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1.

No More Classes, No More Books, My Husband’s Giving Me Dirty Looks

I always feel the same way on the last day of school. I imagine that it must be similar to the way that ex-cons feel when they step out of jail for the first time—the sensation that their hearts might explode with the promise of total freedom, combined with the disbelief that they won’t actually be there again tomorrow. Of course, there is also the giddy sense of anticipation—three entire months of midweek shopping excursions and empty ten A.M. Tae Bo classes—that I experience that ex-cons probably don’t, but whatever. The point is, whether it was in my past life as a student or in my current reincarnation as Mrs. Stone, director of college counseling, I have always loved the last day of school.

Last days just don’t exist in other jobs. For example, when I was practicing law (an endeavor that ended almost as quickly as it began, given my utter, utter distaste for hundred-hour workweeks and the tedium of drafting such exciting documents as mortgage loan warehouse agreements), there was no such thing as a last day (at least, not until I quit). Each twenty-four-hour period ran into the next, sometimes without my going home in between, and the piles on my desk grew higher and higher until my office looked like a maze of paper stacks. Vacations made no difference. I always found it kind of hard to relax, knowing that each day spent lounging by a pool meant a future Friday or Saturday night spent playing catch-up with the new pile that, inevitably, formed during my five measly days off. No, in the real world, there is no such thing as a last day. Which is why I am, happily, no longer in the real world. I am in  education. Even better, I am in elite private education, which translates into decent pay, short hours, long vacations, an absence of pesky, state-mandated requirements, and, of course, come each June, a last day.

On this particular last day of school, I shut the door to my office behind me, and I step out into yet another perfect Los Angeles summer afternoon. With the sun shining down and three entire months of freedom ahead of me, I feel like skipping to my car, but, of course, I don’t, both because I am wearing three-inch wedge heels and because I am not someone who skips. Plus, I spy a group of students who are still hanging around in the school parking lot. As I get closer, I can overhear them making plans for the final days before they go off for the summer—to CIT in the Berkshires or to “study” in Europe on a program that their parents think will look good for college but that they, and I, and colleges, all know is just an excuse to spend eight weeks hooking up with other résumé-padding kids from various U.S. suburbs. And, of course, to get drunk without the hassle of having to get a fake ID.

If this were not the last day of school, I would probably wave and say hello to them, but my summer has officially started and I have about zero interest in talking to these delinquents during the very first few minutes of my vacation. So instead, I discreetly avoid them and head straight to my car, pretending that I haven’t seen them despite the fact that they are standing no more than twenty feet from where I am parked. But I am busted.

“Hey, Mrs. Stone.” It is Mark, one of my counselees. “Nice car. Are you gonna put the top down?”

One of the advantages of having formerly been a lawyer who was worked practically to death at a huge LA law firm is that I made way more money than I possibly had the free time to the spend. As a result, I socked away enough cash to allow me to continue to consume as if I were still a lawyer, despite the fact that my salary is about a third of what it used to be. In any event, the car to which Mark is referring is a two-seater Mercedes convertible that I love to death and that makes me feel like Christie Brinkley in National Lampoon’s Vacation—although I rarely drive alongside middle-aged men in green station wagons and seductively lick my lips at them. Normally a teacher would have to worry about driving such a flashy car to a high school, but at Bel Air Prep it is no problem. At Bel Air Prep, half of the kids got the more expensive version  of my car for their sixteenth birthdays, and the parking lot is lined with them.

I squint at Mark as I ponder his question. I hardly ever put the top down, mainly because I have never quite mastered the whole convertible, long-hair-blowing-in-the-wind thing. I look fabulous in parking lots and at red lights, but the second that I get up over three miles per hour, my hair blows straight into my face and gets enmeshed in my lip gloss. I’ve tried varying levels of window and I installed a windscreen behind my seat, but I always end up bearing a scary resemblance to Cousin It, if he were ever to get behind the wheel of a luxury roadster. I once even tried to do the Jackie O. thing and wrap a scarf around my head, but I looked utterly ridiculous and pulled it off before I even got out of the garage, as my next-door neighbor was standing outside and I was too embarrassed to wave at her with a big old scarf tied under my chin.

Today, however, I am feeling reckless. Lip gloss be damned, I think. It’s summer, I’m free, and I am definitely going topless.

I look Mark straight in the eye.

“As a matter of fact, I am. And if you’ll excuse me, I’m off to vacate for a few months, so I really have to run.”

With that, I hop in the car, push the button that automatically lowers the top into the trunk, and leave Mark and his cohorts eating my dust. Hasta la vista, babies, I think.

Like any true Los Angelino, I immediately pick up my cell phone and start dialing. Time to check in with the old ball and chain. After two rings, he picks up.

“This is Andrew Stone.”

“I’m done,” I announce. “How jealous are you?”

“Very jealous. Congratulations. Are you meeting us at agility?” Unfortunately, this is not a reference to a funky yoga class or a New Age-y sex workshop. No, he is referring to the doggie agility class that he takes with Zoey, our three-year-old Wheaten Terrier. In case you’re not a die-hard Animal Planet fan, agility is a competition in which dogs run as fast as they can through an obstacle course comprised of tunnels, weave poles, a seesaw, jumps, and various other death-defying equipment. Not that they do it alone—the dog’s “handler” (aka Andrew) is crucial, because  the handler runs next to the dog and tells him what to do and where to go next. Andrew says he does it just for fun, but this is total bullshit, as Andrew never does anything just for fun. He considers it a real sport and he takes it Very Seriously. As in, he went out and bought some PVC and made his own weave poles that he set up in our living room and that he makes Zoey practice with three nights a week. I think he’s secretly hoping that the teacher will tap him to become a professional handler.

I unglue the hair from my lips.

