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    Praise for Still Alice


    An incredibly compelling and engaging insight into a world of which we know so little, full of emotion at every turn. I was utterly engrossed from beginning to end

    Natalie, Newcastle-upon-Tyne


    Absolutely beautiful, heart-breaking and haunting. I loved this book and was still talking and thinking about it for months afterwards

    Sara-Jade, London


    Illuminating and gripping. It arouses such powerful emotions  in parts very sad but also very funny. The progression of Alices disease is made all the more poignant by the fact that we experience every moment from her point of view. A definite must-read

    Simon, Glasgow


    Having lost my father to Alzheimers last year this gave me an insight into how he must have been feeling for the previous five years. Despite being a very emotional book I just didnt want it to end

    Jane, Gloucestershire


    The writing is so sensitive that you feel a window has been opened in Alices brain and we, the reader, can watch as havoc is relentlessly let loose

    Sheila, Hertfordshire


    An amazing book, I absolutely loved it even though I was sitting on the train in tears for a couple of days running and my boyfriend refused to sit next to me

    Kirsty, Clapham


    I finished Still Alice on my way to my grandmothers house in South Woodford. I found it to be fantastically involving, and as the characters gained more flesh I found the book increasingly hard to put down. It made me so aware of human fragility, and that we cannot always see those catastrophes that are devastating the people around us. I spent the morning with my grandmother writing down tales from her childhood, fragments of poems she could remember, anything really, because of Still Alice; it just suddenly seemed to be something that needed to be done

    David, Essex


    Quite unexpectedly the best read  very poignant but also amusing. Wow

    Pippa, Gloucestershire


    An incredibly moving and humbling book. There were times when I had to turn away from the page to count my own blessings. Lisa Genovas cool, unsentimental style makes Alices descent into oblivion all the more heartbreaking

    Louise, London


    There are few page-turners in this field of literature but this is one of them Alzheimers Society


    This remarkable first novel about a 50-year-old womans descent into early onset Alzheimers is frightening to read, especially for those who have experienced the odd senior moment . . . With 700,000 people suffering from dementia in the UK, this illuminating view inside the mind of an Alzheimers patient is highly relevant today Daily Mail


    Reads like a gripping memoir of a woman in her prime watching the life she once knew fade away . . . A poignant portrait of Alzheimers, Still Alice is not a book youll forget

    USA Today


    Genova reveals a story of extraordinary bravery, endurance and love. Still Alice is a tremendous affirmation of the powers of fiction

    Stefan Merrill Block, author of The Story of Forgetting


    After I read Still Alice, I wanted to stand up and tell a train full of strangers, You have to get this book

    Beverly Beckham, Boston Globe


    This is the clearest and most truthful piece of fiction I have read depicting living with Alzheimers. You accurately describe the feelings and actions of both persons, together, entangled in this dance with Alzheimers Disease. Thank you for writing this story

    Chuck Jackson, diagnosed with Alzheimers age 50


    A wonderful, moving journey with relationships that inspire, sadden, charm, convince and terrify

    Rachel, Edinburgh


    The most accurate account of what it feels like to be inside the mind of an Alzheimers patient Ive ever read. Beautifully written and very illuminating

    Rosie Boycott


    Utterly brilliant

    Chrissy Iley


    A poignant account

    Bella


    I totally loved this book, I read it on holiday and it totally consumed me for about three days  I insisted on telling everyone about it. Its currently doing the rounds with all my friends as well. Sad and informative yet so well-written and moving Ailsa, Kent


    Immensely readable and thought-provoking

    Liz, London


    Unlike most people with Alzheimers, Alice knows exactly whats happening to her and believes she can still make her own decisions about her life. Whether this knowledge is a curse or a blessing is for the reader to decide as Alices condition unfolds. The most moving book ever written about this devastating condition, Still Alice tops this summers must-read list

    Meg, Chepstow


    Heartbreakingly real . . . so real, in fact, that it kept me from sleeping for several nights. I couldnt put it down . . . Still Alice is a story that must be told

    Brunonia Barry, New York Times bestselling author of The Lace Reader
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    PROLOGUE


    I think some small part of me knew I was living an unsustainable life. Every now and then, it would whisper, Sarah, please slow down. You dont need all this. You cant continue like this. But the rest of me, powerful, smart, and determined to achieve, achieve, achieve, wasnt hearing a word of it. If, once in a while these kinds of thoughts did manage to wiggle into my consciousness, I shushed them, scolded them, and sent them to their room. Quiet, little voice, cant you see I have a million things to do?


    Even my dreams began tapping me on the shoulder, trying to grab my attention. Do you even know what youre doing? Let me show you. But each dream was elusive upon waking, and like a slimy fish captured in my bare hands, it slipped out and swam away before I could get a good look at it. Strange that I can remember them all now. In the nights just before the accident, I think my dreams were trying to wake me up. With all that has happened, I honestly believe that they were guidance sent from a spiritual source. Messages from God. And I ignored them. I guess I needed something less fleeting and more concrete.


    Like a traumatic smack to the head.




  

    
      
    


    CHAPTER 1


    Survivors, ready?


    Jeff, the distractingly handsome host of the reality television game show, smiles, stretching out the wait, knowing hes making us crazy.


    Go!


    I am running through rain forest. Bugs are colliding with my face as I race. Im a human windshield. The bugs are grossing me out.


    Ignore them. Hurry.


    Sharp branches are smacking and slicing my face, wrists, and ankles, cutting me. Im bleeding. It stings.


    Ignore it. Hurry.


