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  Lord, give us what you have already given.


  
     Ilya Kaminsky, Envoi
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  HER MOUTH FILLED THE screen. Purple lip gloss, clear braces.


  Still think Im too young?


  She leaned over, the fixed lens of the camera catching a tiny smattering of blemishes on her cheek, like a comets spray. Her hair had been bleached white, with long blond roots, and most
  of it was pulled back and up into a chunky ponytail above the three plastic hoops climbing the rim of her ear.


  The song began to play, Beyonc. I love to love you, baby. She stepped aside, revealing her room in all its messy glory. Above the bed was a painting; the central image was a
  daisy. A large lava lamp bubbled and gooed on the nightstand.


  She was giggling offstage. Suddenly, the screen was a swirl of green plaid. Filmstrips of color in knife pleats. Her short skirt swayed along with her round hips. A little roll of ivory fat
  nestled above the waistband. She wore a white tank top, which she took off, her hands quickly finding the cups of her black bra. The breasts inside were small, and at first she
  covered them with her palms, fingers splayed like scallop shells. Then she unhooked the bra in the front and they popped out as if on springs. Her hands did a little fan dance as they reached below
  her hemline and lifted up her skirt.


  Shed done all of this for his benefit. To please him. To prove him wrong. She reached out for the little toy baseball bat and the next part was hard to watch, even if you knew what was
  coming.


  Except it wasnt.
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  AS WITH SO MANY things of consequence, it all began with a party.


  Two parties. Both of Elizabeth Bergamots children had parties to go to. Jake, the eldesthis longish brown hair suddenly grazing his collarbones, his eyes the color of muddled
  mintwas on his own that night, of course. His party was up in the Bronx, in Riverdale, somewhere near his school. He was fifteen and a half the previous Friday. It was pretty ridiculous that
  the Bergamots continued to celebrate this increasingly minor milestonehis half birthdaywith half a cake and half a present. Richard, Lizs husband, had started the whole
  business ten years earlier, when hed surprised them both by bringing home half a deck of cards that year, the other twenty-six miraculously appearing overnight under the boys
  pillow.


  Hes five and a half on Cinco de Mayo, Richard had said, by way of explanation. Is there a better cause for celebration?


  Since the gesture was so touching, so sweet and fatherly, and Richard was a Californian by birth, Liz had trusted him on the import of such things, Mexican things. Plus, it seemed funa
  fun family tradition! It was what Liz had always hungered after despite generations of contrary evidence: relatives as respite, home as haven, a retreat from the rest of the dangerous, damaging
  world.


  Last Friday, this Cinco de Mayo, Jake got half a set of car keys in the morning over his Lucky Charms. The true key to the kingdom was to be delivered, along with tuition for
  drivers ed, on his actual birthday, in November.


  But for tonights party, Jake would have to rely on some cocktail of public transportationbus, subway, bus, subway, subway, cabalthough there was always the possibility that
  some other love-addled mom like Liz would drive him home. Liz herself was otherwise occupied. It was his job to figure it out.


  As Liz watched him hunch over his breakfast (two bowls of cereal, a yogurt, and a peanut butter sandwich), it seemed to her that Jake had grown several inches in just those seven days.
  The curve of his back was so long. It was as if, suddenly, three extra vertebrae had been added to the staircase of his spine. These days, it often seemed to Liz that Jake grew before her eyes,
  like kudzu maybe, the way he had as an infant, when Richard, a still awe-stricken young father, used to take pictures of him as he slept, in an effort to document the phenomenon, as if Jake were
  Bigfoot or a UFO.


  As for the other kidCoco, her babyshe would require parental accompaniment to her midget soiree: a six-year-olds birthday, at the Plaza Hotel, no less; a sleepover! For
  Lizs whole life, prior to drinks in the Oak Room last year when Richard was interviewing for his gig at the university, she had been inside the Plaza only when she was in Midtown and in need
  of a public restroom. As Cocos designated lady-in-waiting, she saw tonight as her night to howl. This year Coco was in kindergarten for the second time, a condition of her admission to
  Wildwood Lower when they moved to the city. A private school. An apartment in Manhattan. The Plaza. Born and raised in the Bronx, in Co-op City, Liz couldnt always believe her new life.


  In Ithaca, where theyd lived pretty fucking happily the last ten yearsRichard and his meteoric rise at Cornell, Lizs dipping in and out of the Art History Department, the
  campuss dramatically stunning landscape, the low-key community vibeirrepressible little Coco had been the life of the party. Here in New York, Coco was both a bad influence and
  intensely popular. In the last seven months she had had more invitations, and to swankier spots (boat rides around Manhattan, screenings at Soho House, grab-what-you-cans at Dylans Candy
  Bar) than Liz had received in her entire lifetime.