“Yeah, I’m going. I’m on my way there right now.” I used to go to agility with them every week, but then the class switched to Saturday mornings, which is when I go hiking with my friend Stacey, and hiking won. Tonight’s class is a makeup, though, so I’m going to support Zoey. I think it’s good for her self-confidence to have a cheering audience every once in a while.

“Oh, good,” he says. “Okay, so let me finish up here and I’ll see you in a little bit. I love you.”

“I love you, too,” I say. “ ’Bye.” I hang up and gather my blowing hair, then attempt to hold it in a ponytail and steer with my elbow while I dial my friend Julie.

“Hello?”

“Hey, Jul, it’s me. Are we still on for dinner?” Julie is one of my closest friends, a fact that, even after seven years, continues to shock me on a daily basis. We could not possibly have more opposite personalities. I lean toward misanthropy and sarcasm, while Julie is the nicest, sweetest, most positive, well-meaning person on the planet. Every stupid saying about making lemonade and half-empty cups was definitely written by someone just like Julie. Of course, it doesn’t hurt that she leads a totally charmed life and has never had a bad thing happen to her, ever. Normally, I hate people like Julie and make fun of them endlessly behind their backs, so I really have no good explanation as to why I tolerate her sunniness and enthusiasm. The only thing that I can think of is that it’s my body’s way of telling me that I need it, kind of like how anemics sometimes crave red meat.

Anyway, Julie and I were supposed to have had dinner plans for the last three Fridays in a row (with Andrew and her husband, Jon, but since they usually sit across from each other and talk about business, they  don’t count), but Julie canceled on me every time. One week she didn’t feel well, one week she was really tired, one week she had to have dinner with her parents. If I didn’t know that she psychologically wasn’t capable of it, I would have thought that she was blowing me off.

“Hey, Lara. I’m so sorry about before. We’re definitely on for tonight.”

“Oh, really, what happened? Did your better plans fall through or something?”

“I know you don’t really think that. What time do you want to go?”

“I don’t know. We’re taking Zoey to agility at five, and then we just have to drop her off at home and feed her dinner. I swear, sometimes I feel like I’m a soccer mom for my dog. Is seven okay?”

“Perfect. I’ll see you then.”

 
I arrive at the park and drive all the way to the back of the parking lot, from where I can see that the other dog handlers are still setting up the agility course. I hate setting up the course. I helped out during the first few classes that I went to because I felt guilty just sitting there while everyone else schlepped tunnels and hurdles around the field, but then I figured out that if I just showed up ten minutes late, I wouldn’t have to deal with it. As I wait for them to finish, I open up the mirror in my visor and spend a few minutes trying to get my fingers through the knots that have formed in my hair. When I see the last piece of equipment go up, I grab a blanket out of my trunk and stroll across the grass.

Andrew and Zoey are nowhere to be found, so I spread out the blanket away from everyone else and plop myself down. I have absolutely no interest in conversing with the agility crazies. As far as I know, Andrew is the only male handler in the entire “sport” of agility. The rest of them are a bunch of middle-aged, overweight lesbians who are totally obsessed with their dogs and are clearly using them to replace the children that they never had. They all have bumper stickers on their cars that say things like Sheltie on board or My dog is an honor student at West LA Obedience School, and they all buy their clothes from some catalog that specializes in dog logos and breed-specific accessories. One time one woman came to class practically in tears because she had lost one of her favorite German shepherd earrings. I mean, come on. I love Zoey and everything, but I’m not about to make her a staple of my wardrobe.

But before I have time to figure out how best to avoid making eye contact with anyone, I hear Andrew calling my name.

“Lara! Lara!” I look up and see Zoey, who is headed, full throttle, toward where I am sitting. She’s barking like a maniac, and Andrew is running behind her, gripping her leash and trying in vain to keep her from ripping his arm off.

“Zoey, easy, Zoey. Zoey, heel! Heel, Zoey!” To this day, I have no idea why he even pretends that Zoey understands what it means to heel. Or that she would do it even if she did understand it. She’s a terrier, for God’s sake. Terriers don’t do obedience. Andrew is panting and out of breath by the time he reaches me.

“I swear, I’m going to put a muffle on this dog one day.”

I cock my head sideways. “Do you mean a muzzle?”

He looks at me and thinks for a second. I have clearly thrown him for a loop. “Is that what it’s called?” he asks, and I nod my head yes. “Really?”

I roll my eyes at him. Andrew has only read something like two books in his entire life, and as a result he can barely speak English. He’s a really smart guy, but he sounds much dumber than he is because he’s always messing up his idioms and getting words wrong. I stand up and grab the leash from him.

“Andrew, leave the poor dog alone. She just wants to say hi to her mommy.” At this, Zoey jumps up and pounces on me, and in return I kneel down and smother her head with kisses. As per our usual hello routine, Zoey is licking my face and my mouth so intensely that we are practically making out. “Hi, bunny, hi, sweetie, did you miss your mommy today? Mommy missed you so much. Oh, I love this girl, I love you, yes, I do.” Our love fest continues for about ten minutes, during which time Zoey’s tail is wagging so fast that I think she might achieve liftoff. I swear, if I could harness the energy in that tail, I could easily power a small city.

Just then the teacher of the class, an enormous woman named Jean who has trained her dog using voice commands because she is too heavy to run alongside him, calls for the class to begin.

“Okay, everyone. Take a look at the course and then line up. We’re going to be working primarily on jumps today, so make sure you have lots of water ready for your dogs.” At this, Andrew gets so excited  that I think that he might run off and hurdle one of the jumps himself.

“Yessss!” he says, pumping his right arm. “Jumps are Zoey’s best skill,” he whispers to me. “This is great.” I nod at him indulgently, and then I sit back down on my blanket while he goes to get in line.

