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ANONYMOUS

By Lauren Bernstein

Annie was no longer employed. Her work stress was gradually being replaced by a terrible, new kind of stress that was hard to take seriously and could best be described as domestic. Now that she was a stay-at-home mother, she was expected to volunteer for the school craft fair and the Halloween committee. Her maternal skills, however, could best be labeled no-frills. She wasn't a competent enough parent to take on extracurricular activities and could barely hold her own with the working mothers. It was the full-time mothers that scared her. For them, this was the role of a lifetime, and Annie was merely a bit player.


People noticed her walking Peter to school, Mickey doubled over in the stroller, his head hanging perilously close to the pavement as he tried to watch the ground go by at close range. Annie was no longer anonymous. Now that Annie, Jack, and their sons had moved to the suburbs—Brookhaven, to be precise—she was expected to fit in, something that no one had expected of her when she'd lived in Boston. 

John B Sykes elementary looked very much like the school Annie had attended when she was a girl, but the student artwork displayed on the walls was more sophisticated than the finger paintings of her youth. The building was comfortingly familiar and yet somehow off, like a childhood dream in which everything seems ordinary and then it turns out your mother is not your mother although she is wearing your mother’s apron.



On this particular morning, one of the moms acknowledged Annie as she pulled Peter toward the school’s entrance with one hand and pushed Mickey’s stroller with the other. Annie assumed she was going to point out that her baby’s skull would soon make contact with the sidewalk, as passersby often did. And then Annie would have to explain that if she tried to make Mickey sit up, he'd only wail for five minutes and go right back down. But that was not what this mother had in mind.

"Excuse me, Ann—that is your name, isn't it?—I was wondering if you'd be our fairy princess for the haunted house this Halloween?"

This was punctuated by the clatter of Mickey’s sippy cup, which he threw to the ground in a moment of boredom. He watched it roll around with interest and then longing. Mickey looked up at his mother and bleated a sound of exasperation. Annie snatched up the cup and stuffed it into the net bag that hung from the handlebars of the stroller.

"I'm afraid that would be a bit of a stretch for me,” Annie responded with what she imagined to be just the right dose of humor in her tone.  “How about Vampira or Morticia?"


“Juicy, juicy!” cried Mickey, straining to reach it.

“It’s dirty now. You’ll have to wait until we get home.”

The other mother shook her head.  "We don't want to scare the children. We'd like a kind and gentle figure welcoming them to the haunted house."


This was just the kind of comment that provoked Annie. After all, why should a haunted house be welcoming? There should be goblins and ghouls lurking about, not a fairy princess! 

"Doesn't that kind of defeat the purpose of having a haunted house? What's the point, if not to scare the children? But I definitely think we should save terrorism and serial killing for the fourth grade."

Annie had read the other mother’s growing wariness and blurted out what was sure to bring on a look of full-blown disapproval. The urge  had been irresistible, only once she acted on it, she felt at first embarrassed and then the urge to flee. The other mother, Annie could tell, was classifying her as a nut job. "I don't think you understand," she began.

I rarely do, thought Annie, her face reddening as she wheeled past, her tousled mass of hair now blowing in her face and obscuring her vision. "Look at the time! We're going to be late for school," she called merrily, nearly tripping. “See you later!”


After she dropped Peter off, Annie turned her attention to Mickey, who, like all younger siblings, spent most of his existence getting sucked into the  vortex of his older brother’s life. Unlike most toddlers, Mickey did not wake up at the crack of dawn and took great umbrage at being wrested out of bed, dressed and snapped into a stroller so they could escort Peter to school every morning. He protested whenever it was time to take Peter to an activity or a friend’s house, but when left to his own devices he was busy and contented. Mickey did not need to be entertained; he could amuse himself. He studied every nook and crevice in his path and had such impressive fine motor skills, he could subvert every baby-proofing device he encountered. He could not yet speak in sentences, but there was nothing he didn’t understand. Not surprisingly, most of Annie and Mickey’s conversations were one-sided.

“I bet you’re glad that’s over,” Annie said as they strolled down Driscoll Avenue. “What do you want to do when we get home?”

“Play!” he proclaimed.

A red tow truck roared past them and Mickey pointed at it and shouted, “Green!”

“Nope, that one’s red, Mickey, just like a fire engine.”

“Juicy!” he demanded. 

“You threw it on the ground, remember?”

“No,” he wailed, reaching for the net bag, but not even his nimble hands could extricate the enmeshed sippy cup.

“Look, Mickey!” Annie cried in an attempt to divert his attention, “Your favorite.” She wheeled him over to a long-needled pine shrub. 

He leaned in to smell the aroma. “Smell, smell,” he cried. Annie bent down to get a whiff, but it smelled like nothing to her. 

“They must be breeding the scent right out of these things. Do you know that most roses don’t smell like roses anymore?”

“Closer!” Mickey urged, breathing deeply. He seemed intoxicated by the scent that Annie found so nonexistent. 

She pushed the stroller closer, and Mickey rubbed his face against the needles.

“I wouldn’t do that too vigorously, Mick. “It’s gonna scratch you.”

His little hand shot out and grabbed a few needles. He ran them over his tongue. “What are you doing? You’re going to make yourself sick!” She pulled the needles out of his grip and threw them on the ground. “There’s probably pesticide on that. And dog pee! If you swallow that by mistake you could choke or get sick,” she warned, wheeling his stroller around.

“Walk!” he demanded. “Uppy, uppy!” he begged, raising his arms to indicate that he wanted to be lifted out of his stroller.

“What, are you, crazy?! If I take you out, you’ll eat all their plants!” she said, picking up her pace. “A lot of plants and berries are poisonous. Try to remember that. You can’t put them in your mouth.”

She wondered how long she could continue to confine him to a stroller or a crib. Despite Mickey’s talent for figuring out how to get into and out of things, he never attempted to escape either of these prisons. He was her own little minimum-security prisoner. 

As soon as they got home, Mickey scooted through the house. When he reached the back sliding glass door, he reached up and flipped the lock and yanked at the door with all his might.  Annie stood with arms crossed, watching his efforts.

“Hey, buster, you need to ask first if you want to go outside. You can’t just disappear.”

“Come!” he urged, the door now open a few inches. As Annie approached, he squeezed through the gap, scampered across the patio and onto the lawn. Annie spent the next hour tailing him and finally convinced him to come inside and have a snack. 


As Mickey sat in his booster seat, eating a banana, swinging his legs, Annie asked what he wanted to be for Halloween. 

“Doe-No,” he said, his mouth full. He picked up his sippy cup and banged it on the table for emphasis. There was a whole series of marks on the tabletop from where he had banged his spoon or cup.

They had all gone to the Halloween store to pick out Peter’s Spiderman costume but Annie was determined to make Mickey a costume while he was still little enough to go along with this plan.

Finally, she had a brainstorm. “Would you like to be a banana? I can make you a banana costume.”

He nodded vigorously.

After watching Sesame Street, they went to the fabric store and bought yards of yellow felt and a little brown to cover a makeshift stem he would wear like a cap. When they got home, she made lunch, which they ate together and Annie straightened the house while Mickey took a nap. 

Finally it was time to pick Peter up at school. When they returned home, Annie tried to return a few phone calls but she had to keep an eye on the boys and their arguing made it difficult to focus on her conversation. 

Jack would be coming home early— 6 o’clock——which he tried to do a couple of nights a week so they could eat as a family. There was always a price to pay for this privilege ; he usually had a couple more hours of work to do after the boys went to bed. 

He breezed in fifteen minutes ahead of schedule and repaired to the bedroom to change out of his work clothes. When he did not return in due time, Annie followed and found him going through the stack of mail she had left on the bureau on her way to some other errand that made her forget all about the mail.   

Jack did not even notice his wife’s arrival, so consumed was he by cleaning up after her, a full-time activity if you didn't count the 60 hours a week he put in at work. 

“I’ll do that,” Annie offered. “I just didn’t get to it today.”

Jack continued to sort through circulars and school notices undeterred and looked up only long enough to ask, "You want this, or can I throw it out?" 

“Throw it out,” she said, reaching for some remaining letters.  “Give that to me.”

He paid her no mind.

Once the table was clear, he said,  "I don't know what you were thinking when you quit your job. I told you that you weren't cut out to be a full-time mother."

"I was no longer competent."

"Let me tell you something. The less you do, the less you can do." And then, dust rag in hand, he moved on to their bureau.

"You'll have to remind me of that because I’ll forget."

Unfortunately, Annie's memory was increasingly out of reach. She could tap into certain meaningless long-term recollections, such as grammatical rules, but most short-term items were not in range. She'd quit her job as one of three film critics at the Globe because she could no longer recall what Luis Bunuel's first film had been and didn't have time to keep up with her journals, newspapers and magazines. Sometimes, she couldn't make it to important screenings (such as the ones she was assigned to cover). Usually, she was about a week behind deadline--a dangerous   place to be on a daily newspaper. 

Annie didn't know if these shortcomings were due to sleep deprivation or a preoccupation with play dates and the need to supply Mickey with an endless round of diapers, wipes, milk and A&D ointment, which he considered a sex aid. He had admirable fine motor skills for one so young, but not a gentle touch alas, and finally, Annie understood where the term self-abuse came from.

If it wasn't a preoccupation with Mickey's care and feeding, or Peter's schooling and socialization, perhaps Annie's problem was that she had donated her brain cells to her children in utero, along with nourishment and an occasional jolt of caffeine, only, unlike most organ donors, she was not done using hers, and could only look on jealously as her children picked up new languages and skills.

Whatever the reason, Annie could no longer compete with her fellow critics.  Simply put, they were doing their job and making Annie, who was not, look bad. She figured she'd better quit before she was fired, or suffered the indignity of being the subject of a negative letter to the editor. 

So she had dedicated herself to being a full-time mother with a part-time brain, something for which she was also ill-suited. This arena was no less taxing than the one at the newspaper.

"Do you ever dust?" Jack asked, removing all of the framed photographs and placing them on the bed.

"The bureau never really looks like it needs dusting."

"That's because I do it."

Well, of course you do, thought Annie. There was simply something her husband enjoyed about grooming and maintenance. From his head of closely-cropped sandy hair to his twice-daily-shaving ritual and tailored clothing, Jack was as kempt as Annie was unkempt. He looked more like a young Republican than the American Civil Liberties lawyer he was. While Annie never bothered with perfume, Jack had a bottle of Eau d’Orange Verte he dipped into on a daily basis. His shoes were shined, whereas Annie’s boots and clogs bore numerous scuffs. Her frequent missions to the cleaner were for Jack; she possessed almost nothing that would require dry cleaning or pressing.

"You take everything off before you dust?" Annie asked, thinking that it certainly couldn't be worth the effort.

"That is correct."

"What a waste of time."

"Dust is the waste product of a living organism that multiplies."

"I find that hard to believe."

"Have you ever heard the term 'dust mite'? It's a small arachnid, and if you don't start cleaning up after yourself, I'm going to make you go back to work. Everything was clean when you weren't home all the time." 

Annie left him to his chores and went into the kitchen to start dinner. On the way, she thought it best to check on the children, who were getting into some sort of trouble in the living room.

As soon as Mickey saw her coming, he ran the other way. This was always an indication that he'd put something foreign in his mouth. Although he was too old to be putting objects in his mouth, he did it because he was primitive and derived earthy pleasure from holding refrigerator magnets and small balls under his soft palate, just as he cherished the feeling of the dirty floor beneath his face. Mickey would wander around for hours with a small pebble stored in his cheek, if Annie let him.

Keeping him alive was proving more of a challenge than it had been with Peter, who'd been a far more prudent baby. Even though Peter had been less of a kamikaze, Annie had kept a vigilant eye on him at all times. Now that one child had reached the age of six relatively unscathed, she had let down her guard. The very whiff of tragedy kept Annie up at night, but she was too overwhelmed by her children to step up her surveillance.

After chasing Mickey down and extracting a creepy crawler from his mouth, she addressed Peter, who was playing "exterminator" on the rug, surrounded by rubber bugs and super heroes. 

"Haven't I forbidden you to take your creepy crawlers down when Mickey is around?"

"Yes, but..."

"How would you feel if your brother choked and had to go to the hospital?"

"I wouldn't care. I wish he wasn't born."

"And you wouldn't feel the least bit bad if the reason he wasn't around anymore was because of you?"

"I can't help it if he wants to commit suicide."

"How do you even know what that means?"

"I know."

"How?"

"I just do." Like his father, he always dispensed as little information as possible under cross-examination.

Jack appeared in the doorway, jingling a key ring that would do a janitor proud, and Mickey rose to the bait. 

Annie found Peter a plastic knife and a cutting board so that he could work out his fratricidal tendencies alongside her in the kitchen. 

"Here, cut the ends off this asparagus." (Later, she would find asparagus ends in the freezer, along with a piece of construction paper and his toothbrush replete with frozen glob of toothpaste. All of life was a science experiment and the freezer a well-used test tube.)

As Annie sliced onions, Peter sawed doggedly with his serrated knife. "Mom, would you save my life if you had to die to do it?"

Was it possible that she might prove to be one of those Herculean mothers who could lift a two-ton truck off her son? Or would she, more likely, behave like an astonished deer when confronted with crisis? Annie could barely decide when to cross the street, and often times stood in the middle transfixed, appealing to the oncoming traffic not to come any closer. 

How was she to know, until put to the test? There was no satisfying way to find out if she had what it took to lay down her life. Theoretically, once Annie made the sacrifice, she wasn't going to be around to bask in her newfound heroism. She knew that she was neither brave nor truly giving, but she wanted to be when it counted. 

"I would try to save your life, no matter what."

"What about Mickey's life?" Clearly, he was hoping the answer would be no.

"Mickey's life, too," Annie said.

"But whose life would you save first?"

"Whoever's behaving that day."

CHAPTER 2

The following morning, Annie was assaulted by putrid tea rose perfume while waiting in line for the ATM. An elegant woman, hair pulled tight into a chignon got into line behind Annie, and the scent that wafted off her filled Annie’s nostrils and nearly made her retch. Under normal circumstances, Annie’s nose was as useless an organ as her brain. If she could smell, and smell acutely, it could only mean one thing. She was pregnant. Her period, which was always just around the corner, even though it hadn't been for a good five weeks, was unreliable and never a good indication of conception.

Annie loved babies, but she had no right to have another child. It would be like a dog giving birth to more pups than it had teats. 

That night, after she put the kids to bed, she started to worry about the possibility that she was pregnant in earnest. Preparing a late dinner for her and Jack, it was finally quiet enough to think. And thought led to panic. 

Having an abortion ten years ago would have been comparatively easy. Then it had been a political issue, and one she strongly believed in. It was only having children of he own that made it so difficult. Once Annie could picture who they might become, it haunted her, which was ridiculous since every sperm and egg had the potential to become some beloved combo platter of humanity.

When Jack got home, she was patient enough to allow him to wash up, change his clothes and take his first bite of sole meuniere before dropping the bomb.

"What do you want to call our next child?" she asked her husband she he chewed. "It's your choice. I'm fresh out of names." For Annie, there was nothing like breaking news for high drama.

Jack put down his fork and said, "How about Blunder? That has a nice ring to it, and it's a good name for a boy or a girl." Jack was evidently under the assumption that this was some kind of broad hint that Annie would like another child or was otherwise joking as she liked to do whenever her period was late.

"I'm not kidding." 

Annie got up to clear her place.

“What are you doing?” Jack asked. “We just sat down.”

“I’m not hungry. Something about the fish is making me queasy.”

"Don't go anywhere, Annie." Jack said, and she sat back down. "We can't have it. Three would be just too much--financially, logistically..."

"Actually, four. I'd never consider having three children; it's a bad number. It would have to be two or otherwise four."

"Annie, this isn't Vegas."

"Every time you have a child, it's a gamble, and I think you should do everything you can to increase your odds of success. The middle child never has any self-esteem, and two kids are always ganging up on the third. It's a bad number."

"It's the number that fits in the back seat of a car. There must be a reason for that. Annie, just maybe you could convince me to have a third child, but never a fourth."

"It's four, or nothing," Annie said.

"Nothing? We already have two." For a moment, the look of exasperation left his face. “Why don’t you speak to your OBGYN.”

“What’s that going to do?”

“She might have some ideas.”

“About what? The best way to close the barn door after the horse has gone?”

Jack glumly shook his head. “I just need some time to think about this. There really isn’t an easy answer. Let’s talk about it over the weekend weekend when we’re not both overtired and stressed out.”

She nodded as Jack took her hand. He ate several more bites without relish and finally got up, stacked the plates and brought them into the kitchen. While he did the dishes, Annie put the leftovers away and made a pot of coffee. As she reached into the refrigerator for the Half & Half, she thought, at least for now I'll know when the milk goes bad.

CHAPTER 3

More than a week had passed in a crazy blur. Jack was arguing an appeal and spending long days in court. He hadn’t left the office before ten o’clock all week. Annie was feeling out of sorts and so tired, she ended up falling asleep before Jack even came in the door. 

The Halloween parade and school Halloween party had usurped pretty much the entire weekend before and now another Friday had rolled around without further discussion of Annie’s pregnancy. 

Although the surge in progesterone was making her more absent-minded than ever and she could no longer keep track of stories she meant to tell Jack or books she wanted to read but wouldn't have time for unless she served two consecutive life terms in prison, the one thing Annie could remember quite clearly, and on a regular basis, was that she was carrying another child. This weighed on her as only a one-ounce embryo could. 

When she drove with her kids to the market to do grocery shopping that Friday afternoon, she thought about whether she'd been eating right and realized that once she gave up alcohol and started drinking a daily quota of low-fat milk, she was committing to having this child. Until she and Jack decided whether to have another baby, Annie would have to avoid raw shellfish and second-hand smoke.  As she pushed the grocery cart down the vitamin and toiletry aisle, she paused in front of the calcium and folic acid. How could Annie end her child's life after worrying about its calcium and folic acid intake? What kind of a monster would that make her? 

She conjured up a vision of a baby lamb contentedly grazing on tender grasses, petted and loved by the children on the family farm. Whether the lamb ended up a meal or an item of clothing--this idyllic way of life was going to come to an untimely end.  Annie looked down at the shearling coat she was wearing and shuddered. How could a woman who wouldn't think of wearing "fur," wear a lamb? What was the difference? If anything shearling seemed like the bigger sin, she thought. 

She summoned up another hapless lamb, this one being dropped, mewling and pleading, into a vat of sienna dye the exact shade of her coat.

What eventually wrenched her from this fantasy was Peter's cry.

"Look what Mickey's doing!"

Mickey, who was sitting in the grocery cart, about eye level with the third shelf, had already connected with a bottle of baby shampoo. He'd worked off the protective seal and poured the "no more tears formula" over his head. As Annie snatched away the bottle and tossed it in her cart--for now she'd have to buy it--she almost started to cry. With a throaty little laugh, Mickey rubbed a generous pool of shampoo into his hair and wiped the excess on his overalls.

If it wasn't crucial enough to purchase $100 worth of groceries in 15 minutes with two children in tow, now it became a mission from god. Could she get Mickey home and into the tub before the stuff hardened in his hair, got in his eyes and ruined the upholstery of her car? 

Annie raced by the meat case, determined to throw some packages of beef and chicken into her cart so that she could beat it out of there.  As her hand grazed the lamb chops, a wave of revulsion held her in its curl. Powerless in the undertow, she prayed this would only be a close brush with throwing up in public.

For a moment Peter focused on Annie with concern, and when she straightened and applied a smile to her wan face, he asked brightly, "Mom, can we have lamb chops for dinner--the kind with the long bone--we haven't had them in a long time?"

"Peter," Annie said, "how would you feel about a vegetarian way of life? It would include plenty of ice cream and tofutti."

Peter, who it was true, usually had no taste for meat, and often questioned which animals had to be put to death in order to produce a meal, shook his head. 

"What about pasta with red sauce?"

"What do you have to kill to get pasta and red sauce?"

"A few stalks of wheat and a couple of tomatoes."

"Okay."

By the time Annie and sons reached the check-out counter, Mickey had rubbed baby shampoo all over his face and the sleeve of her jacket. As with an oil spill, the damage, Annie realized, had to be contained. Why hadn't she thought of buying paper towels and using them to sop up some of the mess? 

As Annie pushed the cart into line, Mickey's attention was seized by the candy display, which was conveniently located next to the check-out counter. Usually, on principle she would not let her children have that candy, but she realized that the struggle to remove the tamper-proof seamless, plastic wrapping on a Butterfinger bar would occupy Mickey for the better part of an hour, if he didn't get frustrated first. So she let him have it and Mickey, who Annie assumed, could not believe his luck, looked at her with a mixture of disbelief and suspicion. But that was nothing compared to Peter's disbelief. 

"You're letting Mickey have a candy bar! No fair. I want one, too!"


"Take it. But you can't eat it until after dinner. And if you argue with me, you're putting it back."

Annie made it through the store and out to the parking lot in just under seventeen minutes. The shopping cart, fully loaded with groceries and a shampoo-encrusted Mickey, was just approaching the right rear bumper of a baby blue Pontiac when the car leapt into reverse.  Annie yanked hard on the cart. The car clipped it and continued on, careening into a cement-reinforced streetlight. 

Mickey was unharmed and so absorbed by the wrestling match with his candy bar, he didn't so much as look up. But Annie was immediately thrust out of her baby shampoo funk and propelled into the kind of fight or flight response a fighter pilot, after being fired upon, might feel before dropping his load on a small town. 

She thought nothing of the woman's well-being. True, the car had hit the pole hard enough to make the trunk fly up, but that was of no concern to Annie, who charged over to the Pontiac, pushing Mickey and pulling Peter. 

"I'm alright; I'm alright," the unfit driver brayed. Her butterscotch-colored, overpermed hair could have been mussed up from the accident, but Annie could tell this was how she wore it. Her face was just as oddly arranged, in the sort of grimace that Annie's mother had always warned would one day freeze on her face. "Wouldja mind closing my trunk for me!"

"You almost mowed down my child!" Annie said to the driver, who appeared to be in her late fifties.

"Whataya talkin' about? Your kid's fine. I never touched him."

Annie usually made a point of remaining somewhat sane in front of her children, but swept along by an avalanche of rage, she immediately lowered her standards.

"Do you think you should be operating a motor vehicle?” By now, Annie had lost control of the expression on her face. She didn't wait for a reply. As fast as she attacked, she retreated. Instead of taking the more direct route, she detoured around the rear of the car. As long as the Pontiac was pinned by the streetlight, the woman would have to go through it to get to her kids. 

As Annie passed the sprung trunk, she saw something in there so disturbing, she came to a halt. The woman, who was just now coming around to close the trunk, saw Annie staring, and said, "Go on, read them all, that's what they're there for."

There was a pile of signs--the sort used for picketing at demonstrations. An eye for an eye, a life for a life, the first one read. The second one was illustrated with a smoldering figure in an electric chair and the message, The punishment for murder should be shocking. The last placard was a poem of sorts: Make the punishment fit the crime; it’s not enough to do time. 

"No wonder you don't care about running down my child; you have no regard for human life."

"It's the criminals that have no regard for human life. You should be glad we're trying to get them off the streets permanently. It's your tax dollars that's going to keep them alive."

Annie immediately realized it was unwise to get into a yelling match, which would only escalate into a street brawl, with someone who had dedicated her life to the death penalty.  She was about to walk away when Mickey lost his battle with the candy bar and flung it at the woman's head.
The woman turned her rabid countenance on Mickey, who was now whining piteously for his candy bar. "You should teach your kid some manners."

Annie bent down to retrieve the candy bar, but not before the woman placed her foot on it, the way people do on loose change. 

"Kindly remove your foot," breathed Annie, on the verge of losing control.

In response to Annie's request, the woman ground the Butterfinger to a chocolate monodextrose pulp under her mall walker. Annie thought about upping the stakes, and grinding the woman's foot beneath her hiking boot, but she decided not to cross that line. Instead, she walked away, and as she did, she reached into her grocery bag and pulled out the 32-ounce bottle of baby shampoo and squeezed off a shot that caught the lunatic woman's coat in the back.

Peter's eyes were wide with disbelief.

CHAPTER 4

That night, Jack and Annie occupied a corner table at their favorite restaurant, da Thomasso. She ordered her usual—an  arugula and pear salad, followed by gnocchi in brown butter and sage, while Jack rattled off four courses, referring to one as intermezzo.  What bugged Annie weren’t these long, drawn-out meals—in fact, she looked forward to them—it was Jack’s thirty-one inch waistline. Already, Annie's gut had expanded an inch or so, which was probably just due to bloating, since she couldn't be more than a couple of months pregnant. 

Gestation meant increasing her weight by thirty pounds and then reducing it by only twenty. She had been through several wardrobes in the last five years, each one a little more unsightly than the last. Annie came to dread the six month mark in her pregnancy when, if experience was any indication, she would be outweighing Jack. Her ankles with Peter and Mickey had  ballooned like a hypertensive old lady's and the stretch marks, which started as angry little skid marks at the base of her belly, had traveled up her abdomen like a nomadic tribe, in the end looking like welts from a particularly vicious beating.

The final indignity was the act of intercourse. As she grew to capacity, the most comfortable position for her was on top, which made Annie feel like a sumo wrestler pinning a bantam weight.  At any moment, she expected her husband to pound the bed and beg for mercy. This was not a fantasy that inflamed her desire.

"Wine?" Jack inquired solicitously as their waiter approached the table.

"Well, that depends," she said, giving him a meaningful glance.

"You choose. I'll drink white or red."

"Could you give us a few minutes?" Annie asked the waiter.

"Perhaps I could help with your selection. We have a very nice Chianti Classico Riserve...”


“I just need a few minutes,” Annie responded.


The waiter stood by, his pen poised over his pad.

"I'm afraid this is a decision we have to make in private."

When the waiter was out of earshot, Jack asked, "Have you lost your mind?"

"Not entirely. I can't drink if I'm having a baby. I didn't think we needed to consult the waiter on whether to have the baby or the Chianti."

"Sorry. I forgot there for a minute."

"Listen, I can't go on this way. It's all I think about. I need to know that I'm nurturing and bonding, or the opposite, which I'm not sure is possible. If we're not having it, I have to end this now. And then I guess I'll just have to live with my decision."

"Annie, it's got to be up to you. If you want another child, we’ll do it. And if you decide three is too much, I'll do whatever I can to help you through it."

"I can't deal with the guilt of being the one to make the decision."

"But it's your body and therefore your call. You're the one who's home now and has most of the responsibility."

"Jack, I have never been so torn. This can’t just be up to me."

He looked around the small, dim restaurant as if the answer might be written on the wall. For a few moments his gaze settled on a couple in the corner. "I'm leaning toward abortion. I think it would probably be for the best, but if you can't go through with it and really want another child, we'll do it."


"Have you come to any decision?" the waiter asked.

"What do you have in a half bottle?" Annie said.

"In a red? Only the Merlot."

"We'll try that." As the waiter walked away, Annie explained, "I'm only going to have half a glass."

"So you haven't made any decisions?"

"Not definitely, but you know I can't even care for two kids; what would I do with three? When we walk through the supermarket parking lot, it's not possible to hold two hands and push the cart. It can't be done. What do other mothers do?"

"They shop at night, after their kids are in bed."

She recounted the story of what transpired at the supermarket earlier that day. When she got to the part where she squirted the woman’s back with shampoo, that raised Jack’s eye brows but he was smart enough not to say anything.

“Before we had kids I wasn’t nearly this neurotic. Think of how much wackier I’ll be if I have more kids.”

“I’m not going to pretend that having kids hasn’t made you a lot more anxious, or that I wouldn’t love you to go back to being more relaxed. But having a second child did not make you any worse than the first, and maybe having a third wouldn’t either.”

The waiter returned to clear Jack’s plate. “Are you still working on that?” he asked Annie. Her plate of gnocchi had barely been touched. She had been so caught up in their conversation that she’d forgotten to eat. Usually during her first trimester of pregnancy she was either nauseated or famished, but this time around she wasn’t feeling as hungry.


“I’m still eating,” she told the waiter. “Just a little slow.” She took another bite and then turned her attention back to the decision at hand. 

“I don’t feel that I give Peter and Mickey enough attention as it is, and I miss being alone with you. And I don’t mean when I’m dead tired or stressed out. I’m talking about laughing, relaxing, having fun.”

“We do have a good time together. Even when you’re worrying, you’re still a lot of fun.”

“You’re very sweet… But I want to enhance your life… like you enhance mine.”

“You do enhance my life. You enhance my life every day. Why not just work on worrying less?”

“I must have descended from a very long line of survivors,” Annie decided.  “Maybe they endured based on their ability to anticipate and avoid every possible ill. But there’s no reason for me to continue in survival mode when, for me, survival means anticipating which is the shortest check-out line at the Stop & Shop. What I need to learn how to do is how to coast.”

“Agreed,” Jack chuckled. 

Annie leaned over and kissed him. 

As they drove home, Annie had trouble keeping her eyes open and could hardly wait for the moment when she could lie down and escape into sleep. She marveled at Jack’s ability to remain alert at the end of a long day and an even longer week. 

By the time she finished getting ready for bed, Jack was fast asleep. This incongruity threw her. How could someone so immune to fatigue slip so efficiently into sleep? The entire process took but a minute. 

Once Annie settled into bed, her drowsiness disappeared. After a bout of tossing and turning, she threw back the covers, shuffled into the darkened living room, and turned on the small light above her DVD collection. Given her profession, their number could not be called excessive. Annie had one rule that determined what movies she bought or recorded: only those that would bear viewing as often as necessary. 

Film was her palliative and her stimulant. Her taste ran the gamut from the unapologetically commercial Hollywood hit to its antithesis, and she enjoyed a romp like Tootsie as much as Tristana or Tie Me Up Tie Me Down. Every movie she owned could almost be put into one category or the other and she used them accordingly. If life was dull, as it tended to be in the suburbs, with never enough humor or edge, Rear Window, Blood Simple or Pulp Fiction, would provide just the right pick me up. When in need of salvation, she turned to her pirated copy of The Act of Seeing with One’s Own Eyes. Brakhage’s unblinking look at a morgue was something she watched once a year religiously, or more accurately, in place of religion. While others drew strength from praying or repenting, Annie rejected this in favor of viewing life in its harshest and most scientific light.

