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To gild refined gold, to paint the lily, to throw perfume on the violet…is wasteful and ridiculous excess.

—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, King John
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Chapter 1



One and a half years earlier…

Sweeping up the main staircase of the Ludwig Collection, the Upper East Side cultural landmark and ultimate beneficiary of that evening’s Spring Showers–themed fund-raiser, Lily Grace managed to ruin what would have been a perfectly splendid entrance by stomping on the hem of her silk gown and falling down in the middle of the stairs. The dress, a sea green riot in airy chiffon, had been shipped directly off a Milan runway and delivered via messenger to her apartment that day, and in her haste to get to the party, she hadn’t noticed the gown’s perilously long hem.

Lily looked around, noting thankfully that her face plant had gone unobserved by the party guests and paparazzi milling about at the top of the stairs, and with her right hand gathered the excess material of the dress. She’d have to hold it up all night if she didn’t want to take another tumble in front of tout le monde New York—which, of course, she most assuredly did not.

Proceeding more carefully this time up the white marble staircase, she made it into the Ludwig’s second-floor ballroom without further incident, surveying the room, which had been elaborately decorated to reflect the evening’s theme. Swaths of blue silk blanketed twenty-five round tables, each set with white candles, floral arrangements, and dinner service for ten; while a hundred potted trees draped with ropes of Austrian crystals, white Dendrobium orchids and fairy lights formed a natural border around the dining area. The room smelled expensively of narcissus, fresh cut grass, and French perfume.

As Lily maneuvered through the room toward Robert’s table, she returned waves from a perma-tanned socialite who had recently posed in a bikini for the cover of Hamptons magazine (showing off a brand-new breast enlargement) and the daughter of a Caribbean rum exporter who was known as much for her tireless social climbing as she was for her not one but two gentleman walkers, who were themselves attached at the hip (and, apparently, to the idea that ascots were remotely fashionable). Next to them stood a contingent of South American bombshells, their tagalong hair stylists and makeup artists hovering nearby, and a clique of gossiping, half-drunk fashion publicists, all thin, all dressed in trendy sequined minidresses and platform heels.

Even though Lily had been on the gala scene for less than a year, she had already deduced what these evenings were all about. They weren’t about charity (if she polled the room, probably only half the guests were aware of the cause their thousand-dollar-a-plate tickets were benefiting) and they weren’t about romance (the men, at least those of the hetero variety, were entirely inconsequential) but about status, the preserving of it and the getting of it. The latter being the more interesting of the two. It was remarkable to Lily how being seen or, even better, photographed with the right people, in the right dress could transform a young woman from slender wallflower to hothouse diva within a fortnight.

Lily was well past fashionably late—the waiters were already clearing the striped bass and fennel gratin entrées from the tables—but Robert had told her over the phone not to worry. “Finish your work and then come as quick as you can,” he’d said over the din of the cocktail hour. “But try to be here by dessert. I took a sneak peak at the menu and they’re serving your favorite.”

Profiteroles. She spotted another tuxedoed waiter threading through the room with a tray of the ice-cream-stuffed pastries, making her stomach gurgle with hunger. The last thing she’d eaten all day was a ham and cheese croissant from the Au Bon Pain in her office building. Then a Silicon Valley law firm declared bankruptcy, and all hell broke loose on the newsroom floor. By the time she’d filed her story and gotten out of the bureau, she’d had just enough time to wash her face, slap on some makeup, and slip into her dress before hijacking a taxi on Park Avenue and zooming uptown for the party.

She heard the machinations of a camera lens focusing and turned to see a slim, white-haired photographer holding his camera aloft. “A photo?” he asked, and Lily obliged with a quick nod, gently angling her left hip away from the camera while sucking in her stomach and holding her right arm slightly away from her side. Getting snapped with fat-looking upper arms was a monstrous no-no in this crowd.