The first pair to go is a little black Pekingese named DJ whose flowing hair is so long that she looks like she floats over the ground, and her handler, a large, pasty woman named BJ who looks as if she might shatter the earth with every step. BJ is wearing a polo shirt with a Pekingese where the horse or alligator would belong on a normal person’s polo shirt, khaki walking shorts, and white socks embroidered with little black Pekingeses (Pekingesi?) on them. DJ takes off, and while BJ huffs and puffs alongside her, she gracefully sails over the first two jumps, then flounders when she has to turn around to find the next one. At this, Andrew leans over to whisper his commentary.

“That’s just bad handling. DJ could be so good, but BJ always confuses her. She always does back crosses when she should be doing front crosses.” I fake-smile at him and nod so he will think that I care.

During the next three dogs, I completely lose focus and begin to day-dream about the pale pink skirt with the white eyelet trim that I saw in the window at Barneys, which is for sure going to be the first purchase of my summer vacation. As I begin to imagine how great it will look with the new white Gucci clutch that I just bought myself for our four-year wedding anniversary, I am rudely interrupted by Andrew, who is yelling at me to watch.

I look over and see that it is their turn to run the course. Andrew has positioned himself about thirty feet in front of Zoey, who is sitting behind the first jump, hunched over with her front paws out like a swimmer poised for a race. Their eyes are locked, and Zoey is anxiously awaiting his signal. When Andrew is ready, he waves his right arm.

“Okay, Zoey, over!” he yells. My little Wheatie princess takes off like she’s been shot out of a cannon, and, I have to say, she rocks. She hits every jump, turns right when Andrew motions right, turns left when Andrew motions left, bounces through the weave poles like a Ping-Pong ball, and then sits down in front of Andrew and waits, breathlessly, for her peanut butter-flavored treat. I am bursting with pride and clapping like she has just hit the winning run for her Little League team.

When Zoey dispenses with her reward, the two of them come hurtling toward me. I begin to roll around on the ground with Zoey, and Andrew is like a little kid begging for compliments.

“Did you see that? How good was she? How good of a handler am I?”

“You’re good, honey. You’re both incredible. You two should be on  Amazing Animals, really.” I am well aware of the fact that, in his mind, this is by far the highest compliment that I could possibly pay him.

“Do you really think so?”

“I do,” I say, and he beams at me. Looking at him, I can’t help but wish that I were that easy to please. It would certainly make things simpler for both of us.

 
When class is over, we drop off our agility star at home and head straight to the restaurant. Julie and Jon aren’t there yet, and since it’s a beautiful night, Andrew and I decide to wait for them outside. A few minutes later, Jon pulls up in front of the restaurant and Julie steps out of the car. As much as I love Julie, I can’t stand the way she dresses. She’s always appropriate and put together, but in an Ann Taylor-meets-Laura Bush kind of way. The girl just has no edge whatsoever. You know what I mean—pearls, jeans with waists that actually sit on the waist, lots and lots of twinsets, Ballet Slippers on her nails. And the hair. The hair is always the same. Perfect, shoulder length, a shiny, natural chestnut, perpetually blown out. She always looks like she’s running off to have tea, or to a PTA meeting in Greenwich.

Anyway, as Julie walks over to where we are standing, I immediately give her the once-over (as all girls do, no matter how good of friends we are with the once-overee, so don’t even try to pretend that you don’t do it). As I look her up and down, I can’t help but notice that she looks kind of fat. Her shirt is way too tight on her stomach, and she just seems . . . thick. But otherwise, everything else is the same. So of course, I do what any good friend would do. I give her a kiss hello, tell her that she looks amazing, and ask if she’s lost weight. She looks at me like I am crazy.

“No! Are you kidding?” I see her glance at Jon and he smiles back at her. “Actually, we have something to tell you.” She pauses, dramatically, for effect. “I’m pregnant. We’re having a baby!”

She’s pregnant! My first thought is, Ohhh, well, that explains the fat.  My second thought is, Oh, crap, now all she’s ever going to talk about is babies. I give a mock scream and hug her.

“Oh, my God! Congratulations! I am sooooo excited for you! How far along?”

“Four months today. I’ve been dying to tell you for so long, but I wanted to tell you in person, and I haven’t seen you in the last month at all.”

Four months! I think. I readjust my critical eye and look at her stomach again. I know plenty of people who have children, but aside from a second cousin whom I haven’t seen in ten years, I’ve never known anyone while they were actually pregnant. But four months sounds pretty far along to me, and she doesn’t look pregnant at all. She just looks like her shirt is a size too small. I wonder if this is normal or if this is just typical Julie good fortune, but I don’t want to ask.

I look over at Andrew, who is grinning from ear to ear and hugging Jon and Julie like they’re moving away to Czechoslovakia. I can see the wheels turning in that little head of his, and I hope he’s not getting any stupid ideas. You see, having a baby is kind of a sore spot for us right now, as in, he wants to and I don’t. Or, the way I see it, he thinks he wants to, and I know that I don’t. Seriously, what does he know about having kids? Given that he doesn’t actually know anyone under fifty who has a child, he’s obviously getting all of his information from television and movies, which, as I remind him whenever this comes up, is fiction. I mean, yeah, it looks like a blast when some movie star and a couple of five-year-olds are dancing around a bedroom and singing Supremes songs into a hairbrush, but that’s not exactly real.

I, on the other hand, work with kids every day. Spoiled, bratty, nobody’s-ever-said-no-to-them, real-life kids, and I see exactly what happens to their parents. These people—who I’m sure were totally cool, normal, people at some point in their lives, and who had lives at some point in their lives—have been completely reduced to cartoon versions of themselves. Either they’re so petrified of being disliked by their kids that they turn into whimpering, sniveling doormats who can’t ever bear to see their precious angels fail and take it upon themselves to fight every last teacher, administrator, and college official to make sure that they don’t, or they’re so totally clueless and uninvolved that half the time they’re shocked to remember that they even have kids, especially when  those kids do things like set fire to a hotel bathroom at prom, or organize a crime syndicate involving stolen final exams. I mean, really, why the hell would I want to go and do that to myself? And I know that we’re talking about teenagers here, and that I would have to get through babyhood and toddlerhood and elementary school and the preteen years before I even got to that point, but all of that sounds like a lot of work, and I’m already a pretty busy girl, you know?

