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PART I


Then










CHAPTER 1


The Trojan on the Floor





I STOOD IN A BACKYARD hung with streamers, trying to talk myself into a good mood while I waited for my hamburger to cook. This was my friend Daves fortieth birthday party. I ought to be cheerful. There were balloons, for Gods sake, and a homemade cake, and I was surrounded by plenty of people I loved and others I liked and others I imagined Id like if I knew them. But while it wasnt even my fortieth birthdaynot for ten months anywayI felt each and every one of Daves years. I was almost middle-aged. Ancient. The damp, foggy wind that is the specialty of a San Francisco summer whipped through my hair, and I could have sworn it whispered Spinster in my ear.


The passage of time was evident on all our faces and bodies. There was the former playboy novelist, grown thick around the middle; his boyish good looks were finally going to seed. He looked happy, though, chasing his young son around the backyard. An old flame of mine, the one we thought would never settle down, stood with his arm wrapped protectively around his vastly pregnant wife. My friend Kir joked about her crows-feet, yet her oldest daughter stood nearly level with her shoulder, green-eyed and beautiful. Milestones seemed far less traumatic when you were bringing new life to the party.


The hamburgers were still raw in the middle. The cute orthopedic surgeon my friends had promised would be there had been called into surgery and wouldnt be coming. I went inside to the bathroom and stared into the mirror. My hair was frizzy and the gray was showing, although, sadly, not in a glamorous Emmylou Harris kind of way. I felt so left behind. I was the same person Id been for the last fifteen years. I could be counted on to be fun, wry, and sarcastic. But I was also chronically lonely, sick of myself, sick of my sad stories, and even sick of my funny stories. I contemplated going home to soak in my sorrows. Id put Kieslowskis Blue in the DVD player and break out my bottle of Irish whiskey. The cats would comfort me. The wind whistled up through the cracked bathroom window to add a fresh taunt: Clich, it hissed.


I decided to go to Lizas house instead. Shed recently separated from her husband, Hugh, and he had their two young sons for the weekend. Liza and her brother John would cheer me up. Id known them for more than half my life. As college students, wed worked together at a funky old summer resort in Maine, the kind of family-style place that liked to hire waitresses and busboys from liberal arts schools with names the guests recognized. Twenty years later, there wasnt much we didnt know about one another.


We made pasta and discussed our various romantic plights. John thoughtfully stroked his goatee and nodded sympathetically. He was single, but Liza and I assumed it was only a matter of time for him. He sold wine, bought French soap, baked bread, and was nice. He was a catch. Not for mehe was practically my surrogate brotherbut for someone, someone lucky.


I found myself prowling the house after dinner. I wanted to wash away the gloom of birthdays and the absent orthopedic surgeon. Usually it was easy to persuade Liza to set out on an evenings adventure. Up until the last few years, she had been fairly demure. Always elegant, but hidden away in baggy jeans. All that changed when she and Hugh moved to San Francisco. Her jeans got lower and tighter as her spirits grew higher and the marital bonds looser. Now that she and Hugh were apart, John had moved into their flat to keep Liza company.


Just one beer, Liza had said finally, shrugging into a suede coat.


When we got to Finnegans Wake, she flatly refused to advance past the first empty barstools. She was wearing a kerchief over her impeccably maintained blond highlights. She looked as though shed rather be scrubbing the tub than going out for a pint.


Im Hagrid, she kept saying. Her older son was deep into Harry Potter. I dont want to be seen.


So John and I perched at the end of the bar with her. The walls were brown and there was a pool table, and that was about the extent of the decor, the perfect blank slate for an evening. If we didnt run into someone we already knew at Finnegans, we could usually count on making some new friends. A doughy middle-aged guy on the adjacent barstool had instantly perked up at the sight of us. But between Lizas charwoman headgear and Johns barely suppressed yawns, I doubted it would be a late night.


I looked out the window. A guy in a baseball cap smoking a cigarette caught my eye. Cute, I thought. Really cute. Young, though. Maybe thirty-five, probably younger.


The cute guy flicked his cigarette to the ground and walked into the bar. He sat down beside us, taking a coaster off the top of a half-drunk beer. He knew the doughy guy, who had been attempting to engage Liza in conversation from the moment she sat down. This often happened when we were out. When it came to men, it was almost as if Liza emitted one of those whistles that only dogs can hear.


She sat up straighter in the presence of the cute guy. He had an infectious smile and wide, sexy eyes. Within minutes Liza had got him to lift off his green As cap, revealing short, dark blond hair and a receding hairline. I could tell she was doing age calculations in her head based on the hairline. I was doing them too. She asked his name. It was Matt.


Now, how old are you, Mr. Matt? she asked. Because were quite old.


She was the only woman I knew who consistently lied upward about her age. Since she looked younger than she was to begin with, this usually produced expressions of astonishment and then a cheering round of compliments.