  Coco was one of three adopted Chinese daughters in her classone of whom was also named Coco. Their Coco was now Coco B., the way Liz had been Elizabeth C. (nee Cohen) all her grade-school
  life. The whole purpose of naming Coco Coco had been to avoid the initial, and yet there, like a wart at the end of a nose, it was. Poor Jake had been Jake B. so long and so often, in
  Ithaca, and now in New York, that some of the kids at Wildwood Upper had taken to calling him Jacobylike those ambulance-chaser lawyers who, Liz was amazed to find, after all these years
  still ran their ads in the subways: Hit by a truck? Call Jacoby and Meyers. (What if you just felt like youd been hit by a truck? Liz wondered. What if you just
  felt like youd been hit by a truck day after day? Could you call Jacoby and Meyers then?)


  Tall, thin Jake was lanky now, with shoulders. Mens shoulders. When did he get such shoulders? Liz wondered, as he sidled past her to put his cereal bowl in the sink in the galley
  kitchen, where she was pouring her second cup of coffee. And then, when he brushed past her again, Liz resisted the urge to touch them. Instead, as he grabbed his backpack, called out, Bye,
  guys, and hurried down the long, skinny hallway that led to the apartments front door, she mentally dropped a dollar in the shrink jar, the imaginary fund she kept for
  the future therapy Jake would require as a result of her outsize adoration.


  Bye-bye, sweetie! Have a great day, Liz yelled down the hall.


  Hang tough, slugger, said Richard from the other room, perhaps ironically. One couldnt always tell.


  Jake was rushing to meet his friends at the Ninety-sixth Street subway station and he apparently did not have time to kiss her goodbye. The commute was very convenient, although this would
  change when they moved again in the summer. Right now, Jake and a bunch of other Wildwood high schoolers from the Upper West Side schlepped up to the lush and lovely Riverdale campus en masse, and
  Liz was grateful he was part of a crowd. I travel with the guys, Mom, he said, not in annoyance per se, but to reassure her, whenever Liz gave voice to some quasi-ridiculous worry.
  What if you get mugged? What if terrorists attack again?


  In Ithaca, where theyd lived most of his life, Jake biked on his own from fourth grade onward, from school to Collegetown to Ithaca Falls. Hed take Ithaca transit, just like
  Nabokov had, whenever he ventured up the hill to meet Richard for lunch on campus, placing his little silver two-wheeler on the rack on the buss front bumper alongside the big ones belonging
  to the college students and the earthier, crunchy professors (the ones who lived off the grid). In Ithaca, Jake had often been on his own, unless Liz was ferrying a Boy Scout troop
  full of his friends to the cool, blue stage of the lake for swim practice, and none of them, not Richard, not Jake, not Liz, had ever given this healthy independence a second thought.


  Jake was fifteen and a half last Friday, which meant almost sixteen. As the door slammed behind him, that fact hit her, as it did every once in a while, out of the blue.


  Richard, Liz said, walking out into the hall, still in the old KISS T-shirt she liked to sleep in and her pajama bottoms. Do you think that the way I feel about Jakey being
  a teenager is similar to what its like to awaken from being drugged and find that an organ trafficker has stolen your kidney?


  Thats exactly what I was thinking, said Richard. He was standing in the living room, at the dining table he used as his desk, sorting through piles of papers, cutting a
  ridiculously handsome figure, Liz thought, for that hour of the morning. No matter the level of dishabille the rest of the household sufferedLiz sometimes wearing the T-shirt shed
  slept in to take Coco to schoolRichard looked fine: freshly shaven, crisp white shirt, sports coat, black jeans, green eyes bright, his silvering hair cut close to his well-formed
  head. Making order out of chaos.


  Their apartment was a month-to-month sublease; the living room was living, dining, and den, plus Richards office, all rolled into one. The gleaming brand-new faculty housing the
  university had dangled in front of them, part of its full-blown Richard-recruitment package, wasnt completed yet.


  Coco and I will be going straight to the Plaza after pickup, Liz called out. She was back in the kitchen arranging Cocos meal. She said to the Plaza in
  a faux-snooty voice, both impressed and embarrassed by how impressed she was by the x factor of their evening. After school, Jake will probably stay up in the Bronx anyway, so its
  okay if you work late. As if Richard ever came home at a decent hour.


  Hes not a kid anymore, Lizzie, hell be fine, Richard said.


  Hell probably grab something to eat on Johnson Avenue, or hang out in a friends basement waiting for the party to start, Liz said. She stood on tiptoe to reach the
  microwave oven and zapped the Tater Tots. Cocos hot breakfast.


  Jakes party was in a mansion in the Fieldston section of the Bronx, that much Liz knew. Her sons Bronx was not her Bronx. Marjorie says the party is definitely a chaperoned
  event, with parents ready and eager to taste-test the punch bowl. Liz had been assured this much over the phone the night before by her tenth-grade-class source, a fast-talking, well-meaning
  real estate agent mother.


  Deep Throat, Richard said, as she handed him the Tater Tots and a toaster waffle for Coco, who was already stuffing organic strawberries the size of golf balls into her exquisite
  little mouth.


  Deep Throat, Liz murmured. A nom de guerre in the mother wars. Richard, thats perfect.


  Coco, how much do you think you cost me in strawberries a year? Richard asked. These things are like six dollars a box and she must eat a box a day, right,
  Lizzie?