Plus, with regard to the more immediate future, it helps to know that I don’t even like babies. They’re loud, they’re messy, they can’t do anything for themselves, and most of them are really ugly. Oh, be quiet, they are, too. And I know what people say about how, when it’s yours, everything is different, but I’m not so sure. I just can’t picture myself with a baby. Not right now, anyway.

I’m sure I’ll change, though. I keep telling Andrew that I’ll do it eventually, I just need some more time to enjoy my life before I hand it over to someone else, that’s all. My theory is that, when the time is right, my nurturing side will kick in and I will suddenly find myself sobbing at diaper commercials, and then I’ll know that I’m ready. It just hasn’t happened yet. But it will. I think. Maybe.

Andrew, however, doesn’t want to hear any of it. He’s been up my butt about this ever since I turned thirty last month, and he just won’t let it go. Of course, one of the reasons I think that Andrew wants a kid so badly is so he’ll have someone to play with. I mean, he’s practically a kid himself. Not chronologically or anything, but definitely at heart. Consider the following: (1) He doesn’t like the taste of alcohol (except for wine coolers, but I have informed him that under no circumstances is he allowed to ask for one anywhere, ever), so when we go out to dinner with our friends and everybody orders a glass of wine, Andrew orders a hot chocolate. (2) He is a member of about nineteen different “men’s” soft-ball leagues, and he names his bats (Black Thunder, the Stonewaller, and Morty) and sometimes sleeps with them before a big game. (3) His favorite store in the entire world is called the Soda Pop Shop. Seriously. The manager is this crazy black lady with a big Afro who knows all kinds of trivia about soda, and Andrew spends hours chatting her up about the history of ginger ale or the healing properties of root beer. He always comes home from there all excited about some new soda that he can’t  wait to try, and he buys cases of them at a time, as if one bottle of Kickapoo Joy Juice or Blueberry Cream couldn’t possibly be enough. Do I need to go on? I have no idea how the two of us ended up together, but somehow, it works.

Except for when it comes to this baby thing. He has this whole fantasy going about how he’ll take the kid to see all of the cheesy Hollywood movies that I refuse to go to with him, and how they’ll have soda-tasting parties together, and how he’ll finally have somebody to go to the arcade with on Sundays who will play that stupid Japanese dancing game with him, and he wants all of this to happen now.

Ugh, there is no telling what this Julie-Jon news is going to do to him. Suddenly I am finding myself very, very nervous.

Our table is ready, and as we sit down to eat, I realize that I am going to have to feign some degree of interest in Julie’s pregnancy. I know slightly less than nothing about having or taking care of a baby, and I really am not in the mood to learn right now. But since Julie is my friend and this is a big deal to her, I guess I can pretend to be nice. I quickly come up with a strategy: Whenever she gets going on an unbearable baby tangent, I will just tune her out and eavesdrop on Andrew and Jon. Good, I think.  I have a plan.

I pull my napkin out of my glass and place it on my lap.

“So,” I ask, “how are you feeling? Is it really bad?” Julie practically jumps out of her seat, she is so excited to talk about this.

“No, I feel great. I was supertired in the very beginning, but I didn’t have any morning sickness at all.” Of course she didn’t. “But when I was at the doctor’s last week, I met this woman in the waiting room, and she’s been sick the entire nine months. She has to carry around a little cup with her to spit in because she can’t even stand the taste of her own saliva.” This is quite possibly the most disgusting thing that I have ever heard, and I make a face indicating such.

“Are you craving weird foods?”

“Not really. I’ve been eating more bread than I normally do, but that’s about it.” Right. As Julie begins to review every last carbohydrate that she’s consumed in the last four months, I let my ear wander over to the other side of the table, where Andrew is playing the man version of my game with Julie.

“So how much do you think a baby costs?” Oh, that is so Andrew. Get right down to the money. I see Jon looking a little puzzled, probably because he’s loaded and the cost of a baby never even crossed his mind.

“I don’t know,” Jon says. “I mean, there are clothes, and private school, and stuff.” Andrew seems perturbed by this, and I know exactly why. He simply can’t fathom the idea of not having an exact accounting of expenses, as well as a complete cost-benefit analysis. When we do have kids, I won’t be surprised if he draws up a business plan for them.

“I don’t understand,” Andrew says. “Didn’t you do a spreadsheet or anything first?” I knew it. It’s scary how well I can read his mind. Although I didn’t figure on the spreadsheet part. Andrew has this weird obsession with spreadsheets—he creates them for everything. He built one when we got married, when we remodeled our house—he even made one when he was having trouble with his golf swing and he couldn’t figure out what was wrong. It’s not his fault, really. He’s just a total control freak. He truly believes that all of life’s problems can be solved by breaking them down into little columns in Excel.

Jon gives him a look and tells him that no, he didn’t create a spreadsheet for their unborn child, and I can see that Andrew is disappointed. No doubt he was hoping to get a copy of it.

I’ve lost interest in the guys, so I turn back to Julie.

“. . . and then today I had an omelette for breakfast. It’s funny, because my sister couldn’t even go near eggs when she was pregnant, but I haven’t had that with any foods at all. I think that I must be having a girl. Everyone says that you don’t get as sick with girls.”

I sense that I am expected to marvel at her luck, which I do with great fake enthusiasm. I also sense that she is waiting for me to excitedly ask her more questions. Let’s see . . . unfortunately, I have a limited arsenal of pregnancy-related knowledge, and it is running out fast. Suddenly the pink Barneys skirt flashes before my eyes. I really just need to go buy it first thing tomorrow morning. But then I have a stroke of genius. Oh! I think. I can ask her about clothes. Perfect.