It had taken her a while to master what she jokingly referred to as her “PPP: Perfect Party Pose”—the pictures from when she had first started dating Robert (and hadn’t learned the benefits of snapping oneself with a Polaroid camera before stepping out for an evening) could be called unflattering at best—but she was a quick study, and by the time he proposed, she looked as if she’d been doing it for a lifetime, or at least a few years longer than the short six months of their courtship. Her pose was studied, but at least her smile was genuine, or so Lily reasoned. Many of the girls had taken to pouting like supermodels every time a camera lens trained on their pretty faces.

The news of Robert’s proposal had risen more than a few eyebrows around town. Not only was he handsome, charming, and well educated, but he also had a pedigree few could match for snob appeal. His great-grandfather, himself an heir to a New York banking fortune, was an avid gardener, and while puttering around at his family’s summer cottage, one of the storied seaside escapes on Newport’s Bellevue Drive, he had invented Blue Water, a plant fertilizer. Robert’s grandfather and father further expanded what was then a small family side business by opening a chain of successful garden supply stores across the country, and Robert, who had never trimmed a hedge or mulched a weed in his life, was raised in the opulent shadow of the money tree his forebears had planted years ago, as the once-humble Blue Water Garden Supply chain eclipsed even the old bank in profitability. When he chose Lily, a relative unknown from an upper-middle-class neighborhood of Nashville as his bride, everyone took notice.

Even Vogue couldn’t help but celebrate Lily’s photogenic features and advantageous engagement by dedicating its highly coveted “Girl of the Moment” page to her. Almost overnight the magazine spread bumped her up from being just another attractive girl about town—albeit one sporting a five-carat cushion-cut diamond on her left hand—to the rarefied world of the New York socialite. She was granted unimpeded access to all the free designer clothes and accessories she could ever want to borrow (or keep, as was more and more frequently the case), as well as a spot on the junior committees of three of the city’s most heavily attended fund-raisers. As Lily quickly discovered, being engaged to a Bartholomew had its privileges. Boy did it ever.

Robert spotted her first from across the ballroom. As he rose from their table, she met his brilliant blue eyes through the glittering tree branches and felt her heart quicken in anticipation of being in his arms once again. She still couldn’t believe that he was hers, or that her future would hold as many glamorous, champagne-filled fetes as she could bear attending. For a professor’s daughter from the wrong side of the Mason-Dixon Line, it all seemed too good to be true.

They met on the dance floor, which was quickly filling with a swarm of bodies, loosened by an evening’s worth of wine and cocktails, and as the band played the first few chords of “Come Fly with Me,” Robert extended his hand. “Dance with me?” he asked.

Together they waltzed easily across the floor, and Lily once again thought back to her fourth grade square dancing lessons, the only formal dance training she’d ever received. If she’d been a debutante, she would have had at least a few cotillion classes under her belt, but since she’d only lived in Belle Meade (belonging to its exclusive country club was an altogether different thing), she hadn’t had reason to learn how to execute anything more complicated than a box step. Hers was a standard American upbringing—long on education and short on luxuries—which was why Lily had been so swept away by the glamorous trappings of Robert’s life. It was like winning the lottery and getting to go home to Leonardo DiCaprio every night. That is, if Leo wasn’t only interested in models who barely spoke English, which he was, so Lily decided that her life was better than any Hollywood fairy tale anyway.

Robert twirled her out for a spin and then back in again, and she scrambled to lift the hem of her gown. Unless you want tomorrow’s Page Six headline to read “Hari-Kari by Hem,” do not fall. She kissed her fiancé on the mouth and rested her head on his shoulder. “I love you so much,” she sighed. “But I’m dreaming of dessert. And a glass of champagne.”

“Okay, we’ll head back, but first you have to do something for me.”

“But I’m scared they’re going to clear the profiter—”

“Put your hand in my pocket.”

“Which one?”

“Pants, left side,” he instructed, pulling her a bit closer.

“I’m not going to do that here,” she smirked. She began to pull away, shaking a finger at him. “You’re naughty.”

