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DEDICATION

For Rocco and Gio—the beginning of everything





EPIGRAPH

Women are always better liked if we sacrifice ourselves for something bigger—and something bigger always means including men, even though something bigger for men doesn’t usually mean including women.

—Gloria Steinem, My Life on the Road

Even if we’re constantly tempted to lower our guard —out of love, or weariness, or sympathy, or kindness—we women shouldn’t do it. We can lose from one moment to the next everything that we have achieved.

—Elena Ferrante, in an interview by Rachel Donadio, New York Times, December 9, 2014





PART ONE

EARLY SUMMER





CHAPTER ONE

Isabel

NOW THAT ISABEL was pregnant, she knew what it felt like to be an eighteen-year-old boy. All she could think about was sex. Combined with morning sickness that began from the moment she awoke and continued throughout the day, Isabel wasn’t sure from moment to moment whether she wanted to vomit or fuck.

She called her best friend, Beth: “I think I have gestational schizophrenia.”

“Get used to it,” she said. “This is just the beginning.”

“This is not what they tell you to expect when you’re expecting. Did you go through this?”

“Yes . . .” Isabel suspected she wasn’t really listening at all, so Isabel was surprised when she continued. “Remember where I was, Is, when I was pregnant? No, sex wasn’t on my mind.” She paused. It wasn’t unusual for Beth to be doing three things at once. “I gotta go,” Beth finally said. “Call me later if you’re still feeling like Sybil.”

Isabel hung up the phone and checked her e-mail. A long list of blue messages on the screen called out for her attention. She cherry-picked the urgent ones and those from her husband, Sam, who was often away on business. His latest informed her that he was going to be stuck in Chicago for two more days on a case. In her extra-hormonal state, the news made her cry. Did she miss him, she wondered, or just want to get laid?

Her tears stopped when her boss, Larry Pond, the publisher of Pink, stuck his balding head around the door into her office.

“Isabel, come by my office at three. I want you to meet the candidate interviewing for the open position . . .”

Isabel tried to blink away her tears, but it was too late. Larry noticed and shifted nervously.

“Is everything all right?” Larry asked in one of the least sincere voices Isabel had ever heard. He looked down at his shoes.

Everyone around the office called Larry “the Turtle,” partly because of his last name, but mostly because of the penis-like shape his head and neck formed together. Isabel couldn’t decide if he was a wounded soul or just a dickhead. Even as she thought it, she saw Larry’s eyes lift from his shoes and land on her breasts, now swollen from pregnancy and proudly displayed by the décolletage of her dress. The Turtle colored, then quickly turned and walked away.

A wave of nausea hit her. Isabel pushed away from her desk and glanced at her calendar, where she saw two meetings on opposite sides of town, one at four o’clock and another at five thirty.

She buzzed her assistant, Tina. “I feel like hell. Cancel my appointments for the rest of the day,” she told her. “I’m going out for a smoothie. I’ll be back in time for my three o’clock with Larry, but I’m going home afterward. If anyone needs me, I’ll have my cell.”

As associate publisher of Pink, a trendy women’s fashion magazine, Isabel spent a lot of time wooing clients. But in the past week, it had been hard for her to find the energy to go on sales calls. Her first trimester was kicking her ass.

The smoothie joint was a favorite haunt of hers and the former publisher of the magazine, Christopher Bello. Isabel hadn’t seen him since she’d become pregnant. She walked up Fifth Avenue, dreamily remembering the time, years ago, when she and Christopher had met during a January blizzard to pelt each other with snowballs.

He’d called her at home and commanded, “Corner of Commerce and Bedford. See you there in fifteen minutes,” and hung up.

Isabel hadn’t questioned why or considered not showing up for one minute. Instead, she had dutifully pulled on her shearling-lined boots, grabbed her goose-down coat, donned a red-and-white woolly pom-pom hat (she’d forgotten her gloves), and trudged through the snowy streets to meet her playmate.

It was late evening in Greenwich Village and the streets were eerily deserted, the constant din of New York City muffled by the blanket of snow that had been falling since morning. Determined to beat him there, Isabel ran as best she could in her cumbersome boots the whole way, only to be ambushed by Christopher from behind the moment she turned onto Commerce Street. He grabbed her around the waist, swung her around, and pulled her down into a six-foot mound of plowed snow. He lay on top of her, smiling his Cheshire cat smile while pinning her arms above her head.

“Hello,” he said.

“Hiya, Chris,” she said, making a feeble attempt to extricate herself from his hold.

In that moment of respite, she relaxed her body under him, which he took advantage of by shoveling handfuls of snow down the back of her coat.

“You. Mother. Fucker!” Isabel retaliated. She squirmed out of his grip and pushed his face into the still-soft snow. They rolled around like frenzied puppies until, breathless, they stopped to watch the snowfall swirling in the golden streetlamps. When Isabel’s frozen hands began to ache, Christopher put each of her fingers into his mouth to warm them.

That was just a few months before she met her husband, Sam.

ISABEL JUMPED WHEN she heard her name spoken, though it was said almost too softly to hear through the noise of the city street. Christopher was sitting on a sidewalk bench, slurping from a large plastic cup.

“Christopher!” she shouted, overcompensating for her bewilderment at seeing him moments after she had been thinking about him.