“Have you bought any maternity clothes yet?” Based on the tightness of her shirt, I already know the answer to this question, but since Julie doesn’t work and therefore spends the majority of her time figuring out  how to spend Jon’s money, I also know that I can count on it as a good conversation starter.

“No,” she says, looking somewhat crestfallen. “I tried some stuff on a few weeks ago, but everything was still way too big. I think I’m probably ready now, though.” She looks down at her stomach. “I just can’t wait until I’m really showing and everyone knows that I’m pregnant.” At this I cock an eyebrow.

“Really?” I ask, sounding skeptical. I can’t comprehend why anyone would want to be really showing. I think that pregnant women who are really showing look like bowling balls with heads.

“Are you kidding?” she asks. “Everyone is so nice to pregnant women, and you get so much attention. My sisters all had the best time.” Sounds horrid, all that niceness. Time to check in on Andrew and Jon again.

“. . . term life insurance, I think. Although I heard about some variable life insurance plan that lets you put in money tax-deferred up to twenty-five thousand. . . .”

Ugh. Being a guy must be so horrendously boring. I’m still not exactly sure how the news is impacting Andrew. I can’t decide if he’s just asking these questions out of curiosity, or if he is actually starting to make plans. I’m so hoping it’s the former.

Back to Julie. Correction. Back to Julie, my friend who is pregnant. I look at her, and this time I am totally sincere.

“I really can’t believe you’re having a baby. I just cannot believe it.”

“I know,” she says. “Isn’t it crazy? I’m going to be somebody’s mom.”  Yes, I think. It is crazy. Because that means that I’m going to be the very good friend of somebody’s mom. I’m going to be Aunt Lara. Ick. I hate the way that sounds.




2.

Jack Sprat Could be Such a Brat; His Wife Could Be So Mean

Andrew is curiously silent on the drive home from dinner, and I am careful not to say anything that might steer the conversation toward our own baby prospects. But it seems that I needn’t have worried, because, as we pull into the driveway, he still has not said anything more about it other than to note how happy he is for them. I’m reluctant to believe my good fortune, but by the time we get into bed, I am beginning to think that I’m off the hook. I, by the way, am exhausted—it’s now almost ten o’clock—and it is aeons past my bedtime. Andrew, however, is wide-awake, and he’s scrolling through the shows that we TiVoed during the year and saved for the summer rerun season. Because God forbid we should have nothing new to watch. We might actually have to do something with our lives. Andrew finishes his audit and turns to me.

“Do you want to watch a Law and Order?” he asks.

“I think I just want to go to bed. I’m wiped.”

“Okay, well, do you care if I read?”

“You’re reading?”

“Yes,” he says, in a fake, I’m-so-offended tone. “I’m reading.” He picks up a huge hardback book with a picture of a white-haired man on the cover. “Jack Welch. It was on sale at Costco. I thought it looked interesting.” I make a mental note to myself to start a betting pool with our friends over how far he’ll get before Jack Welch ends up on the floor, right next to the book about everyday engineering that he thought looked interesting about three years ago and still hasn’t opened.

“Go ahead,” I say. “Read away. I’m going to sleep.” I kiss him on the cheek and roll over. “Good night,” I tell him. “Don’t stay up too late.” I give him ten minutes, tops.

Two minutes later, I hear him close the book and put it down on his nightstand. Like I said . . .

He turns off the light and I feel a tap on my shoulder. He’s probably going to ask me if I’d mind it if he puts the television back on. I pretend to be asleep, but Andrew knows full well that I am a semi-insomniac and that it takes a good hour before I am out. So he taps me again. In the cute baby voice that he reserves for occasions when he wants something that he knows I will say no to, he starts to whisper.

“Dolly?” Oh, no. The cute voice and a pet name? I try not to sound annoyed.

“Yes?” I say, not moving from my sleep position. There is a long pause, and I finally roll over to look at him. He is smiling at me. Playfully. I sigh. “Honey, if this is an attempt to have sex, I’m really sorry, but I don’t feel like it tonight. Starting tomorrow we can do it every day, I promise.” Andrew ignores this and keeps smiling at me until I am no longer able to hide my annoyance. “What?” I yell.

“Let’s have a baby,” he says, still using the cute voice. I knew it. Damn that Julie for getting knocked up. I sit up and roll my eyes in a here-we-go-again kind of way.

“Come on, Andrew, you know how I feel about this topic.”

He drops the cute voice and starts to whine. “Yes, but I don’t understand why you feel that way. You just turned thirty years old. Don’t you want to get started?”

“Andrew, it’s not a contest. Just because Julie and Jon are having a baby doesn’t mean that we have to also. We should do it because we’re ready, and I’m not ready.”

“I just don’t understand why. We have a house, we’ve traveled, we make enough money. I mean, what are you waiting for?”

Now I start to whine. “I’ve told you this a million times. I’m waiting to be ready, and I’m just not ready right now.”

He rolls his eyes at me. “Well, how do you know that you’re not ready? Do you seriously think that one day a big ready light is going to go on over your head?”

I glare at him. I can’t possibly say out loud what I am thinking. I know that I’m not ready because every time that I even think about having a baby, I keep going back to the fact that I still need to lose five pounds, and that I’m not ready to give up vodka martinis for nine months. Not to mention the pink skirt. There would be no point in buying it if I can only wear it for a few weeks, and I really, really want it. So how can I be a mother? Mothers don’t think this way. Mothers are supposed to be unselfish.

But, as I said, I can’t tell him all of this. So I dodge the question.

“Andrew, do you remember how I was when we got Zoey?” I look over at her—she’s lying upside down in her round, leopard-print doggie bed, all four legs sticking straight up in the air. Upon hearing her name, she opens her eyes and perks up her ears, so I lower my voice to a whisper. Zoey definitely understands English, and I don’t want her to hear what I have to say next. “Do you remember? I had postpartum depression with a puppy. I cried every single day and I told you every night that I hated her puppy guts and that I wanted to give her back. Imagine how I’ll be with a baby.”