Tonight what she needed was a comfort movie, and that would be The Philadelphia Story. Its cast--Katharine Hepburn, Cary Grant and Jimmy Stewart--was her holy trinity. She reclined on the couch, remote control aimed like a gun at the TV, and performed her ritual, replaying the opening scene over and over again:

Suitcase in hand, C. K. Dexter Haven slams the front door of his grand estate and proceeds to his car. Moments later, Tracy Lord appears at the door in her nightgown, demurely proffering Dexter’s golf clubs and pipe holder. After dropping the pipe holder, she tosses the golf bag at him but for one club, which she breaks over her knee. Returning to the house, Dexter briefly considers socking her in the face, but in a moment of gentlemanly restraint and good breeding, merely pushes her face in, which sweeps her off her feet--but not in the classic manner.

The entire dance took place six or seven times before Annie felt that she could move on. By the time Tracy attempted her moonlight swim with Mike, Annie’s biggest concern was whether Tracy would have ultimately been happier with Dexter, Kittrege or Mike, although she had no illusions about the outcome of the movie and hadn’t even when she’d watched it for the first time at the age of nine. 

For a brief moment, her tranquil mood was threatened by the conclusion of Mike’s love-sick speech to Tracy: “You're lit from within, Tracy, you've got fires banked down in you, hearth-fires and holocausts.” 

How history had altered the connotation of that last word, Annie thought glumly. The Philadelphia Story was released in 1940. How terrible to know what was coming.

CHAPTER 5

The next day, after Annie dropped Peter off at school and Mickey off at the baby sitter's, she drove to Women's Reproductive Services in Boston, bypassing the clinic in Roxboro because two people had been gunned down there a year ago. She thought there was some kind of law now prohibiting right-to-lifers from threatening or blocking women on their way into a clinic, but she couldn't be sure. 

She parked in the municipal lot and skulked into the building. Surveying the building directory posted by the elevator, Annie noticed that the clinic occupied the entire third floor. There were already several people waiting for the elevator, and it was taking a long time to reach the lobby. None of them looked typically like your hand-gun-wielding zealot, but Annie was nervous anyway because once she pushed the button for the third floor, they'd all know where she was headed.


Annie had to wait ten minutes before a counselor could see her.  During that time, she tried to read a magazine but was distracted by the other people sitting in the waiting room. 

To her left, two teen-age girl s sat on the couch, holding hands. One of them sniffled as if she’d recently been crying but hadn’t used a tissue. He dark hair was pulled into a messy ponytail and she kept working strands of hair free and twirling them around her finger. “I’m so scared,” she whimpered softly to her friend. “How are my parents not going to notice that there’s something wrong with me?”

“Just say you have really bad cramps and have to lie down,” her friend offered. “Or you should say that you’re really sick with the stomach flu. That way you can stay home from school tomorrow. You’ll probably want to stay home from school.”


There was a woman sitting across from Annie, talking on her cell phone. She looked about Annie’s age, but Annie had no idea what she was saying because she was speaking Spanish. 

Finally, a woman with softly feathered gray hair called Annie’s name.  It was hard to tell how old she was because gray was not a color that appeared in women’s hair anymore and it totally threw Annie’s age calculation skills off. The woman introduced herself as Trudy and ushered Annie into her small, brightly-colored office. How Annie loathed primary colors and their false cheeriness.  The counselor herself was a woman who looked soothing in her beige skirt and sweater set. 

Immediately, Annie felt comfortable pouring out her problem to this kind and neutral presence. Annie prided herself on her ability to judge character quickly and accurately, and knew she could rely on Trudy for sound advice. As Annie spoke, Trudy nodded her head thoughtfully, and murmured little noises of sympathy.

"What can I do?" Annie asked in conclusion.

"What do you feel you can do?"

"I don't feel like I can take care of another baby, and I don't feel like I can have an abortion."

"What is the worst thing that will happen if you have the child?"

"I'll be totally overwhelmed, unable to return to work for an even longer period of time and, eventually,” she wisecracked, “I'll have a nervous breakdown."

"What's the worst thing that will happen if you have an abortion?"

"I'll be overcome by guilt, feel like I could have potentially ended the life of Peter or Mickey, and that this child would have been just as special and loved and as entitled to life as my first two children."

"This is a tough one. I can't tell you how many women I've seen over the years, who've had one, two, three abortions before they were ready to have children, and then as soon as they had children, they couldn't go through with another abortion."

"What did they do?"

"Some had an abortion and some had a child."

"Usually I know myself and what I want, but now I feel…well, desperate. I wish I could take the path with the least fallout."

“I know it’s difficult, but this is a decision every woman must make for herself."

"I don't want to be responsible for making this decision. I might not be able to live with it. I wish that fate would take it out of my hands so that I can't be held accountable."

"If you’re waiting for fate, you’re probably going to have a very long wait." 

"I can't go on carrying this baby if I'm not going to have it. It's too distressing."

"I have a suggestion. Schedule an appointment--our first opening is in a week. If you cancel, it means you want to have a child more than you feel that you can't have a child. If you have the procedure, it was meant to be; but this way you won't have to agonize any longer than a week. This will force the issue."



Annie stopped by the reception desk and scheduled an appointment for the following Friday, so that she'd have the weekend to recover, and then left quickly.

She rode down in the elevator alone, full of anxiety over what she was going to do. Annie hurried to the parking lo and got into her car. The parking lot was full, and a dark sedan immediately pulled up behind her, waiting for the space. Annie started her engine, but the sedan did not back up enough for her to get out of the space. She honked, but still the car did not move back. She honked again, and was about to get out of her car and speak to the driver, when she realized this could be a setup for a robbery or rape attempt. The parking lot was unattended, and no one would hear her call for help. She prayed it was a robber and not a rapist. She didn't carry much money, but perhaps he wouldn't hold it against her. 

She fished around the contents of her pocketbook, but her cell phone wasn’t there. She looked on the floor of the car and between the seats.

Maybe Annie could just get out of her car and run the other way. She might be able to make it out of the parking lot and come back with a cop to reclaim her car.

There was a rap at the passenger side window, and Annie's heart leapt. What she saw out her window was enough to make Annie, who had recently finished reading an article on gestational psychosis, figure she was a good candidate.

On the other side of the glass was the pro-death-penalty maven from the A&P. Had she discovered the shampoo on her coat and come back for retribution? 

"Back up. I can't get out," Annie mouthed through the glass.

The woman gestured that she should roll down the window. Annie thought this seemed like an unnecessary risk. She wished she had her cell phone with her so that she could dial 911.

"I want to tell you something," the woman yelled through the glass.

Annie lowered her window a fraction of an inch. "Where's your car?" she asked the pro-death maven.

"It's in the shop. This is a loaner."

Did that mean Annie could rev her engine and smash right through it with impunity?

"Back up; you can have my spot."

"I don't want your spot, and I'm not moving my car until I have my say." Annie braced herself for a harangue on her bratty children and the cost of drycleaning her coat, which Annie was prepared to pay for. "God is going to punish you. He will strike you down with all his might..."

"Yes, yes, I know," said Annie. "Tell me something I don't know."

"You're a real smartass, a'ntcha. Don't think I don't know you went to that abortion clinic. I'm not going to let you murder your unborn child."

"What makes you think I'm having an abortion?"

"Our people are staked out in that building. We watch everyone that comes and goes. They think they can stop us by bannin' us from the premises, but we got our ways. And they can't stop me from talkin' to folks in the parking lot."

"People do go there for internal examinations. They provide health care and birth control."

"Don't hand me that crap. A fancy lady like you only goes there to do her dirty business. I bet you go to some doctor in the Park Square Building."

"You don't know anything," Annie said. "My insurance doesn't pay for a private gynecologist. I can't shell out $100 every time I need birth control."

"You're fulla crap, but there's no way you can go in or outa that building without us knowing about it. We'll stop you anyway we have to."

"Yeh, well you don't have to worry, because unless something goes terribly wrong with my IUD, I don't plan on returning in the near future."

Annie suddenly wasn't sure if IUDs were on the market anymore. Were they still considered safe? Would this woman know? Why couldn't she have bluffed with the pill?

"We don't believe in birth control."

"Well, believe, because it exists."

"God is going to smite you down."

She knew that she should try to get the license plate number so she could trace her through the rental company. But she'd have to get out of her car to do it, and she didn't feel safe. And who knew if she had cohorts lurking around the parking lot. 

"Listen, I'd rather not drag the cops into this, but I’m about to dial 911." Annie reached into her glove compartment and pulled out her garage door opener, which she kept concealed in her hand. The pro-death/pro-life maven actually backed off.  

"I'm watching you," she said, and rapped sharply on the window as she walked away.

Annie did not have the courage to get out of her car and get the license number. She was too paranoid to return home, so she headed for her husband's office at American Civil Liberties.

Only in a world this cramped could the same person campaign for life and death in the same week, concluded Annie, her foot heavy on the gas. Wasn't the universe indeed contrived? Could the sardonic God she disbelieved be in power after all? Maybe this was a comment from Him or Her on the way Annie was living her life. Why wasn't she a more spiritual person? More charitable? Why had she only donated $50 to public television this year?

When Annie arrived at Jack's office, there was a client in with him. She kept pacing back and forth outside his open door, trying to make eye contact. But he did not seem to pick up on her agitated state, or perhaps he thought she was agitated because her ATM card wouldn't work and she needed cash. From the way he focused on his client, who from Annie's point of view looked like a rather dull back of a head, you would think he was giving Jack that one elusive stock tip that would mean they could take it easy for the rest of their life.

When Jack got up to usher the man out of his office, Annie slipped by them and took a seat across from his desk. She felt as if she had as much right to be sitting there as any other client. After all, her right to a safe abortion was being threatened.

"What an unexpected pleasure," said Jack as he grazed Annie's mouth and then lowered himself into his chair.

Annie started to shake uncontrollably and then heaved out the story in one great rush as if it were something that hadn't agreed with her and had to be regurgitated. 

"I'm going to call the clinic. They need better security."

"There is no foolproof protection from these people. They’re like an unstoppable force or an act of nature."

"I think you're imbuing them with a little too much power. But I think you'd better go to your own doctor--why can't she do the procedure?"

"She doesn't do them. How do you think I got into this mess in the first place?"

"I know you're upset, but you're going to have to calm down. It's over."

"It's not over. This woman is probably going to stalk me for the rest of my life--which won't be too much longer--since she's going to kill me if I so much as think about having an abortion. You better get a vasectomy tomorrow. I'm sick of bearing the brunt of birth control and child birth and abortion."

"You know what, we'll discuss it another time."

"There will be no other time when I feel as strongly. And I'm not giving this up--it's too important to me, both personally and politically."

"Politically? Is this an election year?"

"You're not funny."

"Are you the pro-choice candidate? I hope you're going to grant me reproductive freedom. Because I don't think I want to be forcibly sterilized."

"Aren't you the one who doesn't want any more children?"

"You don't know what life is going to bring. What if something happens to our kids?"

"We're not talking about an insurance policy,” Annie said. “Women are expected to live with the loss of their fertility when they go through menopause. Ten years from now this is going to be a moot point, so why can't we make this next decade as enjoyable and worry-free as possible."

"Why should I have to give up my fertility because women are forced to?"

"For me. To make my life less stressful. I can only think of one reason why you wouldn't want to have a vasectomy—in case you marry that second, younger, beautiful wife who doesn't want to have children before the wedding because you're enough for her, but a few years later, oops, change of heart."

"You have quite a scenario going. You must have put some thought into this."

"Not really, I'm just winging it."

"I had no idea you were so jealous of the next Mrs. Luckow. Yes, she's going to take my name. And dust. She'll be a model homemaker. I’m going for the cure."

"There is no cure.”

CHAPTER 6

As Annie hopped up on her gynecologist's examination table, she started begging right away. "I know you don't normally perform abortions, but surely you've made exceptions. When you were in training, you must have learned how."

"That was a long time ago," explained Dr. Walsh, pulling on her latex gloves.

"But it's just like a D&C. What's the difference?"

"Annie, come on, calm down."

"I told you, this right-to-lifer accosted me at Women's Reproductive Services, and now I’m completely paranoid."

"If you need an abortion, I'll send you to James Marcus; he's really good. But let's first determine if you're pregnant."

"You don't think I know when I'm pregnant?  You think I'd put myself through this on a whim?"

"On a whim, no. A misconception, yes."

"A pun? How low can you go?"

“Oh, I can go pretty low.”

Annie was in no mood for jokes. She thought her doctor was wasting her time. What she needed was an abortion, not a check-up. But she submitted to an internal examination and a sonogram.

"What are you looking for? Twins?"

"Annie, I'm glad you have a sense of humor, even though it's not in evidence today. You're not pregnant."

Annie, who was reclining listlessly on the table, immediately came to. "That's impossible. I have all the symptoms."

"You have an ovarian cyst, which produces many of the same symptoms. The rest, I'm afraid, is somatic. But it's not serious. It may even go away on its own, and these things are almost never malignant."

Annie knew when she was pregnant; she'd been through it all before. But life was a humbling experience for a know-it-all.

Ordinarily, she might feel nausea at the mere mention of the words cyst and malignant, but so great was her relief, it extinguished any smoldering neurosis. For the first time in weeks, her spirit lifted but, like a baby bird, it only soared briefly before realizing it did not know how to fly. 

She had come this close to killing her child. She had been ready to do it, even though there was no child to speak of, only a living, breathing figment of her imagination. She had been willing to offer up this unborn figment as a sacrifice, to save her other children, her marriage, her life. Or was she only trying to appease that ironic God she didn't even believe in? Could she be as barbaric as the pro-life/pro-death maven who wanted to put one group of people to death and save another? It was a distinct possibility.

"You have no idea how grateful I am. Thank you for the good news."

Annie pulled on her clothes hastily, not bothering to tuck in her shirt. She slid her feet into her clogs, clip clopped out of the office and trotted to her car.

She called Jack the minute she closed the car door. "I'm not on the damn speaker phone, am I?"

"No."

It wasn’t going to be easy admitting her mistake. In fact, mistake was too bland a word for it. "I feel really terrible about this…” she began and then just blurted out, "I'm not pregnant. I merely have a serious affliction," she added sardonically. "I don't have a serious affliction. I just wanted you to feel sorry for me, so you don't berate me in that contemptuous tone."

"I don't even have a contemptuous tone; you do."

"I have an ovarian cyst--that's why I have all of these symptoms."

“A cyst? Is that something serious?”

“No, I don’t think it’s anything to worry about.”

"What are you saying, you never took a pregnancy test? You made me believe you were definitely pregnant. What makes you so sure all the time?"


"Jack, don't make me feel worse than I already do."

"I’ve been going out of my mind. This is what bothers me about you. How can you get so worked up without any proof? Why are you always so willing to believe the worst?"

"Because I fear the worst. Something has to come along to ruin my good fortune."

"Why!?"

"Why was I so willing to end the life of our baby? Because it was going to put a crimp in our lifestyle? Because I didn't want to be sleep deprived for another year or two? Because it might have been a financial burden? What makes me so selfish?”

"It's funny how all these years I thought you were pro-choice."

"There’s a difference between believing in a choice and making the choice myself. How can I reconcile being overprotective of my children and yet terminate my potential child’s life?"

"Annie, I'm going to say one thing that I hope puts this in perspective, and then I have to go because I've kept some poor client waiting for twenty minutes. You were thinking about aborting an imaginary fetus. There was no fetus. You can't destroy something that doesn't exist."

CHAPTER 7

Annie was finally getting around to reading last month’s Cahiers du Cinema when the phone rang. She wrestled with the idea of letting the machine pick up because she wanted to get through her two–foot tall stack of film journals. She was becoming so inefficient, she was now just like her mother, a full two decades sooner than her mother had become even remotely like her mother--Miss Havisham with a selective memory and a strong sense of denial--and on her way to becoming her father, who had fallen victim to Alzheimer's disease. 

At one time, she would have described her father as a Renaissance man, but now he was more like a maximum security prisoner of his mind, with about ten miles of amyloid protein wrapped around his frontal lobe like razor wire. Annie was rapidly learning that life--like erosion--became progressively worse as time went on. God--if there was one, which she only considered a possibility at times like these--was either a great fan of the tragedy or the truly ironic.

The problem, Annie thought, was her parents' genetic brew, which could be either very good or very bad, depending upon which ingredients you got. Unfortunately, she'd inherited the mayo and mini marshmallows. And it was not only her memory at fault but her emotions. Annie who had always considered herself incapable of forgiveness, had become  (through some chemical change during her first pregnancy), disgracefully  maudlin. The final straw was an unexpected whimper as they laid Richard Nixon to rest, a lapse she considered inexcusable.

Annie's mother was calling from Florida with the good news that her father's vision was 20-20 in one eye and 20-40 in the other.

"Why do you even bother having his vision checked? What possible difference could it make?” Annie’s father had been neurologically blind for some time. “If Daddy's brain can't recognize what he's seeing, he could have x-ray vision and it wouldn't make a difference." 

"Just a minute," her mother said. "Daddy wanted to have his eyes checked. He felt if he had better reading glasses, he'd be able to read the newspaper."

"Mom, someone has to be the voice of reason. You can't keep having Daddy's eyes checked every six months because he asks you to. Explain that it's his illness interfering with the way he sees."

"Well, he thinks if the newspaper just had larger type. Maybe I'll get him magnifying glasses."

Suddenly, Annie thought of something. "How does the doctor know what Daddy's vision is if Daddy can't recognize what he's seeing. How did the doctor test him?"

Her mother couldn't say, which infuriated Annie.

Why did she get so mad every time they spoke? Why did her compassion for her mother evaporate two sentences into a conversation? How could Annie even label the emotion compassion if she only experienced it when she thought of her mother and not when she actually dealt with her? It was like calling herself a pacifist because she believed in peaceful coexistence even though she took a swing at anyone who ticked her off.

Why didn't her mother simply read him the paper? She read the paper every day. Couldn't they both just admit that he had this hateful disease and try to make life bearable?

What Annie couldn't quite get through her head was that her mother's denial was what made life bearable. To her. Just because denial wasn't bearable to Annie didn't mean that her mother should throw away her most valuable coping mechanism. After all, was it Annie who was losing a husband to Alzheimer's? If denial could ease the pain, wasn't that relatively harmless? 

Annie had reached the point where she swore she'd given up. She repeated her mantra on an almost daily basis, "There's nothing I can do; There's nothing I can do.” 

And now her mother announced some more promising news.

"We got the results from all of Daddy's tests. He doesn't have Alzheimer's disease."

"So, you mean it's been you all along?"

"Don't be smart. He has something else. It's only in the something-or-other lobe.”

“The something-or-other lobe?”

“Who the heck can remember what they call it.”

“You have to write it down.”

“If it was Alzheimer's it would be all over his brain by now. He wouldn't be able to tie his shoes, but the doctor was very impressed that he could tie his shoes even though he can't see the laces. And he doesn't have the mood disorder he should have by now."

Why was Annie the only one afflicted with mood disorder? Whenever she looked around her, every one else in the picture seemed to be in good spirits. "Does this mean that the disease he has will never spread beyond that single lobe?"

"I don't know."

Annie pushed her hair back and looked around her desk for a hair clip. Finally, she located one under a pile of papers. "Did you ask the doctor and he didn't know, or did you not ask?" Annie demanded as she tried to gather the front of her hair while cradling the phone under her chin.

Her mother’s long silence indicated to Annie that her mother was thinking about which was the better answer when Annie grew impatient and jerked the clip out of her hair.

"How bad will he eventually get? Do they know?"

Annie's mother knew the answer to none of these questions.

Annie got the number of her father's doctor. He was such a big specialist, it took five days and four phone calls to get him to the phone. 

"I would have called sooner," he explained, "but I'm not prepared to deal with you. Your mother is your father's caretaker."

"I know, but my mother asked me to call. There are certain things she forgets to ask. She has a lot on her shoulders; it's not easy for her."

"If you want information about your father's condition, you can get a guardianship agreement from the court. Otherwise, you can come with your mother for your father's office visits."

"That's not really practical. I live so far away. I usually only get down on holidays."

"I'm sorry. I can't help you."

"Please just tell me one thing, or call my mother and tell her, will my father's condition progress outside the lobe it's now in? And will he be able to stay at home indefinitely?"

"Why don't you have your mother call me?" This statement was followed by a click.

Annie should have been thanking her lucky stars that her father occasionally ended up in a doctor’s office and even had medical coverage. Several months before, when Annie, Jack and the kids were visiting her parents, Annie's mother had bragged to Jack about how much better and cheaper their new health insurance was.

Jack did not miss a beat. "When did you switch policies, Myrna?"

"Oh, a month or so ago." She sang this out as if she were in a choir.

"Please go get your old and new policies right away."

As she rifled through several stacks of papers to no avail, Jack spoke quietly to her. "Do you remember when I told you that you should never, under any circumstances, change your health insurance policy?"

"Yes, but this was a much better deal..."

"Do you remember why I told you you couldn't do it? That you were lucky that you had good coverage? Because Lou has a pre-existing condition."

"What difference does that make?"

"What did you fill in on the new form where it asked about pre-existing conditions?"

"It didn't ask."

"Of course it asked. That's the only reason those forms exist."

When Annie's mother finally located the forms some hours later, sure enough, there was the word “none” after, Please state any pre-existing conditions. Jack cleared his throat. "How could you answer “none.” Do you know what the term insurance fraud means?"

"Don't be ridiculous, Jack, I haven't done anything fraudulent."

"Yes, you have."

Jack seemed somewhat surprised, but Annie knew that her mother considered herself to be above the law. Annie assumed that she didn't think of it in those exact terms, just that she never thought of any of her actions as being wrong. In fact, she could justify anything. No matter what she did, it was perfectly okay. No matter what advantages she expected, she was entitled. Other people she didn't let off so easily.

"No one knows that he has Alzheimer's," she said smugly.

"You've consulted with perhaps three different doctors over the last seven years. What do you think they have written in their records?"

"Those records are private," she roared.

"Please, just give me the papers so that I can see if I can undo what you've done. If the other company finds out about any of this, you'll be declined and then you won't have your original coverage and you won't be able to get coverage in this lifetime. Let's just hope you're still within the grace period."

"I don't want my insurance undone. I want to go with the new company."

"You can't."

At this point Annie wished that she had some prescribed medication along the lines of Valium or whatever was its modern-day equivalent. Why had she never thought of medicating herself for her visits to her parents?

Annie still had not told her mother she'd left her job at the Globe. She found it difficult to tell her mother anything meaningful anymore. Whatever Annie revealed, no matter how inconsequential, her mother would tell her she should have done the opposite. If Annie told her mother she had bought a stroller, her mother would tell her that she'd bought the wrong stroller, that someone could kidnap her child from the model she'd selected without Annie noticing. Or she would tell Annie that they had better, cheaper ones in Florida and that she should have waited until she came down to buy one.

Annie thought that the only fate worse than having her mother disapprove of what she was doing was having her approve. That could only mean Annie was doing something that her mother had been trying to manipulate her into doing for some time. Moving from Boston to Brookhaven had been one of those things. It almost killed Annie to give her mother the news, and she wouldn't have if her phone number and address could have somehow remained the same.

Myrna had been trying to get her to leave her job since the day Peter was born. She insisted that Annie would be happier and that her child would be better off if Annie stayed home. Once Mickey was born, her mother stepped up her campaign. If Annie ever let it slip that she was tired or busy, her mother would point out that she was trying to do too much. When her mother asked why they didn't visit more often, Annie could always say that her work prevented her from coming down.

Now there was nothing preventing her from visiting. Work had prevented her from doing a host of unpleasant things.

CHAPTER 8

What Annie needed was enough work to turn down the elementary school auction committee and “vacations” to Florida. She called a friend of a friend at Boston Magazine, who referred her to the arts editor. 

He answered the phone in a booming baritone. "Arch Reinhold here."

"Annie Davis. How are you, Arch?" Arch? What was that, short for Archibald? Who was named Archie anymore, wondered Annie. Was Arch some sort of attempt to make a basically unfashionable name sound new and hip?

"Annie Davis, your byline has all but disappeared from the pages of the Globe. There's not another film reviewer who can make me laugh."

"Well, you know how life gets. My workload kept creeping up, my household population multiplied. I decided I needed to work a little less. And you know the Globe--publish or perish. None of that part-time nonsense."

"Fortunately, we're a lot more civilized here. I'd love it if you'd do a review or two for us every month."

"What a kind invitation. I might just take you up on it."

"Let's have lunch next week. How's Monday?"

"Monday is good. Shall I come by your office or meet you somewhere?"

"Samson's, say 12:30."

Annie’s heart sank. Samson's was a place that she and Jack used to refer to as, "the adultery bar," a place so murky, you could murder someone there and the body wouldn't be discovered until it started to decompose. What windows there were were tinted like the windshields of people who have something to hide.

The menu hadn't changed in decades, and consisted of offerings like shrimp fra diavolo, roast prime rib of beef, steak Diane, escargots and, oddly, a good deal of pub food. Even the Brits had finally had the good sense to abandon these Dickensian victuals. 

Annie didn't even know who went to Samson's anymore, but apparently they were still in business.

When she arrived at the restaurant, Annie discovered that you could now have assignations with even greater anonymity. With the exception of one waiter, there was no one in the place. Annie needn't have worried about recognizing Arch. She trained her eye on the door, which was visible from her table, and the only time it opened--practically blinding her now that her eyes were accustomed to the dark--was when Arch made his entrance.

He took her hand and then turned it over and actually kissed her palm. Annie was so startled, she flinched, and then felt the nervous impulse to cover up her rebuff.

"That hand has been in the streetcar, grasping a particularly unsavory pole. I feel it my duty to protect you from the residue of mass transit." Oh, god, she groaned, at the ridiculousness of her nervous chatter.

"Gosh, what a character. You are exactly who I was hoping you would be. How often does that happen?"

"Not that often." 

He pushed his menu aside and made eye contact for a few uncomfortable seconds. "Let's get business out of the way so that we can enjoy our lunch. Each film review runs 750 words. We pay  $1.50 a word. Usually you'll have a two-week lead time."

"Sounds good."

"You're younger than I thought you would be."

Annie disliked all of this breathless interest and didn't like when someone who didn't really know her spouted any sort of admiration or affection.

"Really, because I'm much older than I ever thought I would be."

"I love a woman who can talk film. My wife, who's really quite an intellectual, doesn't have the slightest interest in film. She'll barely go to the movies, and then only if it's something with Liam Neeson."

"God, my husband's just the opposite, a total buff; he cried himself to sleep after I quit my job at the Globe."

"Good man. Good man."

Please let this lunch be over, thought Annie--but not before Arch could order a martini. For every mixed drink, you could add another 20 minutes to lunch, according to Annie's calculations.

And sure enough, at 2:30, after two martinis, a salad with Roquefort dressing, and a steak--bloody, Arch was asking for the check. 

As they got up to leave, he said, "Annie, this was a treat. We'll make it a ritual."

At the door, he leaned over to kiss her goodbye, and as his lips loomed uncomfortably close to hers, she tacked left in a defensive measure. But, like a natural dancer, he followed, his lips staying right on target. Thankfully, the kiss was chaste.

CHAPTER 9

Annie and Jack were in bed. He was trying to read, but it was impossible for Annie to have him in range without talking.

"Not that it usually happens, but it makes me uncomfortable when a strange man pays attention to me."

"You could have fooled me."

"For you I make an exception, strange man. It's almost a form of loyalty. Like a dog. You're my master."

"I see it the other way around--you master, me dog."

"Ha! If that were the case, you'd be vasectomized by now."

"Annie, I hate to point this out, but you have a lot of male friends."

"That's different. If any of them flirted with me, I'd feel anxiety and disgust."

"Has anyone ever told you you have quite an unhealthy personality?"

"I’m just venting."

"Why don't you read something from your pile, and while you're at it, put whatever books you're done with on the table and I'll arrange them on the top shelf."

By the side of her bed were heaps of novels, biographies and magazines. Every few weeks, one of the piles grew so high it keeled over, creating a swamp of reading matter. If she made a trip to the bathroom in the middle of the night, she often skidded on the pile, which got her adrenalin pumping in a manner counterproductive to sleep. This pile, known to her only as intellectual landfill (all the knowledge in the books, none of it in her head) kept growing because she rarely completed any single book.  Just as she was making progress, there'd be some interruption--or worse--a reference to The Secret Sharer or The Wife of Bath's Tale and Annie would realize that she couldn't remember anything significant about these, and she'd have to get out the ladder and scour the top shelves of her bookcases. After polishing off The Secret Sharer (some weeks later), she couldn't remember which book alongside her bed it had been mentioned in and, by the next day, she wouldn't remember much about The Secret Sharer either.

"I'm not done with any of them, but thanks for the offer."

"You can't be in the middle of a dozen books."

"Oh, but I am."

"O.K. there's a new limit on bedside reading matter. Two books, no more, and I want them on your night table, not on the floor."  

“What are you? My daddy?”

“Unless you like the dog and master thing better.”

Annie didn't sleep well that night. Peter walked in his sleep from his room over to her bedside and asked for water. She was so startled, she leapt up and knocked over the pile of books, which must have sent him from a somnambulant state into some sort of night terror.

"Yikes!" he screamed, flailing his arms.

"What's wrong?"

"I want to hammer now."

"Peter, I'll tuck you in." Annie gently took his arm.

"My arm! My arm! The baseball hit me! Yikes!"

"Honey, let's go."

Now he started to cry. "You said I could have it! You promised… Where's Mickey? Why isn't he here? What happened to Mickey?"

After shepherding him back to bed, Annie couldn't fall asleep. She'd caught Peter's anxiety, and couldn't shake it. 

When she finally dropped off, it was into a nightmare. She was at the zoo with Peter and Mickey. She turned her back on Mickey for just long enough to buy Peter cotton candy, and Mickey had disappeared. She searched wildly, screaming his name, asking strangers if they’d seen her little boy. Finally she found him behind a hedge, next to a water fountain, in the company of some unwashed, unsavory pervert, who kept turning the water on and off for Mickey’s amusement. No sooner had she grabbed Mickey’s hand in relief than she realized that Peter was now missing. She darted wildly from cage to cage, dragging a wailing Mickey, until finally she spotted him in the lion’s cage. Just as the dread and despondence grew unbearable, she wrenched herself free of the dream.

