, resting his head against the wall.




    “What? No, I—”




    “Cooking meth?”




    “Okay, I didn’t just show up at your house puking.”




    “It’s just . . .” He waves his hand around the decrepit foyer, which Grace takes as an invitation to wag over and lick the remnants of his upheaval off his coat.




    “I’m—we’re, my husband and I are renovating.” I cross my arms over Ryan’s sweater. “How did you find me?”




    “My mom’s files. Some notes about the Hutchinsons and then, you know, Google.”




    I feel an unexpected burst of pride in this demonstration of his smarts—immediately extinguished as he fishes through his pockets to draw out a pack of American Spirits. “No.” Grace backs up, head down. “Sorry, but no, you can’t smoke inside.”




    “This is inside?” He cradles the pack between his hands. “This isn’t, like, the confound-the-mutants antechamber and those doors open to a fat pad?”




    “No, this is . . . it has a lot of potential.”




    “Right.” His eyes drift close and the cigarettes slip to the step below.




    “Grayer.”




    “Yup.”




    “Why are you here?”




    “To tell you to go fuck yourself.” He inhales in two quick sniffs, eyes still closed.




    My stomach twists. “Okay.”




    His eyes flutter open, seeking mine in the dim light. “Okay?”




    “Yes. I mean, yes, I understand. I—”




    “Okay?” He throws his hands out and jerks forward, his elbows landing on his knees. “Great! That’s great! Because, you know, you talked a lot of shit to be someone I have to fucking Google. You wanted to give them the desire to know me, huh? But you walked out like the rest of them. So fuck. You.” He drops his head and splays his fingers across the back of his neck.




    “Grayer.” I reach out to him, but he jerks away.




    “What.” His voice thickens. Oh my God, he’s crying. I crouch to try to meet his gaze, but his long bangs hang thickly between us. “Fuck, I’m such a pussy.” He burrows his palms into his eyes. “We got back from the country last night and he’s moved out—for real, gone—and she dug it up for evidence and I just watched it and the thing is, the thing is . . . I don’t even know who you are.” He reaches for his coat pocket and wrestles something out, the force of its release slapping my cheek. I reel from the sting. “christ—sorry. I didn’t mean to—” He drops the VHS tape and it clatters to the chipped tile between us. Holding my face with one hand, I pick it up and tilt it in the shaft of colored light to make out the faded “Nanny” written on its label in her controlled script.




    The nanny-cam video. She saw it—kept it . . .




    “The things you said . . . and I don’t know . . .” he murmurs, and I kneel down to reach my arms around his grown-up frame, pulling him against me. “I don’t know you.”




    “I’m Nanny, Grove, I’m Nanny.” And he slumps into me, passing out.




    “Shit.”




    I inhale awake the next morning, my eyes opening to see Grayer Addison X standing in the middle of my living room—what will be my living room—what is now partial subflooring, partial parquet, dotted sparsely with inherited furniture recently liberated from storage. “Hey.” I run my hand through my hair and unfold myself from Grandfather Hutchinson’s wing chair. “How you feelin’?”




    One hand resting on his hip, the other holding the loop of his peacoat tag, he pivots, eyeing me warily, and I realize that he was aiming to slip out. “I can’t find my phone.”




    “Yes, your phone!” I stand, pain shooting through my stiff neck. “I, um . . .” I rub at the base of my skull and step over to the mantel. Grace jumps up and starts to figure eight between us. “I know. You need to pee.” I pat her shimmying rear as I swipe the cell off the soot-stained marble. “It’s here.” I reach out to give it to him and he stretches to take it without moving a step closer. I stand awkwardly as he folds his coat over his arm to check his e-mail.




    “Grayer, I’m really glad you found me,” I begin my speech, acutely wrong in the light of day currently filtering through the New York Times–covered windows.




    He nods with a vacant smile—the one he must use to dismiss his mother, his eyes at half-mast as he scrolls the phone.




    “So, what I’m trying to say is that, well . . .” I trail of, feeling suddenly like I’m trying to get him to walk me to cafeteria brunch after a keg-fueled hookup.




    “I should go.” He lifts the arm holding his coat and the air passes over it, simultaneously reaching both of us with the aroma of his vomit.