This is not an exaggeration, by the way. I really did hate Zoey when we got her. It wasn’t entirely my fault, though. Andrew never should have given her to me as a surprise birthday present. I had made it very clear that I wanted a hot-pink, 100-percent cashmere pashmina. I felt so cheated when he gave me a puppy instead. I mean, pets are not birthday presents. They’re presents for everyone. If you’re going to surprise someone with a dog, fine, but don’t do it for a birthday. It’s a complete waste of a perfectly good gift opportunity. And to top it off, she was a stubborn, destructive pain in my ass. She chewed four pairs of my shoes, she ate a blue ballpoint pen that leaked all over the couch, she peed everywhere, and I had to spend ten minutes chasing her around the house every time she saw me pick up her leash. Plus, we couldn’t go on vacation the whole summer because we had nobody to watch her and she was still too young for a kennel. Of course, I came around and now I love her to death, but I’m a dog person. I’m not so sure that things would have ended so happily for us if I had started off hating the entire species.

Andrew looks at me like he was anticipating this. I hate it that our mind reading works both ways.

“Lara,” he says. “Zoey is a dog. I know you love her, but you didn’t give birth to her.” I start to interrupt him, but he puts his palm up in the air to stop me. “Honey, just listen. I believe you that you’re not ready. I do. But I also think that being pregnant will change you. There is a reason that it takes nine months—it gives you a chance to get used to the idea. I don’t think anybody is ever really ready to have kids. It’s just the kind of thing where you hold your nose and jump in. And then you’ll be ready because you’ll have to be.”

Hmm, I think. I wonder where he got that from. There’s no way that he came up with it on his own. He smiles at me lovingly and brushes a wisp of hair away from my face. Sorry, honey, I think. I’m not going to let you win that easily. If I’m going down, I’m going down swinging.

“Well,” I finally say, crossing my arms. “If you’re so smart, why don’t you be the mother?” I know, I know. Definitely not my best work, but it was the only thing I could think of. I give him a big pout, and Andrew lets out a sigh.

“Look, all I’m asking is that you think about it, okay? Just think about it.”

“Fine,” I tell him. “Are we finished now? Can I go to sleep?”

Another sigh. “Yes, you can go to sleep.” I roll over and he kisses me on top of the head. “I love you, okay?”

“I love you, too,” I say, and wonder, for about the eight millionth time since we met, why in the hell he puts up with me.

 
I am dressed in a gorilla suit, and I am walking down the street in Pennsylvania, where I grew up, pushing an old-fashioned metal baby carriage. The sky is ominously dark, and the wind is blowing my hair wildly, which is kind of weird because the gorilla suit covers my head. Suddenly a huge black bird swoops down and lands inside of the carriage. It looks like a cross between a crow and a pterodactyl. I try to shoo it away, but it won’t go. I desperately look inside to make sure that the baby is okay, but the baby is not okay. The baby is actually a giant, adult-size man-child, who is naked except for a hot-pink cloth diaper that is pinned with a pink rhinestone brooch in the shape of a snake. He’s wearing a braided Rapunzel wig that is tied at the ends with pink bows, and when I see his face, I cringe in horror. His skin is wrinkled with old burns, and his nose  is huge and hooked and raw. Suddenly I realize that it is Freddy Krueger from A Nightmare on Elm Street. I start to scream . . . and then I am awake.

I sit up and try to catch my breath. What the hell was that? I mean, it doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out the subtext, but what was with the gorilla suit and Freddy the tranny baby?

I look at the clock. Three twenty-six. Suddenly I am furious. I am supposed to be on vacation. I am supposed to be sleeping like a rock because I have no worries and no stress. I am supposed to be relaxed.

I am not off to a good start.

I get up and go into the kitchen to get a glass of water, and then sit down at the table. Maybe Andrew’s right, I think. Maybe I will never feel ready. I’ll just keep making excuses for why it’s not the right time, and the next thing you know, I’ll be forty-four years old with a closetful of dog T-shirts and dried-up ovaries. Okay, fine. He wants me to think about it? I’ll think about it.

True to my scary, type-A personality, I feel an overwhelming urge to make a list. I grab a pad of paper that some random real estate agent left on my doorstep (Moving? Call Sherri Levine! Everything I touch turns to SOLD!), and I make two columns.

 
BABY CONS BABY PROS

 
Here we go. Cons first because I am a negative person and that is how I naturally think. I write down the first thing that pops into my head.

 
Will get fat.


 
I really am so vain. But that’s a topic for a different list. Right now, I need a pro. Ah. I know.

 
Still young,  
easier to lose weight after.

 
This, by the way, is a medical fact. I have read in several different fashion magazines that a woman’s metabolism doesn’t start to slow down  until after thirty. That means that, if I got pregnant right now, I would still be thirty once the baby was born. Hmm. Very interesting. I pick up the pencil again.

 
No sleep, no spontaneity.



 
The pro is an easy one.

 
Have insomnia,  
am never spontaneous.

 
I’m getting into the groove now. The next one comes almost immediately.

 
Maternity clothes.

 
While I try to think of something that could possibly be a pro with regard to maternity clothes, I look back over my list and realize that my pros are not really pros at all. They’re actually just counterarguments to the cons. Come on, Lar, I tell myself. Think of something positive. I try to think.

Still thinking.

Got it.

 
Baby clothes, esp. girls.

 
I picture the tiny plaid shift dress with the tiny plaid shoes that I saw in Burberry last week, and I smile. They are pretty cute. Although probably not that cute when covered with spit-up and diarrhea.

I’m starting to get a headache. It feels like there’s a giant hammer that is banging on my temple from the inside out. I put the pencil down and start to rub the spot where it hurts, and I suddenly realize that it’s not a hammer that’s banging in my head but the con that I’ve been trying to ignore since I started this exercise. Maybe if I write it down it will be satisfied and stop banging on my brain. I pick up the pencil and take a deep breath, then write:

I am not cut out for motherhood.