What she needed to do was child-proof the house and throw away any of Peter's toys that posed a threat. She wasn't going to push the stroller so close to the curb, or let Peter climb to the top of the jungle gym. 

Before she had kids, Annie used to worry about her own death, and tried to imagine what it would be like when she wasn't alive anymore. The nothingness, the lack of consciousness, the finiteness in contrast to the infinite nature of the universe, time, the numerical system... The idea that her life would not go on forever was deeply disturbing. It was like having a final day marked off on her calendar. This is the end, and after that, there will be nothing more to do, no more dinners to cook, no more books to read, no further glimpses of friends or family. Eternal rest sounded agonizingly boring. She had to know what was in store so that she could prepare. What could it be like not to go on? She had to do something to clear her mind, because if not death would replay itself again and again like a skipping record. And then motherhood had come along and cleared Annie's mind for her. And now the only time she worried excessively about her own mortality was when she boarded an airplane without her children. 

CHAPTER 10

A small manila package arrived in the mail. It looked suspicious to Annie, but it was not a bomb. Not in the literal sense. 

The contents revealed photocopies of what looked like every restaurant and movie review Arch Reinhold had ever written. I know your body of work, and now I'd like you to know mine. Let me know what you think. Arch.

Annie's nervous system was on overload. She wondered if her life had become more alarming or if she was just overreacting to the normal strains. Had her ovarian cyst unbalanced her hormones?

The phone rang, giving Annie an unpleasant jolt. She snatched it out of the cradle.

"I'm going to make you an offer you can't refuse."

"Who is this?"

"Arch."

"Oh, hello, Arch. No more work please. Two reviews a month, you promised. I still have to get to A day in the Life this week and review that."

"This isn't work. It's play. You're coming with me to the premiere of Bicycle Thieves, it's been remastered, and I hear it's brilliant."

"Let me check my calendar and I'll get back to you. When is it?"

"This Thursday at seven. I'll hold while you check."

Annie paused and searched her brain. "No good. Jack's mother's coming for dinner."

"Then we'll just have to do the Wednesday afternoon screening.”

Nope, still won't work, I have to shoot myself in the head. "Let me get back to you."



She would have loved to go to the movie with Jack. He loved Di Sica. Annie did too, but she didn't relish the idea of sitting next to Arch in the dark for two hours. Why did they always have to go someplace dark? Annie was not a nocturnal person.

Theoretically, darkness should have meshed with her lifelong desire to remain anonymous. She envied how immune "anonymous" was to criticism and pain. Anonymous could never really be in or out of favor. Other critics and writers Annie knew longed for fame, but Annie feared it, preferring to remain invisible and therefore safe. Jack often teased Annie about this position of hers, contending that it wasn't a sign of modesty, but an indication of vainglory. Think of how much anonymous has donated and created over several lifetimes. When you were really big, you didn't need your name bandied about; you were big enough to be anonymous. 

CHAPTER 11

"You're a good candidate for eye surgery," Annie's ophthalmologist commented, as he held a small green light one millimeter from her pupil.

"Is there something wrong with my eyes?"

He rolled back on his ergonomically correct chair and made a note on her chart. “No, but you could have your myopia surgically corrected; you wouldn't need to wear contact lenses."

"Ever since the opening scene of Un Chien Andalou I've been opposed to having my eye cut open."

"I’m not following you."

"It's a film. There's a close-up of an eye being slit open, and this little drop of fluid comes out. It's horrifying. I've never been able to get it out of my head."

"This is done with laser. There's nothing to be squeamish about. You should also know that you're just as likely to get an infection from wearing contact lenses as you are from eye surgery."

"Is there any reason I can't go on wearing contact lenses?"

"No."

"Then that's what I'll do." 

Annie suddenly remembered an article she'd read about a connection between the way someone’s pupils dilate and Alzheimer's disease; researchers had discovered the association by accident, during the course of a study. "Oh, by the way, before I go, any signs of Alzheimer's Disease?"

"I’m an ophthalmologist, not a neurologist. What makes you ask?"

"My father has it, and it started as a visual thing. The strange thing is, he has 20/20 vision. How does his doctor know that, if his brain can't identify objects and symbols?"

"I'm sure there are some letters and pictures he can recognize."

Annie thought it best not to take up anymore of his time by elaborating. She thanked him and left the mystery unsolved.

Without realizing, Annie had made a brilliant decision by scheduling her eye doctor on the same day as Bicycle Thieves screening. The drops that caused her pupils to dilate made any bright light, such as sunshine or even the glare of her computer screen, blinding. Sitting in a dark movie theater--even if it was next to Arch—would be the perfect antidote. 

How she'd squirmed to get out of it, but he'd caught her like a fish on a line.  The more she struggled, the tighter he held onto the rod and the deeper the hook penetrated.

In the theater lobby, Annie paused in front of the snack concession. Whenever she went to the movies and wasn’t working, she treated herself to popcorn, a luxury she could not afford when she was scribbling notes in the dark.

Arch ambled over, film passes in hand, just as she was about to order.

"What'll you have? My treat," Annie said to Arch.

"What are you having?"

"Buttered popcorn. Same for you?"

"Never touch the stuff. Gets stuck in my bridgework."

"Want anything else?"

"No, I’m set."

The old-fashioned opening credits flashed on the screen. The familiar black background and white italics signified Italian neorealist film and filled Annie with a pleasant nostalgia. She was glad she'd come to the movie; it had been too long since she'd seen Bicycle Thieves; it was something she once swore she would watch annually. And, then, before the first image could materialize, the eye appeared, filling the screen, the straight-edged razor, as menacing an implement as she could think of, scoring the membrane, the teardrop of agony eking out. She squeezed her eyes shut, but the image was indelible. 

A faint, mouselike rustle in her popcorn called Annie to attention. It was Arch's hand plucking a few kernels. Invaded and incensed, Annie thought, he just said he didn't eat popcorn. It’s bad enough having a stranger eat off of your plate, but eating out of my lap is a violation. If he does it again, I’m throwing it out. 

Fortunately, Arch laid off the popcorn, but he did something almost more annoying. He studied her reactions to the movie. Annie wished that she lacked peripheral vision. 

If only she could be Mickey. Divinely happy, with a soft if scruffy blankie up against one cheek and a contraband marble in the other. Why didn't Mickey suck his thumb, wondered Annie. It would solve all of his oral needs benignly.

As they ducked out of the movie theater, Arch suggested a kir at the corner bistro.

"Gotta run, Arch. Thanks for the movie."

"Annie, did you get a chance to read the reviews I sent you?"

"No, but soon."

"I'll call you next week to see what you thought."

Annie stopped answering her phone. 

While she was waiting for the street car, she told herself she’d have to answer Arch’s calls eventually. Letting her answering machine screen her calls wasn’t something she would ordinarily do, but she found it difficult to strike the right chord with him.  He already left one message on her machine.  But Annie was an alarmist. And once she became alarmed, it was difficult for her to behave naturally. If she could just take charge of the situation instead of reverting to this anxious persona, she would be able to get out of this predicament instead of exacerbating it. 

Someone tapped her on the shoulder. Annie was so thoroughly on edge that even a pedestrian asking directions startled her. It was a man too carefully groomed, his gray-blond hair plastered in place with some sort of hair oil, his person freshly anointed with powerful aftershave that smelled like Brut, who Annie realized, with sickening resignation, was Arch. What was he doing at her MTA stop, she wondered.

"What brings you to this neighborhood?"

"I had to drop something off at McCaffrey & Doyle."

"Oh."

"What a funny coincidence. I've missed you."

Although she was usually never at a loss for words, Annie couldn't summon up even a syllable. Her face must have registered her panic.

"Aren't we friends anymore?" he asked, forlorn.

Metal wheels screeched down the track, and the streetcar pulled up in a shower of sparks. “I’ve gotta run.” Annie stepped up into the car and collapsed into a plastic seat. Her mind raced. Could Arch be stalking her? Was she overreacting? By the time she finished running her errands, she had calmed down but the fact that she had gotten so worked up the first place, bothered her. What if she hadn’t remembered just in the nick of time to pick up Mickey at the sitter’s? How could she get so lost in her thoughts?

Her back ached with stress and cried out for a long, hot soak. She ran a bubble bath and tried to convince Mickey to get in with her, which would solve many logistical problems and clean him for however brief a period. Mickey could contentedly play with his toys in the bubbles and Annie wouldn't have to worry about him escaping from the bathroom. 

Mickey squealed in protest when she tried to undress him. "No bath," he cried.   

"But Mommy's taking a bath. Doesn't Mickey want to take a bubble bath with Mommy?" 

"No!"


As Annie argued with Mickey, she peeled off her clothing and stepped into the water.

"Mickey give Mommy a bath," he said, rubbing bubbles over her shoulder. He scooped foamy water and patted it tenderly on her arm. Having this little person that she took care of so earnestly return the favor almost brought her to tears. 

He went over to his bath toys, sorting through the large net bag, and came up with a red plastic bucket. After filling it with soapy water, he dumped it over her shoulder, but his aim was a little shaky and most of it splashed on the floor.

"It's okay, Mickey. Just let me rinse off and I'll wipe it up."

It would be easy for Annie to ignore him if he weren't one of the most important arts editors in Boston and perhaps the only person who could offer her the kind of assignments and hours she wanted. Would she have to give up her career twice in the same year? As important as reviewing film was to her identity, the anxiety she felt about his intentions erased any potential benefits. And even if his interest was totally innocent, it didn't mean she wanted this relationship forced on her. 



Just as she fell off to sleep that night, at her most vulnerable and relaxed, she started to worry. "Jack?"

"I'm sleeping."

"You're not. The basketball game is on."

"Who's winning?" he inquired, his eyes still closed.

"Not the Celtics."

Jack extinguished the TV with the remote control.

"Arch Reinhold is bothering me; I'm thinking about quitting."

“So soon?” If he hadn’t been half-asleep he might have laughed. “Have you even handed anything in to him yet? Maybe he’ll fire you once he reads your stuff.”

“I already handed in my first assignment, wise guy.” "Annie, don’t be so weak. You'll never get a job like this again. Remember how unhappy you were after you left the Globe? Give it some time; it’s only been a couple of weeks."

"I don't want to quit, but he's getting on my nerves."

"Annie, you have to learn how to deal with all kinds of people. You can't just give up because something is making you anxious. What if you had to support yourself?"

"But that's not my situation. I kind of feel like he's stalking me. Maybe that's an exaggeration, but there's something about his behavior I don’t like."

"I think he's probably just a little odd. Give it time. You set the tone. Keep a polite distance. Avoid lunch. He'll get the message."

"He should have gotten the message already. He's either ignoring the message or trying to win me over--either way I don't like it.”

Now that she thought of it, his interest had seemed excessive right from the start. Real affection formed gradually. 

Jack put his arms around her and fell asleep like a sentry shirking guard duty. She gazed lovingly at his features in repose, the barest smile still on his lips. She sheepishly remembered that she had promised him many weeks ago to try to stop worrying but had totally forgotten. She resolved to try harder.



CHAPTER 12

It was breezy when Annie and Mickey left to pick Peter up at school. She grabbed Peter's sweater on her way out the door, but knew she'd need to get a court order to get it on him.

Although Annie had lived in Brookhaven for a while now, she still felt like an outsider, even a tourist. In her mind's vocabulary she referred to her neighbors as "the natives." Their lawns were an exotic form of flora that required copious grooming, feeding and watering. Every house on the street looked as if it were on life support at any given moment. Landscapers, painters, contractors and carpenters triaged the neighborhood. Most houses had a truck or two parked in front, some outfitted with power washers, others with propane tanks and hoses She looked at the huge wood chipper parked at her next door neighbors’, chewing up their trees and spitting them out. Processed trees and processed cheese, she thought.


As she walked along, Mickey regaled her from his stroller with a running commentary on everything they passed, which made Annie joyous in a way that the cool, sunny weather could only begin to. Other people might be exhilarated by the lush greenery and bursting flowers, and those things were well and good, thought Annie, but Mickey’s funny questions and enthusiastic declarations uplifted her the way a gospel choir uplifted a congregation.

"What that is?" Mickey asked, pointing at a garbage truck.

"Garbage."

How keen Peter's sense of smell had been when he was a baby. They used to call him Hannibal Lechter. She had tried to teach Peter not to comment on every scent that came his way because, at times, it could be embarrassing. If they were alone in an elevator, and someone else got in, Peter might announce, "I smell something." Those were the words she'd come to dread. Surely they would be followed by, "I smell something yucky."

"Doggie, doggie," yelled Mickey. "See doggie!"

"The doggie's busy, Mickey," Annie said, strolling past a terrier in the process of relieving itself.

"Poopoo! Touch poopoo."

"We don't touch dog poopoo."

"Touch poopoo! Touch poopoo," Mickey begged as they strolled out of range.

Mickey kept turning his head to look at the sun hanging in the sky. Each time the sun disappeared behind a cloud, he did a little double-take and shrieked, “Gone!”  When it reappeared, he’d exclaim, “Here it is!” Then, when the next cloud came, “Gone!”  Then, “Here it is!”

As they turned the corner, Mickey craned his neck to catch another glimpse of the sun. “The sun is coming with us.”

“The sun isn’t really following us. It just looks like it is.”

“Here it comes!” 

Now that Mickey was finally talking, he had stock answers for everything. The answer to any question that began with "when" was Thursday. When was your diaper changed? Thursday. When did you wake up? Thursday. The answer to any question regarding color was green--whether the object in question was a banana or a hamster, Mickey would insist it was green. The answer to any question about numbers was invariably two. If Annie asked him how many cookies he wanted, he'd say two. He could have said ten, he certainly would have wanted ten, but he stuck to two as if it were the icon for all numbers. 

Did he do this for effect or because he just didn't get it? Annie wanted to find out just how narrow his understanding of the world was. Did all color look the same to him? It wasn't possible that he couldn't learn the words red, blue, and yellow. After all, he'd learned at least 300 other words and could recognize and understand thousands more. Annie wished that she were clever enough to devise an experiment that would determine the answer to this puzzle. She was curious but lazy, a difficult combination.

Annie and Mickey passed by the yellow buses in the school parking lot, and arrived at the front entrance. Inside, dismissal was in full swing, and the lobby was as frenetic as a train station during rush hour.  Peter and his best friend Jason were rough housing as they spilled out the front doors, practically ripping each other's shirts off. Still, Peter spotted his mother right away and came running over. As she kissed him, she tried to surreptitiously slip one arm into his sweater.


"I don't want to wear that stinky butt sweater," he said, throwing it back at her.

"That certainly is an attractive way you have of expressing yourself."

"Why can't you talk like the other mothers?"

"I like your mom. She's nice," said Jason.

"That's because you don't know me very well. Sometimes I yell."

"Only when you're mad," said Peter, who could be sweetly loyal.

"Put on that sweater or now is going to be one of those times."

Annie was walking the boys over to Jason's house. His mother, who also worked part-time, had agreed to watch the kids for a couple of hours while Annie ran into Boston for a screening. 

As Jason and Peter dodged each other around the stroller, Mickey looked on in what could only be frustration. 

"Mom, did you bring me something to eat?"

"Jason's mom will have a snack for you guys."

"But I want something now. I'm starved to death."

"What death is?" Mickey implored.

Annie did not have a prepared answer, and even Peter let the question slide, choosing instead to make unsavory gagging noises.

As Annie thanked her friend, she quickly checked her watch. She kissed the boys goodbye and bolted home to get her car. Afternoons were the hardest time for her to get away.  How she missed her old babysitter Dahlia who’d started working for the family when Peter was born.  When Annie quit her job at the Globe, she had no need for full-time childcare and no income with which to pay for it. Dahlia found a live-in position with a large family in Cambridge, and Annie felt a pang of envy every time she thought of the lucky brood who were now under her wing. 

Dahlia had cared for Peter and Mickey with breath-taking precision and grace. When she had worked fulltime, Annie often pined for her children, but she comforted herself with the idea that they were getting the best of both worlds. 

Why had Annie been so driven to quit her job? Plenty of people weren’t as sharp as they used to be. Why was she so bothered by making a fool of herself? It wasn’t as if she’d burnished a particularly shiny image to begin with. 

Even though Dahlia now worked for another family, she offered on several occasions to baby-sit for Peter and Mickey if Annie and Jack ever wanted to get away. Dahlia got two weeks off a year, and said she would welcome the chance to spend time with the boys. It was a tempting offer, especially since her sons looked forward to seeing Dahlia and only were able to visit with her occasionally. 

As she took her seat at the back of the theater, Annie imagined surprising Jack with a tenth anniversary trip to Venice, where they’d spent their honeymoon.  The best thing about a fantasy was that it was stress-free and free-of-charge. They hadn’t done any traveling since Annie gave up her job at The Globe.  The absence of a nanny and the occasional press trip made traveling almost impossible for them. Jack frequently grumbled about this. 

CHAPTER 13

In the last several weeks Mickey’s vocabulary had exploded. As a baby Peter had spoken early and his verbal skills had increased gradually. She had expected Mickey’s speech to develop in the same fashion, but his language progressed in fits and spurts. And, then, almost overnight, he was speaking in sentences. 
In September, Mickey would be starting pre-school. Not only was this a milestone in his life, it was a milestone in Annie’s. It meant she could work without relying as much on babysitters and precision-timed play dates. 

This was one of those days when Annie had required the services of a high school girl from the neighborhood to watch the kids while she ran into Boston for a meeting with Arch. He wanted to expand Boston Magazine’s film coverage and asked Annie to present some ideas. She thought it would be the perfect opportunity to bring up the Venice Film Festival. She was planning on taking Jack for their anniversary and, as long as she was there, she wouldn’t mind getting an assignment. 

But first she was going to have to clear the air. Annie wasn’t quite sure of what Arch’s intentions were, but she needed to set some limits with him. The tricky part would be indicating that she wasn’t interested in any hanky panky without implying that he was. 

Arch’s assistant showed Annie to his office and returned to her desk in the bullpen. Arch rose and came around his desk to greet her. She knew she had to speak up before she lost her composure. And if he managed to kiss her or do anything else inappropriate, instead of expressing herself reasonably, she’d just start spewing nervous blather. 

As he loomed uncomfortably close, she took a deep breath and began, “Arch, I see you as my boss.” She stepped back and bumped into the guest chair. “And I can’t be kissing my boss hello and goodbye because it feels awkward to me.”

It was difficult for her to read him as he gestured for her to sit down and returned to the chair behind his desk. 

“We’re more like colleagues,” Arch countered. “It’s certainly the kind of relationship where one could mix business and pleasure.”

“But you’re first and foremost my boss. You assign to me.”

“I really don’t see a conflict. Friendships invariably form when people work together. I thought we were friends—“

“We are, but it would be weird if we were overly familiar.”

“It’s not as if we work in a corporate culture. This is a magazine after all.”

The longer this discussion continued, the more likely she was to put her foot in her mouth. She’d made her point, and it was time to change the subject to one that might placate him. 

“I finally got a chance to read your reviews. That Norwich piece was very interesting. I’m just curious; did you interview him over the phone or in person?”

“I met with him. He was very guarded at first, but after we talked about his mother’s illness, he opened up.”

“Well, you really captured a different side of him than I’ve ever seen.”

“Did you read my review of his first movie?”

She hadn’t had time to read all 200 pages he’d sent her, but had skimmed the whole pile. The Abolitionist review was one that she remembered disliking. “Oh, yeah, I had a different feeling about that movie than you did.”

“In what respect?”

“His motivation,” she replied, “but let’s save that for another time. I’ve only got an hour, and I want to make sure we get to everything you wanted to meet with me about,” she said, taking her notes out of her bag.

He swiveled his chair to face his monitor and clicked on a file and then turned to her. 

“Coming Attractions,” she began. “Big Fall story on the most anticipated autumn and holiday releases. I’m headed to the Venice Film Festival, so I’m going to be in a position to see a lot of these movies. Plus, I can try to get interviews with any of the stars or directors you want me to cover.”

“Are you going for another publication?” he asked uneasily.

“No, I’m going for myself really. I wasn’t thinking about pitching it to anyone else… unless you don’t want it.”

“No, I’m interested. Cover any of the films that you think will be pertinent to the article.”

“OK, great,” she said, still scribbling. ”And what about a story on that new animation studio on Exeter St.? They’re aiming to give Pixar a run for their money. I met one of the partners; he’s a very colorful character.”

“You don’t think they’re too obscure?”

“Not at all. They’re working on a big budget animated feature about fireflies voiced by Whoopie Goldberg and Michael Caine. It’s supposed to be magical.”

“OK, good, what else do you have?”

“A profile of Dean McNair. Local boy makes good. Grew up in a tough South Boston neighborhood. Had a string of character roles and, boom, he’s directing, practically overnight. This guy must be more than street smart.”

“Nah, I don’t really care for the guy. If he hits big with this next movie, maybe then we’ll do something. Got anything else?”

“Best of the indies. There are a lot of interesting films coming out this fall. The piece would include a synopsis of each, notable cast members, who the directors are, budget, etcetera…”

“That’ll work,” said Arch. “And then that’s it. We’ll be lucky to get the pages we need for that.”


As Annie was gathering her belongings, Arch said, “That was very productive. You’ve got a good editorial mind. Some writers don’t. I’m impressed!”

When she left, Arch made no attempt to kiss her, and he didn’t suggest a lunch date. Annie had anticipated that she might seem less valuable if she discouraged his advances, but he had just gone out of his way to compliment her. 

Annie was beaming by the time she got home. She hummed tunelessly while she formed parmesan meatballs for dinner and dug out her favorite iron candlesticks to brighten the dining room table. 

As Annie bustled into the kitchen, she noticed that one of the Italian language stickers she had plastered on her cabinets had curled and she paused to fix it. 

“Colino,” she chanted with an exaggerated lilt that she hoped sounded vaguely Italian.

All of her kitchen cabinets were labeled in Italian, but not in honor of the upcoming trip to Venice. When the family moved into their home in Brookhaven, Annie found herself browsing at local bookstore instead of Home Depot. She’d come across sheets of foreign language stickers, so instead of lining the cabinets with shelf paper, she had plastered labels all over the kitchen. She thought this might be a good way to teach her children a second language.
It was true, they couldn’t yet read, but one day they would be able to; Peter was well on his way. For now, Annie worked on her own meager language skills, although she didn’t know when she’d have the occasion to use the Italian word for strainer. 
 “Something smells good,” Jack called out as he came through the door.
“I’m sauteing meatballs.”
“Where are the kids?” Jack asked as he put down his briefcase.
“Hard to believe but they’re playing together and I haven’t heard a peep in fifteen minutes. I hope they’re still breathing.”
Suddenly, the companionable silence upstairs was broken with a whine and a threat. 

“I want it back,” wailed Mickey. “Give it to me!”

“Too bad. A bet is a bet.”

Annie trudged up the stairs.  “What is going on?”

“He took all my money,” Mickey said tearfully.

“You shouldn’t have bet with me if you didn’t want to lose.”

“Peter, he’s much younger than you. Is there any sport in making unfair bets with him.”

“This isn’t a sport. I’m trying to win. He’s the perfect person to bet with. I just wish he had more money.”

“And, you, Mickey, haven’t you learned your lesson yet? How many times do you have to lose before you learn not to do it?”

Annie took the money from Peter. “I’ll take that. That way both of you will learn a lesson.”

Annie wondered if you had to be over 18 to join gamblers anonymous. Peter must have inherited the gene for compulsive gambling. He bet on everything from what time the babysitter would arrive to what baseball team would win. Annie could still remember first grade parents’ night. There was a bulletin board with a bold magic-marker heading: What I want to be when I grow up? Most of the kids had said they wanted to be doctors, teachers, fire fighters, and there was one budding investment banker. But Peter had other ideas: “When I grow up I want to be a bookie because I’m good at math and it’s an easy way to make money. Most of all, nothing is more fun than winning.”

CHAPTER 14

         
As their plane taxied for takeoff, Annie felt giddy with anticipation. She passed Jack a press release on one of the films they would be seeing at the Venice Film Festival.

 The city lights receded into darkness as the plane climbed into the sky. They chatted about a new trattoria in Dorsoduro. Annie had spent weeks researching the city’s restaurants, but once they got to Venice, she knew that she and Jack would wander the streets until someplace drew them in. They would stroll through every neighborhood, taking note of each charming canal-side terrace and any intriguing menu. Annie always thought if she hadn’t become a film critic, she would have been a restaurant reviewer. She was fascinated by each component that went into creating a successful kitchen and dining room.

They shared a split of red wine and perused the list of exhibitions from “In Venice Today.”

“Tiziano and the sensuality of painting at the Accademia,” read Jack. 

“I definitely want to see that. And what about Sargent in Venice at the Correr?”

“I want to go to the Correr anyway.”

She took Jack’s hand in hers and thought of how long it had been since they’d indulged in this simple pleasure. She so rarely had a hand free. Usually she was holding Peter or Mickey’s hand, pushing a stroller, or carrying groceries. 

The night passed quickly, and dawn was licking the edges of the indigo sky just as she was growing restless. The lights flickered on in the cabin, and the captain announced that they would be landing at Marco Polo in one hour. The acrid smell of airplane coffee filled the air, and Annie craned her neck to see what was coming on the breakfast cart. Jack continued to doze while she nibbled on a stale croissant and peered out the window. Before long, the beautiful mosaic of canals swam into view and then, finally, the runway.

There was something Annie found thrilling about foreign language airport announcements. She strained to make out what was being said as she shuffled along to the baggage carousel. 

They groggily gathered their luggage and headed toward the exit. Jack paused to study a poster on the wall of a teak water taxi gleaming in the sunshine. “What do you think?” Jack asked. “Should we splurge?” 

“Definitely.”

 The wind whipped their hair as they careened over choppy swells, early-morning light washing the canal with flecks of gold. Passing the burnished domes, striped mooring poles and black lacquered gondolas, Annie felt as if she were seeing Venice for the first time. She inhaled the sharp, briny aroma of the canal and the scent of Jack’s cologne. His arm around her waist had a steadying and exciting presence. She was relishing the feeling of being alone with him on an adventure. She almost felt like singing, but these were not feelings she would express.
As they kissed, she felt that little skip of her heart. “That’s quite an impressive stubble you managed to cultivate between Boston and Venice.”
“Maybe I’ll grow a beard.”
“I see myself married to a clean-shaven man.” 

“Let’s say I’m not your husband.” He gave her a little squeeze.

 “Let’s say you’re not,” she merrily agreed. “I’ve been married to the same guy for ten years, and I don’t want to startle him. But you don’t look like you’re easily startled.”

“There’s nothing you could do that would even raise my eyebrow.”

“We’ll see about that…”


As they pulled up to the Gritti’s private dock, their wake slapped the stone steps and spilled onto the walkway. A bellman appeared to claim their luggage. Jack jumped onto the dock and lifted Annie out of the boat. He tipped the boatman, scooped her up in his arms and headed toward the lobby.
“Save your energy, crazy man; you’re gonna need it,” she laughed.
“I’m reliving our honeymoon… and, god, you used to be much lighter.”
“You’re breaking the spell, darling.”

He chuckled. “Have I ever told you that you are more dutiful than the day I married you?”

“Oh, I highly doubt that.”
“We’re checking in,” Jack said with gusto. “Luckow. Jack Luckow. And my lovely bride,” he added, setting her on her feet. “I’m going to need a break if you want to make it over the threshold without being dropped on your head.”
“Welcome back, Mr. Luckow, Mrs. Luckow,” he said, glancing at the computer screen. “Your room is ready. May I have your passports and credit card?”

When they finished registering, the bellman returned with the luggage cart.
“After you, darling,” Jack said, with a sweep of his hand.
“Aren’t you going to carry me?”
“I was hoping you might carry me.”
“Forty Pounds is my limit.”

“How do you know?”

“Because that’s about how much Peter weighed when I stopped picking him up.
The bellman lead the way to the elevator, which took them to the third floor, and down the hallway to a corner room overlooking the Grand Canal. “This was our honeymoon room!” Annie exclaimed as the bellman opened the door for them. “It’s incredible that they keep track of these things. What a nice touch.” 

As soon as the Bellman left, they were in each other’s arms. “You want me to shave?” Jack offered. 

“Nah.”

“I feel kind of grimy. I’m just gonna clean up a little. I’ll only be a minute.” 


“It’s OK. Fill the tub. It’s one of those crazy-powerful European spigots. It’ll be full in three minutes.”

“But it’s a pain in the ass for me to wash my hair in the bath.”

“I’m going to do it for you. Just lie back and close your eyes.”

Jack and Annie didn’t leave the room again until that afternoon. They walked over to Vino Vino behind La Fenice for glasses of cold prosecco and baby octopus. Sitting outside at a small, round table, they planned their day. 

On the way back from the Peggy Guggenheim museum, they avoided the main squares and zigzagged through narrow alleyways and over jetties until they came upon a backwater canal, its embankment lined with overturned, glossy black gondolas. A craftsman was touching up the hull of one, while behind him in a sort of garage an older workman was building another. Annie and Jack paused to watch.
“Now, there’s a movie. An incredible opening shot,” she said, cropping the scene with her hands. “The story of a poetic gondoleer, who grows up brilliant and misplaced in the third generation of a gondola family. We observe the sibling rivalries, quirky customs, big family meals, the intricacies of the business, colorful little subplots courtesy of the tourists he ferries and his fellow oarsmen. One fateful day, his true love steps into his gondola, a new bride with her undeserving husband. Now that they are away together for the first time, she realizes that she has made a mistake...”

“I like it,” said Jack. “Why don’t you write it? I remember that great screenplay you did as a graduate school project. You could do this. And then you could become a consultant on the movie, and we could take the kids to Venice and live here for a couple of months.”

“You have quite an imagination.”

“You’ve got to dream. The greatest accomplishments are achieved by optimists.”