    A branch snags my favorite, most expensive silk blouse and rips it from shoulder to elbow.


    Great, I cant wear this to my morning meeting. Fix it later. Hurry. Hurry.


    I reach the beach and see the planks of driftwood. Im supposed to make a raft. But I dont see any tools. I swat around in the sand with my hands. I cant find any tools. Then I remember the map that Jeff showed us for a second before lighting it on fire. He grinned as it burned. Easy for him to be so happy with his belly full of food and his April-fresh clothes. I havent eaten or showered in days.


    Mom, I need help, Charlie whines at my waist. Hes not supposed to be here.


    Not now, Charlie, I have to find a red flag and a set of tools.


    Mom, Mom, Mom! he insists. He pulls down on my ripped sleeve and tears it clean through the cuff.


    Great, now its definitely ruined. And I dont think Im going to have time to change before work.


    I spot a red blur above the flat beach about a hundred yards away. I run toward it, and Charlie follows, begging desperately, Mom, Mom, Mom!


    I look down and see shiny pieces of green and brown everywhere. Glass. Not sea glass. New glass, jagged and sharp. Shattered bottles cover the beach.


    Charlie, stop! Dont follow me!


    Im doing a good job avoiding the glass while I run, but then I hear Charlie losing it and Jeff laughing, and I misstep. A piece of green glass carves deep into the arc of my left foot. It kills and is bleeding a lot.


    Ignore it. Hurry.


    I reach the red flag. Gnats are swarming in and out of my nostrils, mouth, and ears, making me spit and gag. Not the kind of protein Ive been craving. I cover my face with the palms of my hands, hold my breath, and pace out twelve steps west of the red flag.


    I dig with my hands amid a frenzy of gnats, find the box of tools, and hobble back to the planks of driftwood. Charlie is there, squatting, building a castle out of broken glass.


    Charlie, stop that. Youll cut yourself.


    But he doesnt listen and continues.


    Ignore him. Hurry.


    Im about halfway through assembling the raft when I hear the wolves howling.


    Louder. Louder.


    Hurry!


    The half raft isnt strong enough to hold both of us. Charlie screams as I pick him up, ripping him from his glass castle. He kicks and punches me as I wrestle him onto the half raft.


    When you get to the other side, go get help.


    Mommy, dont leave me!


    Its not safe here. You have to go!


    I push the half raft out onto the water, and the strong current grabs it. Just as Charlie floats out of sight, the wolves start tearing through my trousers and my favorite shirt, ripping my skin apart, eating me alive. Jeff is smiling as Im dying, and I think, Why did I ever want to play this stupid game?


    My human alarm clock, my nine-month-old son, Linus, wakes me with a bleating Baaabaaa! over the monitor before I die.


    FRIDAY


    The actual alarm clock reads 5:06, about an hour before the time I set it for. Resigned to getting up now, I click the alarm mode to Off. I honestly cant remember the last time I woke to the sound of bomp, bomp, bomp, instead of to the stirrings of one of my three kids. And the snooze feature is an even more distant memory. Mornings of bargaining for brief but luxurious extensions in bed. Just nine more minutes, and I wont shave my legs. Nine more minutes, Ill skip breakfast. Nine more minutes, morning sex. I havent touched that button in a long, long time. Well, Charlie is seven, so it has to be about seven years. It seems like forever. I only bother to set the alarm clock every night now because I know, I just know, that the one time I dont, the one time I decide to rely on my little cherubs to wake me, itll be the morning I have some critical deadline or a flight I cant miss, and theyll all sleep in for the very first time.


    I stand and look down at Bob, his eyes shut, face slack, mouth open, splayed on his back.


    Possum, I say.


    Im awake, he says, his eyes still shut. Hes asking for you.


    Hes saying baba, not Mama.


    You want me to get him?


    Im up.


    I pad barefoot on the cold hardwood floor down the hallway to Linuss bedroom. I open the door to see him standing at the bars of his crib, sucking his nukie, ratty blanket in one hand, beloved and even rattier Bunny in the other. His whole face smiles when he sees me, which makes me smile, and he starts banging on the rail. He looks like an adorable baby prison inmate, all packed and ready on his last day in jail, awaiting his release.


    I pick him up and carry him over to the changing table, where his good mood collapses into a betrayed wail. He arches his back and twists onto his side, fighting with everything hes got against what happens five to six times a day, every day. Ill never understand why he so vehemently hates getting his diaper changed.


    Linus, stop it.


    I have to use an unsettling amount of force to pin him down and muscle him into a new diaper and clothes. I try a few belly blasts and singing Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star to snap him out of it, but he remains my uncooperative adversary throughout the entire process. The changing table sits next to the only window in his room, which is sometimes useful for distractions. See the birdie! But it is still dark out, and even the birds arent up yet. Its still nighttime, for Gods sake.


    Linus doesnt sleep through the night. Last night, I rocked him back to sleep after he woke screaming at one, and Bob went in a little after three. At nine months, Linus isnt talking yet, only baba-mama-dada-ing. So we cant interview him to find out what the problem is, and we cant reason with him or bribe him. Every night its a guessing game that Bob and I dont feel like playing, and we never win.


    Do you think hes teething? Should we give him Tylenol? We cant just drug him every night. Maybe he has an ear infection. I saw him tugging at his ear earlier. He always tugs at his ear. Did he lose his nukie? Maybe he had a nightmare. Maybe its separation. Should we bring him into bed with us? We dont really want to put that on the menu, do we? What did we do with the other two? I cant remember.