Im twenty-nine, Matt said. She winced, and I looked away. Twenty-nine was unacceptable. My last serious boyfriend had been five years younger than I, and that experience had produced no desire to dip into the youthful dating pool again.


But there we were, sitting next to each other at the bar, so we continued talking. The movie of At Play in the Fields of the Lord was on the bar television right behind us, and it launched us onto the topic of Peter Matthiessen. Matt didnt want to even glance at the screen because he planned to read Matthiessen next. In the ensuing discussion of literature, I thought, Certainly this guy cant be a cretin. At some point during this conversation, we looked into each others eyes, and suddenly in my mind there was a maybe.


What I always loved about the hookup in the less complicated daysthe days before the wretched biological clock intervenedwas the sharp sense of recognition you had when you met a mans eyes and realized that not only were you going to sleep together, but hed be the next person who would really matter to you. You just knew it. In recent years, that feeling had become less trustworthy. For whatever reasonhis baggage, your baggageit just wasnt as simple as it used to be. So even though I felt that electric surge when I met Matts eyes, I decided to let it go.


Yet even a hint of that feeling is sometimes enough, because it makes you remember hope. By that I dont mean generic, theoretical hope, the kind that makes you tell yourself, Im a good and kind person; of course Ill find someone someday; I mean active, palpable hopethe kind that resonates in your gut and makes you realize how pale theoretical hope looks in comparison. The first kind of hope is the fuel that gets you out of the house on a Friday night; the second is the kind that replenishes a depleted tank.


Liza went out to smoke a cigarette and left us there together. John was gamely talking to the doughy guy.


Do you want to go out sometime? Matt asked me. I smiled ruefully and told him I was too old for him.


Why? he asked.


I didnt really have an answer. I could have told him about that last younger man, the one who actually sucked his thumb, but I refrained. Matt wasnt even in his thirties yet. A boy toy, not someone I could really date. Liza came back to the bar before wed resolved the matter. John had already slipped away, too tired to stay any longer. Soon it was closing time, and Liza asked Matt if he wanted to come back to her house with us.


We opened a bottle of port, smoked some pot, and watched Liza get drunker. Eventually she collapsed on the couch next to Matt, nestling her head against his shoulder. He had his arm around her, and I watched his fingers move on her upper arm. I turned away, figuring that the spark Id seen in his eyes wasnt meant exclusively for me. I pushed aside the disappointment. But when Liza announced her intention to fall asleep in his armpit, he seemed alarmed and told her she should go to bed.


Together we helped her weave her way up the stairs, and then we went back to the couch. A minute later, he was kissing me. Two minutes later, he was on top of me, grinding his hips against mine. Three minutes later, I realized all of this would be better naked.


Im coming home with you, I said.


Matts apartment was less than two blocks away from Lizas, so there wasnt much time to contemplate the wisdom of what I was about to do. However, he did give me pause as we stepped onto Cole Street together. He wanted me to know that his apartment wasnt much to look at.


Ive got to get a new place, he said.


Just as long as theres a bed, I thought. Hell, Id be fine with an easy chair.


But not until I get a J-O-B, he added.


My slightly stupefied brain cells put the letters together. My first thought was Why is he spelling job? The second was Good God, why doesnt he have one? The third was that I still wanted it to be adorable Matt who saved me from my unwanted celibacy. The last guy Id considered sleeping with was forty-six and a fixture on Nerve. coms online dating service. He owned a home in the city that he was fixing up and also a lake house somewhere up near Mt. Shasta. He was what my mother would have called a good catch. He most certainly had a job. He also had a big wide ass. I had taken one look at it in his pants and dreaded seeing it on its way to my bathroom, nude.


Running my hands over Matts later in the night, I felt many things, none of them dread. Maybe just a little sadness during my internal debate about the wisdom of all this: I should probably stop sleeping with beautiful young guys, the sensible me told myself. But I like sleeping with beautiful young guys, I said back. Yes, but its not the path to settling down, Sensible Mary said. Look, this could be the last beautiful guy who wants to sleep with you, I told her. So just stifle yourself.


And there was bliss as well. Although it was not getting any easier to strip off my clothes in front of a man, especially after three weeks of shirking yoga while enjoying a Safeway two-for-one special on salt and vinegar potato chips, Matt made it painless. Youre beautiful, he murmured into my ear, pulling his T-shirt over his head in that peculiar one-handed way boys have. Youre awesome.


Awesome? God, I thought, please dont call me dude.


Then I tossed such concerns to the four winds. I was coming up on a full year without having slept with anyone. After that, celibacy starts to seem less like a misfortune that might end at any moment and more like a habit you cant shake. Yes, the pillows under my picky, thread-countobsessed head were foam and only half covered with ratty navy blue cases, but I managed to effectively block that out. I knew my head would survive the night and that some other woman, or more likely, a girl, would have to deal with his bad bedding issues. In the meantime, I had his smooth slim body, his tenderness, and his insistent penis, which he kept rubbing against me, even after wed had sex and I was sleepily, deliciously satisfied. He hadnt come yet and I wasnt sure he would. But I was too tired to ponder the mysteries of the male orgasm.