  Daddy, said Coco, her wide smile pink with berry jam.


  At least one box, said Liz, sometimes two, although thank God shes eating something not white food,  she said.


  I eat not white food,  said Coco.


  Bagels, pasta, waffles, said Liz, listing Cocos meals of choice. Dumplings.


  Tater Tots, crowed Coco, picking one up in victory. Theyre brown.


  Indeed they are, Richard said, cherry-picking the darker ones out of her hand and popping them into his own mouth.


  He sort of listened now as Liz went on and on about her anxieties about the eveningWhat should I wear? Hippie chic? said Richard. Should we really be accepting such a lavish
  invitation? Why not? It will be fun for both of you. It was part of their daily rhythm, him soothing her while glancing at the headlines of the New York Times. Every once in a
  while, Richard helped Coco with her math homework as well, by eating more of her Tater Tots. Two minus one equals a very hungry Coco, said Richard, while assembling his
  breakfast shake at the other end of the table: bananas, peanut butter, protein powder, Matcha green teatea that matchas your eyes, Liz told him when he first brought it home.
  He exuded competence. He was a self-cleaning oven. And even after all these years, Liz was not immune to the power of his good looks.


  One of the moms asked me to be on the Multicultural Festival committee for next falldo you think I should? asked Liz.


  Wildwood prided itself on diversity, which was one of the reasons she and Richard had picked it last year. In Cocos class there were five other Asian girls, an African
  American boy, a West Indian boy with a lyrical lilt in his voiceLiz volunteered on class trips just to hear him speakone tow-headed born-wearing-a-blazer WASP, and the rest a motley
  crew of half-Jewish kids. Like Jake.


  Might be a way to meet people, said Richard, nodding.


  Marjorie says, Sure theres diversity. Theres millionaires . . . and then theres billionaires. 


  Im glad youve made a friend, honey, said Richard. As if it were possible that she might not have.


  Marjorie was divorced and had suffered, and therefore was imbued with enough compassion to welcome in a newcomer. A tiny, wiry pinwheel of a person, she also lived on the Upper West Side, hence
  the affinity between the two mothers, and shed been exporting her own kids to the Bronx to Wildwood for years, so she definitely had wisdom to share. Her twins were named Henry and James.
  Fraternal, they still looked an awful lot alike, although Henry was lankier and his features were finely etched, while Jamess face looked similar but thicker, as if it had been stretched by
  Silly Putty.


  Henry, the nice twin, had become Jakes best friend in a New York minute. He was one of those kids who always had a broken arm. But soulful, Liz thought.


  It was Henry who introduced Jake to McHenry, Davis, and Django. His posse. Liz was relieved that Jake had so quickly made friends who could guide him through this foreign, urban
  terrain.


  Okay, Coco-bear, brush your teeth and grab your stuff, said Richard. It was one of the rare days he was taking her to school. Hed usually left for the office by this point,
  but because the girls were spending the night out, he was adding a half hour of quality time with his kid by escorting her on the morning commute.


  Liz was standing like a sentry at the door, Cocos backpack in hand. Cmon Coco, she called. Get the lead out. She could hear the water in the bathroom
  sink running.


  What do you have up today? asked Richard as he organized his briefcase.


  Yoga, food-shop, packing for tonight, bills, the car inspection, those stupid summer camp health forms . . . stuff, she listed a little defensively. There was plenty to do.


  Coco came loping down the hall. Bring my Chinese pajamas, she said as she offered her forehead to Liz for a goodbye smooch.


  You got it, Liz said. Then she leaned over to Richard. Arent you forgetting something? She said this every morning, and once in a while, like today, elicited a
  less-than-abstracted kiss.


  It was a pleasure to see them go, and to close the door behind them.


  It was heaven really to be alone in that cramped apartment. And yet, as she had felt almost every day since theyd moved in, when she came back from dropping Coco off at school, or yoga,
  or errands, or coffee, Liz took one look at her messy home and was overwhelmed by how much there was to do and how little she wanted to do it. Finding that first step into an amorphous day, a day
  without bones, was always the hardest.


  She walked over to her laptop. It was on the coffee table in front of the couch, where shed left it late last night. She typed in feigenbaum/blogspot.com.


  Hours later, most of her tasks accomplished and tucked away behind her, Liz sat on Wildwood Lowers marble front steps with her old duffel and Cocos Barbie
  Overnight Bag resting between her knees, her head tilted back to capture the warmth of the spring sun. A yummy buttery light permeated her closed eyelidsall winter long she had craved this.
  The school was located in the East Nineties, between the smoky gray branches of trees that rimmed Central Park on Fifth Avenue and the bright yellow splashes of taxi traffic east on Madison. It was
  housed in a limestone fortress, a former home of some robber baron, probably destined to go to a hedge fund guy in the near future when the Wildwood capital campaign hit its mark and they broke
  ground on a new building. She was early for pickup, ever eager to find out if Cocos day had been thumbs-up or thumbs-downit had been a roller-coaster transition to Manhattan life for
  all of them. Except Richard.