    Every now and then, motivated by desperate exhaustion, well resolve to ignore him. Tonight were going to let him cry it out. But little Linus has remarkable stamina and lungs that wont quit. Once he sets his mind to doing something, he commits 100 percent, which is a trait I think will serve him well in life, so Im not fully convinced we should beat it out of him. Typically, hell cry for more than an hour, during which time Bob and I will lie awake, not so much ignoring the crying as we are listening to it, focusing on it, searching for subtle changes in the pitch or rhythm that might indicate the end is near, finding no such thing.


    One of the other two, usually Lucy, will eventually knock on the door and come in.


    Linus is crying.


    We know, sweetie.


    Can I have a drink of milk?


    Now Im up with Lucy fetching milk, and Bob is up settling Linus. Plan aborted. Baby wins. Score: Harvard MBA-trained parents, both highly skilled in negotiation and leadership: 0. Nine-month-old child with no formal education or experience on the planet: too many times for my weary brain to count.


    Once dressed and picked up off the dreaded changing table, Linus is instantly righted. No hard feelings, no grudges, just living in the moment. I give my little Buddha a kiss and a squeeze and carry him downstairs. Charlie and Lucy are already up. I can hear Lucy moving around in her bedroom, and Charlie is lying in one of the beanbag chairs in the living room watching SpongeBob.


    Charlie, its too early for TV. Shut it off.


    But hes completely entranced and doesnt hear me. At least, I hope he doesnt hear me and isnt deliberately blowing me off.


    Lucy comes out of her bedroom dressed like a lunatic.


    How do you like my fashion, Mom?


    Shes wearing a pink and white polka-dot vest layered over an orange long-sleeve shirt, velvet leopard print leggings under a sheer pink ballerina tutu, Ugg boots, and six clips secured randomly in her hair, all different colors.


    You look fabulous, honey.


    Im hungry.


    Come with me.


    We walk into the kitchen, and Lucy climbs up onto one of the bar stools at the kitchen island counter. I pour two bowls of Lucky Charms, one for Lucy and one for Charlie, and a bottle of Similac for Linus.


    Yes, my children are Peanuts characters. Charlie, seven, and Lucy, five, were given their names without thought or reference to the comic strip. Charlie was named after Bobs father, and we both just liked the name Lucy. Then, when I was unexpectedly expecting again, years after wed donated or eBayed every piece of baby equipment, years after wed celebrated the end of diapers and strollers and Barney, we had to come up with yet another name and were stumped.


    Id go with Schroeder, a work colleague offered.


    No, definitely Linus. Or Woodstock, said another.


    It was only then that I realized the pattern wed started with our first two kids. And I liked the name Linus.


    I feed Linus his bottle as I watch Lucy eat all of the colored marshmallows, the charm, first.


    Charlie, come! Your cereals getting soggy!


    Lucy eats two more spoonfuls of charm.


    Charlie!


    Okay, okay.


    Charlie drags himself onto the bar stool next to Lucy and looks down at his bowl as if its the worst homework assignment ever.


    Im tired, he says.


    Then why are you up? Go back to bed.


    Okay, he says and walks back upstairs to his bedroom.


    Lucy drinks the milk from her bowl, wipes her mouth with her sleeve, hops down, and takes off without a word. In a hurry to be free like his sister, Linus drains his bottle and burps without any assistance. I release him onto the floor, which is cluttered with toys and crushed pieces of Goldfish crackers. I grab a ball and toss it into the living room.


    Go get it!


    Thrilled to be in on a game, he crawls after it like a playful puppy.


    Alone for at least a moment, I eat Charlies untouched, soggy cereal because someone should, then I clear all the dishes to the sink, wipe down the counter, put on a pot of coffee, pack lunch boxes and snacks for Charlie and Lucy, and pack the diaper bag for Linus. I sign a permission slip for Lucy to go to Plimoth Plantation. Next to the question, Will you be able to chaperone? I check No. In Charlies backpack, I find a note from his teacher:


    
      
        
          Dear Mr. and Mrs. Nickerson,


          Report cards went out last week, and Im hoping that youve had some time now to look it over. Id like to schedule a time to talk with both of you in person about Charlie. Please give me a call at your earliest convenience.


          Sincerely,

           Ms. Gavin

        

      

    


    Charlies report card is not what every parent dreams of for her child, especially when that parent always, always received perfect report cards herself. Bob and I knew there would be issues, room for improvement with things like reading and paying attention. Last year prepared us a little. But in kindergarten, Charlies below-average marks in a few categories were brushed off by both his teacher and Bob. Hes a boy! Hell be used to sitting still and to the long day by the time hes in first grade. I see it every year. Dont worry.


    Well, hes in first grade now, and Im worried. He scored either an N for Needs improvement or a 3 for Below expectations in most of the categories. Even Bobs face blanched when he read down the column of 3s and Ns. Whatever is going on with Charlie, a sweeping generalization about his gender isnt going to cover it this time. Whats wrong with him?


    The Lucky Charms are making me feel ill. I shouldnt have eaten all that sugar. I open my laptop on the counter next to the coffeemaker and check email while standing and waiting for the caffeine my addicted brain needs. I have sixty-four new emails. I was up until midnight last night clearing my inbox, so these all came in the last five hours. Several are from offices on the West Coast, sent late last night. At least two dozen are from offices in Asia and Europe, already well into todays workday. A couple of emails marked urgent are from a young and panicky analyst in the Boston office.


    I become absorbed in reading and replying for too long without interruption. My ears tune in and hear nothing. Where are they?


    Lucy? Linus?