 
There. I said it. Well, not actually said it, but it’s close enough. What is it they all say in AA? Admitting that you have a problem is the first step? Fine. I’ve admitted my problem. I have no idea what the second step is, but seeing it there on paper is not nearly as scary as I thought it would be. Actually, I’m finding it oddly comforting.

I stare at my list for a few minutes, letting it absorb into my brain. It looks lopsided without the last pro. I pick up the pencil again.

 
?????

 
I’m not going to force it. I think I’ve made quite enough progress for one night.



3.

Shoo, Boss, Don’t Bother Me

Andrew is shaking my shoulder. I open my eyes and see him hovering over my side of the bed with the phone in his hand.

“Lara,” he’s semiwhispering. “Lara.” I look at the clock. It is eight thirty. What kind of a person calls someone at eight thirty on a Saturday morning? And why is Andrew waking me up to talk to such a person? I roll over and kick him away with the heel of my foot.

“I’m sleeping. Tell whoever it is that I’ll call them back.” I close my eyes and try to get back into the dream that I am having about the hot Tae Bo teacher at my gym before I lose it. But Andrew apparently has ESP and knows that I am dreaming of another man, which can be the only possible explanation for why he is persisting in his attempt to rouse me.

“Lara,” he says, shaking my shoulder. Forget it. The dream is gone. I open my eyes again, hoping that they convey every last ounce of the irritation that I am feeling toward him right now. If they do, he doesn’t seem to notice. Andrew covers the mouthpiece of the phone and whispers. “It’s  Linda.”

I am yelling at him at the top of my lungs. “Who the hell is Linda and what the fuck does she want on a Saturday at eight thirty in the morning?” Andrew closes his eyes. When he reopens them, he hands me the phone.

“Linda. Your boss.”

Shit. There is no way that she didn’t hear that. Then I remember that it is not only a Saturday morning but also summer, and I hope that she  did hear it. I take the phone from Andrew, clear my throat, and put on a fake sweet voice.

“Hi, Linda. What’s going on?”

“Lara, hi. I’m so sorry to bother you at home during your vacation, but there’s been an emergency.” Oh, no. Someone must have died. That’s the only thing that I can think of. I hope it wasn’t one of the kids in a stupid drunk-driving accident. I lower my voice.

“Is everyone okay?” At this, Linda begins to stutter.

“Oh, no, I mean, yes, everyone is fine. It’s not that kind of an emergency.” I start to get the feeling that it is not any kind of an emergency. I start to get the feeling that Linda is going to ask me to do something for her. I say nothing, hoping that my silence is long enough to express the full extent of my irritation. I think that, for eight thirty on a Saturday morning on what is supposed to be the first day of my summer vacation, there has already been entirely too much going on in the irritation department. Linda takes a deep breath and starts talking.

“Victoria Gardner is one of your students, right?” She is. Victoria is a junior with crappy grades. She has purple hair, four visible piercings, and no friends. Her nickname is Tick, and I’m not sure I want to know why.

“Sort of,” I say. “I mean, I really only met her once. She blew off every single meeting with me the whole year. When I called home, the only person who would talk to me was the mother’s personal assistant, and she had no idea what was going on.” I distinctly remember this, mostly because I spent a good hour with my colleagues discussing the hilarity of a woman who doesn’t work having a personal assistant. Linda sighs again.

“Yes, well, do you know who she is?” I have lived in this city long enough to know that this phrase is code for, Do you know why she’s important? I was not aware that Tick was important, although I am not surprised, given her attitude. And, of course, the personal assistant.

“No,” I answer. “Who is she?” I can’t wait to hear this one. In the Los Angeles private-school world, you never know. It’s not like New York, where all of the rich kids’ parents are corporate big shots or real estate moguls. In LA, she could be anything from the illegitimate child of a  porn star to the heiress of a discount fashion empire. As long as you have money, nobody discriminates.

“Her father is Stefan Gardner, the director.” Oh, really? I think. He’s huge. I’m impressed, but I pretend not to be. I don’t want to get sucked into anything by being starstruck.

“Okay,” I say, clearly intending this to mean, So what? If Linda doesn’t cut to the chase soon, I’m going back to bed.

“Well, her mother called me last night, at home. Apparently Victoria got her SAT scores back yesterday, and they were not satisfactory.”

“What does that mean, exactly?” I ask. And why should I care? I’m not an SAT tutor. If she wants a list of referrals, I’m happy to tell her where to look in my Rolodex.

“She got a ten-ten.” For our school, that’s pretty bad, but it’s not unheard-of. And again, I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do about it. But Linda continues. “Anyway, her mother thinks that she bombed it on purpose, because her PSAT scores from last year were in the twelve hundreds.” She pauses, and I can tell that she’s about to get to the point, and that it’s not looking good for me. “Her mother would like for you to meet with Victoria a few times this summer. To get her on track for college.”

I am stunned. Stunned both that the mother asked this of Linda, and that Linda is actually asking this of me. No way, I think. No way.

“But, Linda, school is over. Does this woman understand that I’m on vacation? It’s not my fault that her kid is a mess and that she didn’t get the information when she should have. I must have left her mom ten messages this year, and she never even called me back. And now, now she decides that I’m important?” I am so furious that I’m actually shaking. “I’m sorry, Linda, but no. I’m not going to indulge that kind of behavior. Just because her father is in entertainment doesn’t mean that they don’t have to play by the rules.” Zoey jumps up onto the bed and sits down on my leg. I can tell that she’s trying to figure out if I’m mad at her. I rub her ears and smile at her while Linda talks.

“Lara, you’re meeting with her. It’s not a choice. Her father is not just in entertainment. He happens to be the school’s biggest donor, and if I want to make my budget next year and be able to pay the teachers’  salaries, I need him to be happy.” Oh, so now the salaries of the poor teachers are in my hands. That’s nice. Nothing like a little guilt first thing in the morning.