“I was watching you walk from a block away. You look delicious. How are you?” He swept her into the air, kissing her on the lips. She was far from petite, and that his slight frame could lift her effortlessly made her giddy.

Isabel kissed him back and felt something move in her belly. It’s too soon to feel the baby kicking, she thought, quickly stopping herself from thinking any further about it. After Christopher put her down she grabbed his cup and took a long sip and handed it back to him. “Mmm . . . Avocado, pineapple, basil. Am I right?”

“Yep, but you missed the turmeric.”

“My favorite! I was just going to get one myself. Come, walk with me, tell me what you’ve been up to. But first, I have to confess that I was just thinking about you and now here you are. Are you some kind of demon?” Part of her had always believed he was.

Christopher’s eyes lit up. “I am just back from a Wicca conference in Maine,” he admitted.

“Wicca?” Isabel asked.

“Yeah, you know, witches, sorcery. Not the Wicked Witch of the East stuff. This is the real thing. This weekend I was exploring being in dreaming . . .”

Last year he’d done Carlos Castaneda, now it was bubbling cauldrons. Christopher was always exploring some new discipline—Buddhism, Zoroastrianism—anything to occupy the time he had on his hands and all of it in an effort to rise above the masses. It was one of the least attractive parts of him, this tortured struggle to come to terms with his own humanity. Rocked by nausea and the surprise of seeing him, Isabel couldn’t bear the thought of hearing about his latest effort to find himself.

“Please, don’t tell me the details. I’m not sure I’ll like you anymore if you do.”

“Okay,” he agreed easily. Christopher did have his charms. “Let’s talk about you. So, how far along are you?”

She stopped short on the sidewalk and pushed him away from her. “What are you talking about?”

“I’m a demon, you said it yourself. Besides, I had a minute to watch you walk down the street. I couldn’t help but notice your breasts. You’ve gone up a cup size or two, you haven’t gained weight, and I know you didn’t get implants.”

Christopher’s inscrutability often lulled Isabel into thinking that he wasn’t paying attention, when in fact nothing went unnoticed with him. It was incredibly annoying—there was nowhere to hide.

“Almost three months and nobody knows yet. I don’t want to tell anyone until after I have the amnio,” Isabel told him.

Christopher smirked and looked away. The mention of the amnio was clearly one step further than he was willing to go, conjuring prospects of the messiness that life can bring.

“Please keep it to yourself,” Isabel added, knowing it was a silly thing to ask. The fact of her pregnancy meant little to him—at least in the sense of how it affected her life. How or if he related at all to the prospect of her pending motherhood, she had no way of knowing.

They walked together silently for a few blocks. Isabel held on to his arm, leaning against him. No matter how long it’d been since they’d last seen each other, the pair quickly fell into an old pattern of contentious adoration. Theirs was a slippery connection, perhaps the reason it had continued as it did for so many years. Suddenly, Isabel felt light-headed and thought she was going to vomit.

“Chris, I need to find a bathroom . . . right now,” she said. All color drained from her face.

Christopher slipped his arms under Isabel’s to support her and led her into a Tibetan clothing store. “Excuse me,” he said to the woman behind the counter. “Could my wife please use your bathroom? She’s pregnant and not feeling very well.”

He held Isabel’s hair back as she vomited what was left of her breakfast and the few sips of Christopher’s smoothie onto his Belgian loafers and into the sink.

When she stopped, he wiped her forehead and mouth with a handkerchief he’d soaked in cold water.

“You okay?” he asked.

“Fine, now. Thank you. Sorry about the shoes—they were very nice before I threw up on them.” She felt weary and at that moment wished Sam was there to take care of her. “I think I’ll pass on the smoothie and just get back to the office.”

Christopher guided her out of the store and back outside. He raised his arm and signaled a taxi over to the curb. He opened the door for Isabel and then slid in next to her. “I was heading downtown myself; I’ll drop you off.”

Isabel rested her head on Christopher’s shoulder and almost fell asleep in the few minutes’ drive back to the office. He helped her out of the car and kissed her forehead good-bye. “Take care of yourself.”

Isabel waved good-bye to Christopher as the car continued down Fifth Avenue. “See ya, Chris.”

He was already a block away.

Waiting for the elevator to take her to her office on the eleventh floor, Isabel suddenly remembered her three o’clock meeting. She had just a few minutes to brush her teeth and push back against the nausea that remained and the exhaustion taking its place. Her doctor told her that she would feel better once her body finished building the placenta for the baby. But it wasn’t the exhaustion that distracted Isabel—she’d worked through plenty of that before and for far less worthy reasons. No, her distraction manifested as a profound desire to retreat into herself, to spend time alone. It seemed counterintuitive to her that she should feel this way. Wasn’t she, now that she was pregnant, supposed to need her man more than ever? When did the oxytocin kick in? The fact of the matter was she felt less needy and more self-contained than ever before. Isabel wondered if her shift inward was an instinctive protectiveness over her baby, or if it was in response to the belief that after the baby was born, her life would be in service to another.