    Only the beanbags are watching SpongeBob in the living room. I bomb up the stairs and into Lucys room. Theyre both there, which means that Lucy forgot to latch the gate at the bottom of the stairs, and Linus crawled all the way up by himself. Thank God he didnt try to climb back down because his preferred method right now is headfirst. But before I can thank God for keeping him in one piece, before I knock on the wood floor for even thinking of what couldve happened, and before I can thoroughly chastise Lucy for not latching the gate, all of my senses heighten and narrow in on Linus. Hes sitting on the floor, not investigating anything, with his mouth suspiciously shut. Lucy is a few feet away on the floor making bead jewelry. There are beads all over the floor.


    Linus!


    I grab the back of his head with my left hand and swipe inside his mouth with my right index finger. He resists, whipping his head side to side and clamping his mouth shut harder.


    Linus, open! What do you have in there?


    I feel it. I waggle my finger and scoop out a bubblegum-pink plastic bead, about the size of a cranberry. Violated and robbed and completely unaware that his life was in danger, Linus howls. Bob is now standing in the doorway, showered, dressed, and concerned.


    What happened? he asks.


    He was just about to choke on this.


    I display the murderous bead in the palm of my hand.


    Nah, too small. Hes okay.


    Still, there are plenty of bigger beads strewn on the floor around Lucy, plus some coins, hair elastics, a Super Ball. Lucys room is a death trap. What if hed decided to suck on a quarter? What if one of the larger orange beads had looked particularly tasty to him? What if Id gotten here too late? What if Linus were lying on the floor, not breathing, lips blue?


    If Bob could read my mind, which he probably could, hed tell me not to go there. Hed tell me to stop imagining the worst and to relax. Everyones fine. All kids put things in their mouths that they shouldnt. They eat paint chips and crayons and swallow dirt and pebbles and all kinds of things we dont even know about. They even climb stairs unattended. Kids are tough, hed say. They survive.


    But I know differently. I dont have to imagine the worst to go there. I can remember it. Sometimes kids survive. And sometimes they dont.


    Being the highly superstitious, God-fearing, slightly obsessive-compulsive, type A perfectionist that I am, with the bead in my fist, I knock on the wooden bedpost, thank God for keeping him safe, and blame his sister.


    Lucy, this room is a disaster. You need to pick up all of these beads.


    But Im making a necklace, she whines.


    Here, Ill help you, Goose, says Bob, now on his knees and gathering beads. Why dont you pick out one of your already-made necklaces for today? Then you can come downstairs with me and Linus.


    Charlie hasnt dressed or eaten yet, I say, agreeing to the routine, passing the parenting baton over to Bob.


    After a quick shower, I stand naked in front of the full-length mirror in the bedroom and assess myself as I slather Lubriderm over my arms and legs.


    N, Needs improvement.


    Im still about fifteen pounds over my pre-Linus weight, which was, if I have to be honest, ten pounds over my pre-Charlie weight. I grab a handful of the loose and puckered bread dough that used to be my taut belly and trace the rust-colored line that runs unfaded from a few inches above my belly button down to my pubic hair. I continue down to the pads of flesh cushioning my hip bones, which migrated sideways to make room for Linus, my biggest baby, leaving me with wider hips and a drawer full of pants that wont button.


    The gym I belong to could more accurately be called my favorite charity. I never go. I really should cancel my membership instead of essentially donating a hundred dollars to them every month. Theres also the gym equipment in the basement, positioned like statues, collecting dust: the elliptical machine, the Bowflex, and the rower Bob bought me for Christmas when I was eight months pregnant (was he insane?). I pass these hulking pieces of equipment every time I do the laundry, which with three kids, is often. I always walk by them at a quick clip, without looking at them, as if weve had some sort of emotionally charged fight, and Im giving them the cold shoulder. It works. They never bother me.


    I rub the remaining Lubriderm into my hands.


    Dont be too hard on yourself, I think, knowing that is my tendency.


    Linus is only nine months old. The phrase nine months up, nine months down from The Girlfriends Guide to Getting Your Groove Back pops into my head. The author assumes I have time for things like manicures and shopping and trunk shows and that I have made my groove a priority. Its not that I dont want my groove back. Its on my list. Its just unfortunately way at the bottom where I can barely see it.


    Before I get dressed, I pause for one last appraisal. My fair skin is covered with freckles, courtesy of my Scottish mother. When I was a girl, I used to connect the dots with a pen to create constellations and tattoos. My favorite used to be the perfect five-point star my freckles outline on my left thigh. But that was back in the 80s, before I knew about sunscreen, back when I and all of my friends toted bottles of baby oil with us to the beach, quite literally sauting ourselves in the sun. Now every doctor and the media are all saying that my freckles are age spots and signs of sun damage.


    I hide most of the damage with a white camisole and my black Elie Tahari power suit. In all the right ways, I feel like a man in this suit. Perfect for the kind of day Im facing. I towel dry my hair and work an emulsified gob of Shine-and-Hold into it. Auburn and thick and wavy to my shoulders, there is nothing masculine about my hair. I may be fat and freckled and dressed like a man, but I love my pretty hair.


    After a perfunctory application of foundation, blush, eyeliner, and mascara, I head downstairs and reenter the fray. Lucy is now planted in one of the beanbag chairs singing along with Dora the Explorer, and Linus is penned in the Pack n Play next to her, sucking on the head of a plastic school bus driver. In the kitchen, Bob sits alone at the table, drinking coffee from his Harvard mug and reading the Wall Street Journal.


    Wheres Charlie? I ask.


    Getting dressed.


    Did he eat?