He held her fast. “Trust me when I say it’s worth your while.”

Giggling, Lily slid her hand into his pocket and felt the cool, hard touch of metal and gemstone. Pulling the long flash of diamonds from its hiding place, she gulped, “But Robert, this is far too precious.”

“Nonsense,” he laughed, fastening the necklace, a platinum vine set with a dozen one-carat diamonds, around her bare neck. “It was my great-grandmother’s,” he said. “I was going to give it to you on the night before our wedding, but I couldn’t wait.”

So absorbed by each other’s twinkling eyes were Robert and Lily that they ceased to notice the photographers surrounding them, their camera flashes just another part of the magical setting, adding brilliance to the strands of gemstones all about.

It wouldn’t be long before Lily learned the high price of extravagant decoration.









Chapter 2



It was during the first long shower Lily had taken in weeks that she dared take stock of the situation below her collarbone. Ever since she had given birth five months earlier, she hadn’t had much time to think of her appearance, and that, it turns out, was a merciful thing. As the hot water cascaded down over her shoulders she inspected the wreckage that was her body. Her breasts, once the shape of navel oranges, had grown to resemble eggplants, and her stomach, saggy and still rounded, was punctured by a wrinkly, lopsided belly button. Farther down she surveyed her bikini line, or rather the lack thereof, and her overgrown paint-chipped toes.

Emerging from the shower dripping water on the marble floor of her bathroom, she thought absentmindedly that her chestnut brown shoulder-length hair could use some highlights. But with Robert now unemployed and their household budget all of a sudden running on fumes, a trip to the hair salon was regretfully out of the question. Wrapping a plush saffron-colored towel around her torso, Lily shuffled over to the vanity table in her bedroom.

“Oh mercy,” she sighed as she sat down on the dressing table’s silk-covered stool and peered at her still unfamiliar reflection. Her hazel eyes were rimmed with dark circles—the result of months of sleep deprivation—and a few new horizontal lines had etched their way across her forehead. Her cheeks looked like they were storing up nuts for the winter, and—what’s this?—was that a gray hair? For the first time ever, Lily felt old. Okay, maybe not old old, but definitely not young. Leonardo DiCaprio wouldn’t give me a second glance, she brooded.

She had never been the kind of girl who required a lot of assurances about her appearance, not like her mother, a fading beauty who compensated for her expanding waistline and multiplying crow’s feet with bigger hats and ever bolder makeup.

Is it only downhill from here?

After marrying Robert, everything had spiraled out of control so quickly. She’d become pregnant while on their honeymoon, effectively preempting the year of romance they’d both anticipated spending with one another. She became flabby and cellulite-laden practically as soon as those two pink lines winked up at her from the test kit. Her face blew up. She got pimples. When she hit the five-month mark, her editor told her that she looked like a different person, and although he obviously didn’t say it to hurt her feelings, neither did he mean it as a compliment.

And then, because a baby required more space and a different floor plan than Robert’s hipster chic loft in SoHo could provide, they moved. Together they found an uptown two bedroom in a prewar building tucked between Park and Lexington Avenues. Lots of crown molding, a fireplace in the living room, granite countertops in the kitchen. What wasn’t there to love? To celebrate the purchase, Robert’s parents, Edward and Josephine, offered them a vacation at Bluebell Manor, the family’s house in Palm Beach.

When they returned, Lily and Robert were surprised to find their apartment fully furnished, courtesy of Josephine. An enormous flower arrangement on the table in the foyer held a card bearing Josephine’s swirly, nearly illegible handwriting: “Surprise ducklings, I’ve feathered your nest! Enjoy!”

Lily had walked silently through the apartment, which postredecoration bore a heavy resemblance to Josephine’s own duplex, from the cushy sofas upholstered in lustrous eggshell damasks to the heavy brushed silk curtains. There were crystal chandeliers, marble-topped side tables, vast Persian rugs, and enormous antique gilt mirrors, smoky with age. It was more than nice, but not at all what Lily had envisioned for their starter home.

