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For Bennett, Efram, Frances, Fiona, and Sidney, who taught me everything I need to know.

-1-
The day Harry didn’t get tenure was also the day I discovered that an IUD is not foolproof. At the time, it was hard to say which news was worse.
[bookmark: _Hlk46412884]I was smacked by the first piece of information while I was moving things around in our apartment. Harry and I moved into this Upper West Side faculty housing near the university when we were expecting our daughter, Alice, and when Sam, our oldest, was three. Back then—well over a decade ago—we were only three people, almost four, and we had clothes, toys, and books, but mostly books. Every six months, I ejected books to make room for an additional pair of sneakers, another gray hoodie, or one more box of indiscriminate white wires.
The grand culling involved tossing about 5 percent of everything we owned, which really meant tossing 5 percent of what the kids and I owned, because Harry was very protective of his things. In Harry’s mind, in order for an item to qualify for the purge, it needed to have completely disintegrated, as though soaked in a bath of acid. He would regularly paw through the giveaway bags, making sure I wasn’t forcing him to part with that nubby sweater he’d had since college or the pleated rust-colored corduroys he’d bought as a grad student. Coupled with Harry’s inability to cull was his careful procurement of what little he did own. Harry had a penchant for locally roasted coffee and small batches of gin—most of it brewed in Brooklyn bathtubs and decanted into darling little bottles that I kept and filled with things but would eventually have to discard in the grand culling.
The kids cooperated, mostly because they rightly suspected that by getting rid of old stuff, they were making room for new stuff. Sam, now almost sixteen, also had biology on his side. He was growing quickly and destructively, tearing through his jeans and shredding gray hoodies. Alice was strategic in her culling, texting me pictures of shoes to replace the ones she had left for me in a pile by the door of her bedroom. Alice is always several steps ahead of me.
Mostly, though, the culling is mine.
Every few months I parted with another vestige of my past life: heels, dress pants, and suits I hadn’t worn since I left the office brigade twelve years ago, a few weeks after my thirtieth birthday. Even if I wanted to wear a pantsuit again, the tailoring to bring the turn-of-the-century styles up to date would cost more than a new suit itself. Besides, I wasn’t fooling anybody. My pantsuit days were behind me.
The university had offered us several slightly larger apartments over the years, but we knew that if we held out until Harry finally got tenure, we’d win big. That’s the way the system worked: it rewarded tenure, but it also rewarded inertia. We were sure it was just a matter of time until more bedrooms, more bathrooms, not to mention more storage, were ours.
In the meantime, we learned to store off-season clothing under our beds, double stack our books, put armchairs in the corners of our rooms, and then shove our belongings in plastic crates behind them. Mostly, we learned to purge regularly.
[bookmark: _Hlk46494179]When my phone rang, I was lying on my stomach, reaching under the coffee table for a missing slipper, trying to stave off the nausea I assumed was due to four cups of coffee with cookie-dough creamer. I was startled and I jumped, hitting my head on the underside of the table. I winced, pulled myself out, and reached for my phone, which was somewhere on the coffee table. I scrambled for it and knocked the coffee over, dousing several days’ worth of the Times and what looked like Alice’s math homework.
It was Harry. I stared at the phone for a second, trying to ignore the uneasy feeling burrowing in my intestine that I’d hoped was just from the creamer. This morning we had been so celebratory. “I’ll see you at six at Le Chute,” Harry had said, kissing me before he left. He’d booked those reservations three months ago.
I grabbed the phone on the last ring.
“Hey,” I said. “How was it?”
“It wasn’t,” he said quietly.
“What?” I replied, a little too loudly.
“It didn’t happen. Arnold pulled me aside and told me I wasn’t getting past the committee. He withdrew my name from consideration rather than have me denied.”
“What?” I said, even louder than the time before, mopping up the coffee with the newspaper. “I don’t understand. How is that possible?”
“I can’t . . .” His voice cracked.
“I’m leaving now,” I said. “I’ll meet you in ten minutes, fifteen max.” We were only six blocks away from the university, and the subway had been so unreliable lately that it was faster for me to walk.
“Bells, no. I need to walk . . . to think.”