    Cereal and juice.


    How does he do it? Bob in Charge of All Three Kids is an entirely different show than Sarah in Charge of All Three Kids. With Bob, theyre happily willing to be independent little taskmasters, content to leave him in peace until he comes to them with an offer of a new activity. With me, I have all the magnetism of a favorite rock star without the bodyguards. Theyre on me. A typical example: Linus is under my feet, whining, begging to be picked up, while Lucy hollers, Mom, I need help! from another room, while Charlie asks me forty-seven hundred relentless questions about what happens to trash.


    I grab my coffee mug and sit opposite Bob for our morning meeting. I take a sip. Its cold. Whatever.


    Did you see the note from Charlies teacher? I ask.


    No, what?


    His teacher wants to talk to us about his report card.


    Good, I want to know whats going on.


    He reaches into his messenger bag and pulls out his iPhone.


    You think she can meet with us before school? he asks.


    I grab my laptop off the counter and sit back down.


    I could do early on Wednesday and Friday, possibly Thursday if I move something, I say.


    I can do Thursday. You have her email?


    Yup.


    I shoot an email to Ms. Gavin.


    You going to his game today? he asks.


    No, are you?


    I probably wont be back in time, remember?


    Oh, yeah. I cant, my days packed.


    Okay. I just wish one of us could be there to see him.


    Me, too, honey.


    I believe hes being entirely sincere, but I cant help taking his words I just wish one of us and translating them in my brain into I think you. And while the gears of my internal language interpreter are greased, it transforms could to should. The majority of women in Welmont with children Charlies age never miss a soccer game and dont earn special good mother status for being there. This is simply what good mothers do. These same mothers herald it an exceptional event if any of the dads leave the office early to catch a game. The fathers cheering on the sidelines are upheld as great dads. Fathers who miss the games are working. Mothers who miss the games, like me, are bad mothers.


    A standard dose of maternal guilt sinks to the bottom of the cold coffee and Lucky Charms soup in my stomach. Not exactly the Breakfast of Champions.


    Abby can stay and watch him, I say, reassuring myself.


    Abby is our nanny. She started working for us when Charlie was twelve weeks old, when my maternity leave ended. We were beyond lucky to get her when we did. Abby was twenty-two then, right out of college with a degree in psychology, and lived just ten minutes away in Newton. Shes smart, conscientious, has tons of energy, and loves our kids.


    Before Charlie and Lucy were old enough for preschool, Abby watched them from 7:30 in the morning until 6:30 at night, Monday through Friday. She changed their diapers, rocked them to sleep, read them stories, wiped their tears, taught them games and songs, bathed and fed them. She grocery shopped and cleaned the house. She became an essential member of our family. I cant imagine our life without her. In fact, if I had to choose between keeping Bob and keeping Abby, there have been times when it wouldve been difficult to pick Bob.


    This past spring, Abby told us the unthinkable. She would be leaving us to attend Boston College for her masters in childhood education. We were stunned and panicked. We couldnt lose her. So we negotiated a deal. With Charlie and Lucy already in school for seven hours a day, we were willing to put Linus in day care in September for the same hours. That would mean wed need her only from 3:00 to 6:30, and wed pay for part of her tuition.


    Sure, we couldve combed through Craigslist and found someone who would probably be good and would definitely be cheaper. Or we couldve hired someone through a find-a-nanny agency. But Abby already knows our kids. She knows their routines, their moods, their favorite things. She knows how to handle Charlies inquisitions, Lucys tantrums, and she knows to never, never forget to bring Bunny wherever Linus goes. And she already loves them. How much is too much to pay for knowing without any doubt that your kids are well loved when you cant be there?


    Charlie gallops into the kitchen, out of breath.


    Where are my Pokmon cards?


    Charlie, youre still in your pajamas. Forget about Pokmon. Go get dressed, I say.


    But I need my Pokmon cards.


    Pants, shirt, shoes, and shut off your light, I say.


    Charlie throws his head back in frustration but surrenders and barrels back upstairs to his room.


    Any house stuff? Bob asks.


    Will you call the garage door guy this time?


    Yup, hes on my list.


    Our automatic door opener is one of the newer models, and it has a seeing-eye sensor that prevents it from closing if it observes something under the door, like a small child. Its a great safety feature in theory, but it only seems to drive us crazy. One of the kids, and we suspect Charlie, keeps knocking into the eye on the right side so its not level with and cant see the left side. And when it gets cross-eyed, it wont work at all.


    When we were kids, my brother Nate and I used to play Indiana Jones with our automatic garage door. One of us would hit the button on the remote, and then we would see who had the guts to wait the longest before running and rolling under the closing door. No safety features in those days. That garage door opener operated completely blind. It wouldve taken all the fun out of the game if the risk of getting crushed to death, or at least painfully squished, had been removed. Nate was great at it, diving and rolling at the last possible second. God, I still miss him.


    Charlie tears into the kitchen wearing a tee-shirt, shorts, and no shoes.


    Mom, what if the earth runs out of gravity?


    What did I tell you to put on?


    No answer.


    Its November, you need pants and a long-sleeve shirt and shoes, I say.


    I check my watch. 7:15. Hes still standing there, I think waiting for an answer about gravity.


    Go!


    Come on, kiddo, lets find something better, says Bob, and they walk off together.


    I wrangle the other two kids into hats and coats, send out a few more emails, buckle Linus into his bucket car seat, listen to my work voicemail, pack my own bag, leave a note for Abby about the soccer game, down the rest of the cold coffee, and finally meet Bob and a suitably dressed Charlie at the front door.