She found Robert in the living room fiddling with the remote to their new flat screen television. “How could she do this without asking us? Did you know about this?”

“No, I had no idea. I’m just as stunned as you are.”

She crossed her arms on top of her enormous belly. “I don’t want to sound ungrateful or anything, but aren’t I supposed to decorate our apartment? Isn’t that the point of getting a place of our own, that it’s ours? I mean, how did she even get in?”

“I gave her a spare set of keys in case of an emergency,” Robert admitted. “I had no idea she’d do something like this.”

“I think we should ask her to take everything back. We’ll say thank you so much, Josephine, but we can’t possibly accept such an extravagant gift.”

“But she’ll be crushed. She probably spent so much time, not to mention money, planning this. I’m sure she thinks she’s done us an enormous favor.”

Lily was starting to lose her patience. “Look around, Robert. Most of this stuff is directly out of her apartment. Look, look at this dining room table,” she dragged him by the hand over to the antique Sheraton table now stationed in their crimson-and-white-striped dining room. “It’s hers! This used to be in your old dining room. She probably wanted to redecorate and decided to dump all of her old stuff on us.”

“It’s not like this stuff is trash,” Robert said, picking up a pair of silver candlesticks from a carved wood hutch. “These are beautiful. And we did need a bigger dining room table.” Registering the shock on her face, he softened his tone. “Now we can finally have dinner parties. C’mon, Lil, dinner parties! Haven’t you been talking about having some of our friends over?”

“Okay, yes, it’ll be nice to be able to entertain properly, but that’s not the point. The point is that this is our apartment, and now, every time I come in here”—Lily was shocked into momentary silence as she spied an oil portrait of Josephine, Robert, and Robert’s younger sister, Colette, on the wall—“I’ll feel like I’m at her place. It’s a transgression of our privacy and independence. If we don’t show her that there are lines she can’t cross, then what’s to stop her the next time?”

Robert said nothing.

“You’ve got to admit she’s stepped over the line. We have to call her and ask her to take at least some of it back. We can be very polite about it.”

Without replying, Robert wandered out of the dining room and down the hall, passing the nursery, which had been decorated in a red and black Scottie dog theme. In their bedroom, he flopped onto his mother and father’s old canopied bed and waited for Lily to catch up to him.

“Did you see the nursery? The crib is black! Who buys a black crib?” She felt her pregnancy hormones, a tsunami of uncontrollable emotion, flooding her body. She wasn’t in the habit of yelling—her mother had always said it was a sign of poor breeding—but there were some times when even the best of intentions couldn’t keep her from breaking into tantrum mode. She began to cry loudly.

“Honey, please don’t get so upset. It’s not good for the baby,” Robert said as he propped himself up on a pair of throw pillows. Looking around the room, he seemed to notice the frilly, flowery decor for the first time. “Man, that wallpaper is awful. It’s like an old lady’s bedroom in here.” Picking up a ruffle-trimmed pillow in the same floral silk that was lining the walls, he pretended to retch on the bed.

“I’m not laughing,” Lily said, but she’d stopped sobbing and the corner of her mouth had curled up, hinting at a smile. If there was one thing she loved about Robert—besides his fantastic ass and finely tuned moral compass—it was his ability to break her out of a bad mood. Even at moments like these, when she was snorting mad, he could reel her away from the precipice of despair with a well-timed joke. He’d make a fool of himself just to get her to crack a smile.

Swinging his long legs over the side of the bed frame, Robert gently grabbed hold of her elbows. “Let’s not make this into a bigger deal than it is. Let’s just tell her we love it, and then as the years go by, we can replace the things we don’t like, starting with this wallpaper. He massaged the tops of her arms and her shoulders. “That way, no one’s feelings get hurt. Okay?”

“Okay, I guess it’s not that big a deal,” she conceded. As much as she resented Josephine for overstepping their boundaries, she didn’t want to fight with Robert.