At 3:05, Isabel rushed down the hall to the Turtle’s corner office, furnished, predictably, in hideous executive chic. The Turtle had no personal style whatsoever and had merely insisted on the costliest collection in the catalog. The editor in chief had tried to give him some tips on how to personalize his office when he came on board, but the Turtle had asserted his authority by not listening in the slightest to anything she said. Hence the oversized cherry-veneer desk, straight-backed armchairs fashioned to force visitors to sit unnaturally, and brown-and-black-striped couch with enormous arm bolsters and hunting-themed matching pillows. The Turtle was sitting behind the needlessly large execu-desk without a piece of paper in sight. Isabel plopped herself down on the couch, not even pretending to feel fine.

The Turtle looked at her with raised eyebrows.

“Didn’t you want me to meet the person you were interviewing?” she answered to his unspoken question.

“Oh, right, yes. Well, she arrived a bit early and already left. I didn’t think she was right for the job,” the Turtle told her as he shifted in his seat.

“Really? It’s only a few minutes after three. That’s an awfully quick interview,” Isabel commented, mildly curious about what would inspire him to dismiss someone so quickly. “What was she like?”

“She was, um, I don’t know . . . She didn’t seem special,” he responded. He laughed before continuing. “Besides, she just got married and I got the feeling she’d be looking to have a baby soon. I think we should hire women who are either too old to have children or too ugly to get knocked up—haha!”

Isabel choked on her own saliva in shock. “You’ve got to be kidding me, Larry! Did you really just say that?”

“Jesus, Isabel, I was just joking,” the Turtle sputtered.

“Ask me my theory on jokes sometime,” Isabel said, suddenly finding the energy to pop up off the couch, turn on a heel, and walk out the door.

Dickhead, she thought as she rushed down the hall toward her office. He is definitely a dickhead.

Tina waylaid her before she could get the door closed and handed her a dozen phone messages, mostly from accounts, one from her mother, and one from her sister, Anna. The Turtle’s remark had given her a shot of adrenaline. Now that her appointments were canceled, she considered staying late to catch up on work, especially since Sam wasn’t coming home.

Unable to shake the Turtle’s remark, Isabel called Sam’s cell, but he didn’t pick up. Leaving a message, Isabel made sure she didn’t betray any of the panic she was feeling. No point in worrying him. Then she dialed Anna’s number at Red Hot Mama. Anna was the CFO of Beth’s maternity clothing and lingerie company and they’d been going gangbusters lately.

“Hi, Anna, it’s me. Do you think I can get fired because I’m pregnant?” Isabel asked the moment her sister answered.

“No, Issy, you can’t. What put that idea in your head?”

“The Turtle just said that he only wanted to hire women who weren’t going to be having children. Actually, he used the phrase ‘too old or too ugly to get knocked up.’ I had to run out of his office before I tossed it all over his couch.”

“How is that man able to keep a job?”

“I don’t know, but he scares me. Seriously, his comment seemed directed at me, but he can’t possibly know I’m pregnant . . . Tell me I’m just hypersensitive right now.”

“Don’t worry,” Anna reassured her. “The feeling that the world will no longer value you because you are going to be a mother will disappear once you realize that you’ll get better at your job because the bullshit will become meaningless and will roll off your back. You’ll become doubly efficient since your perspective will be clearer and you’ll be able to make better decisions. Not having time to waste is an asset employers should value more. If the Turtle knew that, maybe he would want to fire you. Don’t let him in on the secret; it’ll scare the hell out of him.”

Two years older than Isabel, Anna had already been where Isabel was heading. Of course, it drove Isabel crazy sometimes that Anna had an answer to everything. Still, while she often thought of Anna in terms of their childhood taunt, Miss Know-It-All, Isabel felt lucky to have her.

Isabel could hear chanting and yelling coming over from Anna’s phone. It sounded like a rally. “Are the Hare Krishnas back in the hood? What’s all that noise in the background?” Isabel asked.

“It’s a hundred women shouting, ‘What do we want?’ ‘Shut down Red Hot Mama!’ ‘When do we want it?’ ‘Now!’ You can’t make this shit up. I mean, it doesn’t even have the right number of syllables! And it’s all women—I can only see one guy. Anyway, the launch of our new line isn’t going over so well with certain groups. It’s been crazy here all day. Funny thing is, business has never been so good.

“Listen, I gotta run. I have a meeting with Beth. Come on over if you’re feeling blue. We could use your input, especially as a woman in your condition. Love you, bye.” Anna hung up.

Dialing her mother, Isabel hesitated, then hung up and decided to call her later. If she recounted the insult from the Turtle, her mother might use it to launch into a common harangue. Mama Ducci didn’t fully understand why women today insisted on being and doing everything. She was especially tough on Anna, whose husband was a stay-at-home dad. Isabel didn’t have the energy to argue on her sister’s or her own behalf.

ISABEL LOOKED AT a few of the account reports for the month, trying to concentrate on work. Her inability to focus just made her more paranoid. “Maybe the Turtle is right,” she wondered aloud. She rested her forehead on her folded arms to stem the return of nausea and the tears about to fall.

The hell with it, Isabel thought. She was just grabbing her jacket to leave for RHM when her phone rang. She waited for Tina to pick it up, then pressed the Tom button to privately listen in on who was calling. Isabel had named it the Tom button because she felt voyeuristic every time she used it.

She immediately recognized Christopher’s voice, and she momentarily thought to ignore the call but found herself unmuting her end to say, “I’ll take it, Tina.”