    “Let me get you a bag! To put that in. You don’t want to carry it like that out on the street.” I lilt past him, transforming into a Febreze commercial.




    “Sure.” He walks behind me, through the tool-laden workstation that will one day be my dining room, to the gutted kitchen, where I fumble in the remaining cabinet until I find the plastic bags.




    “We’ve been moving everything around for the contractor to start. I guess technically they’ve started, but, man, are they taking forever to really get going. So . . . here we go!” I shake one out with a loud snap and he drops the coat in and takes a step back from me. “Do you want some coffee? Crap, the fuse is out. I could do it in the upstairs bathroom. Maybe some water?” I swipe Grace’s bowl off the floor and pour in her breakfast.




    “I’m good.”




    I put the bowl down and Grace descends upon it like this is any other day. “Okay, well . . . I feel like I should make you something or . . . something.”




    “I gotta go. Thanks.” He turns, and I have to rush to catch up as he navigates to the front door. I study his broad back, searching for courage, struck that I don’t know if what I want to say is, at this point, really for him or for me. He stops in the foyer and looks down at his loafers. “I was kinda . . . drunk last night, so whatever I said—”




    “Don’t give it another thought.” I slice the air emphatically.




    “Thanks for, uh, getting me onto the couch.”




    “Of course. You’re a lot heavier than you used to be.” I smile, but his face tightens.




    “So, okay then . . .”




    “Grayer, look, I’ve got to say this, so please, just—”




    “I can’t.” He clenches his hand around the plastic straps of the bag and lifts his gaze right past me to the cracked ceiling. “My family’s going through some shit right now and I lost it, that’s all. I’ll be fine. It’s all . . . fine. Sorry I bothered you.”




    “But you didn’t! You didn’t bother me at all—”




    “’Cause you’re preparing your Fight Club recruits?”




    Surprised, I laugh and he grins for a moment. That boy, I know. “You’re really funny. You were always really funny.”




    “Can you—” He gestures his bag at the locks.




    “Yes.” I undo them and pull open the door. “You’re free.”




    Grace traipses in from the kitchen, licking off her blond chops.




    “Bye.” He nestles his palm, the size of her whole head, between her ears. “Bye.” He turns and offers his hand for me to shake as they have taught him to do. I shake it. This is wrong. I am doing this wrong, again.




    “Don’t be a stranger,” I hear myself say.




    “Okay.” He steps out into the bright sun and tromps down the steps.




    “Wait!”




    He turns back, squinting up at me. “You said you lost your wallet; let me give you money for a cab.”




    “I’ll walk.” His shoulders lift as the sharp spring breeze whips across his oxford, pressing it against his frame.




    “Please, Grayer, let me at least give you one of my husband’s coats—”




    But he continues down the street, bag twisted on a wrist, hands plunged into pockets, shoulders hunched in the cold, as I race for something—anything—to say that will get him to stay, buy me a few more minutes to fix this, knowing with sickening certainty that there’s nothing that would make him turn around.




    Staring at the quarter-sized patch of Pepto-Bismol–hued paint on day two of no Steve, I tilt my head and wait for the paint to bubble from the bathroom wall. As the heat gun box has promised it would. F’ing power-tool boxes with their confident primary colors and photos of fresh-faced folks with one hand on their denim-clad hips and the other lifting said tool like it’s light as a toothbrush. No sweat, no blisters, no balloon of profanity attached to their pleasantly smiling mouths. As if the photographer stumbled upon them as they were deciding between eating an apple or just picking up this tool here and installing a shower. No hint of the aching arms, stiff back, fried fingers, or God knows how many layers of sickeningly pink paint laughing at the tepid tan I am currently giving it.




    At the slightest sweating hint of chemical separation, I lay the gun on the nearby edge of the sink and set to scraping and sanding and scraping and sanding. I may not be able to find out where in that cesspool of a basement the backup circuit breaker is. I may not be able to get a single electrician to come north of Ninety-sixth Street for another damn week. I may not be able to get in touch with my goddamn contractor, whose opening act of gutting two bathrooms and one kitchen has been followed by resounding silence. And I may never be able to get Grayer to listen to an excruciatingly long overdue apology. But I’m . . . getting the . . . hideous pink paint . . . off this . . . @#%^ * molding. “Fuck!”