Lily pulled away and walked across the room toward an antique vanity. As a little girl she’d always wanted a dressing table, and this one, with its bull’s-eye mirror and marquetry details, was the prettiest she’d ever seen. It was, in fact, even nicer than the ones in the Horchow Collection catalogs her mother used to drool over on a biweekly basis. “But I think it’s a mistake not to tell her that she can’t do stuff like this without checking with us first. And it’s not that I don’t appreciate her generosity. I do. But I would have preferred to have some control over the situation. It’s kind of a symbolic thing, feathering your first nest as a couple. You know?”

Robert rolled off the bed and kneeled down in front of her, grasping her hands in his. “Look, I know she’s pushy, but she means well,” he said. “Just let me handle her? I’ll make sure she knows where we draw the line.”

“Promise?”

He nodded solemnly and rose from the floor to sit next to her on the bed. They both sat there looking around the room, taking it all in fully, until Robert suddenly broke the silence. “I think it’s time for…an adventure hug!” He lunged at Lily, who ran to the other side of the bed in an effort to avoid her husband’s grasp and the eventual air toss and body slam onto a soft surface—the bed, a couch—that he often initiated after tense moments such as these.


This was one of their things. While other couples called each other improbable pet names or squeezed each other’s back pimples in private, Robert and Lily engaged in amateur aerial acrobatics.

Robert grabbed her from behind, wrapping his hands around her hips as if he was about to launch her in the air.

“No! I’m pregnant. No adventure hugs until I have the baby. It’s not safe.”

“Okay, all right,” he said, releasing her momentarily. “But only because I love you.”

Now, almost a year later, Lily still felt out of place in every room in their home except their bedroom. It was the only room they’d been able to redo before Robert quit his job and she’d given birth, and they’d had a lot of fun tackling the project together over one three-day weekend last spring. While Robert ripped down the wallpaper and painted the bedroom milky white, Lily, banished from the apartment because of the paint fumes, shopped for new bed linens, lampshades, and curtains along Madison Avenue. By Monday the room had been entirely exorcized of its floral bedding, the plaid silk balloon shades and coordinating lampshades, crystal wall sconces, and bird prints in gilded frames. Awash in fresh, cooling white and devoid of the excessive swags and frippery, the room finally felt like the perfect blank slate, just what their marriage needed.

Of course, not every problem could be whitewashed over the course of a weekend.









Chapter 3



Rising from the vanity, Lily walked across the room and into her closet, where she carefully fingered her old clothes, the size two pencil skirts, clingy sweaters, and shrunken jackets. Would she ever fit in them again? Losing the forty-five pounds that still clung to her once-thin frame seemed like an impossible task. “I’ll think about it tomorrow,” she’d tell herself, and then tomorrow would come and she’d get as far as putting on her sports bra before she was gasping for air. These days it seemed everything made her feel short of breath: dragging the Exersaucer from the living room to the kitchen; retrieving a Pyrex dish from the back of a kitchen cabinet; even lugging a moderately light sack of groceries a few blocks. Maybe I have asthma, she wondered. Can pregnancy give you asthma—in addition to stretch marks, varicose veins, copious amounts of cellulite, random new allergies, and impaired short-term memory?

Finding a pair of velour track suit bottoms and one of her husband’s old cashmere sweaters on a shelf, she pulled the lightweight V-neck over her head and breathed in his scent, the citrus and spice of Hermès Eau d’Orange Verte deodorant. Just knowing Robert would be home soon from his luncheon with Josephine made her feel marginally better. Today they were going to take the baby out for a late afternoon stroll down to the grocery store and fruit cart on Lexington.

Some women went bargain hunting at designer sample sales—she, the fruit cart. For a dollar, the cart man, a friendly Pakistani gentleman, once sold her eight not-quite-overripe bananas that she used to make a dozen banana oat muffins and a banana loaf; just the other day she’d bagged two half pints of blueberries for a couple of dollars each.