“I just wanted to check up on you,” Christopher said when he heard her voice.

“I’m fine now. I was distracted from my nausea when I was in the Turtle’s office and he made disparaging comments about having babies.”

“That’s because evolutionarily speaking, he ought to be prohibited from procreating. His is a gene pool we’d all be better without. The man is not human.” Christopher had had plenty of run-ins with the Turtle when he worked at Pink. The last laugh was on the Turtle when Christopher left the magazine, sullying the magazine’s biggest account and putting the Turtle in a compromised position. It almost cost the Turtle his job, and he had yet to recover from the humiliation.

“Well, bumping into you was the highlight of my day. I’m just about to head over to Red Hot Mama. There’s a big to-do about the new line Beth just launched. Apparently there are a lot of people who don’t think pregnant women have the right to nice underwear,” Isabel said, making a mental note to pick some up for herself while she was over there.

“Why not pick some up and meet me later?” Christopher suggested.

Isabel flinched but couldn’t bring herself to acknowledge the coincidental remark aloud. “Be serious, Christopher. Listen, thanks for checking in. I’m going to go . . .”

“I was really calling to see if you wanted to come with me to see a play tonight. We can have dinner afterward.”

“I’m not really up for it,” she said. She didn’t entirely trust herself to be alone with Christopher. Between her unfathomable sexual agitation and unpredictable nausea, and Christopher’s uncharacteristic attentiveness, she figured anything could happen—and none of it good.

“Please come. If the play sucks, we can leave. I’ll even take you home early if you get too tired. I’ll pick you up in front of Red Hot Mama at six.”

“Fine,” she said, surprising herself at how easily she had capitulated. “Sam’s not coming home tonight anyway,” she added, regretting it immediately.

“Good. See you soon.”

Isabel tried Sam one more time and left him a message saying she wouldn’t be home until later that evening. She didn’t offer any more information on the message. She could tell him about it when he got home—knowing beforehand that she was with Christopher wouldn’t make him feel any better about his extended stay.

RHM was located just a few blocks south of Isabel’s office. The storefront, framed in aluminum-cased windows, had a simple, modern vibe. The two floors above the store held the office space where Beth and Anna worked. Blue sawhorse police barricades were lined up in front of the building, and abandoned picket signs had been stuffed into the garbage can on the corner. The storefront’s plate glass window was cracked and had been temporarily repaired with gaffer tape. The acrid smell from the burned lingerie lingered in the air. Inside the store, Beth sat in one of the modern but lush moss-green armchairs. She appeared to be sleeping. It was unusual to catch Beth in a moment of repose. The front door was locked, as a security measure during the protest. Isabel thought twice about disturbing her friend. She tapped lightly on the glass door and was surprised when Beth turned toward her. Seeing Isabel, Beth stood and smiled a welcoming smile as she walked over to open the door.

“Hey, Is. Wow, look how thick and beautiful your hair is.” Beth stroked Isabel’s long golden-brown hair. “Pregnancy agrees with you.”

“Hey, sweetie. Looked like you were dreaming, sitting so still in the chair like you were. Are you upset about all this?” Isabel asked, sweeping her arms toward the debris.

“You mean the protest? Hell no! We’ll get more media coverage than we could pay for in a year. No, I was on the phone with Paul earlier. His mother is harassing him again about being sick. He sounded like hell. He actually passed out when I was still talking to him. His sister, Helen, was there to take him to the hospital.”

Beth took a deep breath and ran her hand through her short red hair.

“I wanted to meet them there, but Helen said that their mom doesn’t want me around, that I’ll just make the situation worse by showing up.” Beth practically spat these last few words.

Paul Marchand was the father to Beth’s daughter, Jessie. He’d been battling AIDS unsuccessfully for years and was often sick, in spite of the available treatments to combat the virus and its opportunistic infections. Beth had confided to Isabel that she was convinced he was trying to commit suicide through personal neglect.

“His mom still doesn’t get it?”

“No, she still blames me for his illness, which makes no sense whatsoever. You’d think she would have a clue between the pneumonia and KS. Anyway, all this mess”—Beth pointed to the store window—“this is very good news for us. Though I think your sister might be a little wigged out by the whole thing. You should talk to her.”

“What do you mean?” Isabel asked.

“I’m not sure what’s up with her. She seems a bit unhinged. Maybe it’s the protests, but I think it might be something else,” Beth said.

“Okay, I’ll try to catch her upstairs. See you in a bit.” Isabel went the back way up to the offices, where she found Anna behind the half-closed door of her office. She was putting her desk in order, getting ready to leave. When Isabel knocked, Anna was startled and let out a cry. Her hair was unkempt and there were dark circles under her eyes.

“Rough day, sis? You don’t look so great,” Isabel said affectionately as she fell into one of the purple Eames chairs across from Anna’s desk.

“Yeah, it’s been a crazy day. I’m just really beat. No news there. How’re you feeling?” Anna asked.

“Sam’s not coming home until Friday. I’m going to have dinner with Christopher.” What would be a non sequitur in another exchange was logical progression in conversation between the sisters. “I bumped into him today and threw up all over his shoes. He guessed I was pregnant before that, though. My breasts gave it away. Then he calls this afternoon and asks me to a play. I’ll never understand the man.”