    Ready? asks Bob, facing me.


    We both cock our fists back into position.


    Ready.


    Today is Friday. Bob drops the kids at school and day care on Tuesdays and Thursdays, and I take them on Mondays and Wednesdays. Fridays are up for grabs. Unless one of us makes an indisputable case for needing to get to work before school starts, we shoot for it. Scissors cut paper. Paper covers rock. Rock smashes scissors. We both take the shoot very seriously. Winning is huge. Driving straight to work with no kids in the car is heaven.


    One, two, threeeee, shoot!


    Bob hammers his closed fist on top of my peace sign and grins, victorious. He wins significantly more times than he loses.


    Lucky bastard.


    Its all skill, babe. Have a great day, he says.


    You, too.


    We kiss good-bye. Its our typical morning good-bye kiss. A quick peck. A well-intentioned habit. I look down and notice Lucys round, blue eyes paying close attention. I flash to studying my own parents kissing when I was little. They kissed each other hello and good-bye and good night like I would have kissed one of my aunts, and it terribly disappointed me. There was no drama to it at all. I promised myself that when I got married someday, I would have kisses that meant something. Kisses that would make me weak in the knees. Kisses that would embarrass the kids. Kisses like Han Solo kissing Princess Leia. I never saw my father kiss my mother like that. What was the point of it? I never got it.


    Now I get it. We arent living in some George Lucas blockbuster adventure. Our morning kiss good-bye isnt romantic, and it certainly isnt sexual. Its a routine kiss, but Im glad we do it. It does mean something. Its enough. And its all we have time for.




  

    
      
    


    CHAPTER 2


    Mom, can I have a piece? asks Lucy.


    Sure, honey, what piece do you want?


    Can I have your eyes?


    You can have one.


    I pull my left eyeball out of the socket. It feels a little like a deviled egg, but warmer. Lucy snatches it from my hand and skips away, bouncing it on the ground like a Super Ball as she goes.


    Be careful with it; I need that back!


    I am sitting at the kitchen table, staring with my one eye at the hundreds of numbers on my Excel spreadsheet. I click the cursor onto an empty cell and input more data. As Im typing, my eye is lured to something just above and beyond my focus on the laptop screen. My father, dressed in his full firemans uniform, is sitting in the chair opposite me.


    Hi, Sarah.


    Jeez, Dad, you scared me to death.


    I need you to give me your appendix.


    No, its mine.


    Sarah, dont talk back. I need it.


    No one needs their appendix, Dad. You didnt need a new one.


    Then why did it kill me?


    I look down at my computer. A PowerPoint presentation slide appears on the screen. I read it.


    
      
        
          Reasons Why Your Fathers Appendix Ruptured

      
          He had a bad stomachache for two days and did nothing about it but drink a little Pepto-Bismol and some whiskey.



          He shrugged off the intense nausea and gave no consideration to his low fever.


          You were away at college, your mother was in her bedroom, and he didnt call the station or 911.


          It became inflamed and infected with poison.


          Like any living thing that is disregarded for too long, it eventually couldnt take it anymore and did whatever had to be done to get his attention.

        

      

    


    I look up at my father. Hes still waiting for an answer.


    Because you ignored what you were feeling.


    I may be dead, but Im still your father. Give me your appendix.


    It has no purpose. Youre better off without it.


    Exactly.


    He stares at me unflinching, transmitting his intention into my consciousness like a radio signal through my one eye.


    Ill be fine. Dont worry about me, I say.


    Were all worried about you, Sarah.


    Im fine. I just have to finish this report.


    I look down at the screen, and the numbers are gone.


    Shit!


    I look up, and my father is gone.


    Shit!


    Charlie runs into the kitchen.


    You said shit! he announces, delighted to be telling on me, even if hes only telling on me to me.


    I know, Im sorry, I say, keeping my one eye glued to the computer screen, frantically searching for some way to retrieve all that data. I have to finish this report.


    Thats a swear word.


    I know, Im sorry, I say, clicking everything clickable.


    I dont look up at him and wish he would take the hint. He never does.


    Mom, you know how Im not good at listening?


    Yes. You drive me crazy.


    Can I have your ears?


    You can have one.


    I want both.


    One.


    Both, I want both!


    Fine!


    I twist my ears off my head and throw them like a pair of dice across the table. Charlie fastens them over his own like earphones and cocks his head as if hes trying to listen for something off in the distance. He smiles, satisfied. I try to hear it, too, but then remember that I have no ears. He says something and runs away.


    Hey, my earrings!


    But hes already out of sight. I return to my computer screen. At least hes gone, and I can be sure to concentrate now in quiet.


    The front door opens. Bob is standing on the other side of the table, a blend of sadness and disgust absorbing into his eyes as he looks at me. He says something.


    I cant hear you, honey. I gave Charlie my ears.


    He says something again.


    I dont know what youre saying.


    He drops his messenger bag and kneels down next to me. He flips my computer screen shut and grabs me by the shoulders, almost hurting me.


    He yells at me. I still cant hear him, but I know hes yelling from the urgency in his eyes and the blue veins popping in his neck. He yells what hes trying to tell me in slow motion so I can read his lips.


    Way up?


    I look up at the ceiling.


    I dont get it.


    He yells it again and again, shaking my shoulders.


    Wake up?


    Yes! he yells and stops shaking me.


    I am awake.


    No, youre not.