  Although, through years of experience, Liz knew that if all the calm, focused energy he had displayed day in and day out these last few months were to be translated into a normal persons
  emotions, the result would actually look something like excitement and anxiety.


  They made you an offer you cant refuse, Liz had said, late some fragrant, sultry night the summer before, back in Ithaca, after theyd had sex, when they were sitting
  barefoot on their front porch drinking beers like kids, talking over the pros and cons of taking the job, their children safely asleep inside. It was obvious how much hed wanted it.


  Its not the same city you grew up in, Richard had said, to reassure her.


  It was a thought shed held on to.


  Just think of all the museums and the galleries, he said.


  He was right about that, Liz thought as she waited for Cocothe Upper East Side in this new moneyed century was not the New York shed grown up in at all. Hyacinths in spun sugar
  colors bloomed in the window boxes of the town houses across the street. Cherry blossoms wept snowy petals in the breeze. The stoop she sat on was a far cry from the benches shed hung out on
  in Section Five of Co-op City, the soulless middle-class housing project where Liz twisted in the winds of boredom during her own rather turbulent adolescence. All those concrete towers and
  windswept sidewalks, the outdoor shopping centers and indoor garages, the basketball courts without basketball nets, like chain-linked prison yards where the boys played shirts and skins all
  afternoon before feeling you up in some dank, stinky stairwell later that evening. The absolute dearth of trees. That hard, unyielding concrete universe that her adult world would determinedly
  negate and her children would not grow up in.


  With her eyes closed, Liz could hear the chitchat chattering background hum of the other mothers, the way she used to hear the ch-ch-ch of the lawn sprinklers while she sat in her car by
  the curb across from the ball fields in Ithaca and waited for her offspring to explode out of school when the final bell rang.


  Liz had loved all that: living in the country, the cocoon of her car with her music on. Teenagery stuff like Lucinda Williams. Yo-Yo Ma and the music of Ennio Morricone from all those Sergio
  Leone spaghetti westernsthe CD finding its way into her Hanukkah stocking last year alongside a pretty carnelian red bangle with a little lump of ironic coal lodged in at the toe. Oh, the
  bennies and compromises of a mixed marriage! The cello had been so awesomely beautiful it seemed to actually bend her insides. Shed arrive early and park, just to savor the music a little
  longer, idling outside of Cayuga Heights Elementary after half-day nursery, or the Dewitt Middle School later in the afternoon, waiting for Jake post-soccer. In the passenger seat next to her
  always was a pack of healthy snackslady apples and cucumber slices, peanut butter and banana sandwiches on wooly breadanticipating the kids descent. Homemade. Local. Organic.
  (Well, the peanuts werent local, but theyd been crushed into mush at the local food co-op; the bread was homemade there, too, homemade at the store.) This happy, lazy array of
  nourishing, nutritional foodstuffs made Liz feel maternal, nurturing, and beneficent, practically winged. That station wagon was like a little mobile home for her and the children: Mother Ginger
  and her skirts. Shed reveled in the privacy. That was life in Ithaca, and it did not suck.


  Since the move, Liz spent her time mostly ferrying Coco around town, from Wildwood to occupational therapy to play dates to ballet class to Chinese school. What had happened to all the gallery
  hopping Richard had dangled as bait? Liz did more commuting here in the city than shed ever done in Ithaca. Picking up and dropping off. Picking up and dropping off. It sounded like the
  lexicon of drug dealers.


  Today at Wildwood Lower, like all days when it wasnt raining, the stay-at-homes gathered in little cliques for kindergarten pickup at their various stations along the sidewalk: the JAPs
  with the JAPs, the head-banded preppy moms with the preppies, the stray earth mother in Birkenstocks with a baby in a sling, singing softly to herself and swaying her hips to rock the baby to
  sleep.


  Next on the food chain, the caregivers: a couple of grad students reading Kierkegaard or Sartre and listening to their iPods; the pierced and tattooed European au pairs staring off
  into space, dreaming of a night in the dance clubs; and the small dark fortress of the Caribbean nannies, with their slow, sexy patois as they greeted one another on the opposite side of the
  staircase from the mothers, the two groups almost never commingling, a tale of two cities, two pickups.


  Liz opened her eyes and saw a clutch of yummy mummies at the foot of the steps; shed been part of this scene for only nine months but she knew queen bees when she saw them. They were tall
  in their metallic sandals; their skinny yoga butts trim in their designer jeans, their long, shiny, blown-out, streaked hair (Breck Girl hair, Liz thought, silently dating herself) flowing halfway
  down their backs in glossy sheets. Only experience told her that when these ladies turned away from their gabby circle to place a cell phone call to their driver or decorator or art consultant,
  that the skin on their faces would be pure leather. Its just like high school, Liz wrote to her best friend, Stacey, in an email, the scene at pickup. The blond girls.
  Everybody else. Me.


  In the nine months her kids were at Wildwood, Upper and Lower, Liz had met literary agent mothers and banker mothers, cancer researcher mothers and former microbiologists; shed met a lot
  of formers. Former lawyers and former investment bankers and former PR people. Wasnt she a former art historian herself? The husbands worked too much and traveled too muchthey were
  always in Mumbai opening up offices. They earned too much money for their wives to justify being away from the kids the long hours their former careers required. The formers made up
  the bulk of the PTA.