Have you ever read Lonesome Dove? I asked, figuring him for a fan. I can tell those guys from a mile away. My list of former lovers was filled with the kind of romantic, smart souls who warmed to Larry McMurtry.


Twice, he said, into my neck. I finished it and reread it right away.


Good, I said. I was going to tell you Id give you a poke in the morning, but I had to make sure youd get the reference first.


Matt had stacks of books next to his bed, many Id read, some Id been meaning to read, some I hadnt heard of but that looked compelling. He also had a pile of lacrosse sticks in the corner and an array of baseball caps on top of every post of his bed frame. If those were the accoutrements of the boy he still was, the books seemed like the accoutrements of the man he would become.


In the morning, I snuck into the bathroom, feeling chagrined at my situation. Id been in nicer Porta-Potties, and in the light of day, the rest of Matts place was revealed to be more of a boardinghouse than an apartment, with no living room and locks on all the individual bedroom doors. It seemed ridiculous for a grown woman to be there, an embarrassment. But when I got back to his bed, there he was again, whispering that hed wanted me right away in the bar, making me feel desirable. This time, he came too.


When I picked my scattered clothes up off the floor and joked about making the Walk of Shame back to Lizas place, he laughed and said, How is that supposed to make me feel? I felt a twinge of guilt because, of course, I was using him. If Id been twenty-nine as well, I wouldnt have left. Wed have gone out to breakfast and Id probably have fallen madly in love. I looked at him, sprawled on the bed, naked and relentlessly lovely, and bent down to kiss him good-bye.


At my feet, I noticed the Trojan, still neatly sealed in its wrapper. The night before, Id asked him if he had a condom and hed dutifully gone and gotten one. But then hed gone in and out of hardness, the way that guys do when theyre nervous and shy with you. Or drunk. Putting a condom on a man with an iffy erection is like trying to catch a butterfly with a torn net; it may simply flutter off and be gone for good. Directness is usually my forte, but I once had a boyfriend who had struggled mightily the first time we slept together. When I mentioned, months later, that Id debated cracking a joke to relieve the tension that first time, he looked at me and said, If you had, that would have been the last time youd ever have seen me. So after telling Matt to fetch the condom, Id never insisted he put it on, not even in the morning, when shyness and alcohol had clearly ceased to be an issue.


But now that orange wrapper practically pulsated up at me through the dim morning light. Unsafe sex. My good cheer waned as I mentally skimmed over the risks, the soup to nuts of HIV and STDs. My married friends would be appalled. They always want to know if you used a condom, like schoolteachers checking your penmanship. I gave myself a chiding, then decided to be optimistic. He seemed totally straight, fairly innocent, and definitely not an IV drug user.


I never once gave any thought to pregnancy. I was a thirty-nine-year-old woman. What chance did I have of still having an eager, ready egg on the one night in eleven months that Id had sex?










CHAPTER 2


The Magic Wand





ABOUT THREE WEEKS LATER, I had dinner plans with my friends April and Laura. I prepared for that night as I had for countless others, striving for casual yet sexy, with a sleeveless top under a suede jacket, and cowboy boots to make me feel tough.


I looked in the mirror. Still reasonably pretty. Not in a beachy way, but in an Irish kind of way, with dark hair, pale skin, green eyes. I am tall enough and long-legged enough to do jeans and boots well, although I have not looked good in a bikini since I was six.


That orthopedic surgeon who was supposed to be at Daves birthday party was someone Id just met. Since smart, attractive newcomers to my social circle were scarce, my interest had been piqued and Id made inquiries. But when he hadnt shown up at Daves, part of me had thought he probably wouldnt have returned the interest anyway. My self-confidence was ebbing. The scarlet A on my chest stood for Available, and at thirty-nine, Id been wearing it long enough for it to feel like an apology. I had begun to suppose that when men looked at me, they presumed that there was something wrong with me. Why else would I still be alone?


I had been with what seemed like a wide variety of men, and clearly none had been right for me. A couple werent smart enough. Some werent ready to settle down. One was gay and still in the closet. Then there were the liars, the cheats. One who lived with someone else but moaned to me about how much more fascinating I was until he had me completely wrapped around his little finger. Then of course he let go, flinging me a mile into emotional cement.


But as rational as the reasons for these relationship mishaps were on an individual basis, collectively they took on the stench of failure, and the only consistent factor in the equation was me. Perhaps I was too bitchy, angry, bitter, controlling? Not needy or clingy anymore, but what about acerbic? I make my living as a movie critic, and maybe whatever it was in my nature that made me want to be a critic was off-putting to men. Ninety percent of my hate mail at work came from the opposite sex. Bitch, theyd say. Why dont you just keep your opinions to yourself?


Certainly Im opinionated and proud of it. But Im also smart, affectionate, kind. I have a good job. On a mercenary level, I can get you into any movie at least three days before it opens. For free. The only catches are Ill be taking notes in the darkand I wont want to talk about the film on the way home.