“He is adorable, though.” Anna vocalized the completion to Isabel’s thoughts. She was the only one who seemed to understand the pull between her sister and Christopher.

Anna’s brow furrowed again, her mouth tightened. “I’ve got to get away from today’s madness. I need to see my kids.”

“Weren’t you going to meet to strategize about the undie-haters?” Isabel asked.

“Yes, but Maggie just called and said she’s got to take care of some crisis with her stepson, so we’re going to meet early tomorrow morning instead.”

A formidable triumvirate ran RHM: Beth Mack, Anna Ducci-Schwartz, and Maggie Harding, its publicity director and strategic consultant.

“Okay, little sis, see ya. Have fun tonight. And behave yourself.”

“Oxymoronic, that,” Isabel said as Anna kissed her on the nose, grabbed her purse, and left.

Isabel stuck around her sister’s office for a few minutes. She sat in the desk chair and tried to see what Anna saw every day. There were photos of each of her boys as infants and a recent one of the two together, sitting inside a colorful Hoberman sphere, looking otherworldly and beautiful. Isabel wondered if having children made life more difficult or lent clarity to what was important. Isabel guessed the latter, but she still had some doubt.

She shook off the uncertainty and turned her focus to the wall outside Anna’s office. Hung side by side were the two ads causing the protests earlier. The one featuring tennis star Agnes Seymour holding her newborn child was a stunner. Over her lactating breasts, she wore a sheer black nursing bra with black polka dots and silk lavender trim. The right breast flap lay open, suggesting a glimpse of an extended wet nipple just suckled by the baby. She had on matching thong underwear. She looked strong and sexy and ripe. The copy line read, WANT SILK?

The ad next to it featured film star Milly Ling, about six months along, wearing a teddy and shorts in sheer mauve with black Xs sewn into the fabric and black satin trim. The copy line read, DO YOU WANT YOUR MAMA?

Isabel laughed out loud. She had to admit that the ads were gutsy, though hardly raunchy. The collection was tasteful and elegant—hard to find, pregnant or not. What a stroke of inspiration, thought Isabel. Leave it to Beth.

Isabel had tried to bring in RHM ads to Pink at its inception. Discounted rates for new product launches provided incentive for retailers, and it made sense for the hottest women’s magazine to have the exclusive first run. Pink presented itself as a progressive fashion magazine, but when the Turtle saw the ads he rejected them, saying the campaign would offend the other advertisers. Isabel took copies of the RHM ads along to her accounts to ask what they thought. Across the board, her clients went wild for them. Isabel tried to convince the Turtle that he was wrong to assume that they would lose advertisers if they went ahead, using her private research as proof. But the Turtle considered her action insubordinate and refused to discuss it any further. When Isabel told Beth, Anna, and Maggie about the Turtle’s position on the ads, Maggie suggested taking it to the gossip pages. But in the end, Maggie thought better of it and told Isabel it would be too easy to trace back to her.
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ISABEL RETURNED DOWNSTAIRS to find Beth now standing outside smoking a cigarette. She absentmindedly offered a drag to Isabel.

“I’ll faint or vomit or both if I do,” Isabel said, disappointed. “Can’t wait to see what the Turtle has to say when he hears about all this on the news.” Isabel pointed to the break in the storefront window and the barricades. “He’ll be a self-satisfied prick for sure.”

“We can always turn it back around on him by putting in a story about how Pink is aligned with these freaks against underwear by refusing to take our money to advertise in the magazine. Couldn’t be good for the profile of the magazine. Just say the word. I won’t have Maggie do it unless you feel okay about it, though.” Beth’s opportunism took a backseat only to her closest friends and her family. Anyone else was fair game.

Beth headed upstairs to her office, much to Isabel’s relief. She wouldn’t have to explain to her friend exactly where she was going and with whom. Moments later, Beth returned.

“What are you still doing here? I thought you left. Headed home now, do you . . .” Beth trailed off as she saw Christopher pull up in a taxi.

Beth looked at Isabel with a what the fuck is he doing here? look. Isabel knew that if she acknowledged Beth’s silent question she might reveal more about what she was doing to Beth than Isabel knew herself. Beth was harder to fool than her own mother or shrink. Avoiding Beth’s inquisitive stare, Isabel grabbed Christopher’s hand and waved good-bye.





CHAPTER TWO

Anna

ANNA WAS STARTLED awake by a shooting pain in her right arm. She tried to move her left arm, but it had gone completely numb. It took a few seconds to assess the situation: her two young sons were attached to either side of her like Velcro. She reached over Henry, who was sleeping in the middle of the bed, for her husband, Jason.

“Baby,” she whispered into the dark. “You there?”

Her hand fell onto a bunched-up pillow, used as a barrier to prevent Henry from falling over the edge of the bed should he squirm from Anna’s grip in Jason’s absence.

Anna tried to disentangle from her sons without waking them. “Oh, guys,” Anna muttered. “We’ve got to stop sleeping like this.”

Jostled awake by his mother’s movements, Henry pushed himself up on his knees and held his face just an inch above his mother’s. Anna inhaled his sweet, moist breath.

“Ba-ba,” he articulated forcefully—he was hungry—before giving her his version of a good-morning kiss. He bumped his forehead against hers and smiled a wet baby smile, drooling onto his mother’s cheek. He then pointed to his big brother, Oscar, still asleep on the other side of his mother with one small arm flung across her body. “Oh, oh.”