  Case in point was Casey, Julianas mom, the hostess of tonights slumber party at the Plaza. Casey was the PTA president. She used to oversee concessions for all the Loews movie
  theaters in the country. A former concessionaire. Meanwhile, her husband, an ophthalmologic surgeon, was always flying around the globe heroically saving the sight of some corrupt third world
  leader.


  The Plaza Hotel was going to be shut down for two years; a developer was remodeling it into condominiums. Its our girls last chance, Casey, mouth full of cheese
  cubes, had whispered into Lizs ear over warm white wine on curriculum night. It would be just three girls plus Juliana, three girls and their moms. So dont tell anyone.
  Wildwood had a no-cut policy regarding birthday parties; it was simply verboten not to invite the entire class to absolutely everything. And preferably, the entire grade.


  Juliana was a sweet kid, all button nose and sass and a sprinkling of cinnamon-colored freckles. The girls had had a few play dates, and Liz liked Juliana; she said her pleases and
  thank-yous and, like Coco, was able to play on her own. Some of the kids Coco brought home required play instruction. They needed art projects or cookie baking or Build-A-Bear Workshop,
  Xbox, constant supervision. Sometimes, when Liz was exhausted and sick of writing the script of their activities, shed resort to popping in a video, cracking a beer, and watching the girls
  zone.


  Liz knew only one of the other kids attending the sleepover: Clementine, a small-boned, quiet, introspective sort with a cloak of long dark hair. The kind of girl who grows up to be a poet or to
  play the guitar in the high school yard off by herself at lunchtime, a certain kind of sensitive boy staring at her longingly, a boy, Liz thought, a lot like Jake.


  Clementine was the kind of kid Liz would have made into her own best friend, mysterious and hard to reach, doling out the sweet satisfaction of breaking through to her, the pleasure in being
  chosen, anointed. But Clementine wasnt for Coco, the party animal. Coco would steamroll over all that subtlety.


  The last guest was Julianas best friend from preschool. Youll like Marsha, the mother, said Casey. Shes very down-to-earth; the little girls name
  is Kathy.


  Although Liz had jawed on the phone about the party with Deep Throat Marjoriethe extravagance! The expense!she was actually looking forward to this night. It had been kind of hard
  these last few months. Liz felt too old and specific now to make new friends, and except for Marjorie, she hadnt, really. Richard was right to worry. Midlife was like that. High school and
  college and grad school had been all about hanging out. Then there were work colleagues and cocktails. Babies meant hanging out again, too, long days in the playground, pizza suppers in the park by
  the lake. But now Liz was an astronaut traveling solo in her own little capsule, which was better sometimes than not, but still lonely. There were probably some people in New York she should look
  upschool pals; that couple theyd been so close to in D.C., when Richard and the wife both worked at the World Bank. But oddly, Liz hadnt had the appetite for it. Email had
  become an enabler, practically paralyzing her when it came to picking up the handheld, and yet she hadnt written her way back in touch with a whole lot of people, either. She was afraid that
  there was both far too much to catch up on and way too little to say. Lizs best friend lived in Marin, and over the years her relationship with Stacey had dwindled from hours on the phone to
  short staccato bursts of email, sometimes a week or two in between, though every so often there was a daily volley through cyberspace, two or three in a matter of minutes, as if they were engaging
  in honest-to-God conversation. Lately, Stacey had taken to Googling her old boyfriends and forwarding the results to Liza barrage of balding, fat oral surgeons. Liz kept emailing her back:
  You dodged a bullet! and Count that babys chins! Email allowed her flexibility, a cruelty that could be whisked away and out of sight with the one-two punch of a
  double click.


  In the last set of emails, Stacey had changed her tactics. Shed taken to Googling Lizs exesmaybe because shed finally run out of her own. One, a
  Writing from Experience TA Liz had had a short, unhappy affair with as a freshman, produced the mother lode. Daniel Feigenbaum. This guy kept a blog, a cyber journal. Stacey sent her
  the link. Unbeknownst to anybody, including himoh, the blessings of online obscurityLiz had been tuning in every day for a month. Now she was as addicted to his blog as shed
  been addicted to General Hospital in college. Most of it was boring stuff (his work, at an ad agency), some of it was painful (he still dreamed of becoming a novelist), some of it was
  embarrassingly enthralling (his sexual fantasies about transvestites). It was so intimate, being this close to Daniel Feigenbaumcloser than shed ever been in real life, even when
  theyd lain naked together, skin to skinthat after a week or two Liz had felt sympathy for him, although in college hed barely been nice to her. Booty calls, some retarded
  conversations about Thomas Pynchon, cashew chili dinners. And then when shed fallen for someone who had actually wanted to date her and be her boyfriend, Daniel Feigenbaum had published a
  mean little story about her in the graduate literary magazine.