    MONDAY


    Welmont is an affluent suburb of Boston complete with tree-lined streets, landscaped yards, a bike trail that winds throughout the town, a private country club and golf course, a center populated with boutique clothing shops, day spas, and a Gap, and schools that everyone brags about, the best in the state. Bob and I chose this town because of its proximity to Boston, where we both work, and because of the successful life it promises. If there is a house left in Welmont worth under half a million dollars, some savvy contractor is ready to buy it, tear it down, and build something three times its current size and value. Most everyone in town drives a luxury car, vacations in the Caribbean, belongs to the country club, and owns a second home on the Cape or in the mountains north of Boston. Ours is in Vermont.


    Bob and I were fresh out of Harvard Business School and pregnant with Charlie when we moved here. Saddled with $200,000 in student loans and nothing saved, affording Welmont and all that goes with it was a daunting stretch. But we both landed ambitious jobs and had unshakable confidence in our earning potentials. Eight years later, we are in every way keeping up with the Welmont Joneses.


    Welmont Elementary School is just about three miles and ten minutes from our house on Pilgrim Lane. Stopped at a traffic light, I glance up at the rearview mirror. Sitting in the middle, Charlie is playing something on his Nintendo DS. Lucy is staring out the window as she mumbles along to some Hannah Montana song on her iPod. And facing backward in his bucket car seat, Linus is sucking on his nukie and watching Elmos World through the mirror that Bob strapped to the cars backseat headrest; the video is playing behind him on the DVD player that came standard with my Acura SUV. No one is crying or complaining or asking me for anything. Ah, the miracle of modern technology!


    I am still annoyed at Bob. I have a European staffing meeting at eight oclock. Its for an important client, and Im stressed about it, and on top of this, now Im worried about getting there on time because its Monday, my day to drive the kids to school and day care. When I told this to Bob, he looked at his watch and said, Dont worry, youll make it. I wasnt looking for a Zen outlook.


    Charlie and Lucy are enrolled in the schools Before the Bell program, which runs from 7:15 to 8:20 every day in the gym. This is where the kids with parents who need to get to work before 9:00 hang out under the supervision of a teacher until the school day officially begins at 8:30. At only five dollars a day per kid, Before the Bell is truly an economical godsend.


    When Charlie first began kindergarten, I was surprised to see only a few of the kids in Charlies class in Before the Bell. I had assumed that all the parents in town would need this service. I then guessed that most of the kids had live-in nannies. Some do, but it turns out that most of the kids in Welmont have mothers who have opted out of the workforce and are stay-at-home momsall women with college, even graduate, degrees. Never in a million years would I have guessed this. I cant imagine opting out, wasting all that education and training. I love my children and know theyre important, but so is my career and the life that career affords us.


    Parked in the school lot, I grab their two backpacks, which I swear weigh more than they do, get out, and open the back door like a chauffeur. Who am I kidding? Not like a chauffeur. I am a chauffeur. No one moves.


    Come on, lets go!


    Still tethered to their electronic devices and without a molecule of urgency, Charlie and Lucy file out of the car and start heading like a couple of snails for the front of the school.


    I press behind them, leaving Linus in the car with the engine and Elmo running.


    I know someone from 60 Minutes or Dateline NBC would have a bone to pick with me about doing this, and I half expect Chris Hansen to ambush me from behind a parked Volvo any day now. Ive already rehearsed my side of the argument in my head. First of all, his bucket car seat, the car seat all babies are required to ride in under the age of one, weighs a ridiculous nineteen pounds. Add in Linus, who weighs almost as much as the car seat and the poor ergonomic design of the handle, and its physically unmanageable to carry him anywhere. I would love to have a conversation with the exceptionally strong and obviously childless man who designed these things. Linus is content and watching Elmo. Why disturb him? Welmont is a safe town. Ill be only a few seconds.


    Its an unseasonably warm morning for the first week of November. Just yesterday, Charlie and Lucy wore fleece hats and mittens outside, but today, its already fifty, and they almost dont even need their coats. Undoubtedly because of the weather, the school playground is packed and wild with kids, which is not typical in the mornings. This catches Charlies attention, and just before we reach the double doors, he bolts.


    Charlie! Get back here!


    My admonishment doesnt even break his stride. Hes heading straight for the monkey bars and doesnt look back. I scoop up Lucy in my left arm and run after him.


    I dont have time for this, I tell Lucy, my cooperative little ally.


    By the time I reach the monkey bars, the only sign of Charlie is his coat, which lies rumpled on a pile of woodchips. I grab it with the hand already holding two backpacks and scan the playground.


    Charlie!


    It doesnt take me long to spot him. Hes sitting at the very top of the jungle gym.


    Charlie, down, right now!


    He doesnt appear to hear me, but the nearby mothers do. Dressed in designer sweats, tee-shirts and jeans, tennis shoes and clogs, these mothers appear to have all the time in the world to hang out at the school playground in the morning. I feel the judgment in their stares and imagine the range of what they must be thinking.


    He only wants to play outside on this gorgeous morning like the rest of the kids.


    Would it kill her to let him play for a few minutes?


    See how he never listens to her? She has no control over her kids.


    Charlie, please come down and come with me. I have to get to work.


    He doesnt budge.


    Okay, thats one!


    He roars like a lion at a group of kids looking up at him from the bottom.


    Two!


    Hes not moving.


    Three!


    Nothing. I want to kill him. I look down at my three-inch Cole Haan heels and wonder for an insane moment if I could climb in them. Then I look down at my Cartier watch. Its 7:30. Enough of this.


    Charlie, now, or no video games for a week!