“Harry,” I began, standing up and looking around for my coat. My head began to spin, and I fell back onto the couch. No tenure didn’t just mean no apartment. No tenure meant no job. Although I needed to be steady for Harry, I felt cold and suddenly weak. “Let me meet you,” I said, my own voice trembling slightly.
“I need . . . I need . . . some time,” he stammered. “I’ll be home later.” Before I could say anything else, he’d hung up. I looked around. The apartment felt smaller than it had moments ago, before I knew that I would not have all those bedrooms, before I knew that I’d have to hold on to those plastic crates.
I stared at my phone trying to figure out who to call first. The person most interested in the outcome of the tenure-committee meeting was the person I least wanted to talk to—Vivian Walker, my mother-in-law. The person I wanted to talk to most was Suki, my best friend. I didn’t know how to start the conversation, so I wimped out and sent her a text, using our code words for bad news.
Tenure update—THE BREAD DID NOT RISE.
Moments later my phone rang. “Hell’s Bells,” Suki said, starting the call the same way she had since she learned my nickname on the first day of freshman orientation in college. “How did this happen?”
“I have no idea. He actually didn’t want to talk.” Suki, who’d grown up with Harry and the Walkers, knew how unusual it was for Harry not to want to discuss something until it was dead and buried. (I’d met Harry at one of the now-legendary parties Suki threw in her postgrad studio apartment. She had a loft bed over a minuscule kitchen, a kitchen in which Suki, the original foodie, prepared trays of food and cocktails long before anyone was talking about food.)
“Where is he going to go? Where will he work? Where will you guys live?” Suki knew that without tenure, Harry had, at most, another year at the university and then had to go back on the job market. The undergraduates would hardly know the difference when their assistant professor suddenly showed up in the course catalog as adjunct, but the professor would know, and so would his wife, and even more so in Harry’s case, so would his family. And that would only last so long before offers from other lesser schools would have to be entertained, offers that would eventually dry up.
“I don’t know, I don’t know, and I don’t know.” I kept moving, piling laundry into a basket and putting it near the front door of the apartment.
“Fair enough,” she said.
“I just know that Harry now has to find a job as an English professor. I might as well be looking for a gig as a mermaid. It also means we’ll lose this apartment, which I didn’t like thirty minutes ago, but to which I am now extremely attached.”
“I guess you can finally come to Brooklyn,” she said.
“Suki, I write for a free newspaper that probably eight people read, including my mother. Harry is an English professor, or at least he was until thirty minutes ago. Neither of us is qualified for Brooklyn.”
“That’s not true,” she said. “There’s no way your mother reads that paper.”
[bookmark: _Hlk46413625]As I had explained to Suki many times, to live in Brooklyn you needed to be a writer, an actual well-paid one. Sometimes you can move to Brooklyn and become a writer, like Suki, who writes cookbooks about all the things her husband and two daughters like to eat, much of which they seem to procure at the farmers market minutes from their home near Prospect Park, and none of which would make it over the threshold of our tiny apartment. (Kohlrabi frittatas, anyone? Braised chicken and ramps? I didn’t think so. I don’t even know what a ramp is.) The same thing happened to another college friend, Kate Miller, who had a two-book deal within six months of moving to Park Slope and writes unbearable novels vaguely based on the supposed disintegration of her marriage (six books later and they’re still together). While it seems like book deals grow on Brooklyn trees and every third mom is a journalist on book leave, I wasn’t willing to risk it. I never bothered applying to Brooklyn.
“Bells,” Suki said. “You get paid to write. You’re a writer.”
“Hardly.”
[bookmark: _Hlk46413764][bookmark: _Hlk46413794]As Suki knew, I wanted to be a writer. I went to college to be a writer, and when that didn’t work, I thought about going to more school to be a writer. “To be a writer, Elsbeth,” as my mother likes to remind me, “someone has to pay you to write.” (My mother is the only person who calls me Elsbeth. To her everlasting disappointment, everyone else calls me Bells.) While I was amassing rejection letters for my short stories, I told her I wanted to apply to grad school and get an MFA. But my mother would hear nothing of it. When my dad disappeared, she went back to law school and became the patron saint of reborn single mothers everywhere. In the gospel according to Hanna Cohn, women who got paid handsomely to write were writers, but short of that, women needed a real career—something they could fall back on when husbands inevitably left. She had no intention of helping me pay for an MFA and would only help pay for law school, so, fearful of student debt and even more fearful of my mother, I went.