  Surely if Liz were now to run into Daniel Feigenbaum in an airport or a grocery store after all these years, he wouldnt catch up with her by telling her about the tranny porn he
  downloaded regularly, if he even remembered her at all. Yet he posted all this info online, for the whole world to see. It was his choice. So why did she feel like she was crawling through his
  apartment window and rifling through his drawers? Trolling his diary entriesshed gone back weeks and even months, sometimes in a single sittingmade her teeth ache, like when
  shed eaten too much candy. Yet, over time, with all this intimate access to the inner workings of Daniel Feigenbaums heart, she also found herself rooting for the home team. She
  wished for his success. Liz had yet to confess her newfound addiction to the Feigenbaum blog to Richard, who doubtlessly wouldnt care, or to Stacey, for that matter, who could sometimes cut
  to the core of what was wrong with her too quickly for her to bear. Maybe little Kathys mom, this Marsha, would be someone easy to talk toLiz could tell her the bare minimum of her
  cyber-sleuthing and they could laugh about Lizs idee fixe over tea. Liz had always wanted to stay at the Plaza. Shed had her Eloise fantasies, same as anyone.


  Busers exiting, announced Kevin, the red-haired, gray-jacketed, six-foot-six security guard, as maybe ten kids of differing heights and ages walked out of the school single file
  and were led by two assistant teachers to two waiting yellow minibuses. All the kids at school knew his exact height; theyd point up at him and holler, Hes six foot six.
  Kevin would smile tolerantly. The man was a mountain. He reminded Liz of one of those mozzarella pigs shed seen hanging in the shops in Rome, his skin a little yellow and oily like a giant
  smoked cheese. On Halloween, hed good-naturedly don an XXX-large version of the Lower School girls pleated gray skirts; it was the size of a beach umbrella, his mammoth naked calves
  goose-bumped and hammy in the breeze.


  As Kevin roared his edict, Kindergarten pickup! the clusters of waiting adults immediately began to merge, funneling like sand in an hourglass toward the two red doors where the
  children would exit the building class by class and line up in rows on the sidewalk. Liz stood and stretched, yanking up her low-slung jeans as she rose, and smoothing out the pretty embroidered
  Indian shirtsoft blue velvet with tiny mirrorsthat shed unearthed from her closet when she saw its exact facsimile hanging in a posh storefront window on Madison Avenue with a
  price tag of one zillion dollars. She felt pretty in that shirt. Shed felt pretty in it three decades ago. A miracle, still feeling pretty. She twisted her long brown hair into a loose knot,
  swung her duffel over her shoulder; Cocos Barbie bag came with wheels and could be dragged along the sidewalk like a poodle toy.


  Coco wouldnt have been caught dead in a party dress, so Liz had folded up some leggings and a tie-dyed mini, a couple of different T-shirts to choose from: Happy Bunny, Cocoa Puffs, Paul
  Franks Monkey Juliusthe one where the toothy ape was wearing bracesplus the requested Chinese pajamas, and packed them in her bag. The children in the Lower School wore
  uniforms, that is, a solid pant (not jeans) or said pleated skirt and a white polo shirt. A plain gray cardigan sweater with the schools logo stitched into the corner in a silvery thread.
  Coco would be tearing hers off halfway down the block, throwing it over her shoulder in a wadded-up ball, confident that her mother would be there behind her to catch it. Shed pull a white
  leather newsboy capshe loved that cap! (but Mrs. Livingston said no caps in school)out of the backpack that Lizs older sister, Michelle, had sent from Italy for Cocos
  last birthday. She was particularly prone to the latest fads, Coco. Liz could only hope that tattooing and scarification would no longer be de rigueur when Coco was old enough to self-mutilate.


  Liz felt a light hand on her shoulder and turned around. Casey. Same freckled face and shoulder-length reddish curls as Juliana. Hollow cheeks. Tired eyes. Shed probably been pretty cute
  as a girl, but now she looked prematurely old and too skinny. Its your butt or your faceyou cant have both, Liz thought. Some movie star had said this; shed read it or
  heard something like it somewhere, and had stored a smudged replica of the quote in the hash of celebrity trivia her brain had accumulated without effort, along with all the other stuff and
  nonsense that passed for knowledge these days from print magazines and whatever: TV, the Net, idle chitchat, the air . . . But it was true, about your butt or your face.


  I see youve brought your bags . . . Please dont tell anyone, Liz . . .


  I wont, I wont, Liz said, in response to Caseys stricken expression. Ill just say were going away for the night. As if anyone would
  ask, anyway. They all took off for somewhere every weekend, limos destined for Teterboro Airport clogging the street in front of the school, Hummers with Connecticut plates lining up at the curb.
  Nobody here would notice Lizs little overnight bags.


  You look like a teenager, Casey said, approvingly, taking in Lizs jeans and blouse, the platform clogs shed walked across the park in, her soft, messy knot of hair.
  You look like a teenager from behind. And then: Isnt that Coco B. getting chewed out by Mrs. Livingston again?


  Of course it was Coco B. Liz didnt even have to turn around to know.