 “OK, I’m going to practice a little positive visualization right now,” Annie said. “I see Mickey chasing pigeons in Piazza San Marco, taking a quick dip in the Grand Canal…if only he could swim. And there’s Peter playing Roulette at the casino on the Lido. Looks pretty idyllic. Sign me up!”
They strolled along, arm in arm, weaving in and out of the sightseers and reached St. Marks Square at the stroke of five, just as the Moors emerged to clang the huge bronze bell in the Torre dell’Orologio. Pigeons filled the sky and Jack and Annie ducked into one of the arcades to window shop. 
“For so many years after seeing Don’t Look Now, I thought of Venice as a menacing place. It tainted my feelings for a city I love. It wasn’t until our honeymoon that the spell was broken.”
Once they arrived at Piazzetta dei Leoncini, they went into Venini to look at the glassware. Annie admired a paper-thin wine glass of such delicate proportions, a good, stiff breeze could have knocked it over. The stem was unimaginably graceful, and she was afraid to pick it up to find out the price.
“Quanto costa questo?” she asked the sales woman in her bad Italian.
“One hundred-nine Euros, madam.”
“Too much for me, but they are beautiful,” Annie said.

“We’ll take two, please,” said Jack. “Would you mind wrapping them for travel?”
“Jack, you’re crazy! They’ll be broken the first time we use them, if not before we get home.”
“I want to give you something that you love but would never buy for yourself.”
When the sales woman stepped into the back to wrap the glasses, Annie kissed her husband a little more ardently than she ordinarily would have in public. The stirring of love was as fierce as the first time she knew she loved him.

The films that week were the most impressive Annie had seen in a long time. There was a foreign-language feature set in Corsica that was so moving and original, she could not imagine how the 28-year-old filmmaker had conceived of it. Annie vowed to find out whether it was getting distribution in the United States and, if so, she would dedicate herself to convincing Arch that it had to be covered. 

She felt exhilarated all week. Aside from missing her boys from time to time, Annie felt pleasure from the time she woke up in the morning until she went to sleep. Every day, they took turns surprising each other with new experiences. Annie planned a private walking tour of Casanova’s life and times for Jack. He took Annie to the Santa Maria Gloriosa dei Frari to see Titian’s Madonna di Ca’ Pesaro.


“How beautiful,” Annie gasped.” How is it that I’ve never been here? Look at how beatific Titian’s Madonna is!”

“His wife served as the model for her. She died in childbirth not long after he completed the painting. And that over there is Titian’s tomb,” Jack said leading her to the carved sarcophagus. “He died of the plague in 1576.”

“How do you know all this off the top of your head?”

“I don’t. I crammed once I decided this is where I would take you.”

“I’m so impressed. I feel like such a loser, hiring a guide to do my dirty work,” she said. “It’s incredible how tragic and romantic their lives were.”

“Hungry? My tour continues…”

“Where we going?”

“Birraria la Corte for pizza.”

They sat outside on the square under a big red umbrella and shared a shaved parmesan and prosciutto pie and a bottle of Cabernet Franc. The afternoon was warm, and Annie felt a little drunk as they got up to leave.

“I don’t know if I can go back to Brookhaven. I like it so much here.”

Jack laughed and put his arm around her. “I gave you your ticket to a few months in Venice. The rest, I’m afraid, is up to you…”

“How I wish I could be a dreamer like you—and yet completely rooted in the real world. It’s a rare combination.”

“You can’t always play the odds,” Jack said. “Even if you only have a 25 percent shot at achieving something, if that something is your dream, how can you not try? What’s the down side?”

“Failing.”

“What’s so horrible about failing?”

“What if I’ve gotten financial backing from someone else? It would kill me if I lost someone else’s money?”

“Happens all the time. Risk your own money then.”

“I don’t have enough to risk, and if I did, that would bother me just as much because now I would be losing money that could go towards the kids’ college education or our retirement.”

“If you live too safe a life, it’s going to be awfully dull.”

“I have a very low threshold for excitement.”

“How about detouring by Rialto for a gelato—too risky for you?”

“Not if we share something. A straciatelli cone?”

“Make it chocolate and you’ve got yourself a deal.”

As they walked back to the hotel from Rialto, passing the cone back and forth, they commiserated over the realization that their trip would soon be ending. 

“Thank god I’m dying to see Peter and Mickey or I might slit my wrists before I let anyone drag me out of the Gritti and back to Brookhaven,” said Annie.

CHAPTER 15

Annie was wallowing in the ennui of her suburban existence. Before she moved to Brookhaven, she’d believed that the unexamined life was not worth living, but now that she was a suburban matron, she felt it was the examined life that was not worth living. She would never forget her first year in suburbia. The one payoff she’d been expecting was peace and quiet, but it was not to be. Instead of bird song and the whisper of wind, she was serenaded by a symphony of mowing and blowing, the air and noise pollution created by lawn mowers was surpassed only by the gas-powered blowers strapped to the backs of landscapers, who must by now surely be deaf and poisoned by the fumes. 

Trees were not things of beauty, but the cause of potential disaster and law suits. During their property inspection, Jack and Annie’s engineer was kind enough to let them know that they would have to take down at least twenty trees. Many were too close to their home, their branches forming convenient foot bridges for termites and rodents, and several others were sure to come crashing onto the house during the first good storm. “See that spruce over there, soon as you get some snow in its branches and a little wind, it’s going down on your neighbor’s car.”  

Annie signed off on its death warrant but the only pine to come crashing down that winter was her neighbors’, which obstructed her driveway for several days. Her neighbors obviously planned to look the other way since their driveway was in the clear. When Annie relented and called the tree removers, she was able to ambush her neighbor at the very moment the Environmental Tree Life truck pulled up. 

“Looks like your tree is now my tree,” Annie greeted him in what she thought was a cheery tone of voice as he got out of his car.

“You sure that’s my tree? Looks like it’s right on the property line.”

“Well, here’s where the surveyors staked the property line and it’s about four feet into your property.” How disingenuous, thought Annie. The guy must notice that his gardeners mow the lawn well past that stupid tree.

“Maybe you’re right. Bet it’s costing you a bundle to have it removed.”

“Would you like to chip in?”

“If you think that’s fair,” he grumbled skeptically.

What would be fair, Annie carped to herself, would be if you had the character to remove the tree yourself, you asshole.

“Your neighbor’s a piece of work,” laughed the tree remover as soon as he was out of earshot.

“Really? I was thinking piece of shit,” Annie said. “Is that tree my responsibility or his? I mean I’m willing to share it, but I’d like to know what the laws of the suburbs are for future reference.”

“Oh, the person who owns the tree removes it.”

As she wrote out the check to Environmental Tree Life, Annie couldn’t help wondering if their business wasn’t really more about death than life. Aren’t these guys really nature’s undertakers? After all, they’re not planting, they’re reaping. 

Neighbors and nature weren’t Annie’s only problems. Driving provided another major obstacle. Before Annie moved to Brookhaven, she had little experience driving a car, unless you counted moving the Chevy from one side of the street to the other to avoid parking tickets.  

Annie knew that, like coloring, when driving it was best to stay between the lines, but this was difficult for her to do, she was so riveted by passing bumper stickers. Plastering these things on your car, she thought, was like an extreme form of wearing your heart on your sleeve. Advertising of the soul. Why did people feel compelled to air their political views and family information on their cars?

Annie could have gone on and on with her litany of suburban complaints, but Jack interrupted her daydream. “Annie, when are you going back to the doctor?”

“God, I almost forgot. In a few weeks. She’s going to do an ultrasound to see if the cyst is going away or has to be removed.”

They were sitting outside at Starbuck’s, the halfway point in their weekly bike ride. The bike path had started out as a family outing, and Jack had dedicated himself to teaching Peter how to pedal a two-wheeler as soon as they left the city. When Peter seemed ready for the big time, they bought him a bike with gears and invested in a child bike seat for Mickey.  

The first trip, Peter pedaled so slowly, they barely made it out of the parking lot. It took great effort for him to get going, and they soon discovered that this was because he kept clicking into the highest gear. Once that obstacle was overcome, Peter pedaled furiously for several miles, while Annie continually called out, to no avail, that it was time for him to take a rest. At two miles, Jack insisted they stop, much to Peter’s dismay. 

No sooner had they turned around, when Peter declared, “I’m too tired to ride anymore. Get the car.”

“We can’t get the car,” Jack said. “This is a bike path. Cars aren’t allowed.” 

After intensive negotiations, Jack pedaled back to the car and drove it to a point where the road intersected the bike path about a quarter mile from where Peter had given up.

The next time they went biking, Peter refused to go, so they took only Mickey. The speed made him practically delirious. As they flew by trees, bushes and babbling brooks, Mickey grinned wildly, crying out, “Faster, faster!”

They were on their way back, about five miles from the parking lot, when the sky suddenly darkened. At first, Annie assumed the day was drawing to a close a little earlier than usual, since rain was not in the forecast. But then a crack of thunder erupted so near, it sounded like a tree was falling. The sky opened and out of it poured huge, painful raindrops. Mickey shrieked, and this time it was not with glee. Jack and Annie were unused to seeing fear in Mickey’s eyes, since he was generally game for anything. But as the rain pelted them and the lightening cracked in long, menacing bolts, Mickey became soaked and cried inconsolably. There was no place to take shelter, so they pushed on, calling out to him what they thought were soothing words.

He continued to wail. He wailed after they put him in the car, and the whole way home, wrapped in an old blanket they kept in the trunk. Mickey looked at them with suspicion for the rest of the day and whenever, in the weeks following, they suggested another bike ride.

“Mickey, I promise you, it won’t rain or thunder. Sunny skies are predicted for the next few days.”

This entreaty was always answered with an angry shake of the head.  So it was that Jack and Annie made these expeditions alone.

As Annie sipped her iced latte, she returned to a cherished theme. “I don’t understand why some people think it’s perfectly acceptable to ride three abreast on a narrow, two-way bike path. Where do they expect the oncoming cyclists to ride?”

“They don’t think about it.”

“It shows a lack of consideration.”

“Well, not everyone is considerate. It’s like being on the road; there are bound to be good drivers and bad.”

“If these people were in a car instead of on a bike, do you mean to tell me they’d feel perfectly free to drive into the oncoming traffic?”

“For most people the bike path is a form of relaxation.”


“Well, these few spoilers are interfering with my relaxation. Why should I have to swerve off the path and risk falling, just so they can ride on the wrong side? What would they do, if I held my ground and kept heading towards them?”

“Why don’t you try it and find out?”

“Why don’t you?”

“Because it doesn’t bother me. I’m happy to move out of their way.”

“OK, can it, Dahli Lama.”

It wasn’t that Annie didn’t view her glass as half full– she did– of hemlock. At least, that was the air she liked to project.  Jack viewed his glass as half full of Chateau Lafite. At least that was the air he liked to project.

Secretly, Annie thought of herself as fortunate. Now and again, her wine would turn to vinegar before she had a chance to finish it, but soon enough her glass would be refilled with something spectacular. She enumerated the things she had to be thankful for on a daily basis, but this was never to be said aloud which would only jinx her fate. 

Certain things should be uttered as little as possible, and I love you was one of those things. Whenever Annie overheard people talking on their cell phones in public, invariably signing off with a perfunctory “I love you,” she was fascinated. She felt sure that she loved her husband just as much as any of these people–in fact, she thought she loved him more–yet she felt no urge to inform or remind him of this. And certainly not in public. 

She asked her friends how often they expressed their love to their spouses and kids, and the answer was alarming. When they got up the morning, when they went to sleep at night. When they parted. When they’d quarreled… One of her neighbors called out, I love you, every time her daughter got on the school bus. Peter never would have tolerated this, and she felt sure that Mickey, once he was old enough, would not either.  

Annie was a romanticist. She liked it when Jack professed his love for her during a moment of passion. It was the perfect example of saying something in context. Usually when strangers said, I love you, over their cell phones, it was out of context: “OK, I’ll be home at 6:20. What’s for dinner?… Again?… OK, love you, bye.” It sounded mechanical and a little disingenuous after complaining about dinner. If you loved that person so much, you wouldn’t care about the lousy chicken, or so Annie liked to think. 

But perhaps she should be telling her kids that she loved them more regularly. And, yet, the more dominant side of her insisted that actions spoke louder than words. If she behaved as if she loved them, they would feel loved, and there would be no need to say it.


Almost immediately, Annie thought of various exceptions to this rule. As she looked up and caught Jack’s eye, she felt a familiar surge of what she liked to think of as love. Tenderness, comfort, excitement. She always felt engaged by him and thought it ironic that people got engaged to be married, but far too many disengaged once they were married. She couldn’t imagine disengaging from Jack; she’d be lost.

“I was just thinking of how bereft I’m going to feel if we ever get to the point where we don’t make love anymore.”

“That’s very funny. The way you just looked at me, I thought sure you were thinking about having sex,” Jack said. “Turns out you were thinking about never having sex again.”

“I was thinking about sex for a split second there, and that lead me to think about how I rely on it too much, not just for physical gratification but to feel loved or to renew my bond with you. So if it goes away, what takes its place?”

“Early bird supper?”

“I mean it.”

“Boredom? Dissatisfaction? Apathy? Disgust?”

“So if you don’t want it anymore or are unable to do it, how do you get the benefits you used to get from sex?”

“You just move on to other things. If someone loses their leg, they find a way to live without it. If a loved one dies, you find a way to go on. This seems far less serious to me. Why anticipate negative outcomes that might never occur?”

“Because some of my older friends have said that they have either lost their interest in sex or they just plain don’t enjoy it anymore. And I always thought, that won’t happen to me, but why shouldn’t it happen to me. I’m no different than anyone else.”

“Everyone is different. Why don’t you let the future unfold? You’re wasting your time, and you’re interfering with your enjoyment and, might I add, mine.”

“I’d say about 75 percent of the time when you say you love me, it’s during sex. If we don’t have sex, how will I know you love me?”

“Because I love you continuously. Has there ever been a moment when you felt that I didn’t love you?” Jack asked. “Maybe it would be in your best interest if we had sex everyday; then you would feel very, very loved.”

“Always thinking of me. That’s what I like about you.” 

Annie couldn’t imagine being married to herself. It would be like going to a party with someone who wasn’t having a good time. She once had a boy friend who was very moody, and when she herself was in a bad mood, this compounded the unpleasantness, and when she was in a good mood, it dampened it considerably. And here she was playing this role in her own marriage. Wasn’t that worse than riding on the wrong side of the bike path? Annie only had to put up with those anarchists for a few moments a week, while Jack was stuck with her indefinitely. 

And yet, he seemed to enjoy spending time with her and went out of his way to do so. Annie might even say that Jack found her amusing. Irritating at times, but generally amusing. And why was that? It really had little to do with Annie’s charm, which wasn’t apparent to the naked eye. It had to do with his demeanor. Jack’s perception was bathed in golden light. He wasn’t a Pollyanna or a fool, but his point of view always incorporated giving the benefit of the doubt and was just generally upbeat. 

Annie decided that she should try expressing her love to him more often and, more importantly, to her children. She wanted to wait for just the right time to convey this message but then realized that waiting for the right moment was what had been the problem all along.

As Jack lifted her Raleigh off the bike rack to put it away, she felt the usual rush of gratitude for how completely he took care of her, followed by self-rebuke: Annie, what would happen if you ever had to start taking care of yourself, you coddled, helpless lump? What happened to your feminist instincts? As soon as the bike touched the ground, she put her arms around him. “Have I ever told you I love you?”

He put down the kickstand. “This is the first I’m hearing of it.” 

“I’ll finish doing the bikes,” she offered.

“I got it,” he said, moving to kiss her. “C’mere.”

After a few seconds, she withdrew her lips. “Is this going to go into the 75 percent column?” 

“If you’re lucky,” he said, leading her into the garage.

“Where do you think we’re going? We have two children and a teen-age babysitter inside.”

“I dunno. The backseat of my car?”

“Don’t you think we’re a little over the age limit where that would be considered acceptable behavior?”

“Exactly.”

“You’re going to wish you’d had that vasectomy.”

That night, as Annie drew Mickey’s bath, she decided to try out the new leaf she’d just turned over. Mickey’s ears were not that sophisticated, so perhaps her attempt at verbalizing her love wouldn’t fall too flat. 

She was shampooing his hair, when he said as usual, “Don’t get soap in my eyes!”

“Do I ever get soap in your eyes?”

“Maybe.”

“Maybe?! Maybe?! Never. I love you too much to get soap in your eyes.” 

Already there was a mis-step. Just come out and say it, don’t tie it to the shampoo.

“If you get soap in my eyes, it means you don’t love me?”

“No, silly, that isn’t what I meant at all. I mean that I love you so much, I would try not to do anything that would hurt you.”

“You let the doctor give me a shot.”

“That’s right. You get a little stick so that you will never get any bad illnesses which would hurt you far more than a little shot.”

“You hurt me when I wrote all over myself.”

“Well, Mickey, that was unavoidable. Sharpie is difficult to remove. It’s indelible–do you know what that means? I had to scrub very hard. But leaving it on your skin wouldn’t be good for you.”

“Why?”

“I’m sure there’s some chemical in indelible ink that’s unhealthy.”

At this point his hair was rinsed, and it was time to get dinner started. She grabbed his towel and scooped him up out of the tub. If there was anything cuter than a little boy wrapped in a towel, his face shiny and hair slicked back, she didn’t know what it was.

“Remember, I love you,” she tried out again. To which, he made no response. 

If she had expressed her love more regularly, he would probably say I love you back. Maybe she had impeded his emotional development by not modeling the expression of love for him. 

After she dressed Mickey, Annie got busy in the kitchen. “Peter,” she called. “Would you come here and set the table please?”

“Do I have to?”

“Yes. It’s your responsibility.”

“How come Mickey doesn’t have any responsibilities?”

“He will. You never helped out until you were six.”

“I hope you’re not going to wait until Mickey’s six. That’s too long.”

After he finished banging down four plates, putting the forks and spoons on the left and the knife on the right, he scattered a handful of napkins in the center. Peter knew how to set the table properly and Annie recognized that he was just rebelling, but instead of straightening him out, as she might ordinarily, she decided to spread the love.

“Come here, Peter,” she called as he started to leave. 

“I’m done.”

“I know. I want to give you a kiss.”

He ran over and gave her a kiss, but Annie caught him in a hug before he could get away. “I love you,” she said awkwardly.

“Just because I set the table?”

“No, silly, I always love you. Not because you set the table. I’m just telling you because I don’t tell you enough how much I love you.”

“I don’t need you to tell me.”

“But sometimes it’s nice to hear.”

“I’d like it better if you stop telling me when I’m bad. Why don’t you do that instead?”

CHAPTER 16

Every time Annie shifted position on the cold steel examination table, the paper runner crinkled and moved with her. Worse than that was her bursting bladder, which the techs had advised her to fill to overflowing so that they could get a good ultrasound image. How these two things were related, she couldn’t say. 

Finally, the door swung open and there stood her doctor in a white lab coat that all but covered her mini skirt. Annie couldn’t understand how anyone who had to spend so much time on her feet could wear heels that high. 

“You’re looking well,” Dr. Walsh said as she squirted a cold glob of gel on Annie’s abdomen and pressed into it with the ultrasound wand.

“Thanks. Must be this lovely green gown I’m wearing. It’s disposable so it’ll never go out of style.”

Her doctor glanced at the screen and alarm registered on her face.

“Oh, my, Annie, your bladder is way too full. I’m surprised it hasn’t burst. Go empty about a third of it.”

“How do I know when I’ve emptied a third?”

“Just pee until you feel more comfortable.”

Annie proceeded to the bathroom. When she returned, she gingerly got back up on the table. Now that she was no longer concentrating on holding in her pee, she could concentrate on praying for the departure of her cyst. But she was too superstitious to feel hopeful. She had been nursing a fear that this wasn’t a cyst at all but a malignant tumor.

The doctor glanced at the notes in Annie’s chart and then back up at the screen. As she circled the wand over Annie’s abdomen, she commented, “All clear on both ovaries. Your cyst appears to be going away. But let’s keep an eye on it. I’m going to take a look every year or so just to make sure there haven’t been any changes.” 

Annie interpreted this with her typical measure of paranoia. Why keep looking at the cyst if it was perfectly harmless? Either she’s not 100 percent sure that it’s harmless or it has the potential to become harmful. That about covered it.


She got dressed and headed over to Boston Magazine. She’d decided to drop off the press kit for her last review as long as she was in the neighborhood. Usually she just mailed it to fact-checking, but she wanted to pitch Arch on the idea of a film issue.

When Annie told the receptionist she was dropping off something for Arch and asked if she might see him for a moment, the receptionist informed her that he was in a meeting.

“Is that something you can leave? I’ll give it to Mr. Reinhold when he’s free.”



“I’ll wait a few minutes and if he’s still unavailable, I’ll leave a message.”

Ten minutes later, the receptionist announced, “He’ll  see you now,” and gestured toward the door. Annie wondered why Arch’s assistant wasn’t coming out to fetch her but assumed she might be at lunch. 

She placed the press kit on his desk and said, “I was in the neighborhood, so I figured I’d drop this off… And, I wanted to bounce an idea off you…  Have you ever thought about doing a movie issue? Maybe six, eight pages devoted to the big releases, celebrity profiles, behind the scenes gossip, trends… Most of those stories you assigned me last month would be perfect for it.”

“I like your thinking, but I don’t have the manpower. We just went through a downsizing, and there went my assistant. I’d need a staff to put out something like that. There would be a lot more arts coverage if I had an associate editor.”

“I don’t want to be presumptuous, but anything you’d need me to pitch in on, I’d be glad to do.”

“Corporate has been pressuring us to increase ad revenue, and that ain’t easy without increasing pages. A summer movie bonus would be a good ad generator.”

“Why not do it with freelance labor? That way you keep head count down. There are no benefits to pay, and you generate the revenue they’re looking for.” If Boston Magazine was downsizing and pressuring the editors about earnings, then the whole staff had reason to be nervous.

Annie was keenly aware of the fact that Arch could take her idea and run with it. There were plenty of other qualified writers he could hire.

“Let’s see if George bites,”–George Grayson was the editor-in-chief-- “if he does, then we’ll talk terms.”

Arch got back to her a week later. “The film issue is a go, and I’ll need someone to write and edit, and if that someone is going to be you, you’ll have to come into the office a few days a week while we’re in the thick of things. If that works out, I could use you on a part-time, freelance basis a couple of days a week.” 

Could she really work with Arch? Was it wise? Freelancing was one thing, but working with him in an office was another thing entirely. Part of her felt that now that she’d set some limits, spending more time with him might lead to a relapse. One thing was for sure, now that he’d lost his assistant, he definitely needed help. And, under ordinary circumstances, Annie would jump at the chance for this kind of part-time work. 

“I just need to get a babysitter lined up. Let me start working on it.”

“I need you to start in a month. Does that seem like something you can manage?” 

“I think so. I’ll get back to you as soon as I have everything in place.” 

She needed her career; otherwise her mind would rot. Annie wasn’t the kind of person who kept sharp when left to her own devices. And she needed to earn an income. Taking money from Jack didn’t suit her. She didn’t think of it as their money, but his, and why should she? He worked absurdly long hours, cleaned up after her and took care of the house. Frankly, she should do something to hold up her end. 

Just what was her worth to Jack? Even though she generally thought he considered her good company, she couldn’t help noticing that he didn’t find her as scintillating when she wasn’t working. He liked to talk film with her and didn’t appreciate when she harped on mundane nonsense, which she was prone to doing when she was unemployed. She certainly complained less when she was working, and that in itself was a gift. 

Just what was it exactly she had to offer? Jack had a lot to offer, and she wondered how in love with him she would be if he quit his job, messed up the house and complained to her as soon as she came through the door.



She called Jack and ran this new work development by him.

“I don’t know where to start,” he said. “Not three weeks ago you found him incredibly creepy and thought he was stalking you.”

“I think I probably overreacted. I’ve managed to set some limits with him, so I don’t think he’s going to be hitting on me anytime soon.”

“And you think you can maintain a positive work relationship with him?”

“I can always quit if I can’t.”

“And risk losing your review gig?”

“I thought you’d be happy. You hate it when I don’t work.”

“I’m just trying to be practical. Ordinarily, it would be you anticipating disaster; how come not now?”

“I’m trying to make some productive changes.”

“And why doesn’t that ring true?”

Even when he was insulting her, she had to admit, he made her laugh. “Are you saying I shouldn’t take it?”

“No. Just consider the pitfalls. And think about whether it will be worth your while to hire a nanny. Do the math.”

“Well, I know it will buy me some freedom. I’ll be able to get to screenings, and I won’t have to rely on 18-year-old babysitters who cancel at the last minute because their boy friend just called.”

Annie thought it would take a couple of weeks to get a good babysitter lined up but she was being uncharacteristically optimistic. After placing ads in the Penny Saver and the local paper, she only had a few leads. 

One prospect called at midnight and woke them up. 

“I’m calling about the babysitting job,” she announced, unfazed by Jack’s sleepy voice.

“The position has been filled,” he answered curtly.

Before he could hang up, she said, “How could it be filled? The ad just ran today.”

“Anyone foolish enough to call after midnight doesn’t have the judgment to care for children,” he said and hung up.

The phone rang again immediately, and the only way to silence it was to pick it up.

“I work during the day,” the caller griped.

“Well, don’t quit your day job.”

This time Jack took the phone off the hook.

After screening out several callers, Annie was left with only two candidates to interview. When she had hired Dahlia seven years ago in the city, fifty reasonable candidates had competed for the job, but she guessed a part-time position in the suburbs might not attract a slew of applicants. 

Against her better judgment, she decided to give candidate number two, Carla, a try; she was a part-time community college student who sounded somewhat apathetic. After watching her interact with Mickey, Annie went over the day to day instructions with her and left a list of contact numbers. When Annie returned 90 minutes later, Carla was asleep on the couch in front of the TV, which was broadcasting the Jerry Springer show. Mickey, who was only allowed limited, age-appropriate television programming, was watching intently. 

Annie shut off the TV and nudged her awake. Carla looked groggy but surprised. “Oh, I guess I dozed off.”

“This isn’t going to be a good fit. Sorry,” Annie said and paid her a day’s wages. 

Annie advertised again.  Still, only a trickle of applicants were willing to work part-time. She set up several more interviews but did not meet anyone who gave her the feeling of confidence that Dahlia had.

Arch sent a terse email stating that he needed an answer by Monday. Otherwise, he was moving on to someone else. Someone, thought Annie, who could easily write her film reviews as well. 

She interviewed all five respondents to her second ad. She could only remotely consider one of them named Rosie. For all of Annie’s self-deprecation, the one wholeheartedly positive thing she could say about herself was that she was a good judge of character, and she wasn’t getting a great read on Rosie. Still, she called her reference, who recommended her unreservedly. 

As the deadline approached, Annie knew she was either going to have to give Rosie a try or tell Arch that she couldn’t take the job. If Rosie didn’t work out, she’d look for someone else–or go back to reviewing two movies a month. 

She asked Rosie to start babysitting the week before she’d have to start work at Boston Magazine. She went over the daily routine with her and watched her interactions with Mickey and Peter. Still, she could not put her worries to rest.

Rosie was a little rough around the edges. She spoke like a truck driver and did, in fact, drive a truck, a shiny red Dodge Ram, which Annie held against her, since she did not have a job or lifestyle that required a pick-up. Rosie regarded her Ram as a life-sized toy, and started the ignition via remote control from inside the house. When she was ready to leave for the day, she’d call Peter and Mickey over to the picture window that overlooked the driveway so that they could watch her start up the engine. Annie tried her best to discourage this ritual.

Rosie was middle-aged and lived with a man, but had never been married nor raised children of her own and did not project a nurturing aura, but Annie tried not to hold this against her. Not everyone could be warm and fuzzy, and Annie didn’t put herself in that category either. Mickey did not seem to mind Rosie’s demeanor, but Annie was concerned about the fact that she asked right away if she could occasionally take Mickey back to her house, a 20 mile distance, and on errands with her. 

Annie was firm when she said no.  “Definitely not. Your truck only has a front seat, and you can’t put a child’s car seat in the front.  It’s against the law.”

“Isn’t that just like the government always meddling in your business.”

“It’s for good reason; it’s unsafe.”

“When we were kids, there was no such thing as seatbelts, let alone special baby seats.”

Annie resisted making any of the replies she had in mind. 


    Peter was only home for a couple of hours after three thirty, but it was important that Rosie meet him at the school bus and make sure he got a snack and did his homework. Both Peter and Mickey seemed to warm to Rosie right away and, at first, it was not immediately obvious why this was so. She kept the house neat and was not sleeping on the couch when Annie got home. Her influence was not precisely what Annie had been hoping for, but she decided it might be good for them to be exposed to someone a little outside their realm of experience.

It wasn’t easy for Annie to get back into the rhythm of going to an office, even if it was only three days a week.  She had to wake up at 6 o’clock in order to get everyone ready in the morning and arrive at work by 8:30. Annie remained professional and cheerful at all times. She did not want to give Arch any reason to think ill of her.

On the home front, she still felt unsettled, and she made an effort to chat with both children about their new babysitter whenever she got the chance. As she was walking Peter to the bus one morning, she asked if Rosie was always there to meet him at the end of the day.

“Yup. If you’re not there, she is,” said Peter. “Once she’d just gotten back from Dunkin’ Donuts and brought me a Chocolate donut with sprinkles.”

Hmmm, thought Annie, she couldn’t possibly be taking Mickey out in the truck or leaving him home alone when he’s napping, but still she felt a stab of anxiety in her gut and had to do something to eradicate it. 

The next morning, when she saw Rosie, Annie remarked, “Peter was just crazy about the chocolate donut you gave him.”

“I’ll remember that the next time I’m at Dunkin’ Donuts. I sometimes stop off for coffee on my way to work.”

That put Annie’s mind at ease. But other comments Rosie made in passing called her character into question.

She frequently complained to Annie about the guy she lived with, and Annie wished that she’d keep her private life to herself. 

“He refuses to marry me, and he’s just a cheap son of a bitch. Just keeps socking away his money for those ungrateful kids of his. Never gives me a penny. Even though I keep his house, do his dishes and his laundry. He’d be paying plenty for a maid if he didn’t have me. But I’m not an idiot.  I always pocket a few bucks when I buy the groceries, a twenty here and there when he falls asleep.”

“Our babysitter is a thief,” Annie told Jack that night, as they were brushing their teeth. “She tells me that she swipes money from the guy she lives with, as payback, so to speak.”