I am completely truthful. I have never cheated on anyone, nor would I. While it is true that I have two cats, the universal symbol of spinsterhood, I also love dogs. Dogs love me. I come from a family of six, so I work well in chaos. I am social. I can cook. I can make, and have made, lobster rolls for forty people in an afternoon. With fish chowder on the side. You are such a catch, my friend Karen said once, using a tortilla chip to scoop up the ceviche Id just made for her. I just dont understand how youre single. Crunch, crunch. Scoop. It doesnt make sense.


There was no point in dwelling on any of that right now. Just a nice quiet night with the girls, I told my reflection. I put lipstick on, then wiped most of it off. It was hardly going to be a wild evening. Both April and Laura were still bruised from their last encounters, April with a younger boyfriend who turned out to be a jerk, and Laura with an ex-husband who left her for another woman shortly after Laura gave birth to their first child (a guy who, incidentally, immediately impregnated the other woman).


I felt that familiar female surge of guilt as we dug into a shared plate of fried calamari. Id worn my loosest jeans that night because I was bloated and premenstrual. This isnt going to help, I thought, dipping another one into the aioli. Blimp.


Where was my period, anyway? It seemed as though Id been mentally preparing for it for days. Actually a week. And then some. April and Laura were chatting away. I started in on my second vodka gimlet and realized that I was drinking with less relish than usual. Technically maybe I was, what, a day late? Maybe two? But God, my boobs were so sore. I tried not to be obvious as I pressed the sides of my arms against them. Really sore.


During a lull in the conversation, I put the glass down on the table.


Im a little worried that I might be pregnant, I said. Just a little worried.


Aprils big blue eyes got bigger. Laura sat back in her chair.


Who? April asked. She sounded baffled, understandably. For all she knew, it had been a year since Id had a boyfriend.


This young guy, I said. I met him at Finnegans Wake.


I gave them the short version, until April, also a journalist, who specializes in health and science stories, started grilling me on when Id had my last period, precisely what date Id had sex with Matt, etc. She gave me a deadly serious look.


I think after dinner we need to go get an EPT, she said. You can do it at the bar.


We were headed to a bar in the Mission District, a retro place where the waitresses wear vintage dresses and they still let people smoke. I couldnt quite fathom the image of myself squatting over a stick in the tiny bathroom, with some drunken guy pounding on the door.


If Im pregnant, I dont want to find out at the Lone Palm, I said. Ill do one tomorrow morning.


If youre pregnant, what are you going to do? Laura asked.


I leaned back in my seat. I felt far away. The noise in the crowded restaurant receded. The door opened and two couples walked in, bringing a breeze with them that reached all the way to our table, brushing across my cheeks.


I guess Ill become a single mother, I said.


It sounded absurdly blas yet terrifyingly true.





WHEN I BECAME A WOMAN of a certain age, that is, around thirty-five, my female friends began floating the suggestion of single motherhood to me. Have you ever thought about doing it on your own? theyd say, a wineglass in one hand, their brows slightly furrowed with concern over my future. Their cell phones would be close by, because a night out with the girls when you are thirty-five or older typically means that back home, a husband is bumbling through babysitting duties and will almost certainly require coaching at some point.


Id drink deeply from my own glass and eye the hostess, who certainly looked as though she could use some help in the kitchen, right this minute. Ill be back, Id say. I think Kir needs help cleaning that fish.


I didnt want to hear a sales pitch for single motherhood from a married woman. What did she know about it? Moreover, the question pissed me off, implying as it did that my romantic situation had been declared hopeless. I might think it was worth waiting for the right man, but my friends had clearly given up on that possibility. What they hadthe smart, loving, outdoorsy husbands; the houses; the cooing babies; the adorable toddlers; the winsome five-year-olds; the minivans; the Christmas card postcards of perfectionall of it was out of my reach. They were suggesting that I resort to something I doubted they would ever have seriously contemplated doing themselves.


I knew they had my best interests at heart, but it seemed as though they were recommending I go climb Everest without an oxygen tank. It was obvious from observing them that motherhood was hard as hell. At my monthly book club, half the mothers in the room would be bursting into tears over sleep deprivation or some trauma involving a negligent nanny. The other half would be vague as to what it was wed read; theyd blame their dulled memories on breast-feeding hormones. One friend with an infant couldnt cope with the strains of motherhood at all; she retreated into the garage and sat on the washing machine doing bong hits between diaper changes. And they all had husbands. With jobs. And nice houses. Why would I ever want to undertake this on my own? First I wanted a husband. With a job. And a nice house. Or even just a starter cottage with one bedroom.


If I did get stuck listening to their sales pitch for sperm banks and/or Chinese orphans, I listened with a skeptical ear. Sure, their friend from graduate school had become a single mother and was as happy as a clam, but that was her, not me. I was barely making ends meet on my own. Journalism is not a profitable business, at least not for reporters and feature writers. I didnt see how I could support a baby.