This, of course, was a big change from how they used to shop for food. Sure the workweeks had been filled with benefit dinners and cocktail parties—or takeout in front of the television when they were mercifully homebound for the night—but weekends were reserved for cooking excessively elaborate meals with pristine (and pricey) ingredients. When Lily and Robert first moved uptown, they’d spent their weekends on a quest to find the best of everything in their neighborhood. For gelato and little green heads of Boston lettuce, they went to Citarella on Third Avenue. Pastries and raisin loaves came from Le Pain Quotidien, a Belgian café on Lexington. The fishmonger on First Avenue supplied them with wildly expensive Copper River salmon (when in season) and three-pound lobsters flown in fresh from Nova Scotia. Then they’d go home, look up recipes on the Food Network website, and pass the rest of the weekend making beef Wellington and chocolate mousse or a gratin of spring vegetables and fish en papillote. Sometimes Lily missed their old routine, watching the butcher tie up tender-loins in neat, presentlike bundles, or inhaling the pungent aroma of the cheese shop where they used to buy hunks of imported Parmesan and creamy rounds of St. Andre, but most of the time she was able to regard cutting the fat from their grocery bills as an interesting challenge.

After all, she hadn’t grown up rich. Not poor, but certainly not rich. When she and her brother were young, their parents went out to dinner only on special occasions—birthdays and anniversaries and when Lily’s father made tenure at Vanderbilt—and they, the kids, only got to tag along when the birthday was one of theirs. And even then it was generally to someplace like Bennigan’s or Kobé Steakhouse. When it came to what they ate at home, charred (i.e., carcinogenic) chicken breasts (of the nonorganic variety) on their grill (the old-fashioned charcoal kind) were a staple. As were baked potatoes and spaghetti with whatever tomato sauce was on sale that week. It could be said that if anyone inside the 10021 zip code was predisposed to bargain shopping, it was Lily.

Hearing the front door click open, then a pair of footsteps coming down the hallway, Lily breathed a sigh of relief. Robert was finally home.

“Are you in here, honey?” he called out as he walked into the bedroom. “Did you still want to go to the store?”

“I’m just finishing getting dressed.” Pulling a cotton sock on one foot, she hopped out of the closet, tripping then stumbling forward. She hit the carpet just as Robert entered the room.

“Are you okay?” he asked, helping her up. Robert was dressed in his navy suit, and, Lily noted, was looking particularly handsome, his skin still glowing with the remnants of a summer tan, his dark hair just a shade overgrown and curling attractively at the ends. Shit, why didn’t I at least put on a little blush and lip gloss? As he leaned in for a kiss she covertly swept her tongue over her teeth, trying to remember if she had brushed them that day. Nope.

“Mmm, I missed you,” he said, squeezing her waist. Lily reflexively sucked in her stomach, wishing she could also suck in the two handfuls of fat that rolled over the waistband of her sweats.

“Me, too,” she said, trying not to let on that she’d been counting the hours and then minutes until Robert would be home. When he made a big deal about missing her it was sweet, but Lily didn’t believe that the reverse was true: if she, the one who had been home all day with the baby, hair uncombed, teeth unbrushed, leaped on him like a Labrador every time he walked through the door, it would come off as massively pathetic. And she didn’t want her husband pitying her on top of everything else. “I’ll wake up Will, and then we can get going,” she said.

“No, let me get him.” Robert threw his tie and jacket on the bed. “You finish getting ready.”


As he roused their baby up from his nap, Lily heated up a bottle of milk that she had pumped earlier in the day. In the beginning, nursing hadn’t come easily to her. The lactation consultant at the hospital had proclaimed her nipples entirely inept (the bitch!) and had instructed Lily to purchase weird plastic shields that pulled her nipples into a position that made it even easier for Will to suck them into what immediately became cracked and bloody ruins. But she had been determined not to give it up, and two months—or rather, eight mother-effing weeks—later it just stopped hurting. Poof, and the pain was finally gone. No more wanting to swear like a drunken soldier every time Will latched on. No more biting her lower lip so hard it bled. That chapter, thankfully, was behind her.