“As long as she’s not stealing from us,” Jack joked. “I want to turn a profit if you’re going to be working.”


The lighting in the bathroom was not flattering, yet the two of them spent a good deal of time together in this little room, catching up before bed or when they were getting ready to go out for the evening. Annie thought about the telltale splatters and smudges marring the expansive mirror before her and vowed for the tenth time that week to get out the Windex and clean it tomorrow. 

“I saw the doctor today,” Jack began. Annie made eye contact with him in the mirror as she screwed back on the toothpaste cap, her eyebrows knitted, indicating concern at an unannounced trip to the doctor. “To the urologist. I asked him about getting a vasectomy...” That prompted a smile to curl her lips and a little foam to appear at the corner of her mouth. “I gave him the pros and cons and expressed my reservations. He said that we should discuss it again and that I should think about it very carefully. He won’t perform the procedure on anyone who doesn’t wholeheartedly want it. He says it’s not something you should pursue if you’re on the fence.”

Annie put down her toothbrush. “There’s nothing to discuss. I don’t want to force you into this. Clearly, you’re still having second thoughts, but I appreciate that you looked into it. How come you didn’t tell me?”

“I didn’t want to get your hopes up.”

At this point, Annie wasn’t feeling irritated by Jack’s reticence to have a vasectomy. Months ago it had been her cause celeb but right now she wasn’t despising her birth control method, fearing she was pregnant, or feeling any latent or overt hostility toward Jack.  With Annie, there had to be a catalyst to get her going.

“I don’t want to try to talk you into this for obvious reasons… How reversible is a vasectomy these days?”



“He said they usually are. It’s a more costly, delicate operation than a vasectomy, but they’ve gotten a lot better at it. Of course, it would be kind of crazy to spend all that money to do it and then spend even more to undo it.”

Since Annie had nothing more to add, she started to brush her teeth.  



“Well, I’m going to keep thinking about it,” Jack promised. 

CHAPTER 17

The line of cars waiting to pick up children at Brookhaven Early Years–or BEY as Annie preferred to call Mickey’s preschool–was so long, it snaked from the circular drive and onto Main Street. For some reason, school was letting out a few minutes late, and the reverberations could be felt all the way to the center of town, where cars delayed behind the nursery school line-up were impatient to get by. Annie had been lucky enough to make it onto the driveway and felt sorry for the drivers stuck out on the street, who were the subjects of angry honking. She inched up to the bumper in front of her to make as much room as possible.

Several of the mothers had gotten out of their cars to chat with other mothers they knew in line. The whole thing had the appearance of a very social traffic jam. At last, the line started moving, but the nursery school moms were so engrossed in conversation, they failed to notice. This meant that Annie was going nowhere, as were the drivers behind her. One driver stuck out in the street tapped her horn to get their attention, but an unimposing beep could hardly be heard over the din of those drivers who were honking in earnest. 

A few mothers were gathered just outside the Land Rover ahead of Annie. She rolled down her window, determined to make new friends. “Maybe if we all moved up a little, the rest of the line wouldn’t be blocking traffic,” she suggested.

At first, Annie thought that the head mom, Jennifer, had given her a dirty look, but she decided she was merely tossing her honey blond hair.  So she tried again. “I don’t know if you noticed but the line’s moving.”  Still Jennifer did not get back in her car. Finally, the car behind Annie started honking. As soon as there was a break in the din, Jennifer turned to get back in her car and called to Annie, “I don’t know who died and made you traffic cop.”

Oh, no one had to die, Annie said to herself. She just hated that so many people relied on trite sayings. They never examined the meaning of what was coming out of their mouths. Although Annie loved a good cliche as much as the next person, since cliches, generally speaking, conveyed ideas that were accurate, these other sayings, like who died and made you such and such were just unoriginal excuses for humor or put down. 

One of the women in this roadside coffee klatch got into a tan Escalade with a license plate that read HEDGE and a bumper sticker that proclaimed, Abortion is a form of child Abuse. Annie had had the Escalade under surveillance since she first spotted it in the nursery school pick-up and drop-off line, but she tried to avert her eyes whenever its driver came into her field of vision. If Annie ever met the woman at the BEY potluck dinner or picnic, she might blurt something out she’d come to regret. Although she could understand people’s objections to abortion, equating it to child abuse was wrongheaded, as far as she was concerned.

After moving forward eight feet, she was once again in park, so when Annie’s cell phone rang, she figured she could answer it. On the other end was the mother of Mickey’s best BEY friend Drew. 

“Hi, I’m two cars ahead of you and I heard that exchange with Jennifer,” said Pam.

“I know. I know. I’ve learned my lesson. I’m going to keep my mouth shut from now on.”

“Listen, I carpool with Jen, I have lunch with her, our kids play together… You can’t afford to have her on your case. Keep your friends close and your enemies closer.”

“That’s not really my motto. I’d feel too hypocritical.”

“I’m just telling you what’s going to work in this situation.”

“You’ve won her over? She doesn’t badmouth you?”

“No, she does, but less than she would if I didn’t give her her due. She’s the queen bee; treat her as such, and you’ll be glad you did. You’re too separate from the group. You’ve got to join in.”

“I’m not a joiner,” Annie explained. “Oops, gotta go, the line is moving.”

Although Pam meant well and was a truly kind person, Annie was not inclined to take her advice. From what little she could observe, Pam’s relationship with Jennifer was doing her more harm than good. Pam drove Jennifer’s kids all around town and babysat them on a moment’s notice, and Jennifer didn’t seem to be returning the favor, not that Pam was likely to ask. What was most telling was how frequently Jennifer mistakenly called Pam Bella, which was the name of Jennifer’s long-suffering housekeeper. 

Finally, Annie had reached the head of the line, where a gaggle of three-year-olds waited with the teachers. Mrs. Blickstein, the head teacher, opened the back door of Annie’s car and stuck her head in. “We had a great day today!” she proclaimed. “Mickey made a gorgeous painting at the easel. I’ll send it home with him tomorrow.” She clicked him into his car seat and sent them on their way.

Annie could tell that Mickey had had a truly great day because he was wearing the full spectrum of poster paint on his clothing and hair. 

“Did you wear a smock, Mickey?”

“Yup,” he said grinning widely. “I need a new one because mine is so dirty.” 

She lead him into her bathroom when they got home and took off his soiled clothing. Rinsing him with her handheld showerhead was much easier than trying to get him to take a bath, which he associated with bedtime. 

As she was drying him off, she could see his attention wander to Jack’s bottle of Eau d’Orange Verte,  with which he liked to be spritzed whenever he was in Annie’s bathroom. He stood on his tiptoes and grabbed it.

“Spray me with Rosie’s Perfume,” he demanded.

“That’s daddy’s. It’s called cologne.”

“No, it’s Rosie’s. She lets Daddy use it. She said so.” 

“This is Rosie’s, too,” Mickey said, pointing to Annie’s roll-on.




“That’s mine,” Annie corrected. 

“No, Rosie lets you use it.”

“Why would Rosie keep her things in my bathroom?” she asked Mickey.

“Because this is the bathroom she uses.”

“Uses to do what?”

“Shower. Go potty.”

There were three bathrooms in the house. Why would Rosie use the one in her bedroom? Why was she showering during the day and using her deodorant, Annie wondered. As far as Annie was concerned, this was yet another breach of boundaries. Yet what could she say to Rosie? Don’t use my bathroom? She certainly didn’t want to reveal that Mickey had told her this. Mickey and Peter were her eyes and ears. How else would she determine Rosie’s behavior when she wasn’t around. She decided to ask around informally if anyone knew of a good babysitter who had a few days available.

The next day, before she left for work, Annie brought up the subject with Rosie in the most indirect way possible. “It looks like one of Peter or Mickey’s friends was in my bathroom the other day. Please make sure they use the bathroom in the hall. I don’t like anyone else to use my bathroom. I’m very particular about that.”

“It must have been Peter or Mickey. I don’t let anyone else in your bathroom.”

This was truly deceitful. Annie felt like she certainly couldn’t trust Rosie with her children if she couldn’t even trust her with something as simple as this. The film issue was closing in a week, and she couldn’t go on working in Boston if she didn’t have another babysitter in place. She couldn’t take the chance that Rosie was doing even worse things when it came to her children. 

That afternoon Arch poked his head into Annie’s cubicle. “This is good stuff,” he said, waving the hard copy of a story she’d submitted to him that morning. 

“Glad you like it,” she said.

“Can you work late any nights next week? I’m going to need you here when the art department starts laying out the film section.”

The last thing Annie wanted to do was work late, especially if Arch was working late. But the greater worry was babysitting. Jack rarely made it home before seven, and she didn’t want to leave Rosie in charge of her kids for any longer than she had to. 

“Let me see what I can do. Jack’s in the middle of a big case, and I’m not too crazy about the babysitter I hired.” Arch’s lip curled in disapproval, so she continued on in a white lie. “She’s totally inflexible and refuses to work past five-thirty.”

“Maybe you better hire someone else.”

“There is no one else. Do you know how impossible it is to find someone who wants to work in Brookhaven three days a week?”

“Let me know tomorrow,” he said as he walked out.

That night, Annie was so weary, she skipped flossing and flopped into bed. As soon as her head hit the pillow, Jack put down his book.

“Come here, my little multi-tasking wife and tell me what you’re going to do for me.”

“I’m not going to do anything for you. I’m incapacitated.”

“Then what can I do for you?”

“Fire the babysitter and tell Arch I can’t work late.”

“What’s going on with the babysitter?”

“She’s using our shower and the toiletries in our bathroom, including my roll-on, which is just disgusting. There’s clearly something wrong with her.” 

“Tell her not to.”

“Oh, that ought to do the trick. This is not someone I trust to take care of Mickey and Peter. I’m quitting my job. I’ll just go back to writing reviews. It’s much easier.”

“You’re quitting again? Because you don’t want to ask Rosie to use the other bathroom?”

“I know that you’re not that concrete, so stop oversimplifying this.”

“Hire someone else.”

“You do it!”

“I work fifty-five hours a week, not counting the hours I put in at home.”

“And I juggle a million things that you don’t have to!  I’m not saying I put in more hours than you do. I’m saying I have a lot of different things to take care of and I’m not that good at multi-tasking. Plus, I really don’t relish the idea of working late with Arch.”

“Tell him you’ll be happy to bring work home.”

“I can’t. He wants me to be there when the art department goes to layout, so I can fit copy, make last-minute decisions. You know how it goes.” 

“So Arch probably won’t be there. You’re working late so he doesn’t have to. What’s the big deal?”

“The bigger deal is that I have a bad feeling about Rosie, and I’m not comfortable leaving the kids with her.”

“I think you’ve got to learn to live with a babysitter who’s less than perfect.”

“I had no trouble whatsoever trusting Dahlia.”

“That’s because she was perfect. But most babysitters aren’t going to be, so you’re going to have to relax.”

“These are our kids we’re talking about!”

“See if Rosie is willing to stay late one night next week and tell Arch you’ll work late whatever night is most crucial. I’ll make sure I’m home by 6:30 at the latest, six if nothing comes up. An extra half hour is not make or break and that way, I can come in unannounced and see what’s going on.”

Annie grudgingly agreed before she went to sleep. But she had no intention of letting the situation continue.

CHAPTER 18


Eight-thirty in the morning, Annie had just returned from dropping Mickey off at preschool and the phone was ringing when she walked through the door. She ran to pick it up before it went into voicemail.

“I’m calling to give you a heads up,” Pam announced.

“Oh, goody,” Annie said. 

“As you know, the BEY potluck is fast approaching…” Pam began mockingly.

“It’s already noted in my mental calendar. What would you like me to make? Name it, and it’s yours, Pammy.”


“Unfortunately for you, I am not the organizer of this event,” Pam said. “That honor would go to Jennifer.”

“That can’t be very good for me.”

“Nor for me,” said Pam. “She’s got me making forty peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, “but she’s got something worse in mind for you.”

“What, no sign-up sheet? I like the sign-up sheet. That way I can just put my name next to what I’m going to bring…” 

“Jennifer is much too controlling for that.”

“What could there be to make that’s so heinous?”

“Brace yourself, she told me what brand of bread, peanut butter and jelly to use, otherwise Ashley won’t eat it.”


“Fine, go ahead, what am I making?”

“Cup cakes…”

“I can deal with that…”

“I’m not finished. Eighty cupcakes. Half vanilla and half chocolate. Half the chocolate frosted white, the other half frosted chocolate; half the vanilla frosted white, the other half frosted chocolate, each decorated with mini m&ms.”

“OK, you’ve gotta be joking. That’ll take all day, even if I use a mix. How am I going to transport eighty cupcakes? Does that micromanaging maniac leave anything to chance—isn’t that the meaning of potluck?”

At this point, Pam was laughing. “I haven’t even told you the best part,” she choked out. “She has a recipe for you to follow for the cupcakes and the frosting.”

“How do you know all this?”

“When she called to give me my assignment, I jokingly asked her if she’d given me the worst thing on her list, and she said not by a long shot, and she read off a few mind-blowers but she saved yours for last. I don’t think she has a clue that we’re friends. When I told her she was going a little overboard, she was not amused.”

“Have there been a lot of memorable pot-luck dinners in the past? She’s not planning a wedding, for god’s sake… OK, I’ll deal with it.”

“There’s no reason you should have to take on such a crazy task, and where does she get off telling you that you have to use her recipe.”

“I’m sure she has a gluten allergy, or Ashley does, or she’ll only eat fat-free frosting.”

“Oh, my god, you’re psychic! It’s the gluten one, but it’s not an allergy, she’s on some kind of crazy diet that Nicole Ritchie swears by!”

“I’m not psychic, I’m psycho, and I’m gonna be a lot crazier by the time I get out of here.”

“I’m so sorry, Annie. Just don’t answer when she calls.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll handle it. This is an entirely solvable problem.”

“She’s going to call you today. Just say very sweetly that you only have time to bake the chocolate cup cakes, that you have a deadline and a funeral and really bad PMS, and can she please give the vanilla ones to someone else. I happen to know that she’s not making anything for the picnic herself. She thinks organizing is a big enough responsibility.”

“Pam, if I didn’t know better, I’d say you had a little unresolved resentment towards her.”

“She’s being a bitch. Besides, it’s payback. And for what? Because you suggested that the nursery line was moving? And you were very sweet about it…”

“I thought you told me to kiss up to her?”

“It’s too late for that. You’re already on her shit list. I don’t know why I said that to you. I’m such a ninny. This is why I’m indentured to her. Think of this as junior high. She’s the queen bee and only a few other other bees are allowed into the hive. I’m kind of a worker bee but I don’t get any honey…”

“Wait a minute, you’ve got so many metaphors going, I can hardly keep up.”

 “There are the cool people. There are the losers. And there are the enemies. You’re in the enemy camp but, don’t worry, you’re in good company. Caroline is in there, too, but she doesn’t have a clue; fortunately, she’s too busy with her medical practice.”

“What is there not to like about Caroline? She’s one of the nicest people in town, not to mention, she’s constantly traveling to third-world countries to donate her medical services.”

“Jenn says she’s an egotistical snob.”

“Why do you even talk to her?”

“Seriously, I’m moving away.”

“So you don’t have to talk to her anymore? Wouldn’t it be simpler to avoid her?”

“There are too many people like her in this town.” 

“You’ll find people like her in every town. And nice people, too. I hope you’re kidding.”

“I’m not. We’ve started looking at houses in Marlboro.”

“What are you going to do, farm?”

“I grew up in the country. It’s what I’m used to.”

“There’s my call waiting. Oh, never mind, it must be a telemarketer, it’s a blocked number.”

“It’s Jenn. Her number is blocked.”

“Well, if it’s her, she’ll go into my voicemail, and she can record her cupcake order,” Annie said. “Please don’t move away. You’re my only friend at BEY.”

“Don’t worry, we’re not going for another year or two.” 

This only made Annie disconsolate. 

She checked her voicemail after she hung up and, sure enough, there was a message from Jennifer asking Annie to call back right away. Annie figured she may as well get it over with. She picked up her phone and dialed *67 to temporarily block her own number. Let’s see how she likes being treated as she treats others, thought Annie. Maybe she’ll have an epiphany.

The phone rang only once before Annie was greeted by a recorded message, “This line does not accept calls from blocked numbers. Please dial *82 to reveal your number.”

She immediately hung up and dialed Pam. “Are you kidding me?!” she said. “Do you mean to tell me that Jennifer won’t accept calls from blocked numbers when she blocks her own number? She needs to know who’s calling her so she can decide if she’s going to pick up but she’s not willing to give anyone else that option?”

“You’re giving her way too much credit—“

“Oh, I wouldn’t say credit.”

“She doesn’t really think things through. All she knows is that she’s unwilling to answer the phone unless it’s someone she really wants to talk to or needs something from. She also knows that she doesn’t want to be screened out or, in some cases, identified. But they’re mutually exclusive thoughts.”

“OK then, I can’t help her. I tried to call her back but her phone won’t accept my call so there’s nothing I can do. Guess I’ll just have to make what I feel will be most helpful for the party. And since this is the “teacher appreciation” potluck dinner and I happen to know that brownies with walnuts are Mrs. Blickstein’s favorite, that is what I’ll make.”

The day before the potluck picnic, she received an angry phone call from Jennifer at 10PM. “Do you return phone calls?” she demanded.

Annie answered calmly. “As a matter of fact, I do. I called you back about a week ago.”

“That’s impossible. I didn’t get your message.” 

“I didn’t leave a message.”

“If you never spoke to me and you never left a message, how could you have called me back?”

“Maybe I got the wrong number. Do you have a recording that says your line doesn’t accept calls from blocked numbers?”

“Yes,” She drawled, equal parts sarcasm and impatience.

“Is your home phone number blocked?”

“Yes—“

“Why do you have a blocked number if you’re not going to allow other people who have blocked numbers to call you?”

“I always knew you were obnoxious,” she said and hung up.

Guess that means I’m off the hook Annie said to herself. 

CHAPTER 18

Annie worked until almost eight o’clock the day the film pages closed. She had final approval on several stories since Arch left at six to attend a black tie dinner. Being in charge made her feel powerful and vulnerable. While it was exhilarating to call the shots, she knew she’d suffer the consequences if Arch disagreed with any of the changes she’d made.

The long day had tired her out, and the mere sight of the illuminated front walk made her feel glad as she approached the driveway. She pulled into the garage and trudged up the stairs, where Jack greeted her with a glass of red wine and a plate of cheese and olives.

“Aren’t you the most wonderful husband,” she said as she kissed him.

“I certainly am,” he replied. “I’ve fired the babysitter and put the children to bed.”

“Spectacular! Dishes all done?”

“Check! Why don’t you take a nice big swig of that Cabernet,” he suggested, as he sat down next to her. “Because you’re going to need it.”

At this point all weariness left Annie’s body and was replaced by anxiety.  “Oh, god, what happened?”

“Well, I did fire Rosie, so that was no joke.”

“You’re kidding,” she said, now alarmed. “What happened?”

“I got home at six o’clock. Mickey and Peter were eating chicken fingers in front of the TV, and no Rosie. I asked the boys where she was and Peter says very matter-of-factly, ‘running.’ It turns out this is not unusual. She goes for a jog, runs errands… I was livid. I asked the kids to go up to their rooms, and about fifteen minutes later, she comes back. I don’t announce myself, so she has no idea that I’m home, and she makes a beeline for our bathroom and before she can close the door and take her steam shower, I say, “’What the hell do you think you’re doing?’

“She startles like crazy but then she immediately composes herself and says, ‘I’m going to straighten up your bathroom.’ I say, ‘How dare you jeopardize my children?! I know you left the kids alone to go jogging. And now I know you go out when Mickey’s napping. That’s criminal! I don’t want to even think about what else you’ve done. I’m going to speak to my wife and we’ll decide if we’re going to press charges. Don’t ever come near my children again.” 

“‘Just pay me my wages, and I’ll go,” she says. ‘You know what, I’m going to call the police and have them come by and determine if you should be paid because I’m not a criminal lawyer, but I’m sure they’ll know.’”

“So she grabbed her stuff, barreled out of here in her truck, and it took about a half hour for my blood pressure to return to normal. I am so pissed off, and so sorry that I told you not to pay any attention to your instincts. It’s true, you’re neurotic, but you’re never off-base. You’re around the house a lot more than I am and you’re a good judge of character, and you deserve an apology.”

Annie felt so shaken, she could barely think. It was her own fault that this had happened. She should have tried harder to find appropriate help, gone to an employment agency, something more. Why would she ever gamble with her children’s safety and well-being so that she could work part-time? It wasn’t as if she was curing cancer. She was editing stories about the Coen brothers’ latest project.  Part of her wanted to kick Rosie in the ass and report her to the police and part of her was so disturbed and disgusted by her behavior that she wanted to avoid seeing her again at all cost. 

She rushed upstairs to see her children. Mickey was deeply absorbed in watching his older brother play a computer game. 

“I thought Daddy put you to bed?”

“He did,” said Peter. “But we asked if we could stay up until you came home, and he said we could if we stayed in bed and rested.”

“Well, you two don’t exactly look like you’re in bed,” Annie said and gave them each a hug. They appeared to be totally unfazed by the evening’s events. 

Annie asked Peter to pause his game. “I heard there was a little excitement here tonight,” she began, hoping to tease out Peter’s seven-year-old version of the episode.

Daddy said that Rosie isn’t going to take care of us anymore, and that it was wrong of her to leave us alone. I hope I didn’t get Rosie into trouble...”

“No, you didn’t, Peter. Rosie got herself into trouble. She’s an adult and should have known better than to leave you alone. It’s a good thing that daddy discovered it before it happened again.”

“But Rosie told me that it was okay and that it would be our secret. She told me lots of secrets and that was part of what made her so fun. I don’t want Rosie to be in trouble. She was always nice to me. She let me steer her truck.”

“I know you liked Rosie, but adults should never ask you to keep secrets from your parents. Can both of you boys understand what I’m saying?” Mickey earnestly nodded his head. “If anyone ever asks you to keep a secret from me or daddy, I want you to let us know.” 


      It would be several years before Mickey would tell Annie that Rosie had not only driven him in her truck but left him alone in the front seat while she visited her friend at the dry cleaning store in town. Mickey was about six-years-old, when they happened to pass by the dry-cleaner for what must have been the 200th time and Mickey said, “That’s the place where Rosie used to go to visit her friend. She left me in her truck by myself and I was really scared. I waited and waited for her to come back. The second time, it was really hot and all the windows were closed.”

“I’m so sorry that happened, Mickey. I wish I’d known.” Annie nearly broke down and cried. Even these years later, she felt heartsick that she’d let this happen to her baby.

The day after Jack fired Rosie, Annie broke the news to Arch that she wouldn’t be working in the office anymore. She promised to finish the film issue, but after that, she’d contribute as before. He wasn’t pleased. Although he continued to assign to her, he relegated fewer and less desirable movie reviews. 

Once again, Annie returned to her suburban way of life. And, in time, she felt the tendrils of ennui gently crushing her.

BOOK TWO

Five years later....

CHAPTER 15

It was springtime in Brookhaven, and that could mean only one thing: baseball. Each season brought a new round of sports for Peter to play and a new car-pooling schedule for Annie to follow as if it were her job, which it was. 

Annie was a full-time spectator.  Now instead of watching movies, she watched her son dribble, kick, swing and slide. She didn’t quite have the grasp of sporting events that she had of mise en scene, but she thought she could learn the rules of baseball by the time she didn’t need to know them anymore.  She was doomed to knowledge obsolscence. Just as she finally mastered all of the workings of her cell phone, it became obsolete and she was forced to upgrade to something more unfathomable. 

Annie was sitting in the mini-bleachers along the sidelines of ball field 5 in Brindle Park. As usual, these bleachers appeared to be strictly segregated, moms on the left, dads on the right. It was 6:30 and the eighth inning did not seem to be in sight. 

“I have to eat something,” Annie groaned to Stacy Reece, who was sitting to her right. “When is this game going to be over?”

“Here,” Stacy said, rooting through her hobo bag. “Want a tic-tac?”

“I was thinking of something a little more substantial. You don’t have a sandwich in there, do you?”

“I have gum. How ‘bout gum?” she offered, busily chewing.

Maybe I have bad breath, thought Annie. 

“Actually,” Stacy continued. “These games are great for my will power. They keep me out of the house so I won’t eat.

Stacy looked like she hadn’t eaten in a long time. She weighed about 100 pounds, and Annie had to admit she was extremely cute for a 48-year-old woman. She had 7 years on Annie, yet she looked distinctly girlish--and sexy, if that combination were possible.

“If I avoid eating,” said Annie, “it’ll only make me hungrier.”

“I used to be anorexic in college,” Stacy said. “Because it was the only way I could maintain my weight.”

“How much did you weigh?”

“About 95. But then I got too thin, and I realized it wasn’t healthy. Then when I started eating again, I got a little too chunky. But now I’m in a good place. Every once in a while, I just sit down and go through a box of crackers and then I don’t eat the next day. My trainer says it’s bad for me, but no one’s perfect.”

What kept Annie from hiring a trainer would be having to say that she had a trainer out loud. She thought it might make her feel like a dog. And while she did think of herself as disobedient, she also thought of herself as too cheap to have a trainer. Besides, Annie felt pretty sure she was untrainable. 

“No carbs for the next six months. I have to make sure I fit into the gown I bought for Jordan’s bar mitzvah.” Jordan would be the first of Peter’s friends to be bar mitzvahed. “I never had so much fun picking out a dress. I spent 10 times what I spent on my wedding gown.” 

“Wow.”

“Have you heard all this talk about what goes on on the buses that take kids from the bar mitzvah service to the party afterwards?”

“Not really,” Annie said.

“I hear there are girls who are giving blow jobs.”

Annie pictured Peter and his classmates, who for the most part, looked like innocent children and nearly had a heart attack. “I don’t believe that. Must be suburban legend. What’s in it for them?” Annie asked. “The girls, I mean. It seems terribly one-sided. Is there any kissing involved or is it more like prostitution without money changing hands?”

“What I can’t figure out is how they stand it. It’s so gross. Is there anything grosser than a blow job? I’d much rather have regular sex any day of the week. Well, not any day of the week, but twice a month would be tolerable.” She laughed.

So many things were going through Annie’s head, she didn’t know what to think about first. In fact, she had so much to think about, she was having trouble holding up her end of the conversation. She was never going to succeed at making “friends” in the suburbs or even fitting in, if she didn’t at least make an attempt at replying. Her mind could definitely use some sharpening and it would be a good mental exercise to try to address these concerns of hers while continuing the sideline banter and occasionally checking out whether her son was up to bat.  

Number one, why were so many of the sexiest women in Brookhaven so disinterested in sex? Wasn’t it like a form of false advertising? In order to maintain this facade, there was so much grooming, dieting, running, pilates, weight training, personal training, endless rounds of botox and Juvaderm. Lots and lots of shopping, spa treatments and hair appointments. It was like a full-time mindless career with no possibility of advancement. 

Annie was certainly guilty of some of this behavior– she colored her hair and ran on the treadmill while watching the Daily Show but that was just so she could sneak in a little guilt-free TV. Whatever it was she was doing, it certainly wasn’t enough to actually make her look any better. Sometimes she wondered if she was pitied for her cluelessness about her appearance. 

Annie thought it would be wise to get back to the subject of the bar mitzvah bus. “Aren’t these buses chaperoned? I’m not letting my son on any of these buses.”

“Of course they’re chaperoned but people don’t have eyes in the back of their head.”

“Well, maybe they should turn around then. Or sit in the back of the bus. That might do it.”

“What do you care; you have sons. You’ll never have to think about this.”

“Are ya kidding me?” 

“This is a win-win situation for a boy.  It’s the mothers of daughters who should be freaking out.”

“Are you saying this is normal, acceptable behavior for boys?”

“It’s a notch in their belt.”

“I’d rather this wasn’t my son’s first sexual experience. It’s as demeaning for the boy as it is for the girl. If anything, the boys are guiltier than the girls. They’re in the greater position of power.”

From the corner of her eye, Annie saw Peter approaching home plate. He faced the pitcher and took a couple of practice swings. If there was anything more boring than a baseball game, she didn’t know what it was. Football. Football was more boring than baseball, so she really had no right to complain.



“I think the girls are in the greater position of power,” argued Stacy.

“You may have a point.”

Just then, Peter hit a line drive. It flew past the first baseman’s kneecap and into the outfield. Two boys converged on the ball, but Peter managed to make it to 2nd base. 

Annie felt a rush of pride, despite the fact that she cared so little for baseball. 

“What temple do you belong to?” one of the other mothers named Laurie suddenly chimed in, directing her comment to Stacy.

“We don’t belong to a synagogue. We didn’t really like any of them. Besides, I’m not going to follow all those rules about how often you have to attend before and after the bar mitzvah. Honestly, at that rate, we’ll be going until we’re 70!” she laughed.

“So where are you having the service?” asked Laurie.

“The Four Seasons Ballroom. We had to reserve almost two years in advance.”

“You’re having both the service and the reception there?” Laurie persisted with just a note of disapproval in her voice.

Stacy, thinking it was the logistics that Laurie was concerned about, tried to put her mind at ease. “It’s such big room, it’ll be no problem. It can accommodate 500 guests. They just break down the service seating during the cocktail hour and set up the tables. Some of the members of Blue Man Group are going to entertain during the cocktail hour. And during the party, the Celtics dancers are going to dance with the boys.”

Annie’s head was spinning. She had one eye on the in field and one on the bleachers. As Peter slid into home plate, she turned her attention in that direction and cheered for him. 

“How many people are you having?” Laurie continued.

“About 300,” Stacy replied.

“I don’t think I’ve known 300 people in my entire life,” remarked Annie.



“Bill has a lot of business associates we have to invite.”

Suddenly, Laurie turned her attention to Annie. “What temple do you belong to?”

“We don’t belong to a temple,” said Annie.

“So, your sons are going to be bar mitzvahed in a hotel, too? Is that the new thing?”

“Uh, no. We’re not practicing Jews, but I’m a really solid Jewish cook. If you’re looking for latkes or chopped liver, I’m your girl.”

“So how are your kids going to learn about Judaism?”