We tend to be united in fear, but divided in bravery. We look for excuses for why we cant do what someone else does. I suppose to these kindly women, I looked like a natural candidate for single motherhood, a semi-artsy Bay Area resident who did yoga, voted left, and wore jeans to work. But what they didnt know about me was that I was not interested in a nontraditional life. Beyond the financial constraints of doing it on my own, I longed for partnership with a wonderful man, marriage, and then family. Somewhere in the bottom of a box in my closet I had a pair of photos Id ripped out of the Washington Post Sunday magazine almost twenty years ago, photos of a dark-haired model on a beach, wearing a slim-fitting lace wedding dress, which Id thought would be just the kind of dress Id like to wear to my wedding.


So when I said to April and Laura that I guessed that, if I was pregnant, Id become a single mother, what I was really thinking was: Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, what fool just uttered those words?






IT WAS AFTER MIDNIGHT when I sped down Guerrero from the Lone Palm. Since our night together, all Matt and I had done was go to a movie, but hed made it into my cell phone directory. He might be too young and absent a J-O-B, but Id be lying if I said I didnt want to sleep with him again. Plus, I figured, if I was going to find out I was pregnant in the morning, I wanted to lay eyes on the father of my child at least once more. It seemed only proper to call. Civilized. He answered.


What if I picked you up and brought you home to my place? I asked. Ill bring you back in the morning.


Okay, he said, agreeably.


At my place I noticed two things about him. The first was that my cats liked him and that he seemed to like them. The second was that we had very little to say to each other. He seemed so young and unformed that I would have believed him if hed told me he was still in college. Hed been unemployed for an appallingly long time, temping sporadically for three years.


Nonetheless, he was still adorable. I was grateful when he lunged again, ending the stilted conversation. Id no intention of telling him anything about the possibility that I was pregnant. I just wanted to see and smell and taste him again. Rolling around with him in my bed was just the diversion I needed.


In the morning, I dropped him off at his place and went straight to Lizas house. She and John were just getting up. I sketched out the scenario for her, and she immediately grabbed her coat.


Lets go buy a test, she said. Just get it over with.


Shopping for a pregnancy test when you are thirty-nine and unwed can make you feel like a teenager, a criminal, and a fool. The pregnancy tests at Cala Foods on Haight Street were actually locked up, along with the condoms, baby formula, and other items a desperate person might prefer to shoplift rather than pay for. They had only generic tests, none of the recognizable names, and this wasnt something I wanted to scrimp on. But I also wanted to get it over with. The line at the checkout was long. Matt lived just around the corner. What if he walked in? It would be poor form to have sex with someone and then be caught buying a pregnancy test the next morning.


We walked back to Lizas flat, me clutching the see-through plastic supermarket bag as I anxiously scanned the sidewalks for Matt. As soon as we reached the sanctuary of her steps, I scurried up them and headed for her green-tiled master bathroom.


Do you want me to come with you? she called up after me.


No, I said. Thats okay.


I read the directions twice and got myself into position. Was that enough pee? I wondered. Did I hit the right spot? I set the magic, life-altering wand down on the edge of Lizas sink to wait and retreated to the edge of the tub. I inspected myself in her scary magnifying mirror. I pulled out her tweezers and yanked a few offending hairs. I looked at her collection of beauty products, more lotion than one woman could use in five years. I tried not to look at the stick. I should have found a magazine to read. Even Elle Dcorall Liza ever seemed to have around the placewould have provided some distraction. I checked my cell phone. It had been two minutes. I resolved to wait three more. What the fuck was I going to do if it was positive? How would I feel if it was negative?


It came to me then: disappointed. Id be disappointed if the test was negative. In the stressful, fractious, vomit-filled months to come, I would continually return to those two or three minutes for reassurance. Just then my heart knew what it wanted.


I paced between the shower and the toilet for another minute, then took a peek. I checked the directions again. Plus did mean positive, right? It had to. You plus one. But sometimes these things are counterintuitive. I scrabbled at the box and held it far away from me; my glasses were downstairs.


I was pregnant. I walked into the kitchen with the stick in my hand. John looked up from his tea. His big brown eyes were bleary and even his goatee looked disheveled. Oh geez Louise, he said. No way. Liza fastened her eyes on mine for a long beat, then came to put her arms around me.


Maybe we should go get another test, I said. This one is generic. And it looked like it had been sitting in that case for a long time.


You sure you dont want to sit and have a cup of tea first? Liza said.


I shook my head. It was very important to establish beyond a shadow of a doubt what I already knew to be true. We went to a yuppie health store up the street, one of those places that look like the play stores we had as kids, with neat bins of couscous and brewers yeast and mysterious wheat-colored potions. I plunked down my debit card for a double test with a brand name I recognized. This one promised results before Id even missed my period. Did I have enough money in my checking account to buy the test? How pathetic was that? The walk back to Lizas house went directly past Matts apartment. We crossed the street, as if proximity to him might make me more pregnant.