After the pain disappeared, Lily could enjoy nursing. She relished the closeness she felt with Will as he sucked greedily and gratefully at her breast, his big monkey eyes oozing appreciation, the milky burps and gurgles that would come afterward. He relied on her for his survival and nourishment, and that alone inspired her to throw herself into motherhood with the same enthusiasm she’d once reserved for getting a front-page byline.

In fact, earlier that afternoon, she’d nursed Will to sleep, but instead of immediately transferring him to his crib for his nap, she laid him on her own bed and studied him, her face so close enough to his that she could count his long eyelashes and hear his every exhale. His skin was perfect, glowing, like it was lit from within, and softer than the finest silk. His eyebrows, wispy little rainbows, arched comically as he dreamed of something. She stifled a laugh, not wanting to wake him, and lightly kissed the rolls of fat above his knees and the dimples at his elbows. She wanted to remember him like this forever—so sweet, so pure, a warm bundle of love and magic that she had made.

Lily loved her child fiercely, almost obsessively. She felt at times like she could devour him with her love, it was so endless and unfettered. Nothing had ever felt as instinctual as caring for him: forgoing sleep, destroying her figure, losing her career, anything and everything for this tiny seventeen-pound despot. She had lost count of the twilight hours she had passed holding him, walking around their apartment as he squirmed in her arms, trying to get back to sleep. But no matter; that was what mothers do. In fact, as Lily had taken to saying whenever anyone pointed out what a devoted mother she was, “Doing for Will is like doing for myself. I know we’re not the same person, but loving him feels almost selfish in its own way.”

As she lay there with her baby, she thought only of how lucky she was; all her other problems seemed to vanish when she was with him. It was only after a quarter of an hour, remembering that she needed to clean the kitchen and take a shower before Robert came home, that she forced herself to take him to his crib and get on with her chores.

“He had a dirty diaper,” Robert announced as he entered the kitchen with Will cradled into the crook of his arm. The baby, still sleepy, dug his fists into his eyes and yawned.

Lily kissed the top of Will’s head. “No diaper rash?” she asked as she handed Robert the bottle of warmed milk.

“Nope, but I swiped on some of that cream anyway,” he said, his chest puffing out a few inches.

Alert the media, she thought. It seemed that Robert felt entitled to a father-of-the-year award every time he changed a soiled diaper, which was maybe three times a week. He clearly had no idea that they could probably fertilize a football field with what their son produced in a month. Still, at least Robert helped sometimes. It wasn’t his fault if he came from the kind of home in which diaper duty was left to the hired help.

In the hallway, Robert nestled Will into the basket of his Bugaboo stroller as Lily retrieved a blanket from the nursery. Outside, the early September air was already hinting at the cooler temperatures to come, and she didn’t want Will, who was still warm and slightly damp from his nap, to catch a cold.


On the elevator ride downstairs, she and Robert talked about buying apples for the pie Lily wanted to bake. Her mother, Margaret, had been a whiz at heating the par-baked Sara Lee desserts that she picked up at the neighborhood Kroger’s, but that had been as close as her family had come to “from scratch.” Lily was bent on being different; her children wouldn’t have any of the trans-fat-laden bakery on which she had been raised. If she started practicing making pies and other goodies now, then by the time Will was old enough to eat them, she’d have them down pat.

“So, how was your luncheon?” Lily asked as they strolled down Third Avenue to the Food Emporium.

“Really interesting. I was seated next to this guy who runs a six-billion-dollar real estate company. He said they might be looking to hire another lawyer for their in-house legal team.”

“That’s great, honey.”