“Shh, don’t wake Oscar,” Anna said without effect. “Let your brother sleep.” As if a one-year-old would listen to reason. Henry proceeded to hit Oscar in the head with his warm palm, getting the desired response.

“Henry, I’m sleeping, don’t do that,” Oscar scolded. Then, “Mama, are you here?” A common rhetorical question from her three-year-old: he asked it only when he was wrapped around her.

“Yes, Oscar, I’m here.”

“Are you staying home with me today?”

“No, sweetheart, I have to go to work, but I’ll play with you this morning until I have to leave, okay?”

“I want Papa,” Oscar responded, a tremble in his voice. He was going to start crying in a second.

Henry, growing impatient with the conversation, tried to throw himself off the bed. He couldn’t quite navigate the three-foot drop, and Anna had to grab him by the back of his pajamas to help him down without landing on his head.

It was only five thirty in the morning and the entire family was already wide-awake.

Just then, Jason came in with milk for the boys and a steaming cup of coffee for his wife.

“When did you get up?” Anna asked, yawning. “I didn’t even hear you.”

“About an hour ago. I couldn’t get back to sleep once Oscar came into bed.”

Anna and Jason had given up on trying to discipline the boys about sleeping in their own beds. Each evening started out with the best intentions, but by morning either they were all asleep in the same bed, or Anna was with Oscar in his bed or in Henry’s with him, or Jason was with either or neither, in which case Anna was with both in their bed. Sometimes the configuration changed several times in the course of a night. The first thing Anna did every morning when she woke up was to take inventory of who was where. This morning, they all stayed cuddled on the bed together and read books until Anna had to get up to take a shower.

“Okay, boys, I’ve got to get going.” She kissed Henry’s belly and Oscar’s head and gave Jason a lingering one on the lips before crawling out from the messy bed and heading for the bathroom. It was one of the most difficult parts of her day, the moment when she had to physically pull away from her sons and husband.

Anna hurried through her shower to give herself a few more minutes with the boys. She was dressed in what Oscar called her “work clothes”—Anna was certain it was the first time Jil Sander was ever referred to as “work clothes.” This morning she had on a sleeveless, formfitting dress in gunmetal gray with bright yellow piping. Her chestnut hair was held back with a sheer yellow scarf and her long legs were bare. Already sun-kissed from weekends outside with the boys, she put on some pale lipstick, a bit of mascara, and was ready to go, with an extra twenty minutes to spare. She found Jason and the boys blowing bubbles in the tiny backyard off the ground floor of their Brooklyn brownstone duplex.

“What’re you guys doing?” Anna asked cheerily, hiding how glum she felt on this beautiful June morning. What she wouldn’t give to put on her “play clothes” and hang out with her family all day.

“We’re blowing bubbles with Papa,” Oscar answered. “You go to work, Mama. Leave now.”

“Okay, Oscar, Mama’s going.” Anna looked to Jason, who gave her a sympathetic smile. She hesitated before turning to leave.

“Go, now,” Oscar repeated.

Henry was climbing onto his father’s back and singing in an angelic high voice a monosyllabic version of “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star”: “Ma-ma, ma-ma, ma ma ma . . .”

“Fine. Good-bye, boys, have a fun day!” Anna said, trying to hide how hurt she was. Waving to Jason, she turned toward the door, but returned to kiss each one of her boys before leaving. Oscar pushed her away. He wasn’t making it easy this morning.

Anna took a deep breath as she walked away. Some mornings Anna had to use all her resolve just to leave the house.

When she got out of the subway in Manhattan, a voice mail from her husband pinged. She called him back.

“Are you okay?” Jason asked.

“Oh, yeah, you know . . .” Anna sighed to stop from crying, not so much from what had transpired this morning as from the call from her husband, who understood her so deeply. “I know what it’s about. It’s just uncanny how a three-year-old can cut to the heart like that. He’s brutal.”

“He doesn’t know what he’s saying, Anna. He certainly doesn’t mean it. He loves you like crazy, you know that, right?” Jason stating the obvious was comforting to Anna but made her want to cry even more.

“I’m fine, baby, really. Thanks for calling. I’ll check in with you guys later.” Anna clicked off.

She wondered what it was that made it impossible for her to get over leaving her family every morning. She knew plenty of mothers who couldn’t wait to get out of the house for a break. It caused nothing but heartache for Anna every day when she left. And the strain was emotionally depleting her.

Blue barricades along the sidewalk in front of RHM blocked easy access to the store and the offices above. Anna pushed one aside and squeezed through. When she got to the door, she thought twice about it and she returned the barricade to its intended secure position.

Upstairs, a female police officer in riot gear examined a roster of all the employees at RHM as Beth’s assistant handed the officer a cup of coffee.

“Good morning, Officer,” Anna greeted her. “Do you expect the crowd to be violent?” Her attempt to sound casual failed as “violent” caught in her throat, making it come out as “violet.”

“Violet? Not sure what you mean . . .” the officer said.

“No, sorry, Officer . . . I meant to say violent . . .”

“Ah . . . Well, there’s no way to know for sure, but we need to be ready in case it does,” she replied. Anna had expected more assurance than that.