Of course the results were just the same. We stared at one another all over again. Then I started to cry.


Im never going to be alone again, I choked out.


Oh sweetie, John said helplessly.


Yes you will, Liza said, brushing the hair off my forehead. Dont worry, you will definitely get some alone time. Not as much, but there will be some. Ill babysit. John will babysit.


You dont understand, I said. I dont want to be alone. And now I wont be. Its good. Im going to have a family after all. A small one, but a real family.









CHAPTER 3


Where I Came From





ID BEEN PREGNANT BEFORE, and it was an unmitigated disaster. I was twenty-one and living in Florence, Italy, fulfilling a longstanding dream to study abroad. I was staying with an Italian family, struggling to learn the language and find my way around town. At first I thought I had a urinary tract infection; my college boyfriend and I had been reunited for a week before Id left the country, and wed had a lot of sex. Id been using the contraceptive sponge, and the whole experience had been a bit of a nightmare. One time I couldnt get it out, and hed had to fish around inside me to find it. Maybe we took it out too early. I dont know. But there I was, five or six weeks into the semester, feeling miserable, and an Italian doctor was pronouncing me gravidanza.


Id gone to the central post office in Florence, the only place I knew where I could make an international call. Armed with handfuls of Italian coins, Id called the boyfriend first, to break the news and discuss our options, and then my parents in Maine. Fortunately, my mother answered the phone. I absolutely couldnt stand to tell my father. I expected that I was going to break both of their hearts, but as a rule, my mother was far more tolerant of our mistakes. There were six of us and therefore plenty of mistakes.


My mother didnt miss a beat. Ill help you raise it, she said.


She had been raising children since the late 1940s. I was the youngest, and there was a seventeen-year spread between me and the oldest, my brother Adrian, the only one of us who hadnt been a mistake. My parents grew up Catholic. They didnt have a problem so much with using birth control, just a problem with making it work. Ive had a child for every kind of birth control Ive tried, my mother would say. After Adrian came three girls, Cynthia, Elizabeth (whom we called Wib), and Alison. Then my mother had a bit of break for five years, before my brother Benet was born. I was the ultimate mistake, arriving three years after Benet and just before my mother turned forty-four.


She loved babies, but wed shortchanged her in the grandchild department. By 1985, when I was in Italy, she had only two grandchildren. Here she was saying she was ready for more, regardless of the circumstances. Or maybe she was pro-choice only in theory.


I put my head against the wall of the phone booth. That fall in Florence was ceaselessly hot and I was sweaty and uncomfortable. The phones were equipped with a clock, telling you how much time you had left before the money ran out. I watched my lire disappear and wondered how much my crisis was going to end up costing all of us.


I dont think Im going to keep it, I told her. But I think I have to come home.


Perhaps my fears were ungrounded, but I was afraid to have an abortion in such a Catholic country. I was ashamed and afraid and I hated having to tell my parents, but I needed their help. Within a few days, they had me on a train to Milan and then on a flight home to Maine. My father was waiting on the tarmac for me, a blanket under his armas if I were an invalid. Benet was standing awkwardly by his side, curly-haired, brown-eyed, skinny in his Bruce Springsteenstyle jean jacket. We always stood up for each other, but usually I was defending him. I could tell from the look on his face that failing out of college or getting caught with a pipe in the pocket of your down parka was nothing compared with having to leave your study abroad program because you were pregnant. I had trumped all the mistakes of my five siblings in one fell swoop.


I had never felt like such a failure. For a few more days, we were trapped together in the old white clapboard house where Id grown up, me trying to throw up as quietly as I could while I waited for my scheduled abortion. In the meantime, there was my father, a small man who held his head high, sobbing quietly at the breakfast table, imploring me to do it fast if I had to do it, telling me it would be less of a sin the sooner I did it. I had never seen him cry before. I couldnt go back to Italy. I lost a semester of school. I have no idea how much my mistake cost my parents, either monetarily or emotionally, but it crushed me. Id failed as a daughter and Id failed as the mother of the child I could have had.


How I would have liked to call my mother on that June morning in San Francisco almost twenty years later, to hear her say that she would help me raise the baby, and this time, to be able to say, Thank you, yes, Id love that. But I was grateful she still knew my name. She had dementia. The first signs of it had started when I was in my mid-twenties. Now she lived in a nursing home. I longed for her, but she had no strength to offer me, no reassurances, no solace. She had five grandchildren by then, including two new ones, Benets little girls, but all she could do was watch them, smiling. When she held them, there was something tentative about her embrace, as if she thought she was not to be trusted with a baby in her arms.


As for my father, he was in his eighties now, and thin as an old cat, but he still strode purposefully through the streets of our hometown, the way he had for the last five decades. He was as sharp as ever, which is partly why I wasnt ready to share this news with him; he wasnt likely to take it well.