After graduating, I took a job in a midsize firm. My mother looked the other way when I had Sam at twenty-six, probably because I went back to work pretty quickly. But when Alice was born, much to my mother’s everlasting disappointment (there’s obviously a theme here), I left my job. She and I barely spoke in the months after. Having babies early was bad enough, letting them derail my career was another thing entirely.
[bookmark: _Hlk46413884][bookmark: _Hlk46413937][bookmark: _Hlk46414050]When Alice was six, I started writing for the Uptowner, a free newspaper covering life on the Upper West Side. I was initially assigned to sanitation but then graduated to the entire city services beat, which meant I also covered street cleaning, snowplowing, and if my editor, Andy, was feeling generous, the occasional destructive fallen tree. My mother may have been dismissive, but Harry acted as though I’d won the Pulitzer when I wrote my first article about the politics of alternate-side parking after a snowstorm. He’d framed the first few articles I’d written and continued to mass forward my splashier pieces, even to his midwestern cousins who could not have cared less about the leaky hydrant on Seventy-Second and Columbus.
[bookmark: _Hlk46414115][bookmark: _Hlk46414127]I had developed a small following of readers who appreciated the humor I infused into the otherwise mundane (Rupturing Sidewalks: The Root of All Evil), and I had gotten a promotion of my own last month when the woman who used to write the City Chatter column moved to Connecticut, where local news presumably took on a different tenor. Even with my ascension from reporter to columnist, and although I was still technically in the business of writing, I was definitely not in the business enough for my mother, or for Brooklyn.
“Bells,” Suki promised, “this will all work out.”
[bookmark: _Hlk46414451]When I’m nervous, my head sweats. I felt my scalp flush and forced my frizz into a loose ponytail. I leaned over the sink, my chest resting against the Formica counter, and shuddered when I felt a soreness. I looked around the sink at the stacked bowls, crusted with the detritus of cereal and congealed yogurt and granola, and I gagged.
“Bells? Are you OK?”
“I’m just a little queasy this morning,” I said, sliding away from the sink.
“If we weren’t so old, I’d ask if you were pregnant.” She laughed. I would have laughed, too, but instead, with nowhere else to go, I lifted the lid of the Crock-Pot and puked inside.
“Bells?”
“I’ll call you later,” I slurred, and hung up.
[bookmark: _Hlk46414525]I covered the Crock-Pot, slid down onto the dusty kitchen floor, and leaned back on a cabinet door. The nausea and sore boobs were strangely familiar feelings, even though I hadn’t felt them in well over a decade. I could not count back to my period because since I’d been fitted with an IUD, I didn’t really get a period. Instead, I counted the days to my birthday. It was May; in three months I would turn forty-three.
When the nausea passed, I got up off the floor and called my doctor, Julia. We’d been on a first-name basis since she delivered Sam after what felt like a marathon labor, during which I apologized for skipping a bikini wax and tried to bribe one of the residents into sneaking me a cupcake. I could run out and grab a pregnancy test from the drugstore, but something told me this could be more complicated than peeing on a stick. When the nurse sent me to Julia’s voice mail, I began to ramble.
“Julia, it’s Bells Walker. I’m super nauseated. I puked, and my boobs really hurt. I’m not sure what it means. I mean, I think I know what it means, but I don’t get a period, so I don’t really know. Anyway, please call me when you can. Thank you.” I had circled the table so many times while leaving the message that I was once again dizzy. I walked into my bedroom and lay down on the bed, sliding in between loads of unfolded laundry.
Within minutes, Julia called me back.
“You should come in today,” she said.
“Like right now?”
“That’s what today usually means.” Julia laughed. “We need to make sure that if you are pregnant, it’s not ectopic. Then we would need to take out the IUD, which can be risky. Either way, you need to come in.”
“Ectopic?” I asked. “What are the odds that I’m actually pregnant?”
“Let’s talk when you come in.”