“I guess they’re not.”

“You don’t think you should at least give your kids the option to become Jews themselves by letting them learn about their religion?”

“I guess I could expose them to all forms of religion while I’m at it, because I don’t believe in those any more than I believe in the one that I grew up with. But why would I expose my kids to something that I don’t believe in?”

Stacy was listening half-heartedly but was not joining in. However, Laurie could hold her own. “How does your husband feel about this? He should have a say in how your children are raised.”

“He feels about like I do.”

“Even if you’re not a believer, it’s important to have religion in your life. I’m not saying that I buy a whole lot of it, and I just kind of tune out when I go to services, but it’s important for your kids to learn morals.”

Annie was growing tired of this woman’s line of conversation, but she was too self-righteous to resist responding. “Well, hopefully my kids are learning morality from me. And when I screw up, there’s always my husband; he’s pretty perfect.”

“I still think you’re doing your kids a disservice. They’re not going to be invited to nearly as many bar mitzvahs.”

Do not reply, Annie firmly advised herself. I don’t care how tempted you are. Keep your mouth shut or I am never going to forgive you. You got that? She smiled benignly at Laurie and nodded her head, as if perhaps tomorrow she might join Bet Torah and improve her kids’ social standing.

That night, after the boys were in bed, she regaled Jack with the highlights of the baseball bleachers conversation. “As you can see,” she concluded, “I’m fitting right in.”

“You left out the most important part. Did Peter get any hits?” asked Jack.

“Yes, he did. One run, two base hits and a double.”

“That’s my girl. Who said you didn’t know an inning from an outing? Was that me?” He looked into the medicine cabinet. “Are you going to the drug store any time soon?” he asked. “I need mouthwash and lens solution but if you’re not going, I’ll pick it up on my way home from work.”

“Nah, I’ll get it. I have to pick up a pregnancy test anyway....”

“Why do you do that?”

“I’m just trying to be topical.”

“Are you serious? How late are you?”

“A few days.”

“How often are you a few days late?”

“Lately? A few times a year.”

“How often do you take a pregnancy test?”

“Oh, about twice a year.”

“You’re kidding me. Can’t you just be patient?”

“I need peace of mind.”

“Have you ever had one of these things come out positive?”

“Of course, when I was pregnant with Peter and Mickey.”

“Since then. I mean since then.”

“What is that, a rhetorical question?”

“Well, at least I have a frame of reference so I know whether to be concerned or not.”

The next day, after school, Peter had baseball practice. Since Mickey was at Drew’s house, Annie took a book and a folding chair and read on the sidelines while she waited for it to be over. She rarely got to read, and this was the perfect opportunity.

She had just completed a whole chapter, a record in the annals of daytime reading for her, when a dark shadow fell across the page. She focused harder on the type and willed it to go away. And then she heard a voice. Would it be too rude to pretend she hadn’t heard it? 

“What are you reading?” asked Rob Kimble, one of the fathers from the baseball team. His son had been on several of Peter’s teams, and he was very chatty so, like it nor not, Annie had had many conversations with him over the years. 

He didn’t appear to be employed, although he frequently mentioned that he owned his own business. All that really mattered to Annie was that he had a lot of time on his hands, as well as an ego that needed preening, and seemed to consider Annie an easy mark, no matter how unfriendly she was.

“Perfume,” she replied, barely looking up. She wished she could lie and say that she needed to finish it for class tonight, but she didn’t lie easily or well and felt pretty sure she’d trip herself up if she ever got started.

“Great book,” he said, opening his canvas chair right next to hers and sitting down. Make it stop, thought Annie, but he just went right on talking. “Have you ever read his non-fiction book, On Love and Death? He wrote it a year or two ago. Fascinating stuff...”

“What’s it about?”

“It’s about the erotic connection between love and death...” Oh, god, why did I ask, Annie moaned to herself in search of the kind of self-pity that only she could provide. “The erotic longing for death.”

I’ve got to shut him up, she thought. Annie’s method for getting out of a conversation or a relationship was to drive the other person away. The trick was to respond in an unattractive, opinionated way, and she had a depth of resources to draw on. 

“What drivel. Unless someone is a necropheliac, I can’t think of anything less erotic than death.” She immediately lowered her head and started reading, or pretending to read, because she had not yet regained her concentration. 

But he wasn’t giving up that easily. “Listen, you’re one of the few soccer moms around here who possesses the mind and soul to get this.”

Again, she beseeched her inner self for a little, a lot, of self-pity. She had to admire his economy of words; he’d managed to compose one short sentence that offended her on two counts. First, that meaningless bromide soccer mom, and using it to label her was particularly appalling. Next was the flattery; there was nothing she hated more. She interrupted her thought process for one split second to make a reply. “I guess you’re wrong because I don’t get it, and I have no desire to.” 

“I love how passionate you are, even in your rejection of a concept.”

She looked at her watch. Her watch never let her down. “Shit! I’ve got to run,” she exclaimed, jumping up and folding her chair.

“I can drop Peter off at your house,” he offered.

“No, thanks. That won’t be necessary. I just have to pick something up around the corner. I’ll be back at the end of practice.”

Well, at least he wasn’t stoned. Usually she could smell it on him. And hear it in his voice and in his flirtatious, off-color remarks. What did that holier-than-thou, deeply Christian wife of his think? Was she oblivious or in denial? Maybe she was secretly a stoner, too, a devout pot head.  What was he the president of anyway, a drug dealership? 

Some of the men were just as bad as the women. They worked on their appearance way too much, exercising and grooming as if their lives depended on it. Unlike the women, who for the most part only wanted to appear sexy, the men appeared to actually want sex. Perhaps whatever ego satisfaction they weren’t getting from a career, they could derive from an affair. This was only a theory.  Annie had no hard proof, just anecdotal evidence and gossip to go on.

The longer Annie lived in the suburbs, the more she filled her head with judgmental postulates. It was a form of diversion. In fact, she performed various exercises throughout the day to keep her spirits up, most of which backfired. Like the time she wrote Jack a suggestive e-mail and sent it to the soccer team parent list by mistake. 

Jack called 90 seconds after Annie pressed the send button. “Recall that email you just sent me!”

“Huh?”

“Recall it! You sent it to the entire soccer team!”

“Shit! Hang on. What is the matter with me,“ she grumbled as she performed the operation.

 “You know, that only works if it hasn’t been read,” Jack pointed out.  

“Wait, I’m sending a new message. Let me know what you think.”

Please disregard my previous e-mail. I meant to send it to my plumber.

Jack laughed. “I hope the offer’s still good even though you recalled it…should I be thinking about finding a new plumber?” Strangely, no one else responded to or mentioned the email to Annie.

CHAPTER 16

Five years had passed since the discovery of her uterine cyst, yet Annie’s gynecologist continued to regularly check it by ultrasound. Naturally, this lead Annie to believe there was something her doctor wasn’t telling her. 


Each year, when Annie returned for her annual check-up, she felt some trepidation, and this year was no exception. She made a mental note to ask Dr. Walsh whether she would be screening her ovaries for the foreseeable future. 

Annie lay there obediently while Dr. Walsh peered at the screen and then asked if there was anything to be concerned about.

“No. Looks good,” she said, withdrawing the ultrasound wand. “You can get dressed and meet me in my office.”

Dr. Walsh was going over her chart when Annie walked in the room. She looked up and smiled. “Close the door and have a seat,” she said, indicating one of the two pale, striped arm chairs in front of her desk. 

“So, your ovaries are clear; in fact your cyst has totally disappeared. I see no reason to continue checking them unless you start having symptoms again. I’ve sent your blood to the lab…. Your reproductive organs look very healthy... When was your last period?”

“About a month ago.”

“It’s too soon to see anything on the ultrasound, but we ran a routine HCG level on your urine and it came back positive. Could you be pregnant, say two weeks?”

Instead of the usual pit-of-the-stomach anxiety that accompanied this sort of news, there was a strange tingling in Annie’s fingers and a feeling of unreality.

“Maybe we’ll run another HCG just to be sure but if you don’t get your period in a few days... How long is your cycle typically?”

“Depends. Sometimes 28 days, sometimes 30.” 

“Annie, I assume this was unplanned considering our conversation the last time you thought you were pregnant?” her doctor asked.

“You can assume that,” Annie said.

“Well, let’s play it by ear. It’s very early and in women your age these things sometimes resolve themselves.”

“You mean a miscarriage?”

“Before the pregnancy even establishes itself. It’s very common.”

“So I should wait and see if I miscarry?”

“No, no, no.”

“How could this happen? I always use birth control. I’m going to kill my husband...”

“Annie, it takes two, as they say.”

“Why didn’t he get a vasectomy.”

“A lot of men don’t want to have a vasectomy. It’s a difficult issue. Try not to blame him.”

Annie picked up her shoulder bag off the floor and headed for the door.

“I’ll check in with you next week,” her doctor called after her.

It was a perfect day, just a little bit breezy, but Annie could feel no enjoyment. The beauty of the day was like a bad joke. She couldn’t even bring herself to turn on the radio when she got into the car. A Marvin Gay CD was cued in the compact disk player, and ordinarily “Let’s Get It On” would raise her spirits, but her mood was like a communicable disease that would infect anything she listened to.

On her way to her car, Annie thought momentarily about calling Jack. But then she thought better of it.

Why couldn’t she wait until Jack came home and then tell him? Other people managed to exercise self-control and deliver news at an appropriate moment. Why not her? Annie’s gratification had to be as immediate as her rage. 

And she wouldn’t have to wait long. The phone was ringing as she opened the door to her house. It had to be Jack wondering how it had gone at the doctor’s. Annie flew through the door and picked up the call before the answering machine could get it. She quickly rehearsed the wrath she intended to deliver, You know, what I have growing inside of me is a little more than a cyst. It’s going to keep growing for another 18 years... and then it’s going to need a college education.”

“Annie?”

“Oh, hi, Arch.”

“Your Stray Cats review was due two days ago.”

“I’m almost done with it. Can I get it to you Friday?” The truth was she’d totally forgotten it. She hadn’t looked at her calendar in days. She’d practically forgotten she’d ever seen the movie. If it weren’t for her notes, there would be no evidence of the thing ever taking place.

“I’ll give you until the end of the day tomorrow.”

“Oh, God, I’m sorry, Arch. Things have been kind of crazy around here.”

“I’ll expect it tomorrow then,” he said and hung up.

CHAPTER 20

Annie didn’t feel pregnant. She felt distracted. She was finding it difficult to concentrate on work. The house was quiet, but Annie’s turmoil made a cacophonous racket all its own. She was taking a short mental trip, considering each time she and Jack had made love, trying to figure out which had been the offending episode.

Her desktop calendar was open on her computer screen, and she glanced at the days of the previous weeks, trying to retroactively erase conception. She kept trying to picture having an abortion. Who would she tell? Certainly not her mother who would either tell her that she was doing the wrong thing or going to the wrong doctor. 

The odd thing was, she still hadn’t told Jack she was pregnant. When she hadn’t acted on her initial desire to tell him right away, the urge had diminished and now it was gone entirely. In all her life, Annie had never hesitated to tell Jack--or anyone--anything. Now that she had, she discovered that the longer you waited to reveal something, the less you needed to. This was something of an epiphany.  Perhaps self-control was only about waiting for the first--and strongest--urge to pass, and after that it was a piece of cake. With this discovery, Annie thought she could be on her way to becoming a disciplined person. Her deadlines would be met, her furniture would be dusted, her diet would be kept and she wouldn’t be blurting out everything all the time to Jack.

Annie shuffled gingerly across the floor, trying not to spill her tea. As she passed by the sliding glass door in her living room, something by the woods caught her attention. She set down her mug on the coffee table and peered out the door. It looked like some kind of animal. Annie stepped outside to take a closer look and as she moved toward the back of her property, the animal came into focus. It was a rather sizable buck, lying on its side and from all appearances, recently dead. A surge of nausea rose from her gut.

She dialed Jack and gave him the bad news. “There’s a big dead deer in our backyard. What should I do with it?”

“Have it taken away?”

“That’s a fine idea. Just who takes dead deer away? I can’t just put it out with the trash.”

“How big is it?”

“Oh, I’d say a good 300 pounds.

“Call the police or wildlife control.”

“Don’t they only deal with live animals?”

“Possibly...”

“Why don’t you come on home, sling that thing over your shoulder and pack it on out of here? Be a man.”

“You know, you may be onto something. Get out the Penny Saver and hire one of those handy men to take it away.”

“Aren’t those guys more about banging nails than hauling dead carcasses?”

“Try the cops.”

As Annie supposed, the wildlife people only took care of live animals. The police, on the other hand, suggested she smuggle the deer onto the road so that the highway department would have to remove it.”

“If I could get the deer out to the road, I wouldn’t be having this problem,” Annie explained. “I don’t think I could lift its paw.”

By the time Annie had made several fruitless calls, deer removal had become a moot point. Crows and raccoons were evidently the only ones that made house calls.  Every time she walked through the living room, vultures were gathering in the trees. Who knew what went on when she wasn’t looking. It was too terrible to consider. Nature was not about to pause so that she could make arrangements. It was taking its course and in a matter of days her problem would be disposed of.

Sometimes, late at night, she would get out of bed to check on the deer. But even with the floodlights on it was too dark to see much. She knew that she should let it rest in peace, but how peaceful could it be to decompose? How could this regal creature, which had been, no doubt, bounding through the woods just days before, be so quickly reduced to crow food? Why had it died, and how had it come to rest on her property? 

It cast a pall on her mood, which hadn’t been exactly jubilant since the day she found out she was pregnant. Was this what her life was about--disposing of defenseless creatures?

Part of her resistance to telling Jack about the baby was that she was paralyzed by indecision. During her last brush with pregnancy, she had felt compelled to make a decision right away; this time she was too stunned to act. If she could have willed it away, she would have. Anyhow, she had to start standing on her own two feet and stop waiting for Jack to step in and solve her problems.

She was finding it hard to focus, and her Stray Cats review reflected this fact. Arch had called to let her know that it wasn’t her best work. But all that she was capable of at this point was regurgitation, be it literal or figurative. 

What was she going to tell Jack and when? This wasn’t the kind of thing she could keep secret for very long. She wasn’t some 17-year-old high school girl with fear-fueled denial and enough adolescent muscle tone to keep her waistline in check. And, yet, there was some sense of control and, yes, even power in the knowledge that this was her burden alone. 

Just when she thought that her life had become as complicated as it possibly could, her mother called.

  
“Annie, honey, Dad and I are coming up for a visit.”

“Great,” Annie said, secretly disturbed by the prospect of morning sickness accompanied by the depression and frustration of dealing with her parents. “What brings you to Boston?”

It had been years since her mother and father had visited her. She always went to see them now that it was so hard for her father to travel.

“There’s a new doctor I want Dad to see.”

“It’s not an eye doctor, is it?”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” her mother retorted.

“When are you coming?” Annie opened her calendar, so she could see what she had planned. 

“Monday.”

“You don’t mean this Monday?”


“I’m quite sure I do. Let me check.” 

There was a long absence accompanied by a great rattling of papers and a few chair scrapes. “Well, I can’t find that damn paper I wrote it on. Someone must have taken it. But I’m quite sure that’s when it is.”


“That’s in three days.”

“Is it really? I’m sure you’re wrong.”

“Not unless they’ve changed the calendar.”

“It’s actually three and a half days, almost four really.”

Despite her best intentions, Annie was already starting to feel aggravated and her mother wasn’t even there yet.



When Jack went to pick up her parents at the airport, Annie stayed home with the kids. This meant that when they arrived she was relatively calm and planned to remain that way. As she went downstairs to the garage, she could hear her mother shouting instructions at her father.

“Come on, Lou, get out of the car! We’re here! Take my hand! Get out of the car.... Take my hand. Lou, get out of the car!”

By the time Annie reached the car, her mother was yanking on her father’s arm. The limb moved with each tug, but the rest of him did not. He was stuck. For a moment, Annie was transfixed by the marionette-like motion of his arm and the slightly bowed head covered thinly with strands of grey. There was something almost baby-birdlike about his bearing.

“Lou, get out of the car! Come on, move over!”

Annie’s father shifted his shoulders a little but couldn’t slide over and out. He seemed not to remember the motion. Or perhaps his brain simply refused to send down the complicated chain of commands required for his muscles to complete the task.

“I don’t think he can get out of the car. We’re going to have to help him,” Annie said.

“Of course he can. He gets out of the car all the time,” her mother insisted.

“Well, maybe the trip was too much for him. He might be tired or confused.”

“Lou, come out of the car!” she repeated, pulling on him a little harder.

“Here, let me try,” Annie offered, sliding into the other side of the backseat next to her father. 

“Hi, Daddy.” She put her arms around his thin frame and gave him a hug and a kiss. 

As he embraced her in return, he said cheerily, “Hello, there. We’re here.”

For a moment they just sat like that in the backseat of the car. “I’m going to try to help you out of the car, Daddy.”

“I’m all right,” he assured her with the same good humor.

“I’m going to try to slide you over,” she said nudging him with her body. It wasn’t quite enough force. What she needed was a fulcrum. “Jack!” she called out to her husband, who was now taking in the garbage cans. “Can you help me here!”

Jack came over to the open car door and seemed surprised by how little progress had been made. He took both of his father-in-law’s hands and attempted to draw him out of the car, while Annie placed her hand on the top of her father’s head, trying to make him duck so he wouldn’t bump it on the way out. It made her feel as if she’d just read him his Miranda Rights.

“Lou, get out of the car,” her mother kept trumpeting. Jack’s ear was not far from her mouth.

“Mom, stop shouting. It’s not helping.”

“I am not shouting. I do this all the time. I know what I’m doing.”

“Apparently not,” Annie said under her breath.

It took fifteen minutes to get her father out of the car. Getting him up the steep staircase to the living room would prove to be an even more difficult struggle. Lou could not manage the steps. His lack of visual perception and his brain’s unwillingness to remember or relay the instructions for stepping up made climbing stairs impossible. Jack supported Lou so that he wouldn’t fall, and Annie bent down to lift each foot to the step above. Each time she tried to pry his foot off the step, he resisted. Perhaps standing still was preferable to the uncertainty of standing awkwardly on one foot. 

The whole operation had created a bottleneck on the stairs; with Annie’s mother trapped below her husband, Jack and Annie; calling out her own brand of encouragement. “That’s it, Lou, lift your foot. Not like that! Straight up!” Annie should have let her mother go first, instead of trapping her behind them like a restless bulldozer. Peter and Mickey watched them all struggle from the top of the staircase. 

“What are you doing?” Mickey asked.

“Helping your grandfather up the stairs,” Jack said.

“Oh.”

When they finally reached the top, Myrna rushed to her grandsons. “How are my two boys?” she crowed. “I brought you good boys a surprise!”

“Let’s see,” Peter said.

Mickey went straight for her pocket and pulled out some Delta Airlines wings and a single-serving container of Half & Half. “Look, presents!”

“Those aren’t presents, you dummy. It’s stuff for Nana’s coffee.”

Unfortunately for Peter, Mickey did in fact have a real grasp of his grandmother’s idea of a gift.

“This one’s for you, Peter,” she said, wresting away one of the airline pins. “And Mickey, you can keep the other one.”

“What am I supposed to do with this?” Peter asked, holding up the Half & Half.

“Drink it. It’s good for you. Your mother used to love cream when she was a little girl.”

Considering how little pleasure her mother now got in her life, Annie thought she’d better beat it out of there before she started warning her mother on the dangers of cholesterol. She left her mother with her cherished grandchildren and retreated to the kitchen with her father and spoke to him while she made dinner. Mostly it was a one-sided conversation, since word retrieval was difficult for him. Even if he uttered the first word or two of a sentence, by the time he’d done that, he’d forgotten what he was going to say. 

As Annie gathered the flatware and plates to set the table, her mother swept into the kitchen. “Here, let me do that.”

“It’s okay, Mom, I’ve got it. You relax.”

“I don’t need to relax.”

“Why don’t you play with the kids?”

“They’re watching TV.”

“They’re not allowed to watch TV. Where’s Jack?”

“He’s going over my papers.”

Her mother extracted the plates from Annie’s grasp and left them in a pile on the table. 


“Where do you keep your napkins?”

“They’re sitting on the counter by the olive oil and salt.”

Her mother took one look at the cloth napkins and rejected them. “Where are your paper napkins? These are for company.”

“You’re company.”

“Don’t be silly. We’re family. Where are your paper napkins?”

“I don’t use paper napkins. I don’t have any.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” As Annie’s mother returned to the pile of cloth napkins, the olive oil caught her eye. And Annie immediately realized that she should have removed the price tag before her mother arrived.

“Eleven dollars for this tiny bottle of oil? I pay $1.79 for a big bottle.”

“They don’t make olive oil for $1.79.”

“Use corn oil. It tastes better.”

“If I thought it tasted better, I wouldn’t be paying eleven bucks for something I thought tasted worse.”

“You’re throwing your money away.”

“I’m indulging in one of life’s small pleasures. It’s not like I’m buying cigarette boats and cocaine. You pay thousands of dollars in penalties each year because you lose your bills, your checks, and you have that unscrupulous broker churning your account. Talk about throwing money away. I wish you were only throwing away $11--it would be a relief.”

“My broker happens to be wonderful.”

“I wish that your lawyer, your accountant, Jack and I could be in agreement on that.”

Although Annie’s mother was under fire, her attention had already shifted. Some item of Annie’s clothing had caught her eye, and she cocked her pale bob to the side and narrowed her eyes in a series of rapid pulses. “Why don’t you hold your tummy in, Annie? Here, let me show you the right posture,” she said coming over to her daughter. “Pull your shoulders back like this,” she said, placing her hands on Annie’s shoulders. “Tuck in your bottom--”

“I’m not going through all these gyrations just so I can look like I have a flat stomach when I don’t. It’s uncomfortable and ridiculous.”

“You should take pride in your appearance,” her mother argued.

“I have other things I take pride in. My appearance is not one of them.”

“Maybe you should do sit-ups then. You seem to like to exercise.”

Yes, sit-ups would be just the thing to keep her pregnancy in check, thought Annie. Maybe her mother’s guide to good posture would be the panacea she was looking for. Already Myrna’s presence had practically cured her nausea. She had been so wrapped up in the drama of having her parents around that she hadn’t thought about feeling sick.

“Did I just hear you speaking about paying your bills?” asked Jack, walking into the kitchen with something bill-like in his hands. “I have in my hands a bill from a health insurance company I have never heard of in Lou’s name. When did you change his health insurance?”

“Oh, it must be close to five months now. And there’s been no problem. You were worried for nothing. This policy is much cheaper.”

“Actually I’ll be relieved when they put you in prison, Myrna, because you can do less harm behind bars. I’ll have all of your affairs in order by the time they parole you.”

“Very funny. I happen to do a wonderful job taking care of things.”

“Myrna, have you considered that your new insurance company’s suspicions will be aroused by your coming all the way to Boston with Lou to see an Alzheimer’s specialist? Don’t you think that might be a red flag?”

At this remark, Annie’s mother could barely contain her smile. “I’m not taking Dad to the doctor’s, for your information.”

“You told me you were coming to Boston to take Daddy to see a specialist,” Annie blurted out.

“I’m quite sure I didn’t say that.”

“Then why are you here?” 


“To see you guys and the kids.”

Annie’s mother had long since forgotten about setting the table, so Annie left her string beans sauteing on the stove and started distributing the plates.

Once again, her mother intercepted her and insisted, “I am setting the table.”

“When will that be?”

“Don’t be smart.”

“Dinner is ready. The table would have been set already if you hadn’t stopped me.”

Her mother started opening and closing the drawers in the kitchen. “Where do you keep your silverware?’

“It’s out. Right behind you.”

Myrna started to put the forks next to the plates. The napkins were still on the counter by the olive oil. 

Annie put the food onto serving platters and brought them into the dining room. She went into the den, turned off the TV and sent the boys into the bathroom to wash their hands. By the time she returned, Jack had her parents seated at the table and had begun to serve. When Annie reached for her napkin, she noticed that it was not a napkin at all. Her mother had replaced the napkin at each place with a folded paper towel.

That night, at 11 o’clock, after everyone was in bed, Annie had the undeniable urge to throw up. She quietly went into the bathroom, closed the door and turned the water on full blast. After she slipped back under the covers, Jack got up. 

“What are you doing?” she asked, alarmed by his unscheduled departure from bed.

“I have to pee.” As soon as he reached the bathroom, Jack called out, “It smells like puke in here.”

“I know. I threw up.”

“You threw up? You hate to throw up. You’re the only one I know who can actually suppress the urge.”

“Not this time.”

“You think you cooked the chicken enough?” he asked as he got back into bed. This was a familiar theme as Jack often felt that Annie hadn’t cooked the chicken enough, although she rarely served it pink.

“Not to worry. If I’m the only one throwing up, you can be sure it’s not the chicken,” said Annie disingenuously. “It’s my parents I feel sick about.”  

“You’re going to have to stop letting it bother you because there’s nothing you can do.”

“Oh, God, I’ll never be able to sleep again.”

“It’s okay, as long as you let me sleep.”

CHAPTER 22

Annie cleaned up the piles of books and magazines beside her bed and told Jack not to bother bringing home the Globe, which she was accustomed to reading at midnight just as the day's news became irrelevant. From now on she would receive her information from Newsweek's Newsmakers and Transitions columns. After all, she thought, birth, death, marriage and divorce--what more is there? 

Annie allowed herself few indulgences during the course of a day because she grew easily addicted to any that came her way. But now that her mother was in her house, and in her hair, she craved pleasure, or at the very least, relief. A task as simple and mundane as running to the grocery store for milk and light bulbs was put off until three o’clock, when she could listen to Fresh Air on the radio. She left Peter and Mickey, her mother and father at home and hopped in her car to see who would be Terry Gross’ guest. By the time she had grabbed a half-gallon of 1 percent and a four-pack of 60-watts, Salman Rushdie was chatting amiably about tantric sex. Annie could only imagine how he had arrived at this topic, but this collision of the sublime, the absurd and the implausible occurred almost never and was to be savored and sucked dry like a perfectly ripe peach. Annie drove home as slowly as possible, trying to prolong the trip for the length of the interview. But just as Rushdie started to explain how he first became interested in tantric sex, her driveway loomed like the interruptus to her fulfillment. There was nothing she could do but press the remote control and cue the garage door. Once the Toyota had pulled inside, Annie abandoned her resolve and idled there with her tail pipe spewing exhaust out the garage door. She suffered a momentary twinge of guilt at the thought of polluting the environment and recklessly filling her garage with carbon monoxide. And yet that was not enough to deter her. She was lost in the trill of Terry Gross’s gentle laughter, when the door leading from the garage to the house burst open. There stood her mother, her face a collage of vexation and puzzlement. 

“What are you doing!” she shouted over the noise of the motor. “You’re going to kill yourself.”

And indeed, thought Annie, this would be the way to go. She lowered the window an inch. “I’m relaxing. Go away before you’re overcome by fumes.”

Myrna put her hands on her hips. “What is the matter with you! Turn off that car.”

It was no use. She had missed several beats of the broadcast and now Terry was thanking Salman for appearing on her show. Annie turned off the ignition and got out of the car.”

“Sometimes I don’t know what’s wrong with you,” her mother continued.

“Ditto.”

“What you could find relaxing about sitting in a car in the garage...”

“Never mind, you wouldn’t understand. I’m sure you don’t know who Salman Rushdie is.”

“Of course I do. Don’t be such a smart alec.”

“Who is he then?”

“Oh, you know, he’s, he’s that man, he’s a well-known man.”

Annie grabbed her grocery bag and headed into the house. It was strangely quiet inside.

“Where are the kids?”

“They’re having a wonderful time.”

Annie moved past her mother and up the stairs, calling out their names.

“Daddy is watching them,” Annie’s mother said, trying to push past Annie on the narrow staircase, but Annie refused to give way. If there was something to be hidden, Annie was determined to find it before it was.

“Daddy is legally blind. And he has Alzheimer’s disease. He needs to be watched.”

Annie pulled ahead of her mother and looked in the family room but, for the usual assortment of furniture and toys, it was empty. Finally Annie located the kids in the living room. Peter was playing solitaire and Mickey was coloring on the joker. Lou, head hanging and deeply troubled, was pacing the dining room. “Myrna? Where’s Myrna,” he kept muttering.

“I’m right here,” her mother said impatiently, as if she had been there all along.

Annie retreated to her room, threw her pocketbook on the bureau and kicked off her shoes. She had the undeniable urge to flop down on the bed. The puffy down duvet called to her but her eye went to the night table drawer, which had been hastily closed. Annie’s literature on abortion was now sticking out. Her mother had obviously been snooping when she’d heard Annie’s car pull in.

Just one more day and her mother would be gone.  Her parents were taking a 12:10 flight. Annie simply needed to behave until then. 


“What time do you want to be woken up?” Annie asked that night as her parents got ready for bed.

“I don’t need you to wake me up. I can get up very nicely on my own.”

But the next morning when Annie poked her head in the room, the shades were drawn and her parents were still asleep. Annie looked at her watch. It was almost 9 o’clock and their suitcases remained unpacked. “Get up. It’s late,” she said, shaking her mother’s arm.

“What time is it?” her mother asked.

“Nine o’clock.”

“Oh, I have plenty of time. I wasn’t planning to get up for another 10 minutes.”

“You won’t be ready by 10. You haven’t showered, dressed, packed or eaten.”

At 9:45, her father was wandering aimlessly, unshaven and in his pajamas. Annie put breakfast on the table and sat him down to eat.

“Daddy has no time to eat; he has to get dressed,” Myrna snapped.

“Well, I see that you’re not dressed or packed, so it doesn’t look like you can help him get ready right now.”

Myrna continued to root through the dresser drawers and then angrily slammed one shut. “God damn it! I can’t find any underwear for him. Lou, did you take your medication and brush your teeth? Lou, get dressed!” She pulled him away from the breakfast table.


They didn’t leave the house until 10:30, and the airport was 40 minutes away. If Annie hadn’t gone in with them and convinced security to inspect her parents in the express lane because of her father’s Alzheimer’s, they wouldn’t have made their plane. As they disappeared down the long corridor of Logan Airport, Annie breathed a sigh of relief and then she immediately remembered that she had problems of her own.