Not ready to speak with anyone else yet, Anna retreated to her office with a cup of her favorite genmaicha tea. The day had barely started and she was ready for it to end. She couldn’t wait to get back to the safe haven of her houseful of boys.

Before wallowing too long, Anna turned on her computer and flipped through her pile of phone messages. Beth would pop in soon, and she didn’t want to seem depressed. Anna knew she was causing concern lately with those closest to her, and she couldn’t bear to answer another question with an “Oh, I’m fine . . .” She didn’t feel fine, far from it, but she didn’t know how to ask for help either. It mortified her to complain about a life she had established for herself. She had resigned herself instead to figuring it out without burdening others. When she was honest with herself about it, Anna knew she couldn’t bear to be anything less than in control. But lately she felt the opposite of in control.

Once she turned her attention to the first task of the day, tracking sales, she became distracted from that untethered feeling she’d been having lately. Work could always pull her out of herself. Now that she had made it to the office, the tasks in front of her were welcome distractions.

Anna was proud of her contribution to the success of RHM. As the company CFO, she helped Beth breakeven after year two and make a profit after year three while growing the business. Taking a risk to come on board as the fledging company’s financial officer five years ago proved to be both lucrative and personally satisfying. She’d left the comforts and bureaucracy of a big corporate job where she was the US financial director for a large clothing manufacturer. She joined RHM as a start-up knowing she would be involved with almost every aspect of the business. Her role included chief operating officer, having learned the job on the ground out of sheer necessity.

Every company culture is a palimpsest of those at the top, and RHM was no exception. Almost everyone who had started with the company and joined over the past five years was still there. Each employee received stock options and four weeks of paid vacation after year one. Supportive and flexible, RHM attracted a bright and creative staff of young people, mostly women. The only two people who left the company hadn’t been able to function under pressure and within a certain level of chaos. The flip side of RHM’s flexible and tolerant workplace was an expectation for the entrepreneurial spirit. With more work to do than people to do it all, when someone was not pulling their weight, Beth wasn’t afraid to send them packing.

To build on RHM’s early success, Anna was now exploring various opportunities for growth outside of RHM’s line of lingerie. She had a meeting set up for ten o’clock with a start-up that developed toys by mothers for preschool children. Usually optimistic about her job, Anna wished she felt more ambitious on this particular morning. She checked her watch. “Damn, it’s too late to cancel the appointment now,” she muttered. “Oh, well . . .” Anna was sure she could fake her way to enthusiasm; it just took a bit more of the energy she felt wasn’t there to spare.

At ten on the dot, Anna was buzzed for her meeting. A tall, attractive woman, midforties, with close-cropped salt-and-pepper hair and stylish reading glasses perched on her nose, strode into Anna’s office wheeling a large red leather case. She held out her hand and introduced herself as Sharon Morgan. Anna took her hand and smiled: “Anna Ducci-Schwartz.” She took a liking to Sharon immediately and relaxed into a productive discussion about approaches to toy development.

In keeping with the practical but provocative approach of RHM, Sharon presented progressive toys for newborns and toddlers meant to satisfy from a tactile point of view as well as to educate. Sharon noticed the picture of Henry and Oscar sitting inside the Hoberman sphere.

“Now that is the perfect toy! So beautiful, and a genius work of engineering! Have you ever seen the enormous one hanging at the Smithsonian?”

“Yes, I have . . . it’s mind-blowing!” Anna smiled as she looked at the photo of her boys. “My husband is an architect, and I think he bought it more for himself than for the boys. They all play with it. Nothing makes my boys giggle more than when Jason closes the sphere around his head and pretends he can’t get it off . . .”

Just then, Anna’s personal cell phone rang, which meant Jason was calling. Anna kept two phones, reserving one for family calls in an attempt to draw some line between her home life and work life. She excused herself and walked out of her office to answer the call.

“Hey,” Jason said, sounding excited. “We’re calling from the park. Henry just said his first word. Hold on . . .”

Anna heard fumbling in the background as Jason tried to get Henry to repeat the word. She could hear him saying, “Tell Mama what you just saw in the sky, go ahead, say it, Henry, what flies in the sky?”

“Aa-plaa,” Henry whispered.

“Airplane? Honey, did you see an airplane in the sky?” Anna encouraged him, but she heard the phone fall and figured Henry had thrown it on the ground.

Jason recovered it. “Did you get that? He said ‘airplane.’ A two-syllable first word—not bad, huh?” He was clearly excited, and Anna grinned from ear to ear, picturing her three boys palling around together.

Before Anna could answer, Beth walked by and pointed thumb and pinkie toward her ear and mouth, making the call me gesture before disappearing again.

Anna nodded and then heard, “Anna, are you there? Can you hear us?” It sounded like there was quite a bit of commotion at the playground.

“Yes, I hear you. Listen, I gotta go. I’m in the middle of a meeting. Kiss the boys for me. I’ll call you later. Bye.”

Anna returned to her office, where the woman from the toy company was packing her samples.

“I am so sorry for the interruption . . .” Anna told her.

“Not at all. I understand completely.” She smiled, warm and knowing. “How old are your children?”

“Three and one.”

“Oh, two little ones! Busy, huh?”

“There’s no word for what I am.” Anna sounded harsher than she intended. She smiled apologetically to make up for it.