“Maybe this is just perimenopause,” I pressed, suddenly begging for a word I never thought I’d be happy to hear.
“Bells, you need to come in.”
“Got it.” I relented, looking over at the black boatneck dress I’d set out for dinner, a dress I would not be wearing to dine at Le Chute. I canceled the reservation, texted the kids in case the appointment ran late, and after changing into pants with a button, was out the door.
I stared at myself in the elevator mirror under the world’s least flattering fluorescent lighting, pretending not to see the gray at my hairline. I made a mental note to order more hair color and closed my eyes until I was safely in the lobby.
An hour later I’d taken a pregnancy test and was lying on an exam table, swaddled in a paper gown. I stared at a poster of the female reproductive system and tried not to think about the status of my insides. I doubted that my tubes were as vibrant and springy as the ones on the poster.
Julia walked into the room and smiled at me sympathetically. “It’s good to see you, Bells,” she said, washing her hands. “Let’s prep you for the ultrasound.”
I pinched my knees together, shivering in the gown. “I did some research on my way over,” I began. “It’s kind of amazing what you learn when you google ‘failed IUD.’”
There was a light knock on the door.
“Hold that thought,” Julia said, scooting her rolling stool to the door. She stuck her head out of the room, conferred with her nurse, and popped back in again.
“Your test came back positive, but let’s have a look and see what’s going on,” she said, pulling up my gown and thankfully not looking at my face, which felt like it had been slapped with a meat cleaver.
I could feel sweat pooling in my armpits and beneath my lower back.
Julia began the scan and looked at the screen. “You’re definitely pregnant,” she said, mincing no words. “And it’s not ectopic.”
“OK . . .”
“That’s a good thing, Bells,” she said, looking over at me. “But because of its placement, I need to take this IUD out.”
“OK . . .” Really, I was anything but OK.
“I just have to warn you that there is a real risk you could miscarry.” She was still looking at me.
I nodded my assent. And then, seeing that Julia needed more, I whispered, “Yes.”
“I’ll be using this ultrasound to guide me as I retrieve the IUD, but I need you to lie perfectly still,” she ordered, prying open my knees with her gloved hand.
She pointed the ultrasound screen in my direction. “Want to take a look?”
[bookmark: _Hlk46414922]“No, I’m good,” I said, keeping my eyes on the ceiling, wishing there were a screen up there like my kids had at the dentist. I’d much rather have watched Dora the Explorer on an infinite loop than peek inside the current workings of my uterus.
“A real risk?” I asked, eyes fixed above.
“Yup. But so far, so good,” she said. “Just keep still.”
I wanted all of this to work out, and at the same time, a small piece of me wished that I could go back a few hours in time to when everything was less complicated. I gripped the sides of the exam table. When Julia was done, she pulled down my gown.
“Bells, it looks fine,” she said, smiling at me.
“Wow,” I breathed, still gripping the sides of the table. “What are the odds?”
“Actually, about one in a thousand.”
“Damn,” I said, exhaling. “I have all the luck today.”
“You certainly do.” She took off her gloves and washed her hands at the sink.
“How far along am I?” I asked, looking at her.
“About nine weeks.” She pulled a paper wheel out of a drawer and did the math. “Which puts your due date roughly at the end of December, maybe a little later. You’ll do some testing over the next few weeks to make sure everything is alright with the baby.”
“I can’t believe this is happening,” I said.
“Why don’t you go home, discuss this with Harry, and we can talk over the next few days.”
“I’m old,” I said to her.
“I have other pregnant clients your age, and some even older than you. Besides, we prefer to say ‘advanced maternal age,’” she said, grinning at me.
“Excuse me?”
“I just don’t want you to freak out when you hear that. It’s how we refer to pregnant women over thirty-five.”
“OK, I’m freaking out right now.”
“Hey, this is an improvement.” She laughed. “A few years ago we called it a geriatric pregnancy.”
“Now I want to cry.”
“Don’t cry. Go home. Talk to Harry, and I’ll call you tomorrow to discuss all your options.”
Harry. I bolted upright and jumped off the bed, tearing the paper gown. I rummaged in my bag for my phone: four missed calls.
I quickly texted him, my hands shaking:
Something came up. All good. Be home in 30.