    I drop the sanding block and stuff my bleeding knuckle into my mouth. Grace waddles over, head down in her assumption that all expletives issued from me are hers to amend. “Okay,” I mutter around my curled fingers. “I’m okay.” I reach over her attempted licking and turn on the sink. The water shoots out in three spastic brown blasts before eking into a steady trickle, under which I stick my stinging wound.




    I take a deep breath and sit on the edge of the tub as the coolness dribbles over my fingers. “See that?” I nod at the six-inch stretch of bare wood on the window frame that the last five hours of labor has uncovered. “All me.” Grace flops her head on my knees. “Thanks for being here.” I drop down to kiss her furry snout, catching sight of my cell as it lights up by the toolbox.




    Trailing red droplets in the paint curlings, I grab it, hoping it’s Ryan returning my calls so I can tell him about Grayer, but instead I’m surprised to see a Swedish area code. “Hello?”




    “Nan?” an older gentleman croaks on the other end of the line. “Nan Hutchinson?”




    “Yes, this is Nan Hutchinson,” I drop into a professional octave. “How can I help you?”




    “Philip Traphagen, here.”




    “Yes?”




    “My secretary got your name from the university. You were a consultant here at my firm’s office in Stockholm . . . last fall, I believe.”




    “Yes! Yes. The Tipton Fund.” A rapid succession of slides from my final graduate internship fly through my mind’s eye: white man, white man, white man—distinguished only by the monogram colors on the cuffs of their custom shirts. Not a clue. “Of course. How can I help you, Mr. Traphagen?”




    “Well, I’m on the board of my alma mater in Manhattan—that’s where you are now, yes?”




    “Yes, yes I am.” I glance out the window at the Key Food bags that appear to be blooming off the backyard tree.




    “It’s a splendid preparatory institution, but we’re in need of a consultant.”




    “I’m delighted you thought of me.” I wipe my wet hand across my T-shirt and grip the phone, back straight, wallet open.




    “Well, we were a bunch of cranky old coots and you brought some order to the place.” I flash to the weeks of sessions it took to get formalized employee reviews to replace the Tipton tradition of promoting based on a “feeling about a guy.” “And the school’s in a bit of a crunch—their director of staff development, which in my time was the headmaster, but hell, I’ve only been on this board twenty years.” He lets out a disgusted huff. “At any rate, this woman was due back from her maternity leave yesterday and sent a resignation note in her place. So they think the position needs to be filled, but I prevailed inasmuch as we won’t make it full-time again. We’ve been burned, you understand.”




    I give a noncommittal hum of understanding.




    “There were reservations about hiring another woman, but I told them you’ve already had kids so you’re not flighty.”




    I inhale, my mouth momentarily stuck wide. “I don’t actually—”




    “And they need someone ASAP. I suggested my college roommate, former head of Choate, has his own consulting outfit now, but they want to go with a business consultant again, someone who speaks our language. Anyway the cap’s three hundred.”




    “Three hundred?”




    “An hour. Tops.”




    I elatedly wave my injured hand in the air. “Well”—I hold my voice steady—“as it’s a school, I would be willing to consider it.”




    “Fantastic. Since she went on leave I’ve wasted God knows how many weekends on the phone with these people and their grievance committee. That faculty is a noisy, contentious crew. You know academics, like to hear themselves talk. The headmaster will be expecting to interview you this afternoon at the school.”




    I scramble through the tools for a pencil and step to a free stretch of Pepto wall to scribble. “Great, let me just open my agenda—”




    “I’ll have my secretary call you back with the details. Thanks so much.”




    “Of course.”




    “Our board has some very established members in the business world, not a bad set of contacts for you,” he tosses out as an afterthought that makes me jump in little hops, sending Grace’s head atilt.




    “I look forward to meeting them.” I steady my breath.




    “Very well. Good-bye.”




    “Good-bye.” Nan Hutchinson Consulting Client Number Two!




    An hour later finds me still digging pink paint from under my nails as my cab alternately races and brakes on the West Side Highway in a cluster-fuck of rush-hour rushers.
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