CHAPTER 23

As Annie neared the end of her first trimester, her body was going through the motions of pregnancy as if it were on cruise control.  Unless she put on the brakes, she would soon be setting a new record for gestational weight gain. According to the Health-o-meter scale in her bathroom, if its system of weights and measures was to be believed, Annie had already put on eleven pounds. The good news was that Annie’s nausea had subsided, the bad news was that she had neglected to inform her husband of her delicate condition.

But he was starting to catch on. While it was clear to Annie that his mind had rejected the notion of pregnancy, he was considering all of the possibilities. But getting to the truth without insulting Annie would be tricky if not impossible.

Jack and Annie were attending a screening that Arch had cast off, a documentary on Julia Child.  Since they had to be at the theater by 7:30, there wasn’t much time for dinner and they ended up at a little wine bar they often stopped at before the movies. 

Jack scanned the long list of that day’s wines by the glass. “Look, they have that St. Franics Merlot you love.”

When the waiter came over to take their order, Annie, who was ravenous, ordered three appetizers, no main course and nothing to drink.

“No wine?” asked Jack.

“Nah, I’m working. Arch wasn’t thrilled with my last review, and I need to make sure this one’s brilliant.”  

How much longer could she go on with this; Jack was bound to notice that she’d stopped drinking, and the only reason she ever completely stopped was because she was sick or pregnant.

Jack deserved to know the truth, and Annie’s subterfuge was indefensible. She had painted herself into a corner and didn’t even like the color she’d picked. Annie figured she’d build up to the awful truth gradually, so gradually that Jack would barely notice the transition from not knowing his wife was pregnant to knowing that she was.

 “Parenting is becoming less of a struggle all the time,” she began. “The boys seem so grown up…”

Jack cut her off. “I know. Life is great. I’ve been waiting for the moment when we could take a really adventurous trip with them. Maybe we’ll go to Costa Rica for a couple of weeks over Christmas.”

Annie was due to give birth the week before Christmas. She had to say something fast. The situation was becoming worse by the minute.

 “Having another child wouldn’t be such a disaster.” 

Somehow, this did not resonate as winningly as she would have liked.


“Annie, where are you going with this? Adding a new baby to the mix would mean returning to the state of chaos. To an even greater state of chaos with three. Aren’t you looking forward to the boys being old enough to travel? Going back to work full-time? You’re the last person I would expect to start daydreaming about having another baby. Three months ago you were worried because you thought you were pregnant. Now it’s starting to seem appealing?”

“I’m just saying that if I accidentally became pregnant, it wouldn’t be the crisis that I perceived it to be a few years ago.”

“Maybe things in our immediate family haven’t been as hectic but when you figure your parents into the mix... I think we need to convince them to move back to Massachusetts. We need to start taking care of them.”

“I’m just saying that if I were pregnant it wouldn’t be such a big deal.”

“Why do we always have to talk about this? It’s a waste of time. What if I were pregnant. Maybe I am pregnant. Whoops, I’m not.”

“Why are you speaking to me as if I have some sort of obsession with pregnancy?”

”It’s starting to feel like a recurring theme.”

As the waiter arrived with their food, Jack and Annie paused in their conversation. He struggled to fit Annie’s three plates on the cramped tabletop and finally settled on removing the bread basket to make room.

“Enjoy your meal.” 

As soon as the waiter was gone, Jack scanned the assortment of calamari, pizza and spring rolls and said, “Why are you eating all this junk? Three appetizers--and all of them greasy and unhealthy.”

“I feel like it.”

“What about your cholesterol?”

“I don’t think one night is going to do any permanent damage.”

“It doesn’t seem to be an isolated incident. You’ve really been overeating--and the most unhealthy things. Are you depressed?”

“I had no idea you were monitoring my weight.”

“I’m not the one who cares about your weight. You must have tried on ten things last Saturday night before we went out. You seemed pretty upset that nothing fit.”

“Well, maybe I am pregnant.”

“Oh, God, it’s the woman who cried fetus.”

“Well, as you’ll recall, the shepherd boy’s final cry of wolf was a valid one.”

“Let me know when it’s truly the final cry, and I’ll respond accordingly.”

“You’re an ass.”

“Yes, but an ass who loves you.”

“And who doesn’t long to be loved by an ass.” 

Here had been her opportunity to tell Jack she was pregnant and, instead, she had been perversely oblique. It wasn’t in her nature to hide something, so what the hell was she doing? Why couldn’t she spit the words out? How had she become so inert?

Clearly, Jack did not want another child, and it felt dangerous to make him take on a burden he did not want. Her more rational self knew that Jack was a loving, decent man who would fall in love with this baby and be a dedicated parent, but she wasn’t willing to take any unnecessary risks.

She felt just as resistant to the idea of a new baby, but she had no intention of ending her pregnancy. Either she would carry her pregnancy to term, in which case it could hardly be kept a secret. Or she would have a late miscarriage, in which case she would have to have a D&C, which also could not be hidden. 

All her life Annie had wondered why people bothered to hide things that would ultimately be found out. What was the use? It only made matters worse. And, more importantly, what was the appeal? Now here she was in the same arena as teen-age mothers who give birth in the rest room.

Perhaps what she needed was a good therapist. But given the amount of time it would take to explain and emote over the circumstances of her pregnancy, the pressures of her extended and immediate families and her work conflicts, she’d be ten centimeters dilated before she got any results. The other problem with therapy was that it was not an on-demand service like fast-food and AAA. Having a standing appointment was more like maintenance than damage control. But perhaps that was the point after all. Maybe if Annie were better maintained, she wouldn’t need damage control. 

CHAPTER 24

   
No matter how long Annie gave Mickey to get ready for school in the morning, he was never ready on time.  He dressed at a glacial pace, rejecting the items of clothing she laid out for him the night before in favor of something inappropriate for the weather. He ate his breakfast one Honey Nut Cheerio at a time as the second hand on the clock ticked by faster than he could get the spoon to his mouth. Annie urged him on, but his speed remained unchanged.


     The clock struck eight, and that was Annie’s cue to grab Mickey’s hand and his bulging backpack and take off down the driveway for the bus stop. As Annie half-ran half-walked in her flip-flops, her gaze moved from Mickey’s untied sneakers to her own unfortunate choice of clothing.  If truth be told, she was wearing what she’d slept in the night before: black cotton yoga pants and a matching long-sleeve jersey. Thankfully, she’d had the presence of mind to slap on a bra before she dashed out because her breasts had already expanded to an ungainly D-cup and were the only things overshadowing her belly, but that would soon reverse. 



Annie panted up to the corner with Mickey just as the bright yellow bus lumbered into sight. Her neighbors, already gathered at the bus stop, greeted her as she approached. 



“Hi, everyone,” she called breathlessly over the clamorous bus engine.



As the kids climbed up the steps of the bus, Betsy Blocker called out “I LOVE YOU,” to her daughter and then shifted her attention to Annie, Terri Williams and her dog. 



“Hey, boy,” she said, bending down to ruffle the collie’s fur. Betsy’s eyes traveled up Annie from toe to head and then she averted her gaze. Annie could see her trying to disguise her horror at Annie’s appearance. Betsy would never have left her house in such disarray and even at eight in the morning she looked attractive and alert in a white tennis skirt and freshly applied makeup. Annie could have easily gotten dressed and covered up with a cardigan, instead of following Mickey around the house all morning. Terri, who was on her way to work, looked neat and professional, and it was only Annie who looked like a well-fed bag lady. It would be another month or two before she went from looking fat to fat and pregnant. 



While most of the women in Brookhaven were put together, Annie was coming apart at the seams. Her hair was unbrushed. Her face was unwashed. Her clothing no longer fit. Frankly, it was hard to believe that she was the one who was knocked up.



“You look a little tired. Everything OK?” Betsy asked solicitously.



“Oh, yeh, everything’s fine.” I’ve just stopped caring. I’m trying to hide a pregnancy from my husband, for what stupid reason I can’t say, and I’m really not equipped to take care of another child. As you can see, I can hardly take care of myself. “How are you?”



“Great.”



“Dan and the kids?”




“They’re good too.”



“Terri, how’s everyone in your house?”



“Really good. Just looking forward to summer.” 



“You’ve got a few months to go.”



“I keep looking for your reviews in Boston Magazine. Are you still writing for them?”



“I am, just not as much. I have something coming out next month.” This was an unpleasant topic of conversation for Annie whose second-string status at Boston Magazine confirmed her feelings of failure. 



“I’ll make sure to look for it. It’s so cool that I know someone who writes the film reviews. Did you see Lakota yet? I’d love to know what you thought of it.”



“I’m hoping to go next week.”



“They opened a new gym in Oakwood; either of you interested in checking it out?” Betsy asked. “They’re offering a week’s trial membership free.”



“I have too much work, but thanks anyway,” said Terri.



“Nah, I’m a slug,” Annie replied.



“No, you’re not. Just come work out; you’ll feel much better about yourself.”



“No, I’m just going to let myself go,” she called over her shoulder as she started to walk away. “See you later!”

As soon as she opened the door, she heard the phone ringing.  She practically tripped trying to get to it, but it was just Jack. “Where’d you go? I just called you.”



“To the bus with Mickey.”

 “Of course. I forgot,” he said. “What are you doing Friday?” 

“When Friday?”

“Oh about ten eleven o’clock.”

“Not much. Why?”

“Because I have a surprise for you.”

“What kind of surprise?”

“Never you mind. We don’t have any plans this weekend, do we?”

“I would like to see the new Darnyev documentary.”

“Friday morning I’m going to give you an address. Please don’t look it up and ruin the surprise. I know what you’re like, but just this once, please resist.”

“I find surprises unsettling. Why can’t you just tell me what it is and it will be a surprise now instead of in a few days?” 



“You are a barrel of fun, you know that?”

“How will I know how to dress?”

“However you want. Casual would be best.”

“Should I eat first?”

“Have breakfast by all means.”

“How long will this take? I have to be home by three o’clock.”

“You’ll be home long before then.”

“Will I have a good time?”

“Oh, why do I bother?” Jack moaned in mock agony.

“I just don’t like surprises.”

“Well, you’ll like this one. I promise.”

Over the next several days, Annie speculated wildly over what it could be.  A gift? It was too early for it to be lunch. 


Something about this surprise was making Annie feel particularly guilty about concealing her pregnancy. Here Jack was doing something nice for her and she was busy pulling the wool over his eyes. The whole thing was just excruciating. How did people lead secret lives? Steal money? Have affairs? It was incomprehensible. 


Later that day, as Annie approached the sidelines of the baseball field, she could feel Stacy Reece’s gaze upon her. She held up her head and lengthened her stride, but that didn’t solve anything. Why do you care what Stacy thinks about your weight, she chided herself. What you should be concerned about is your own character and what this charade of yours says about it. 


More and more, Annie’s vanity was getting in the way of her unacknowledged pregnancy. She lived in a culture that prized being a particular size and shape. She had never gone along with these standards—she didn’t have the willpower to—but she was ever so aware that they existed.


“Annie, how are you? I haven’t seen you in a long time.”


“Must be three weeks. Eons in the life of a baseball season, right?”


Stacy couldn’t keep her eyes off Annie. Suck it up, Annie instructed herself. Your husband has gotten a much closer look than she has and you seem to be able to live with that. 

Annie was at the end of her first trimester. The likelihood of miscarrying had now declined significantly, so what was the point in keeping this up? Fate was not going to intervene. Why did she need to feel blameless? Was it preferable to be a victim rather than someone who made a hard choice—and did so consciously—prepared to pay the price for her decision? Would it make her a more virtuous person if an act of human biology expelled her fetus? When was she going to grow up and take responsibility?

“Want a piece of gum?” Stacy offered, holding out a blister pack of Dentyne.

Annie glanced at it and saw that it was sugarless, which was not something that she would chew when she was pregnant. “No, thanks.”

“I have cinnamon, too, if you don’t like that flavor.”



“Nah, I’m trying not to chew sugarless gum. I’ve even given up artificial sweetener in my coffee—it’s not good for you.” 

“Let’s see, I chew about 10 pieces of gum a day and I have 3 cups of coffee and about 10 breath mints. If I switched from artificially sweetened, I’d be adding 360 calories a day to my diet. That means I’d be gaining a pound every ten days, 36 pounds a year…” 

That didn’t seem possible to Annie. “How do you know all this off the top of your head?”

            “Research, honey. How do you think I maintain a size 0?”

“How can there even be a size 0? I’ve never seen it in a store.”

“Depends upon where you shop.”

Stop filling your head with this drivel, Annie lectured herself as she turned her attention to the baseball game, which was just getting underway. 


She waved to Peter, but he did not wave back. Then she realized that she had broken a barrier that must remain in tact during the course of all games. 


On Friday morning, Jack gave Annie a piece of paper with the address scribbled on it before he left the house.  The address was downtown and she wasn’t familiar with the neighborhood. She set out a little early in case she got lost, which was a fairly common occurrence for her, and also because the sooner she got there, the sooner her curiosity would be satisfied. 



She pulled up outside a concrete office building and double-checked the address. The number on the awning matched her slip of paper so she parked at an empty meter in front and put in several quarters. 


There was a directory in the lobby, and she didn’t think it would be cheating to look up the office number she was going to on the 4th floor.  She scanned all the listings until she came to suite 4301, Dr. John Samuels, Urologist.  A jolt of anxiety raced through her gut and jumpstarted her heart. 


There could be only one reason Jack was having her meet him at a urologist’s office.  Because he had gone ahead with the vasectomy. He had done the deed and needed to be picked up. It was like some cheap modern-day version of The Gift of the Magi. She was pregnant and he was sterilized, unfortunately, not in the right order because if the order had been reversed, there would be no pregnancy. 



Annie didn’t push the button for the elevator because she needed time to think. How could she face Jack? And how was she supposed to react to his “surprise?” Was she devious enough to continue pretending that she wasn’t pregnant? That she was thrilled and moved that Jack had taken bold action to make sure that she never would be again?  And what if she were to waltz into the recovery room and blurt out that she was pregnant while Jack lay there in pain? What a cruel thank you for the selfless gesture he had just made. Calling it a gesture was damning it with faint praise. He had actually gone out and submitted to an operation that he didn’t even want just to please her.  She hated herself for all of the times she silently berated him for not being sensitive to her pregnancy scares. How could she ever tell him that the operation he’d just had was for nothing, that she was already pregnant and hadn’t even bothered to tell him?


She thought about all those movies where the heroine or, more often, anti-heroine, just takes off into the night to escape her troubles or misdeeds. How bitterly funny it all seemed. She wasn’t even willing to run away long enough to be late for dinner or school bus pick-up. She reminded herself that as soon as you did anything dishonest, and withholding information was dishonest, you started a chain reaction. One lie led to a whole series of lies and ultimately disaster. 


In a burst of irrational depravity, she decided maybe there was some slim chance that the surgeon hadn’t cut Jack’s vas deferens yet and she could stop the operation in time. She stabbed at the elevator call button until it started its descent and slowly opened its doors. She paced inside the car as it lumbered up to the fourth floor and fled down the hallway as soon as the doors opened, first in the wrong direction and then in the right direction.  She burst through the office door and wasted no time addressing the receptionist.


“Excuse me, do you know if they’ve finished Jack Luckow’s procedure?” she blurted before the woman had even looked up.


“Let me check.” She rose from her desk in slow motion and sauntered into the back. 


Minutes passed while Annie continued to agonize over what she was going to say. Her head was pounding and she felt like crying.  


The receptionist reappeared. “He’s in recovery. You can go back now and see him.”  She turned to show Annie the way.


Jack was lying in a small curtained-off room with an ice pack in his lap. He smiled when he saw her enter the room, and tears sprang to her eyes as she returned his smile. Pregnancy made her emotional to begin with but this was too much.


She bent down to kiss him and asked, “What have you done, my darling?”


“I know you’ve been wanting this for a long time. I don’t know why I was such as wuss; it was nothing.”


“What made you finally do it?”


“A few things. That stupid fight we had in the restaurant a couple of weeks ago. The conversation about the pregnancy test. I decided this was all I had to do so you wouldn’t have to agonize all the time. And it benefits me too, if you get my drift.”


“I can’t believe how sweet you are. I wish you’d told me. How come you didn’t tell me?”


“I thought it would be fun to surprise you. Besides, I thought you might try to talk me out of it, and I really didn’t want that to happen. I know you’ve been feeling bad about pressuring me.”


“I just wish I’d known.”


“Why, what difference does it make?”


 She felt desperate. The burden of keeping up this sham in the face of his vasectomy was just too much. Annie couldn’t think of a single secret she’d kept from Jack in all these years, how was it possible that she could keep this? Something that she would swear she would never do in her lifetime—along with murder, theft, adultery, child abuse.  It just shook her whole perception of who she was. It made her think that she was capable of anything.


“It’s just that I wish that you’d consulted me…”


“Consulted you? We’ve talked about this so many times. And, frankly, I felt like you’d reached your breaking point. You just haven’t been yourself lately.”


She kissed him again and decided that her confession would have to wait. There was no way that this was the right place or time. 

CHAPTER 25

As Annie lay next to Mickey in his bed, reading aloud from Harriet the Spy, she could hear Jack discussing basketball with Peter in the other room. They were debating the merits of the Celtic’s new point guard.

“I think spying sounds like a lot of fun,” said Mickey.  “I think I could learn some interesting stuff about our neighbors.”

“I don’t think it’s a great idea. You need to respect other people’s privacy. Besides, it’s not as easy to spy in the suburbs. In the city, everyone lives on top of each other. It’s easier to overhear stuff.”

“Maybe you could buy me binoculars.”

“Not to spy.”

Jack appeared in the doorway.  “Mickey, are those socks on the bathroom floor dirty?”

He came over and kissed him good night. 

Mickey paused for a moment to think. “Maybe they are.”

“Dirty or clean, I don’t want them on the floor. Next time, put them in the hamper.” 

“OK, agreed Mickey.

“Any bills come in today or can I pay what’s there?” Jack asked Annie.

“Not that I can think of.”

Annie’s eyes were starting to close. “Here,” she said, handing the book to Mickey. “Why don’t you read to me for a little while.”

“This is a hard book.”

“It’s good practice.”

As Mickey read haltingly to Annie, her eyes drooped and she struggled to open them. After he recited another few paragraphs, Annie heaved her body to a sitting position and kissed Mickey good night.  She turned out the light and went into Peter’s room. He was already sleeping, so she kissed his head and tip-toed downstairs.

As soon as she reached the bedroom, she started shedding her clothes, leaving them in a pile on the floor. Jack was bent over their small desk in the corner, writing out checks. As Annie reached for her nightgown, he turned to her with an unknowable emotion in his eyes.

“I have a bill here for $165 from QLS laboratories for pre-natal screening.” It was hard for Annie to tell whether the strain in his voice was disillusionment or suppressed anger. “Am I a fool for not seeing it because I could never have believed this of you? I just had a vasectomy, for Christ’s sake!” He gathered the envelopes into a stack and got up from the desk.  “Why tell me you’re pregnant when you’re not and pretend you’re not pregnant when you are? What could be the possible reason?”

Before she could even begin to put together an explanation that would answer these questions, an ugly sob escaped her lips.

“Don’t,” he said gently. “You owe me an explanation.”

“The last thing I wanted was to be deceitful. I just didn’t know what to do. I know you don’t want another baby. I just don’t feel that I can end the pregnancy.”

“Why keep it from me?”

“I don’t know. I’m just not dealing with this rationally. It doesn’t even feel real to me.” And, then, once again she lost her composure. “I can’t bear that we’re not together on this,” she sobbed.

“We would have been if I had known about it.”

“I felt like I couldn’t make you have a vasectomy. When you went ahead and did it, I nearly died.  How could I just blurt that out to you after you’d made such a sacrifice? And I can’t make you have a child you don’t want. It feels too controlling...and somehow dangerous. I can’t even imagine having a new baby or juggling the needs of three children. I already feel guilty for the time and attention I don’t give Peter and Mickey.”

“Lots of people have three children. Some have more.”

“Well, they’re not me. I know what I’m capable of.”

“You’re capable of more than you think.”

“Thank you for those words of wisdom.”

“You know, I like you much better when you’re not acting like a merciless bitch.”

“Well, that can’t be very much of the time.”

“Nevertheless,” he said, almost smiling. 

What was it that allowed him to give up his anger? Annie could remain the prisoner of her rage for a matter of hours. It took her hostage and blotted out rational thought. She might miss several paragraphs of a conversation or loose the thread of a review she was working on. There would come a point in time when she knew she was over it, but as if to prove how powerless she was in its grip, a fresh wave of anger would wash over her even after the cause of her anger had long become irrelevant.

After they settled into bed, Jack said, “I’m tired of backing down with you. Victory should not go to whoever is willing to up the anti. You can’t always be angrier or more hurt than I am.”

“Are you saying I shouldn’t show how upset I am or that I should be able to stop myself from becoming upset or that I’m manufacturing it to win a fight?”

“I’m not saying any of that exactly. I’m saying that when there’s something greater at stake than your emotions-- like our relationship--you should realize it. No matter how aggrieved you feel, someone else’s grievance might be greater. Yours can’t always be the worst. But it always is.”


For a few moments, Annie couldn’t breathe. Once she could, she found she couldn’t speak. Jack turned out the light.

Tears streamed from the corners of her eyes, over her temples and onto the pillow. Occasionally little salty rivulets ran into her ears. But she didn’t make a sound. She just lay there as if she had sprung a leak. Sleep seemed like a foreign land she wouldn’t be visiting. Time passed interminably and then she had a dream. She felt the baby kicking. At first this was reassuring. But as the kicking grew stronger, she understood that no mere fetus could muster such force. Then she realized that it wasn’t the baby kicking at all, but the right-to-lifer who’d accosted her in the parking lot. As the woman continued to attack her, an angry mob surrounded them, hurling insults at Annie. Then Jack appeared, pushing through the crowd and shepherding her to his car. The dream took on a film noir quality as they drove down dark, rain-drenched streets. The road narrowed and the car drew to a halt in a back alley. An old rusty door opened onto the alleyway and there appeared a heavy-set man with dark, stringy hair. As he opened the car door, he said to Annie, “Your baby will soon be out of its misery. For you, I’m afraid, there will be some pain involved.

CHAPTER 25

What could Annie say about The Food of Life, a Celebration of Julia Child, in 300 words? The shorter the review, the harder it was to write. She looked back over her notes for what must have been the 20th time but no pithy leads materialized.

Jim Bronson’s witty documentary charts the course of Julia Child’s unlikely life trajectory from privileged girlhood to success as Public TV’s Chef du jour if not siecle. If there was anyone destined for the spotlight, it was not the ungainly and antic Mrs. Paul Child. It would have been less surprising had she become a spy, given her stint in the OSS, where she met her husband. It was he who awakened her interest in food and wine when they were stationed in Ceylon. After they moved to Paris, Julia enrolled in the Cordon Bleu and later joined forces with Simone Beck and Louisette Bertholle. Together they started a cooking school and collaborated on Mastering the Art of French Cooking. During a promotional tour for her book, Child demonstrated how to whip up an omelette on WGBH TV, which lead to her own cooking show, and that is how America learned to love truffles and foie gras instead of tuna casserole.

The 90-minute film follows her life in strict chronological fashion, with no flash backs or leaps forward.

What was Annie trying to say? Something insulting about the limited palate of sixties America?  What difference did it make? She had already eaten up 190 words and had said practically nothing. What’s more, she hadn’t even touched on the documentary’s merit as a film.

If Bronson’s Julia Child documentary proved anything, it was that someone exceptional in character and spirit was capable of achieving against all odds. Child’s early cooking instructor had once said that she had the least skill in the kitchen but the most determination of any of his students. How did someone so unglamorous become a TV personality during the image-conscious 60s? How did one woman convince so many to buy a cookbook containing complex, time-consuming recipes during the decade of Minute steaks and TV dinners? How had she spurred them on to find such unavailable ingredients as fresh artichokes and haricots verts and bypass the grocery store shelves stocked with creamed corn and frozen vegetables? Clearly Annie lacked all of the disarming intelligence and determination Julia possessed. She wasn’t even capable of convincing her mother of the merits of olive oil. If Julia had been as involved in environmental protection as in cooking, she probably could have single-handedly saved the ozone layer. While Annie wasn’t capable of saving anything, and was, to the contrary, in the process of wrecking her marriage, one of the few things she had actually considered successful in her life, but she was probably deluding herself on that count. 

Jack felt so deceived by Annie, she didn’t think he’d get over it. What she had done had revoked his trust in her and canceled the affection that had previously cast a favorable light on her image.  She had taken a crazy wrong turn, and now she couldn’t get back. 

Instead of wasting any more time on bad writing, Annie got in the car and headed for the Stop & Shop. If she couldn’t be productive on one front, then she’d be productive on another. 

She waddled down the aisle without benefit of a grocery list, picking up Total for Jack, Cheerios for herself, and ingredients to bake brownies with the kids. She was debating whether to take two half gallons of milk or just one when the mother of one of Mickey’s friends spotted her.

“Annie, are you…?” And then she stopped herself. She had almost said pregnant but it was the kind of thing you couldn’t take back if you were wrong.

Annie thought the kind thing would be to get her off the hook. “Pregnant?  I am.”

“When are you due?”

“Little over four months.”

“Well, isn’t that great. Three is a handful, I can tell you from experience.”

“Any words of advice?”

“Help, and plenty of it. When Caroline was about to go into kindergarten, my husband told me it was time to give up our live-in. I didn’t know how I was going to take care of two kids by myself, and that’s how Adam was conceived.” Adam was Mickey’s little friend. Adam was the baby-sitter keeper.

“What are you going to do when it’s time for Adam to go into kindergarten?” Annie asked, assuming Adam’s mother wasn’t quite as strategic on the family planning front as she thought she was.

“I’m giving my live-in driving lessons. With three kids, it’s impossible to get them to all of their activities and lessons without help.” 

Annie tossed four ears of corn, an onion, ground turkey and bacon into her cart. There’s a meal here, she thought, and ten extra points if I can make it all in one pan. Twenty if I can do it in less than 30 minutes. 

CHAPTER 26

So much had changed so rapidly during Annie’s second trimester. It was as if her life was unfolding at the same time-lapse photography speed as the life inside of her. 

The first transition occurred when Arch failed to send Annie’s review of Bombers back to her for final approval. She emailed him and left a voice message in case he somehow hadn’t received the attachment, but he did not respond. 

She had let it drop that she would be giving birth soon and might need a month off. This would offer the perfect opportunity for Arch to try out another writer to take her place. 

Had she not given up reading the Boston Globe, she might not have been the last to know that the editor of Boston magazine had been fired and replaced by a 30-year-old wunderkind. He had in turn, dismissed most of the staff, including Arch, whose successor happened to be Cameron Jacoby, the 26-year-old creator of The Screening Room blog.  

A few days later, Annie received a form letter on Boston Magazine letterhead, stating that the magazine was heading in a new direction. Enclosed was a kill fee in the form of a $100 check. Not only weren’t they willing to keep her on, they weren’t even willing to run her final review. 

Never had Annie felt so old and irrelevant. The new world of publishing was run by kids young enough to imagine that she was old enough to be their mother. The irony was, she was just about to become a new mother herself, a job she felt too old for. 

Basically, that was the good news. Comparatively speaking. 

Over the last year or so, her mother had forgotten Annie’s home number, and had missed several doctor’s appointments. She had always been absentminded and disorganized, and Annie had tried to convince herself that her decline was due to the stress of dealing with an ailing husband.  But then one day she called Annie to tell her that caring for her husband had become too difficult for her. She had placed him in an assisted living facility called Palm Gardens.

“It’s lovely,” Myrna said. “Wait until you see it. It looks like the Ritz.”

Her mother’s judgment had been so clouded lately, Annie couldn’t trust her assessment of the assisted living facility. She googled it while she was still on the phone with her and had to admit that, at first glance, its appearance and credentials looked impressive. At least she wouldn’t have to go down there and rescue her father any time soon. 

Right now she was more concerned about her mother. There had been such a decline in her competence, Annie didn’t think she should be living alone.  She decided she’d better start looking into senior living for her and called Jack to run this by him.


“You ready for this? My mother put my father in assisted living, and I think I’ve got to get her into one of those places that are a step up from that, a country club/asylum. You know, plenty of activities, dining room on premises, medical facilities, transportation, maid service… 


“What happened to moving them up here?”


“I think it’s too late for that. My dad’s already in a place down there. I’m going to see if it has independent living or if there’s someplace close to him that does. She shouldn’t be driving. Maybe around the corner is OK for now, but that’s it.”

This is all they talked about these days, taking care of her parents or taking care of their kids. Now that their marriage was broken, they operated more like a tag team than a couple.

“Let me know if you need any input. I’m going to stay late tonight. I have a trial tomorrow, and there are still a few loose ends.”

“Should I make dinner for you?”

“I’ll eat something at my desk.” This was his new dining table of choice. Up until a month ago, he wouldn’t have considered eating dinner at the office.

Annie hung up the phone and lay down on the bed. She just needed to put her feet up for a few minutes. 

The state of her marriage was alarming. If only she had the ability to fix it. She alone could take credit for its collapse. She wondered if credit was quite the right word. 

What the hell had she done? The one thing she had never considered herself was self-destructive. For decades Annie had maintained a simple formula for what she knew to be true and now she could just throw the whole thing away. How could such a predictable person depart from expectation? Frankly, she didn’t believe it. 

The average wife would probably be thinking that her husband was having an affair about now, but not Annie. She was pretty sure that nothing could be further from the truth. With his marriage sounding a death rattle, there was nothing Jack was less likely to do. He was loyal and pragmatic and would never risk falling in love or lust with someone when he had a baby on the way, two children and a wife on the verge of a nervous breakdown. Although Jack was surely, at this point, feeling betrayed and deeply disgusted, he was not rash enough to chuck it all and start a new life.

Here she had found someone willing to suspend disbelief in order to love her, and had somehow managed to screw it up. Through all their years of courtship, marriage, and parenting, there had never been a distance, and now there was the threat of impending doom.

Civility reigned, and nothing more. Since the night Jack discovered that Annie was pregnant, there had been no lovemaking, no tete a tetes, no tenderness but, on the positive side, no retribution. 