“Bells.” I had forgotten Julia was still in the room. “You’ll be fine.” She smiled at me, and I almost believed her.
***
When I ran into the house forty minutes later, I was greeted by a mountain of empty cereal boxes. In addition to my two children, I saw several of Sam’s bandmates crowded around our kitchen table, shoveling food into their mouths. The ground was moving under this family, and still, my most pressing task was feeding my bass-playing teenager and all of his friends.
“Hey, guys,” I said, holding up an empty cereal box and shooting Sam a look. He looked down. Sam went to bed one night a few weeks ago and woke up the next day six feet tall. He and Harry were now the same height. He had Harry’s thick sandy-brown hair, but it was often hard to see because he wore a gray hoodie, hood up, every single day of his teenage life.
“We’re out of cereal,” he said, dribbling Chex. I’d just bought cereal. “And there’s a weird smell coming from the Crock-Pot.”
“Hey, Mrs. Walker,” said his friend Asher, a saxophonist, swinging on the doors of the cupboard, scouring for the next snack.
I got a wave from another friend, Levi, the drummer, who lifted an empty snack bowl and poured crumbs into his mouth. I saw popcorn on the floor.
Alice ran up to me. “Where were you? What happened with Dad?” She ran her hand through her own frizzy hair and moved closer to me. If Sam had won the hair lottery, Alice, the recipient of the Cohn curls, had definitely lost it. I was about to answer when she blurted, “Why is he in bed? Is he sick? Did something happen?”
“Dad’s in bed?” I asked, taking a step back.
“What happened with the tenure committee?” Sam called, putting down the box of cereal.
“Hold tight, guys,” I said. I stumbled into the bedroom and found Harry curled up in bed, his back to the door. As much as I wanted to roll up into my own ball and disappear, I slid off my shoes, climbed in, and spooned him. “I’m so, so sorry,” I said, my lips on the back of his neck.
“The worst part was the look on Arnold’s face,” Harry said, speaking into his pillow. “He actually looked sorry for me.”
“Arnold always looks like that.”
“I just don’t know how I didn’t see it coming,” he said, flipping over and turning to face me. “And I have no idea what I’m supposed to do now.”
“We’ll figure it out,” I said, putting my arms around him. “You’ll find another job.”
“I’m a literature professor,” he groaned. “There are no other jobs.”
He was right. There were no other jobs, or at least there weren’t many. But I knew that my job was to keep calm and carry Harry when he freaked out. I leaned over and kissed him.
[bookmark: _Hlk46498811]“I’m serious, Bells. I have to go back on the market now, and if there is another job somewhere, that somewhere is not Manhattan. We’ll lose this apartment; we’ll have to move.”
I started to remind him that everything was going to be alright, but he cut me off.
“Where were you today?” Harry asked.
I briefly contemplated lying, but in addition to being a head sweater, I am also a bad liar.
“At the doctor.”
Harry stiffened. “What’s wrong?” He sat up, and I looked into his hazel eyes, which were darker than usual. His brow was a furrowed mess.
I took a sharp breath. “I’m fine,” I said. “I’m just . . . pregnant.” Please don’t freak out. Please don’t freak out. Please don’t freak out and leave me.
“What?!” Harry bolted off the bed. “But you have . . .”
“Yeah, the thing about an incredibly low failure rate is that someone still has to be in the 0.8 percent of people who get pregnant with an IUD.”
“Wow,” Harry breathed.
“Yup,” I agreed, standing up and facing him.
“And here I was thinking you had to have sex to get pregnant.”
“Nice, Harry.” Here I was comforting him, and he was about to launch into one of his favorite topics. After alternate-side parking and the voice of the other in nineteenth-century American literature, what Harry loved to talk about most was how much more sex everyone else was having. Because he had a fine attention to detail, Harry even named names, running through lists of all the people we knew. I’d listen to him rattle off all our friends, knowing full well that these women were not putting out anywhere near as much as Harry thought they were—hell, nothing could match the orgy he had in his mind. I was pretty sure the couples who talk about all the sex they are having are not having any at all, but I never told this to Harry. I didn’t want to burst his orgy bubble.