A little more than halfway through her pregnancy, not long after Robert had convinced Lily to give up her job at the Journal, he confided in her that he wasn’t happy at Caruthers & Caruthers, the white-shoe law firm where he toiled as a senior associate, and wanted to quit. “The hours are too long. I hate the partners in my practice area, and I’m never going to make a lot of money as a lawyer anyway,” he had grumbled. Lily had asked him if he would consider switching to another firm and even offered to use her connections to set him up with interviews with other managing partners around town, but mentally he had already left the partner track behind.

The work wasn’t fulfilling, he said. He felt like a cog; the real players were the guys that hired his firm—the guys he sat next to during long boardroom negotiations—and he longed to join their ranks. “I want to think strategically, to call the shots that move markets, like my grandfather did. But as a lawyer, I’m just the guy that makes sure all the i’s are dotted and t’s are crossed. There’s no room for creativity, for big-picture thinking. Besides, financially it’ll be better for us in the long run. And in the meantime, as long as we take our spending down a notch or two, we’ll be fine.”

At the time, Lily had been supportive of his decision, but as the months wore on she increasingly began to wonder if she’d made a mistake encouraging him to follow his heart. Without either of their salaries—she’d quit her job in the third trimester of her pregnancy—they’d had to rely entirely on the income from his trust fund, which although sizable, provided them with only enough money to cover their hefty monthly mortgage and the maintenance fees on their apartment. In the five short months since Will was born, they had amassed tens of thousands of dollars in debts. As far as Lily was concerned, the sooner her husband started working again, the better. She was desperate to pay down their debt and replenish their savings. It wouldn’t be long before Will would be starting nursery school, and most of the schools in their neighborhood had annual tuitions of twelve to fourteen thousand dollars. After that it would only get worse: twenty-five thousand dollars for kindergarten, thirty thousand dollars annually for private school, and who knew how much college would cost by the time their son was ready to enroll. And that was just for one child. What if they wanted to have more?

“So, are you going to call him for an interview?” Lily asked, furtively crossing her fingers. Robert had come home from more than a few of these networking lunches and dinners with job leads that he never followed up on. She’d asked once what the point of going to these functions was unless he made use of the contacts he made, and in response he’d mumbled something about not wanting to rush into anything.

“I don’t know,” he hemmed. “On the one hand, it’s in finance, which I think is the direction I want to go in, but on the other hand I’d still be just a lawyer. If he were offering me a job on the business side, I’d be really interested but—”

“Well,” Lily interrupted. She was getting tired of her husband’s indecisiveness. He had so many opportunities, thanks in large measure to his last name and his parents’ extensive network of friends, and he wasn’t taking advantage of any of them. At the start of his unemployment, she’d admired his courage—it wasn’t easy embarking on a career change—but now she caught herself wondering if he had quit because he was lazy and tired of working. What’s worse, the more agitated and worried she became about their financial situation, the more relaxed Robert seemed to become about his job search. “You could always call him back to get a face-to-face, and then at the meeting you could make your case for why he should hire you in a different capacity,” Lily suggested.

“Yeah,” Robert nodded noncommittally as they entered the grocery store. He picked up a green plastic basket. “We’re not getting too much, are we?” he asked.

“No, just a few things—bread, milk, eggs, some lettuce, and the apples—”

“The thing is that I’m also thinking that I should try and do something with my dad’s company. You know I’ve always been interested in expanding Blue Water’s Internet presence,” Robert said as Lily packed a head of romaine into a plastic bag.

“You’ve never mentioned this before, at least not to me,” she said, trying to conceal her annoyance. Robert had a way of forgetting what he did and didn’t tell her, but this was ridiculous. Okay if you forget to tell me we’re out of toilet paper, not okay if you forget to tell me you’re thinking about making our future even more dependent on us staying in your family’s good graces.

“Really? I thought I had. Well, anyway, I’ve only had a preliminary conversation with Mom and Dad about it. Dad says he’ll have to set up some meetings with the board to gauge their interest and then we’d go from there.”

“Well, I’d still call that real estate guy back,” Lily said, swapping the gallon of organic milk in their basket for the regular kind.
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