They had never gone through a rough period in their relationship, so it was hard to know how to proceed. Should she beg for forgiveness? Declare her undying love? It wasn’t easy for her to say I love you under ordinary circumstances let alone under duress. If she said it now, it would just sound desperate and hollow. Besides, he knew she loved him. He just didn’t love her anymore. At least that’s what she imagined as she sobbed in the shower. 

Once the water went off, she dried her eyes and carried on. She had two children to think of. But the one thing she could not get off her mind was how she could have kept her pregnancy from Jack in the first place. Whatever state of mind had led her to such perfidy had long ago evaporated, so she couldn’t fathom what had compelled her to behave so irrationally. It seemed like a nightmare—something too farfetched and dark to be so—and yet each day when she woke up, her heart sank because she knew it was.


For Jack, work provided a welcome respite. Ordinarily, no matter how busy he was, he made time for a bike ride with Annie or a romantic dinner. But now he just pored over briefs or played with the kids.

 Her problem was that she gave up too easily. Instead of deciding that she’d blown it—destroyed 16 years of marriage in one fell swoop—she needed to take action.  But she didn’t really like taking action, but no matter how undignified she thought it was to try to win him back, she was going to have to do it. There was too much at stake.

The first step would be getting him to stop avoiding her. She had to make him understand what she had been going through to provoke such a breech of trust. She hadn’t truly betrayed him. She hadn’t tricked him or cheated on him. She had simply panicked and succumbed to temporary insanity. Did that mean that he could never trust her again?  Or that she shouldn’t be forgiven?


 She picked up the phone and called Jack’s office but there was no answer. His cell also went unanswered, as well, and she didn’t bother to leave a message. Maybe she didn’t have what it took to win him back.

CHAPTER 27

Annie was suffering from a full-blown case of cabin fever. She was a great big pregnant woman trapped in a house that had grown more demanding than her children. Some demands were relatively small yet time consuming, such as her malfunctioning cable service and staticky phone line, which seemed to be unrelated except for the fact that each required an appointment time window in excess of four hours. 


For the fifth time in as many weeks, nothing was working–internet and e-mail down, phone on the fritz, TVs caflouie. She had lost touch with the outside world, which was just fine with her but Peter and Mickey were complaining loudly. They weren’t allowed to watch much TV, and now it had been removed from their lives entirely. Annie decided it might be worth it to accept an all day appointment tomorrow—between the hours of 8am and 5pm.

But these tribulations were nothing compared to the failing infrastructure of her house. The roof was leaking into her closet, and she had no place to put her clothes and shoes until she could get it fixed.  A string of roofers were dropping by on a daily basis to pitch–or turn down–the job. Those “interested” were suggesting rates in the neighborhood of $5,000 to repair a relatively small patch of roof, if she wanted a five-year guarantee, and what was she to do after the five years were up? Pay another $5,000?  

Then there were the flying squirrels who had taken up residence in her bedroom walls. Not only were they nocturnal but noisy. She hadn’t slept a wink in weeks. If she finally got comfortable enough to drift off, the creatures would suddenly come to life, chewing and scratching inside the walls. Jack snoozed through this with the greatest of ease. 


So far, Annie had two quotes on flying squirrel eradication: $6,000 for a five-year guarantee and $1,500 for no guarantee.  What was it about five years that made it some kind of hurdle for home repairs and cancer?

Back when she’d held down a full-time job, she used to imagine how pleasurable it would be to work at home. She was sure she’d have more freedom and would be able to come and go as she pleased. She had to get out of her house before her next four-hour appointment rolled around.

She gathered the dry-cleaning and her to-do list and got into her car.  No sooner had she pulled onto the main drag, then an SUV almost plowed into her. She honked at the driver, who seemed oblivious, chatting animatedly on her cell phone. There was a whole contingent of women in Brookhaven who gabbed on their cell phones non-stop while they drove, shopped and, no doubt, while they brushed their teeth. Since it was Annie’s fervent wish to escape her own phone, she did not want to be subjected to theirs, especially if it meant they would be crashing into her. 

Her first chore was to try and return the gift certificate for a pedicure she had received as a thank-you for giving a speech to Peter’s class. She pulled into the nail salon parking lot alongside a large metallic-platinum suburban with a license plate that read, 4TOPKIDS. When she passed through the doorway, she was nearly overcome by the acetone fumes and the yammering of 4TOPKIDS on her cell phone. “...You better make that two pasta primaveras, you know how Mr. Brachman likes it, with the sun-dried tomatoes, and one spa salad with the dressing on the side....” One hand clung to the cell phone, while the nails on the other were being painted with Baby’s Breath.  “Yes... Six o’clock, that’s right, Antonio. Caio. Yes, caio, good-bye.” This was followed by 30 seconds of silence and then a push of the redial button. “Yes, this is Mrs. Brachman again. Antonio, make sure the food is hot. Don’t prepare it until right before I get there. Last time it wasn’t hot enough by the time I got home. And, don’t forget, dressing on the side.”

With gift certificate in hand, Annie stepped up to the counter and asked, “Is it possible to cash this in? I can’t really use a pedicure.”

“Sorry, no, but we can give you a pedicure without polish, if you like.”

“No, thanks. I’ll just give it to a friend.”

“Your feet must hurt from being pregnant. Are you sure?’

“Yes, but thanks anyway,” said Annie, backing out the door.

At Brookhaven Fine Foods, Annie tapped her foot impatiently while the woman in front of her occasionally interrupted her phone conversation to give her order: “The silk charmeuse would be nice but not in that color... and a pound of fat-free tuna salad with almonds and calamyra figs… She didn’t have that bag in stock. The Longchamps in apple green they had... a pound of chicken tenders–the baked not the fried.... I did try Neiman’s and Saks. No luck. Of course by next month, that bag will be over. I wish I knew what was going to be hot, so I could start looking for it now... Wait a sec, the counterman needs me... A large container of grilled asparagus, three marinated sirloins and a pound of the wild rice with pecans. Oh, it’s too late now, I already ordered 275... yes, there are 275 guests coming. What can I tell you, we have a large circle of friends.” 

Annie had now wasted 10 minutes, all so she could secure a one-pound chunk of parmesan cheese. Was it really worth it? She thought about the menu she had planned for that evening—Caesar salad and lasagna—and decided it was.


Now that she was under house arrest, she longed for an outing, even a trip to the gas station. Everybody in her family was living a life, and it was her responsibility to make it all happen. Somehow she seemed crucial to her family’s existence, even though it would be hard to put her finger on anything real that she did. 

But whatever minutia she was in charge of made the family run, and that was what made her useful to Jack at this point in time. Annie had never felt so depressed in all her adult life. The joy she felt taking care of her children was now just a simulation. She could feel no pleasure in any of these day to day routines.

As she drove along, she thought about how much she missed reviewing movies.  She no longer had a profession. The other day, someone had asked her what she did, as in for a living, and she hadn’t known how to answer. She was about to say that she was a film reviewer, but that wasn’t true anymore. Then she thought of saying that she had been a film reviewer until recently, but that was just plain pathetic. She considered saying that she was a writer because that was a broad description of what she did, and she had been toying with the idea of branching out. 

Basically, she was having an identity crisis. Somehow her work defined her, yet she had no work to provide the definition. She felt trapped and aimless. 

Annie had been waiting for her kids to reach an age at which she would consider them less vulnerable.  At that point, relying on a babysitter wouldn’t be so worrisome.  She couldn’t say precisely what that age was but sensed that they had just about reached it, and here she was going back to square one with a new baby.  

She needed some sort of employment that would not require a babysitter. And that didn’t leave much. 

She’d often toyed with the idea of writing a movie.   She’d spent so many years studying film, surely she must have learned something about creating one. She was, after all, a writer. How difficult could it be?  Take a grain of truth and pour on the fertilizer.

Something ahead, on the side of the road, interrupted her train of thought. It was a woman holding up a placard of some kind. As Annie passed by, she slowed up and could see it was a picture of an embryo floating in a jar. What the hell is going on, she thought. And then she passed another few people, all holding up signs and calling out to passing cars. There were about ten of them all told, lining the road.  Annie rolled down her window and heard what sounded like Thou shalt not kill being chanted. 


Annie couldn’t figure out what they were doing along this stretch of Rte. 21, a jumble of low-rise office buildings, a church, a bank, a funeral home and the annex of the local hospital. Were they members of a congregation, or were they picketing a doctor’s office or the hospital?  Something about being pregnant made her more indignant than usual at this display. She was tempted to yell something out, but could not decide what. She resisted and just kept driving. 

When she reached the main part of town, several blocks up, she pulled over and parked. She sat for a few moments in her car, ruminating. Instead of complaining about excessive cell phone use, why don’t you focus on something real? Maybe once the baby is old enough, I’ll volunteer for Planned Parenthood, she told herself and got out of the car. 

Annie went into the drugstore and bought a big black magic marker and a poster board. She walked over to the Photo Magic pickup desk, which was unattended, and wrote on the poster in big block letters: PROTECT A WOMAN’S RIGHT TO CHOOSE.

She drove back to where they were picketing, parked and got out of her car with her sign. Her heart was racing. Not only was she afraid of what their reaction would be, she was afraid of what she might do next.

As she approached with her sign at her side, a member of the group, a gray-haired man who must have been close to 70, greeted her with a smile, glad to have an expectant mother to emphasize the point. How ironic, she thought. They think I’m the poster child for their cause when I’m the poster child for my cause.
  Annie thought it best not to stand too close to him, so she moved a few yards down the road and held up her sign. He looked her way and the smile vanished from his face. 


“What the--,” he began. “You gotta be kidding me.  Get the hell out of here!”

“You get the hell out of here!” she yelled back. “What right do you have to tell a woman what to do with her body? Have you ever carried a child for nine months?”

“Look at this,” he called to the others as they started to approach. “We got a pregnant baby killer over here!”

Annie stood her ground. She felt protected by her pregnant belly. Even if they wanted to lash out at her, they would never harm her baby. 

“You are a disgrace!”  a woman about her age  said. “You shouldn’t be allowed to have children!”

“Are you going to try to control that too?” Annie asked. “Why don’t you just worry about your own life instead of meddling in other women’s lives?”

“You’re an unfit mother,” the woman persisted.

“Then why do you want to make me have a child? Do you think it’s a good idea to force someone who’s not going to be a good parent to have a baby?”

“Because it’s murder. Ever hear of the Ten commandments? Thou shalt not steal, thou shalt not kill… I bet you don’t even go to church.”



Well, she’s right on that count, thought Annie. 

“Listen, if your 16-year-old daughter gets pregnant and you want to make her have the baby, even if it means a life of poverty or misery for either one of them, that’s your business and it’s not my right to interfere, so don’t interfere in my life either. If you care so much about children, why don’t you volunteer to help some of the thousands who are suffering in the world?”

“What are you a communist or something?” the old guy said.

“A communist? Do you even know the meaning of the word?”

“Get out of here!” he yelled, getting in her face.  “Beat it!”

Suddenly, Annie got a bead on how insane she appeared at this particular point in time. If any of those Brookhaven Little League or PTA mothers saw her, what would they think? That she was even crazier than she seemed in the first place? How could she explain picketing with these right-to-lifers? How could she explain it to herself? But she didn’t really want to back down.

 “Excuse me a moment,” she said to the angry mob. She took her sign and repaired to the sidewalk. 

“Listen, I need a second opinion,” she began when Jack answered the phone. “And since you’re the go-to-guy on civil liberties…  Well, this may be more of a question on insanity…”

“Annie, what are you talking about? I’m very busy.” She remained in his bad graces, and he’d lost patience with her sooner than usual.

“I’m standing here by the side of the road, and there was this right-to-life demonstration with very offensive signs and photographs…”

“Just keep going. It’s none of your business. They have a right to demonstrate. Just as you would.”

“Exactly. My point exactly. I joined the demonstration—“

“You joined the demonstration?!”


“Joined probably isn’t the right word. I’m an interloper, a descenting opinion. I have a sign of my own, I’m demonstrating against them…”

“Oh, god. Please get out of there right away. Is that what I hear in the background?”

“Yes.”

“Please get out of there. They could hurt you.”

“They’re not going to hurt me. I’m carrying the baby they want to protect. This is my one opportunity to make my point with impunity.”

“Why would you even take that chance?”

“I don’t really look at it as a risk, and you know how threatened I usually feel. The slightest risk makes me paranoid. As she spoke to him, she started walking towards her car. “But here’s what I want to know. I don’t really want to back down. I want to make my point, but I recognize that it’s insane behavior. But I feel compelled to do something.” 

“Then feel compelled to go home. You have children. Stop this crazy behavior.”

“I need meaning in my life,” she insisted as she opened her car door. “I’ve lost everything. My job. You…” She started to cry. “I still have my children, but this is an issue that will affect them in the years to come.” She put her head down on the steering wheel. Annie did not like to cry and crying in public was inexcusable. 

“Annie, what is the matter with you? You have not lost me and, as for your job, it’s just temporary. Something will come up.”

“I have lost you!” she screamed. “And I don’t really give a shit about my job. I have no meaning in my life. Except for my kids. And I can’t live through them.”

“What has gotten into you?”

“What has gotten into me!?”  She was screaming again.  “You! You! I give up! I fucked up! Apparently there’s something very real wrong with me.  The fact that I felt I couldn’t tell you that I was pregnant. That I could go on like that, even though it was killing me every day. I’m not going to argue with you. I’m not going to defend my behavior. But obviously you can’t forgive me, and there’s nothing I can say or do to make you forgive me.”

“Please calm down. Where are you?”

“I’m in Milford; what difference does it make?”

“I don’t want you to drive when you’re upset like this.”

“Please don’t capitulate because you think I’ve fallen apart. I haven’t,” she sobbed. 


“My anger isn’t worse than yours. My hurt isn’t graver. I realize that. I’m sorry that we have children and you feel you have to stay with me.”

“I’m just angry at you. I haven’t stopped loving you. Somewhere under the resentment, there’s still love. Why are you so rash as to think that I could just stop loving you overnight? This is what bothers me about you; why do you always have to overreact?”

“I’m not overreacting. You’ve treated me like a pariah for months now. Our marriage is like a bad joke...”

“I don’t know how you can expect me to get over what you did just like that. You betrayed my trust. You acted in a way that made me feel that I don’t know you anymore.”

“And do you still feel that way?”

“Not as much. But I just can’t get over it ASAP because it’s bothering you.”  

“I started to tell you five different times, but every time I broached the subject your reaction scared me away.”

“Since when are you scared of anything I have to say?”

“Usually when we discuss something, we’re trying to come to an agreement. But this was different. I didn’t want to have another child any more than you did, but I felt that an abortion was non-negotiable. I’m not quite sure why, but I did. I knew that you felt just the opposite.”



“I’m just not understanding you at all. Ordinarily you would fight for what you wanted and, with very few exceptions, I would end up agreeing. In this case, it’s your body, and it’s affecting your career, not mine. Why wouldn’t I defer to what you wanted?”



“Because it’s bringing a new life into the world, and it affects our lives and the lives of our other children. It just became so clear to me how much you did not want another child.”



“But I can put your needs first.”


“For the rest of your life? Because this is a life-long choice.”



“It’s only temporary. I know I’ll love this child as much as I love our other two. And once I do, it won’t be a sacrifice...  



“You’re right, this wasn’t what I had in mind. I was already making other plans. But in the scheme of things, if this is the most difficult thing I have to adjust to in my life, I’ll thank my lucky stars. A month from now, it will be hard for me to remember that I didn’t want another baby.”



“I just feel like there’s something very wrong with me.”



“I’m not going to argue with you. I can’t excuse your behavior and I wish you could explain it to me because I find it disturbing.”



“I went to the gynecologist for my regular checkup. I wasn’t thinking that I was pregnant. It caught me totally off guard. They routinely screen your urine for all sorts of things, but I had no idea that they screen for pregnancy if you haven’t asked them to. When she told me, I was totally shocked. My period wasn’t that late—I usually wait five days until I start with the pregnancy tests. It’s hard to describe just how panicked I felt when she said those words. And I went right back to being furious with you for not having a vasectomy. I couldn’t wait to get home and give it to you.”



“Since when would you have waited until you got home?”



“I decided I should. I felt so freaked out, it was like having an out of body experience. But once I resisted calling you, it wasn’t so difficult not to. The longer I resisted, the easier it was. It was something I held onto. I had control. Something happened to me that made me feel very out of control and then once it was mine alone to manage, very in control. 



“I run to you for everything, Jack. Should I do this, should I do that? Take care of this problem for me. Talk me down, I’m anxious. Clean up after me, balance my checkbook, pay my bills. Look at me right now, calling you because I’ve gotten myself into some crazy bind I want you to talk me out of.”



“So you were feeling good about not telling me?”



“No, that was just my initial reaction. Then I just became sort of paralyzed by indecision…”



“But I had a right to know.”



“I didn’t want anyone to know. The fewer people who knew, the more likely it was to go away.”



“Go away?”



“I know it’s irrational, but Dr. Walsh said that it was common for women my age to miscarry, that it was early in the pregnancy and that it might resolve itself. I started waiting for that to happen, so that I wouldn’t have to deal with it.”



“Still I had a right to know. Why wouldn’t you share this with me?”



“Because you kept snapping at me whenever I tried to bring it up. I just retreated.  You told me I had a pregnancy obsession.”



“If you had told me you were pregnant, I would have known that it was a little more than an obsession.”



“Then when you went ahead and got a vasectomy, that was it, I just wanted to crawl under a rock. What could be more awful?”



“Why was that so awful? Ordinarily, your first response to finding out you were pregnant would be: ‘You better get a vasectomy right this minute.’”



“I never even thought of that. Not once. I just kept thinking how you’d made this sacrifice for me and here I was knocked up and I didn’t have the heart—or the guts—to tell you you’d done it for nothing, it was too late.”



“If you had told me you were pregnant, I would have felt pretty guilty. The first thing I would have said was, I’m sorry I didn’t do it sooner; I’ll do it right away.”



“Yes, you would do the right thing and I would do the wrong thing. Got it. I just want to say that your attitude made me resist telling you. I understand that my behavior has something to do with why you treat me that way, but you bear some of the blame.”



“Ok, you sold me.”



“Really.  That easy.”



“If you get away from that right to life demonstration right away, I promise that all is forgiven.”



“I’ve been sitting in my car for the past 10 minutes. I’m not near them anymore.”



“That’s fantastic news.”


 
“The kids are going to be home soon. I gotta go.”



“I’ll be home soon, too.”



“I thought you had a lot of work.”



“I do. But I don’t really care. You do know I love you?”



“Yes, yes, I’m willing to change my assessment.” 

CHAPTER 28



Right before Annie reached the no-fly point in her pregnancy, she traveled down to Florida and moved her mother to Boca by the Sea, a senior living complex down the street from Annie’s father. For the first several days in her new residence, Myrna remained indignant over being highjacked.



“I can live very nicely on my own,” she insisted. “I’m very flattered that you take such an interest in me, but it’s misplaced.”



“I just think you’ll be a lot happier here. None of your friends live near you anymore. This is a real community,” Annie argued.

 
“A community of old people. They’re all much older than me. I have nothing in common with them.”



Myrna was convinced that she was the youngest person in the room at all times. If you provided indisputable proof that she was older than half the people sitting at her table, she would counter with, “Age is a state of mind. I look younger, I feel younger, and there’s no one else here who can wear shorts; just look at my legs.”



Despite her protestations, she was caught up in the social whirl by the end of the first week there. She enjoyed the endless round of activities and thrived on the attention that she had been denied while caring for her failing husband.  Unfortunately, she continued to decline at an alarming rate. Within a month, she practically forgot she had a husband and hardly visited him. 



Boca by the Sea had magically transported Myrna back to a time when she was young and single.  She lost track of her age and her connection to her family. If Annie hadn’t called almost daily, she would have forgotten she had a daughter, and she certainly didn’t recall that Annie had given birth to a new baby.



Annie adjusted to these new developments as only a worn-out, sleep-deprived zombie could.  She looked upon any moments when she wasn’t in high demand as blissful and for once did not fritter away relaxation by worrying about all that she could not solve. 



Perhaps Jack was right. He’d always said that although Annie considered herself too busy to function, she wasn’t nearly busy enough, that once she truly had no time for worrying, she would relax.



As soon as the baby started sleeping through the night, some of her old rumination returned but with it came a renewed sense of pleasure.  It was a relief to have the pregnancy and postpartum period behind her.



Although Annie knew she was having a girl, when Loulou was born, she seemed like an exotic creature. Her parts looked foreign. 



“I’m so used to having boys, there’s something about her that feels mysterious to me,” Annie told Jack.



“But you’re a girl. I would think that a boy would seem less familiar.”



“I’m sure that when I first had Peter, it did, but having a baby was so new and overwhelming, I couldn’t have chalked it up to his sex. But now that I’ve had two boys, having girl is strange.”



Because Peter and Mickey were old enough to look after the baby, Annie could take a shower and make dinner without having to worry about her. Mickey had always longed for a pet and now he had one. He treated Loulou as if she were a beloved puppy, trying to get her to roll over for the first time, buying her toys whenever he and Annie went to the store. 



“Can we buy her this?” Mickey asked, holding up a boxed set of brightly colored blocks.



“She won’t be old enough to play with that for a long time. I’m trying to remember, maybe 8 months to a year. What age does it say it’s for on the box?”



“Eighteen months and up,” said Mickey. That’s only 15 more months.”


Annie let him put it in the shopping cart so that he could relive his childhood. 



When they stopped at the grocery store, Mickey was mesmerized by all of the jars of baby food. The formula Annie bought to supplement Loulou’s feedings held no interest for him.



“Look at the color of this one, it’s bright orange! Let’s get it! And what a cool label.”



“Loulou won’t be eating solid food until she’s six months old. Let’s wait until then.”



“And can we buy her this purply stuff, too?”


“Sure, why not.”



Peter was less interested in the baby. It was the end of basketball season, his favorite sporting season of all, and he was wrapped up in the play-offs. He was almost always out of the house, and this day was no exception. Jack had taken him to basketball practice twenty minutes ago and had not yet returned. 



Annie was just putting the baby down, when the phone rang. She called out to Mickey to answer it and then remembered that she was the only one home. Jack had dropped Mickey off at a friend’s when he left with Peter. The caller ID indicated that it was her mother, so she decided she better take the call and let Loulou lull herself to sleep. 



Annie tried to imagine how her mother had even located her phone number. Although Annie had made several phone lists for Myrna and taped two to the wall, she routinely ripped them down to use for scrap paper and the lost them. 



Each time she spoke to her mother, Annie was relieved to find her sounding cheerful and busy, but Myrna always managed to say one or two things that alarmed her. This time was no exception, and she wished that Jack were home so that she could get his reaction.



She went upstairs to check on Loulou, who was still sleeping.  When she came back down, she heard the sound of the garage door opening.
 
“Two down, one to go,” Jack greeted Annie as he came in the door.



“Actually, three down. Loulou’s napping.”

“Excellent! I see a window of opportunity. If she keeps up this prolific napping schedule, we could be having sex daily.”

Annie took a sip of her coffee, closed her eyes for the briefest of moments and wished that she could think of sex, some very down and dirty form of sex, instead of her mother.

“If sex was a continuous activity it would become a form of drudgery.” 

“You flatter me.”

“You know I don’t mean it that way. I don’t feel romantic when I have something weighing on my mind.”

“If that were true, you’d have been celibate for the last 20 years.”

“I just need to discuss something with you and then we can move on to other things.”

“You need to learn to focus on the positive. There’s much to be thankful for.”

“Amen and pass the collection plate. I could use some spare cash.”

 “Sit down,” she instructed him, settling herself on the living room couch.  As soon as he joined her, she swung her legs around and propped her bare feet up in Jack’s lap. “If you rub my feet while I tell you this story about my mother, I promise we’ll make passionate love unless the baby wakes up first.”

“That’s quite an offer. Perhaps you could put me on retainer.”

Annie was not put off by his assessment; she could tell he was warming to the idea.

 “My mother calls me today and she asks, ‘how old am I?’” Annie begins. “So I’m thinking why does she suddenly want to know how old she is? When I told her we were going to your father’s 70th birthday a few months ago, she said, ‘My, I can’t believe how old he is.” And I said, well, how old do you think you are, and she said with a laugh, ‘oh, I must be around fifty.’”









Suddenly, Jack squeezed Annie’s toe hard, as a warning. “Can we do without the digressions. My life has a finite ending.”

“’Why do you want to know how old you are?’ I asked her. She says, ‘Bob is the head of our place now, and he wants to know how old I am.’  So I say, ‘Bob is the head of Boca by the Sea? I don’t think so.’  ‘Well, he’s the head of entertainment,’ she counters. ‘And it would be entertaining for him to know your age?’ I say.”

 “She’s not as fast on her feet with the bullshit anymore,” Annie added.

“Wait a minute. Who’s Bob?” Jack asked.

“Do you listen to anything I say? He’s this guy she’s involved with. They’ve been inseparable since my mother moved in. I think she stole him from some poor widow.”

“This is a romantic relationship?”

“Yes!”

“They’re doing it?”

“In some shape or form, I believe they are.”


“How do you know?”



“I got a call from the director last week asking me if I knew that he was sleeping in her apartment and vice versa.



“Anyhow, let me get back to my phone conversation with her… So she comes clean. She says, ‘we’ve been talking about getting married.’ So I ask her, ‘And he wants to know if you’re too young or too old for him? You do realize you’re already married,’ I say. ‘Yes, of course,’ she answers. ‘So then?’ I say. And my mother says, ‘I mean when he’s not around anymore,’ referring to my father.”

“OK, I get the picture. First of all, how do you know this isn’t just some delusion of hers? And, second of all, your father is alive. You have nothing to worry about. Why do you waste your time on these things?”

“Why would someone who is healthy, active and alert want to marry someone who is obviously declining?”

“How do you know this was his idea? How do you know he knows anything about it?”

“Because he wants to know her age. If he didn’t know anything about it, the age thing wouldn’t have come up. I can understand someone wanting to take care of the person they’ve been married to for a lifetime, but a new acquaintance?”

“You don’t have the facts. Stop thinking about it.”

“What if he marries her, steals her money, sticks her in some awful, run-down nursing home... And yet he seems like such a decent guy. I have a hard time believing he could be up to no-good.”

“And I’m sure he’s not.”

“There’s more to the story.”

“Let’s save it for a special occasion.”

CHAPTER 29

"Loulou, you're a very portable little angel," Annie cooed, as she strapped Loulou into her car seat. She kissed the top of the baby's head and got into the front seat. 

Mother and child were on their way to the Boston offices of Planned Parenthood where Annie was receiving training to become a member of the Pro-Choice Action Team. She loved the title, which made her feel like a super hero, and she hoped that Planned Parenthood could foster in her the discipline she would need to become an asset, not a curse. 

Officially, she served as a public affairs and advocacy volunteer. Most of the time, she worked from home, writing letters to editors and emailing policy makers, which was a perfect situation for her now that she had a baby. Annie hoped it would lead to a paid position but right now she needed to put in some time, learn all she could and get to know the system.

The first time she visited Planned Parenthood to inquire about a job, she had been expecting the humorlessness that sometimes goes along with a political agenda but the director who interviewed her was downright funny. 

“Sit down,” she said. “Tell me a little bit about yourself because this is the last time we’re going to have a nice, relaxed chat. It doesn’t matter if you’re paid or unpaid here, everyone works their asses off, and don't even think about working here if you don’t have a sense of humor because you’re not going to make it through the first week." 



“Sign me up,” said Annie. “The only thing I like better than working my ass off is laughing my ass off.”

Annie felt like she belonged. This was her kind of place. 

Her one moment of doubt occurred when she checked in with the security guard. Even though he asked her a few pertinent questions about the nature of her business with Planned Parenthood, for some reason, he did not pick up on her loose canon vibe and allowed her to pass. 

In due time, Annie realized that Planned Parenthood wasn't the cause it used to be. Even though the opposition had grown more vocal, most women in the suburbs were not that concerned about access to birth control and safe abortions. But Annie thought she could get a few of her Brookhaven friends involved. After all, countless friends, acquaintances and strangers had gotten her to bake cookies, volunteer for the book drive and work the concession stand at basketball games. She was pretty sure she could get some of these ladies to return the favor and maybe even embrace the cause. 

She tried Pam first. 

“How do you feel about a woman's right to choose?" she asked as they watched their kids in the playground.

“I’m for it. Why do you ask?"

“I’m recruiting for Planned Parenthood. Any interest in volunteering with me? It won’t take up much of your time.”

“If I had any spare time, I’d go back to nursing. The doctor’s office I used to work for is dying to have me fill in when they’re short staff but there’s no way." 

Annie moved on to her neighbors. She knew Terri was too busy to volunteer but Betsy seemed to have free time so she tried her.

"I'm looking for a few good women to volunteer at Planned Parenthood," she began. 

"And you're asking if I'd be interested?" 

"Would you?" 

"It's not at the top of my list. Sorry."

She posted a flyer on the library bulletin board, but so far no one had responded. This made Annie feel all the more committed. The world didn't need another movie critic, but it sure needed reproductive freedom fighters. She was convinced that this was one cause in danger of ending with a whimper, not a bang. 

Annie thought of all the charities that pulled at her heartstrings and made her open her checkbook even when she was feeling broke. Most of them could afford network commercials. And then her mind went to the biggest television advertisers of all: Cialis and Viagra. If Planned Parenthood could have one percent of their air time what a difference that would make. Surely the use of these products had resulted in plenty of unwanted pregnancies, and it was time to undo the damage, so to speak. 

Annie met with the Planned Parenthood Public Affairs director and asked if she could work up a proposal for interfacing with Viagra and Cialis. The director was receptive to her ideas and told her to submit a script for contacting the public affairs people at Lily and Pfizer. 

A few months later, Annie had a very flexible position with Planned Parenthood as a Public Affairs/Press Relations consultant. She was fighting the good fight and being modestly paid for it. Plus, she was managing to care for three children and run her home, however shabbily. 

Only rarely did she allow herself to look back at the dark period leading up to Loulou's birth. None of her dire predictions had come to pass. A third child had triggered not disaster but good fortune in the Luckow family. 
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