“Fine,” he said. “I may not be good enough for tenure, but I can impregnate a woman with a near-foolproof birth control device, even with sporadic sex.”
“You are a rock star,” I said, sitting back on the edge of the bed. I took some breaths to steady myself.
“So this means we’re going to have a baby? How will that work? Where will the baby sleep? What if we really have nowhere to live?” He ran his fingers through his hair, and I watched his face change from amusement to terror. He started pacing, circling the room, increasing his speed with each lap. I watched his perfectly square broad shoulders tense up. Those shoulders were the first thing I’d noticed about him. You couldn’t miss those shoulders.
“Harry,” I said, getting up again and trying to block him. He kept swerving to avoid me. I reached for him.
“Jeez, Bells. Aren’t you too . . . old?”
“Actually, I prefer the term advanced maternal age,” I said.
“Huh?”
“I’m only four years older than you,” I said, hearing my mother’s voice in my head. Just remember: You’ll be middle-aged first. You’ll be gray first. Think about it. You’ll be everything first.
“Yeah, but I’m not the one at risk. I’m not the one carrying the baby.”
I was about to respond when he crumbled in front of me. “Oh my god, a baby. A baby’s coming, and I went and lost my job.” He sank into the armchair next to our bed and grabbed both sides of his perfect hair. Moments later he looked at me as though he’d just remembered something. “Bells, where are we going to live?” And because—enormous man-child that he was—his suffering was always greater than mine, I comforted him and not the other way around. I was kneeling in front of the armchair when we heard a crash from the kitchen. I swear I could hear the crumbs scatter under the kitchen table.
“Harry, you know that we may still have a choice here.” I stared at him and put my hands on his beautiful face. Never marry a man prettier than you, I heard my mother say. I shut up her voice and focused on Harry and his face.
He looked up at me. We’d never really discussed this before; we had never needed to. “Do we have a choice? Do we really?” he asked.
“No,” I whispered, verbalizing what I knew all along.
[bookmark: _Hlk46499466]“I didn’t think so, either. Besides, you know I do love the babies,” he said. It was true. Harry Walker was a sucker for an infant and would gladly have fathered a hundred newborns if I’d agreed to it. Harry loved children when they were a physical extension of him, when he could wear them. I had albums full of Harry toting the kids around the city in a BabyBjörn. He even devised a way to wear both children at once—he put Alice on his chest and Sam in a backpack.
“I promise. This will all work out,” I said. At the time, I even believed it.
***
The next morning, while I loaded the dishwasher and wiped down the counters, I called my sister-in-law Molly. Molly was married to Harry’s younger brother, Alex. Harry is a middle child, the second of three boys. With no sisters of my own, I forged an alliance with the two other women who’d married Walker boys.
[bookmark: _Hlk46499682]“What happened?” Molly asked immediately. Molly is a pediatrician and, along with the rest of the Walkers, lives in Upper Westchester, a hornet’s nest of overachievement. I briefly wondered if Harry was the first boy from Chappaqua to be denied tenure.
“He didn’t get it. He didn’t even get to the vote.”
“God,” she said in a tone that made me wonder if she’d ask whether the decision was benign or malignant.
“And Vivian texted me. He’s dodging her calls.”
I was about to ask Molly for advice when I saw a call coming in. Vivian. “Crap, she’s incoming,” I said.
“That was quick. Good luck.” She laughed, hanging up and leaving me alone with my mother-in-law.
“Bells?” I swear I could hear her playing with her pearls.
“Hello, Vivian.”
“What kind of news do you have for me?” she demanded.
“Not the good kind,” I said, and then bathed in the long pause. I knew she was still alive because I could hear her breathing.
“Vivian?” I asked.
“I was already planning on coming in tomorrow to celebrate. I’ll take a late-morning train and be with you for lunch,” she said, recovering quickly and hanging up.
I once saw a bumper sticker that read Parenting Is about Showing Up. If that were really true, then Vivian Walker would be parent of the century. Her solution to every problem was showing up and making things worse. When I miscarried after Sam, she showed up and stared at me until I got out of bed. She then told me multiple times that I should count myself lucky, because while children are a blessing, having children too close together was impractical.
And now, Vivian would be showing up here.
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