Satisfied that she’s not in trouble, Zoey lies down and rolls over onto her back.

“This is ridiculous,” I yell. “What if I have plans? What if I’m going away for the whole summer?”

I can tell by Linda’s tone of voice that she is growing tired of me. “You told me three days ago that you were looking forward to just staying home and doing nothing until August.”

God. Why do I have to be so boring?

“Honestly, Lara, it’s just a few meetings, it’s not that big a deal. And they’re willing to underwrite a stipend to your salary, so you’ll be compensated. Now, I told her that you would call her this afternoon to set something up.”

“Fine,” I say, spitting the word out. “But you owe me.” Linda hangs up and I slam down the phone, and Zoey cranes her neck to the side to see what all of the commotion is about.

“Some vacation this is turning out to be,” I say, and she licks my hand in sympathy.

 
An hour and a half later, I’m still fuming. I’m supposed to be meeting my friend Stacey at ten o’clock to go hiking, as we do every Saturday morning, but I got so wrapped up in my post-Linda lividness that I didn’t even leave the house until ten, and now I’m going to be fifteen minutes late. I hate being late for anything, so I am racing down Sunset Boulevard, trying to eat a piece of string cheese and drive at the same time. But Sunset starts to get really curvy in the Palisades, and I can’t pull off strings of cheese with just one hand. So I eat the thing in three big bites, even though it’s completely disgusting that way. By the time I get to Temescal Park, I am already sweating from the effort.

Stacey is waiting for me in the parking lot, and I am, as usual, immediately annoyed by how skinny she is, considering that she subsists exclusively on chili cheese fries, porterhouse steaks, and beef gorditas from Taco Bell, not to mention the fact that the only time she exercises is on Saturdays, with me. Meanwhile, I haven’t had a carb in almost two years  (okay, whatever, I had three bowls of cereal and a blueberry waffle for dinner last week, but I had my period so it doesn’t count), and I work out like a fiend, but I couldn’t get one leg into a pair of Stacey’s pants, and I’m a size four.

Anyway, she’s standing in the middle of the parking lot, and she’s got a pink bandanna wrapped Aunt Jemima style around her head, and she’s wearing a tight, Day-Glo orange Hello Kitty T-shirt and bright purple workout pants. Anyone else would look ridiculous in this color scheme, but somehow it works on her. As I get out of the car, she frowns and looks at her watch.

“You’re late. What’s wrong?”

I jut out my lower jaw. “Sorry. I was working.”

Stacey scoffs at this.

“No way, babe. You don’t get to use that one. That excuse is reserved exclusively for people with real jobs.” I knew that she would have some smart-ass remark like that. Stacey and I met in law school, and she has spent the last six years in indentured servitude at a fancy boutique entertainment firm in Century City. She thinks that because she martyred herself and stuck it out at a firm, nobody else is entitled to work-related complaints. She, on the other hand, complains constantly about how miserable she is in her job, but she would never quit, for several obvious reasons. (1) she has no life outside of work and no interest in cultivating one; (2) she thrives under pressure and wouldn’t last three minutes alone with herself in a room without a crisis to deal with; and (3) though she would never admit it, she totally gets off on working with celebrity clients and feeling vicariously important through them.

Aside from making fun of people, Stacey never talks about anything but work, she has no free time, and she uses her job as an excuse to get out of anything that she doesn’t want to do, which is just about everything. It’s no wonder that I’m her only friend—nobody else would put up with her crap for more than five seconds. Personally, I think that the long-term exposure to fluorescent office lighting is causing some kind of a personality cancer in her. I mean, if you think that I’m bitchy, Stacey makes me look like one of the Bobbsey Twins.

“Don’t worry,” I tell her. “I won’t complain to you.”

“Good. Because I got home from the office at three thirty in the morning, and I have to go back in after lunch.” She starts walking. “Come on, let’s go. If we don’t hurry up we’ll get stuck behind the Persian men.” She’s right. There’s this very strange phenomenon that occurs every weekend in the Santa Monica Mountains that involves old Persian men who get up at the crack of dawn to go hiking in groups of twenty. I swear, the average age must be somewhere around seventy-five, and they wear dress pants and button-down shirts and carry walking sticks like they’re climbing Mount Everest. The worst part is, if you have the misfortune of getting stuck behind them, you are doomed to taking no more than four steps per minute and listening to them yell at each other in Farsi for an hour and a half. Needless to say, we book it to the trail.

Stacey and I have been doing this hike every Saturday for the last four years, and while I still find it difficult, it’s no longer the huge challenge that it was when we first started out. Stacey, however, wheezes like Darth Vader the whole way up to the top and has to take water breaks every ten minutes. Of course, this might be due to the fact that our hike is quite possibly the only two hours each week when she breathes uncirculated air, but as a result, the responsibility for keeping us entertained during the uphill portion of the climb sits squarely on my shoulders each week.

But not today. As we start trudging up the trail, I am silent. I can’t stop thinking about my conversation with Linda, and there isn’t anything else that I want to talk about right now. I’m confident that if I keep this up long enough, she’ll give in out of sheer boredom. After about three minutes, she caves.

“You are so fucking passive-aggressive,” she says. “Just tell me.”

I smile at her and begin to recount the whole story. When I get to the part about who Tick is, she interrupts.

“Her dad is Stefan Gardner? I just worked on his contract for a three-picture deal that he’s got with Sony. The wife is such a bitch. She gets a coproducer credit on all of his movies—not that she does anything for it—and she demanded that the studio lease him his own private jet to use on each film. When they said no, she threw a fit and threatened to take his all of his projects to Dreamworks. What a piece of work. I’ve heard that Stefan is a nice guy, but she definitely wears the pants in that family.”

I want to tell her that she
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