  Oh no, she said, feigning . . . fear? Surprise? Disappointment? Whatever it was a proper mother was supposed to feel, aside from resignation and a little residual renegade thrill.
  The truth was, Mrs. Livingston, in her flesh-colored stockings and Pappagallo flats, inspired juvenile delinquency: whenever Liz was called into school to meet with her, she had the urge to go to
  the ladies room first and light up a cigarette. Shed even smoked a little weed in Central Park before the last parent-teacher conference. Richard chewed her out after that meeting was
  over. He said he hoped he was the only one whod noticed her red rims.


  But half the moms were zoned on Xanax anyway and the other half had foreheads that didnt move, so even if they were emoting, they looked like zombies. Mrs. Livingston was surely used to
  checked-out mothers, Liz had assured Richard. She was no better or worse than most of themwhich was really the secret of life, her life, Liz had decided at that moment, while she was still
  stoned: she was neither better nor worse than most. The ones with the frozen foreheads, there was always a little curl of flesh near the hairline that the dermatologist forgot to paralyze. When the
  mothers got excited it would roll up toward their roots, like an awning.


  There she was now, Mrs. Livingston, her ropey hand firmly on Cocos chin, forcing Coco to stare back at her. Show me your eyes was a favorite tool of Mrs. Livingstons,
  a vote-with-your-feet proponent of pediatric hypnotism.


  Uh-oh, said Liz. A little too halfheartedly. Lamely enough to elicit a quizzical stare.


  Well meet you later at the hotel, said Casey, with cool curiosity. We have to go home first to get our bags anyway.


  Sounds good, said Liz, pushing through the crowd toward her daughter. And then, over her shoulder, as a polite afterthought: Were so looking forward to it.
  This was clearly the wrong thing to say, for Casey shot her a look of pure hatred.


  Liz fought her way through the various coteries toward Coco, the big kids lining up in front of the Mister Softee truck waiting for ice cream, mothers using their shopping bags like mountain
  dogs to shepherd their offspring and play dates past the vacant-eyed Mexican balloon seller from whom Liz had never, not once, seen anyone buy anything. There she was, anxious Liz!now
  more eager to get to her delinquent kid. She could spy through the crowds Mrs. Livingston holding Coco by both shoulders in a teacherly death grip. So Liz pushed on through the hugging, scolding,
  shooing, Italian-ice-buying throngs. She bypassed boys on scooters and girls skating on their Heelys, navigating a Fellini films worth of activity, and still managing to nod a worried hello
  to the occasional father in a business suit (determined to get an early start to the country) and to the coaxing, nagging nannies proffering donuts in outstretched hands, luring the
  miniature circus ponies home. Like a suicidal salmon, Liz swam relentlessly upstream to claim her daughter.


  When they finally arrived at the hotela mildly chastened Coco and her thoroughly castigated guardianit took a moment to spy the three little girls and their
  mothers in the pink, frondy Palm Garden, hidden behind the harpist. The girls were balancing on their knees on the Louis XIV chairs, using their thumbs to lick whipped cream off their plates, while
  the ladies picked at the remainders of their tea sandwiches at a neighboring table. Above them, palm trees soared like giraffe parasols, all long necks and sporadic splayed leaves. There were
  little potted pink azaleas in marble urns throughout the room, lending the inhabitants a youthful, rosy glow, even the smattering of Park Avenue dowagers and a rather large, boisterous group of
  women of a certain age, all wearing red hats and purple dresses. At the girls table, Juliana was sporting an Egyptian collar of Mardi Gras beads and a feather boa; Clementine, the future
  poet, was staring dreamily at the harpist; and a little blonde Liz assumed was Kathy was sorting through a pile of geegaws and feathers. Coco took one look at the booty and hightailed it over
  there, left hand already outstretched, reaching for the gold.


  At the grown-up table, directly below a huge, glittery chandelier, Casey was inclining her head toward Sydney, Clementines mother, a tall, angular woman with attenuated features and a
  long, narrow, wedge-shaped head. With her closely cropped dark hair and wide-set ears, she looked like a purebred Siamese cat, sleek in her black cashmere leggings and feather-light sweater. The
  woman who must have been Lizs new best friend, Marsha, sat on Caseys other side, slathering clotted cream and jam on the remainder of a scone. She had shoulder-length center-parted
  brown hair, and wore mom jeans; she had already begun to let herself go. Why was Liz surprised? Casey had described her as down-to-earth. Parenthood made strange
  bedfellowsthere was no other moment in time that these four women would ever have spent an entire evening together. Yet, there was a happy buzz to the group, thank God. Liz could feel its
  vibrato as she approached. All that sugar, plus what looked like two bottles of champagne still sweating in their ice buckets next to the table, had created a lovely cloud of conviviality.


  Hey, ladies, Liz said, stepping in, it seemed, on the heels of what must have been the punch line of something hilarious.


  The mommies looked up from their laughter with just-woken-up surprise. Perhaps theyd forgotten that Liz and Coco were joining them.


  What did that old bitch have to say? asked Casey, by dint of greeting. She had the happy, drunken sheen in her eyes, like a coat of clear nail polish smeared across her blue
  irises, of a hostess at a successful party.