    That does it. He stands, turns, and faces out, but instead of reaching down with his feet for the next bar level, he bends his knees and launches himself into the air. A few of the other mothers and I gasp. In that split second, I imagine broken legs and a severed spinal column. But he pops up from the ground, smiling. Thank God hes made of rubber. The boys who witnessed this death-defying stunt cheer with admiration. The girls playing nearby dont seem to notice him at all. The mothers continue watching to see how Ill handle the rest of this drama.


    Knowing hes still a flight risk, I put Lucy down and grab Charlie by the hand.


    Ow, too tight!


    Too bad.


    He pulls on my arm as hard as he can, leaning away from me, trying to get away, like an excited Doberman on a leash. My hand is now sweaty, and hes beginning to slip out. I squeeze tighter. He pulls harder.


    Hold my hand, too, whines Lucy.


    I cant, honey, come on.


    I want to hold hands! she shrieks, not moving, balancing on the edge of a tantrum. I think fast.


    Hold Charlies.


    Charlie licks the entire palm of his free hand and offers it to her.


    Gross! Lucy squeals.


    Fine, here.


    I slide the two backpacks and Charlies coat to my elbow, and with a kid in each hand, I drag us into Welmont Elementary.


    The gym is overheated and set with the usual cast of characters. The girls are sitting against the wall, reading, socializing, or just sitting and watching the boys, who are playing basketball and running all over the place. As soon as I let go of his hand, Charlie takes off. I dont have the will to holler after him for a proper good-bye.


    Have a good day, my Lucy Goose.


    Bye, Mommy.


    I kiss her on her beautiful head and dump the backpacks onto the pile of book bags on the floor. There are no mothers or fathers lingering around in here. I dont know the other drop-off parents. I know some of the kids names and might know which parent belongs to which kid. Like that woman is Hilarys mom. Most are flying in and flying out, no time for small talk. Without knowing much about any of them, I relate to these parents completely.


    The only parent I know at Before the Bell by name is Heidi, Bens mom, who is on her way out as well. Always in scrubs and purple Crocs, Heidi is some kind of nurse. I know her name because Ben and Charlie are friends, because she sometimes drops Charlie home after soccer, and because she has an approachable energy and a sincere smile that has many times in the last year communicated a world of empathy.


    I have kids, too. I know.


    I have a job, too. I know.


    Im running late, too. I know.


    I know.


    How are you? Heidi asks as we make our way down the hallway.


    Good, you?


    Good. I havent seen you with Linus in a while. He must be getting so big.


    Oh my God, Linus!


    Without offering any explanation, I sprint away from Heidi down the hall, out of the school, and down the front steps to my running car, which, thank God, is still there. I can hear poor Linus wailing before I even touch the door.


    Bunny is on the floor, and the DVD is sitting idle on the menu screen, but my mothers ears and heart know his cry isnt about a stuffed lovie or a red Muppet. Once the video ended and Linus came out of its magical trance, he mustve realized he was trapped and alone in the car. Abandoned. The number one primal fear for any baby his age is abandonment. His red face and hairline are soaked with tears.


    Linus, Im sorry, Im so sorry!


    I unbuckle him as fast as I can while he screams. I pick him up, hug him, and rub his back. He smears a gob of snot onto the collar of my shirt.


    Shhh, its okay, youre okay.


    Its not working. In fact, the intensity and volume of his sobs are escalating. Hes not willing to forgive me so easily, and I dont blame him one bit. But if I cant console him, I might as well get him to day care. I pin his distraught body back into the car seat, place Bunny on his lap, hit Play on the DVD player, and drive while he screams murder to Sunny Horizons.


    I hand a still-heaving Linus, Bunny, and diaper bag over to one of the day care assistant teachers, a kind young Brazilian woman new to Sunny Horizons.


    Linus, shhh, youre okay. Linus, please, honey, youre okay, I say, trying one last time to convince him. I hate to leave him like this.


    Hell be fine, Mrs. Nickerson. Its better if you just go.


    Back in the car, I exhale. Finally, Im on my way to work. The clock on the dash reads 7:50. Im going to be late. Again. Clenching my teeth and the steering wheel, I pull out of Sunny Horizons and start rummaging through my bag for my phone.


    My bag is embarrassingly huge. Depending on where I am and whom Im with, it functions as a briefcase, a pocketbook, a diaper bag, or a backpack. Wherever I am and whomever Im with, I feel like a Sherpa carrying this thing. As I grope around for the phone, I touch my laptop, crayons, pens, my wallet, lipstick, keys, Goldfish crackers, a juice box, business cards, tampons, a diaper, receipts, Band-Aids, a Handi Wipes container, a calculator, and folders stuffed with papers. I do not touch my phone. I upend the bag, dumping the contents onto the passenger seat, and look for it.


    Where the heck is it? I have about five minutes to find it. Im aware that my eyes are spending significantly more time on my passenger seat and floor than on the road. The guy gunning past me on the right is flipping me off. And talking on his phone.


    I suddenly see it, but its in my minds eye. On the kitchen table. Crap, crap, crap! Im on the Mass Pike, about twenty minutes from work. I think for a second about where I could get off and find a pay phone. But then I think, Do pay phones even exist anymore? I cant remember the last time I saw one anywhere. Maybe I could stop in a CVS or a Starbucks. Some nice person there would probably lend me their phone. For a minute. Sarah, your meeting is for the next hour. Just get there.


    As I race like a NASCAR driver on crack, I try crystallizing my notes for this meeting in my head, but Im having trouble concentrating. I cant think. It isnt until I pull into the Prudential garage that I realize my thoughts are competing with Linuss video.


    Elmo wants to learn more about families.
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