Instead I called my sister Alison, who lives just around the corner from my parents house. Eight years older than I am, she is the soul of efficiency and the ultimate dispenser of sound advice. She will not have to sleep on it or get back to you or check with someone else before she can answer. She does not mince words.


Wait, she said. Who have you slept with?


I told her about my evening at Finnegans Wake. She fell silent. I heard her microwave beeping. She was warming coffee. Clearly she needed caffeine to help her process.


I cant say that Im not happy for you on some level, she said.


Id always had the sense that Alison disapproved of me. Our older siblings tended to regard both Benet and me as spoiled, the pets, the ones who got the benefit of my parents gradual mellowing. Id tormented her as a child, listening in on her teenaged love affairs, poking around her bureau, teasing her about anything and everything. As wed gotten older, she and I had grown closer, but Id never been able to shake something my oldest sister Cynthia had once told me: Alison thinks youre flighty.


Nothing about Alison was flighty. The rest of the girls in the family had soft, rounded features and dark, messy hair, but she had my fathers strong nose and honey-colored hair, so straight and obedient you could swear you still saw the brush marks in it. Wouldnt she think getting pregnant during a one-night stand was the ultimate demonstration of flightiness? So I probed.


What do you mean?


Youve wanted a baby for a while.


Well, this was truebut in a fairly quiet way, at least lately. After I turned thirty-five it had started to feel unseemly to talk about it. What if it never happened? In a few more years Id become the sad woman who wanted something everyone knew she couldnt have. My desires would no longer be appropriate, like a schoolgirl kilt on a gray-haired matron. Id even tried to talk myself out of wanting kids, taking careful note of how much trouble my friends children were. So-and-sos kid punched a hole in the wall of their living room, Id report to another childless friend. Nine years old. Can you imagine?


The fact that Alison was acknowledging my desire as something real and worthy suddenly made my predicament seem better. This was not a disaster the way it had been in 1985. This was something that made Alison happy for me. Moreover, Alison knew this territory. Shed split up with her husband so long ago that shed practically raised their daughter, Katy, as a single mother. Katy was the oldest grandchild, in college now. She was my measuring stick. I had always kept track of my earlier, vanished opportunity for motherhood by counting back from however old Katy was. I could have had a child in college myself.




MY MOTHER HAD GONE back to school when I was still a little girl, working her way through Bowdoin Collegewhere my father taught philosophytaking one or two classes at a time until shed emerged triumphant, diploma in hand, at the age of fifty-seven. When Id gone off to North Carolina to attend Duke in the fall of 1982, shed gone to Austin, Texas, to get her graduate degree in art history. Completing her education was her goal, but if shed done so early in life, I know she would have gone on to have her own career, probably as an academic.


She had not been an active part of the feminist movement, but she was an admirer of the women who were, and she liked to remind me of my rights and of the opportunities available to me. She once sent me a postcard of a group of suffragettes being manhandled by the police. I thought youd appreciate these ladies, she wrote on the back. Or on another: Have you seen My Brilliant Career? You really must. The messages she gave me, those that came from observing her life and those literally spelled out in letters and cards, werent strident, but they were forceful.


My career choice, for example, could be traced directly to my mother. She never knew this, because by the time I made the change from being a news reporter to being a critic, her dementia was too advanced for it to register. But I felt the link. She had filled the house with the New Yorker for as long as I could remember, stacking up the old ones, wrapping twine around them, and pushing them under the crawl space below the entryway. She wrote notes to herself on the front in black ink, V. good piece about Pentagon Papers, Funny Talk of Town, p 16, just in case she might want to get back to them someday. As a nine-year-old, I wondered what she was talking about. The only things worthwhile in this magazine were the cartoons, the racing track column, and the movie reviews by some woman named Pauline Kael, who was funny and wrote in such a clear, direct way that most of the time I knew exactly what she meant, even though it would have been highly unusual for me to have seen anything shed written about.


Trips to the movie theater were few and far between but always in the company of my mother. Revolting, my father would say. Sitting with strangers, watching nonsense while your feet soak in sticky soda spills. Her tastes ran far more to Alice Doesnt Live Here Anymore than to Jaws. Bowdoin had movie night on the campus every month or so, and shed drag us along occasionally. Perhaps she took Benet and me to Laurence Oliviers Richard III for purposes of edification, although it could have had something to do with her refusal to ever pay for a babysitter. We were convinced she was trying to bore us to death. But I was more than content watching movies with her at home, hearing her gentle laughter all the way through It Happened One Night or her admiring sighs as Fred spun Ginger across the dance floor. We watched On the Beach together, and I turned to her and said, You look like Ava Gardner. That made her smile.


As she sowed the seeds that would someday become my profession, she also passed on the craving for family. Not marriage necessarily, although in my twenties, I often opened letters from her to find they included clippings of marriage announcements of anyone from my hometown she thought I was even vaguely acquainted with. The examples set by my siblings werent sterling: Out of six marriages, only two had lasted. Yet my mother instilled in me the desire to be part of a whole.