“Ain’t that the truth.”

“You?”

“Fourteen, eleven, and nine. It gets easier. Well, sort of . . .”

They both laughed.

“That’s a relief,” Anna said, not really believing it.

Anna didn’t want to engage in one of those conversations about children, working mothers, exhaustion. Under normal circumstances she welcomed the camaraderie, but today she was afraid she might burst into tears or betray her ambivalence about working at all. She showed Sharon out of the office, and they parted with plans to continue discussions about a future partnership. When Anna returned to her desk she sat down heavily and heaved a big sigh, releasing the overwhelming urge to cry.

Distracted by the noise building outside her window, Anna stood up from her desk to look at the crowd of protestors gathered on the street below. Their chants were incoherent but vehement, shouted with fists punching the air for emphasis. Anna felt an irrational hatred for them.

“Go home, go home, go home,” Anna whispered through the window, her forehead pressed against the slightly cool glass. Was she talking to herself or to those screaming on the sidewalk? It was what she wanted to do more than anything in the world. She simply wanted to go home.

“Damn, I forgot to call Beth,” Anna said aloud as Beth appeared like magic, standing on the threshold of Anna’s office. She was clearly excited by the commotion below.

“The fire department should be here any moment. Lucky us . . .” Beth was practically dancing in the doorway.

“Don’t these people have anything better to do with their day?” Anna wondered aloud.

“Thank them, Anna. They will make our year, I promise!”

“Aren’t you scared some nutjob is going to go postal? How can you not be worried?” Anna sounded a bit unhinged, even to herself.

“No, Anna, I really am not worried about it. And all the press about this is more promotion than we can afford to buy. I love these freaks out there doing our jobs for us.”

Clearly exasperated by Anna’s lack of enthusiasm, Beth turned to leave. “Listen, Maggie is on her way here for a meeting in a bit. Stick around if you can so we can strategize. I’m going to watch the firemen do their thing . . .” she huffed before disappearing.

Anna felt sick to her stomach. She needed to get away from the chaos building around RHM. With Beth gone, Anna slipped out the side of the building through the delivery entrance. She headed toward a church a block away from the office that she visited whenever she needed a few minutes of solitude. She had been raised Catholic and attended Mass every Sunday as a child. She still found churches comforting and meditative, even if she no longer bought into the dogma that came with them.

The shouts of the protestors seemed to follow her—was there a wind carrying the voices in the direction she walked? As she stopped to track the sound, she spotted a rider getting out of a taxi right in front of her. Anna jumped in without a destination in mind, just to get away from the noise. It took a moment before she knew where she wanted to go.

“Please take me to the Metropolitan Museum of Art, Eighty-First and Fifth,” she told the driver.

When Anna had first come to Manhattan, she’d lived in a cramped studio apartment and the Met had become an extension of her home. She’d found solace in its grandeur, where she could wander alone for hours through the galleries. Getting lost in the museum helped her to get lost in her thoughts. She’d worked out many conflicts over the years surrounded by the great art and artifacts of the museum. The sheer size of the collections and the histories they held helped Anna to put her conflicts in perspective. She always left the museum with a renewed sense of scale about whatever it was that ailed her.

The fine early-summer weather kept visitors away, and Anna enjoyed the relative vacancy of the museum. She roamed the galleries, looking for the quietest parts of the building, and found herself wandering among the collections of Greek and Roman art. As Anna slowly strolled past a sculpture of the Hellenistic period, her attention was captured by a bronze of sleeping Eros. Depicted as a plump baby of twelve months or so, Eros had his right arm resting across his body. So tender and lifelike in his repose, the sculpture made Anna smile at the thought of Oscar and Henry, likely home now and napping after their playtime in the park.

The feeling didn’t last. When she calculated the cost of her impulsive trip to the Met, it was time away from her boys. An hour spent seeking solace meant fewer moments with them, squandering the precious little time that she had. Ann’s mood darkened again. Suddenly she saw in Eros not a sleeping child but something that turned her cold with fear. In that moment, Eros seemed in permanent repose. His eyes would never open.

Anna inhaled quickly and her breath caught in her throat, then turned to find her way out of the museum. She wanted to get back to the office, where she could complete the work of the day and return home to her boys.

Anna stood on the sidewalk outside the museum for a few moments to regain her composure, feeling slightly dizzy. She scolded herself for succumbing to terrifying thoughts: “What is wrong with me? Am I going mad? Maybe I need some lunch before heading back to the office.” She said all this aloud to herself, suddenly feeling self-conscious and a bit kooky. She grabbed a spinach knish from the street vendor outside the museum and hailed a taxi back to the office.

When she got back to RHM, there were three voice mails from Beth of escalating intensity. In the last, Beth sounded furious: “Where the fuck are you, Anna? I need to talk to you now! Call me back as soon as you get this.”

Beth’s tone startled Anna back into work mode. When Anna dialed Beth’s number, she was relieved to hear from Sacha that she wasn’t at her desk. Anna didn’t want to talk to Beth—or anyone at the moment—and for some reason, this made Anna start to cry.

Previous to Oscar’s birth, Anna had considered herself emotionally even-keeled, at least relatively speaking. But the moment Oscar emerged from her body, a dam of feelings
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