Some members of big families want to escape their crowded, claustrophobic surroundings. If you wanted to be alone in our household, climbing an apple tree or hiding in the upstairs bathroom (the only room with a nonpickable lock) was your best bet. But I never had that desire. Joining this big family last, I already felt Id missed out on a lot of history, and I didnt want to miss any more. By the mid-1970s, when Benet and I were the only kids still left at home, I viewed Christmas attendance as a must for all my older siblings.


What about Ade? I demanded of my mother as we were making up the beds together. Why isnt he coming home for Christmas? Cynthia had come the day before and was probably now over in the reading room at the Bowdoin Library. Wib would be coming that night from Smith, unfortunately accompanied by her boyfriend, Sean, who had a most disturbing red beard. Alison lived a few blocks away. Benet was outside, drilling a hockey puck against the side of the barn, leaving black marks against the white shingles. My father would come home from his office soon and be annoyed about this, making Benet want to hit even more hockey pucks against the wall. Or against our unmovable father, who thought hockey was not nearly as nice a winter sport as squash.


Adrian is staying in Charlottesville, my mother said, stuffing a pillow into a case. He has to work. She sighed. I could tell she was sad too. Wed been party-planning for weeks, shopping the sale racks at Jordan Marsh together, ironing napkins and tablecloths, and debating our menus. (Roast beef or turkey for Christmas dinner? How many pans of Yorkshire pudding would we need?)


Adrian was so much older than I that I barely knew him, but I always wanted him there. I assumed he had to be lonely without us, because I imagined that I would be desperately lonely if I were away. Also, he could be counted on to raise a family occasion to the highest level of insanity. Hed arrive in a cloud of bluster with some girlfriend in tow, either too young or too old, too loud or too quiet, and proceed to drive my father to fits.


So Im in the middle of getting fellatio when this guy walks in, he bellowed at one memorable holiday dinner. The legs on my fathers chair shrieked as he backed up from the table and stalked out of the room to go poke at the fire.


Whats fellatio? I asked, looking around the table at my siblings, half of them aghast, half of them laughing. Even Benet seemed in on the joke. My mother sat at the head of the table, twirling her wineglass between her long fingers, shaking with laughter.


You dont know what fellatio is, little girl? Adrian said, bending toward me with an almost courtly gesture. Well, let me tell you


Adrian, my mother said. Silenzio per favore.


I loved the sprawl of us, the noise of us, the way we filled a house. There was comfort in numbers, more of everything: more jokes, more drama, more presents under the Christmas tree, more people to play with, more siblings to give me quarters to be quiet during dinner. Whether by chance or circumstance, the books I read all seemed to be about big families. From the Pevensies of C. S. Lewis to the sailing Walker family of Arthur Ransomes Swallows and Amazons series, I kept getting the message that large families were somehow magical. You needed four for true excitement, Id tell myself, and here we were, with six.


I certainly never thought Id have six of my own. But I do remember thinking it would be nice to have three or four children. As soon as I could do simple math, I fixated on what life would be like in the year 2000, a date that hung in the future like a giant punctuation mark. Id be thirty-six and, I believed, already a mother several times over. Given my mothers fecundity, maybe later when I was the ripe old age of forty, Id throw another one into the mix, just for fun.


But here I was, ten months from being forty. A little more than eight months away from being a first-time parent. With a man I had spent less than twenty-four hours with, half of them sleeping.




IVE GOT TO TELL MATT, I said.


It was late afternoon on the Day of the Magic Wand. Id told both Alison and Benet. Even my boss knew. Katharine Hepburn had just died, and Karen, not just my editor but also a close friend, had called to tell me I had to come in to work, to write an appreciation. I just cant, I had told her. I just did an EPT and Im pregnant. There is no way I can think about Katharine Hepburn right now.


Hugh, Lizas estranged husband, had been informed. Shed called and asked him to come over and take care of the kids while we brainstormed our way through the drama. Id been a bridesmaid at their wedding ten years ago, but I didnt really know Hugh until he and Liza moved to San Francisco five years before. Liza had been itching to get out of Maine, and so hed found a job as the chief financial officer for an old Bay Area company. Now he was definitely part of my West Coast family, and the fact that they were separated hadnt changed that.


Hugh shook his head at my situation.


How old is he? Twenty-nine? he said. Hes going to freak out. Wait for a few weeks, until youre really sure what youre going to do.


Hugh had a tendency to think the worst of other men.


Mary needs the information, Liza said. Shes got to know what he thinks.


Hes going to think, Im fucked, Hugh said. Hes going to think, Why the hell didnt I use a condom? and How fast can I get out of town? How is that going to be helpful to her?


Thats what youd think, Liza said. She tended to think the worst of Hugh. Not all guys are like you. She slid the cork out of a bottle of wine and poured herself a glass. Thank God.


Please, I said. No fighting. Not right now.


I couldnt imagine waiting two long weeks to tell Matt. Im an information gatherer by trade, and if he was going to tell me to get lost and
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