  She sent us to see Jane Perskey, Liz said.


  Liz and Coco had spent a half hour waiting on an old blue velvet sofa outside the headmistresss office and a half hour on the newish burgundy velveteen sofa inside the office staring at
  the headmistresss porcelain pig collection. Ive never seen so many pig tchotchkes in my life.


  Oh my God, gasped Casey. We sent Jane a Limoges pig when we were trying to get Jules into the school. As a Christmas bribe. She had it returned to us that very day, with a
  firm no-thank-you note. It came by car and driver. I was mortified, but they took Jules anyway. Casey sipped her champagne. We were lucky. Juliana ERBd off the charts, and my
  husband is a legacy. They had to take her. The ERB: the Educational Records Bureau exam kids took to qualify for kindergarten admissions. Luckily, the university had lent a hand in finding
  spaces for both Lizs kids and paying their tuitionit was almost impossible to get into these schools without pull. Marjorie had told Liz this much. That she was lucky. But it was
  evident.


  She got called into Perskey? Sydney said, laughing. Good for her. She must have transgressed royally to get inside the inner sanctum.


  Well, yes. This time Coco had displayed such an outstanding array of bad behavior, a virtual peacocks tail of criminal activity, that Mrs. Livingston had washed her hands of her and sent
  Coco to the principals office. So much for progressive education.


  Or rather, so much for the synthesis of the very best of progressive and traditional pedagogy as manifested by the Wildwood Plan, Liz thought.


  Here was todays list of transgressions: (1) Coco had pushed another girl by accident (maybe) down the stairs on her hell-bent journey to gym, resulting in blood (both elbows); (2)
  shed started a water fight in the boys bathroom; but, worst of all, (3) at the end of the day, during free time, shed hopped up onto Mrs. Livingstons desk in the
  front of the classroom and said, Nobody play with Juliana. Thats right, the birthday girl, and their hostess for the evening, the one whose motherthanks to the health
  insurance plans of several third-world dictatorswas footing the hotel bill. Why would Coco B. do such a thing?


  Liz asked her this (sans the initial) in front of the somewhat bemused, seen-it-all headmistress, Jane (that the teacher was addressed as Mrs. and the headmistress by her first name was just
  another example of Wildwoods nuanced eclecticism). Apparently Juliana had cheated in musical chairs. According to CocoCoco with her heightened sense of social justicecheating
  was for cheaters, especially when Coco didnt win.


  But shes the birthday girl, Liz said. Coco, you dont ostracize a kid on her birthday.


  It was decided that Coco would write Juliana a letter of apology that she could mail through the schools post officea unit that effectively combined mathematics, art, and the
  social sciences, and was a perfect method of keeping track of who was popular and who wasnt by charting the number of letters sent and received, so it was also a unit on statistics. The fact
  that Coco knew only half her letters, and the ones she could accurately identify were often formed facing the wrong direction or sleeping on their tummies, didnt matter. She could use
  kindergarten spelling, said Jane. Even with this caveat, the whole endeavor would take hours of their weekend time at home. Coco hated to sit. She hated to write. She loathed apologizing. All this
  clucking and coaxing, back and forth between Liz and seen-it-all Janethey sounded like a dovecote of cooing birds, a scripted dovecoteplus Lizs feeble attempts at being smart
  and funny and supportive in front of a discerning audience, and trying to appear publicly and sufficiently horrified by her daughters errant behavior when she secretly found it sort of
  humorous, was finally enervating. By the time they left Casa Jane (thats what the enamel hand-painted sign outside of Janes office read; when pressed, she admitted to winning it in a
  dance contest at Club Med Turks and Caicos after her divorce), Liz needed a martini.


  How lucky she was that she was now regaling a bunch of drunken mothers with her tales out of school at the Palm Court of the Plaza Hotel, where it was easy enough to procure a drink. Grey Goose,
  heavy on the olives. Which Liz would ask for, as soon as she could grab the waiters attention. After glancing furtively at the kids tableJuliana and Coco were performing a
  charming tango together to the angel-winged rustlings of the harpshe sank back in her chair in relief, for it didnt seem that Juliana held any of Cocos misbehaviors against
  her. She was a good kid, Juliana.


  Sydney called the waiter over. Enrique, could you get our friend Liz here a drink? And then quietly to Liz, Honey, you look like you could use one.


  Liz mouthed a silent thank-you.


  My pleasure, madam, said Enrique, an elderly man in uniform, who possessed a studied European elegance.


  He loves us, Casey whispered loudly. We had two tins of caviar before you got here. And then, Do you like caviar? I can order another.


  I could eat ten more of these scones, said Marsha. But I shouldnt.


  No, no, but thank you, said Liz. I just need alcohol, preferably intravenously.


  We can always have more sent up to the room, said Casey. Caviar. Champagne. My husband called from Dubai this morning and told me to go crazy. He said, What the hell,
  enjoy yourselves; were not throwing a bat mitzvah.  She laughed.


  Oh my God, said Sydney. I have four kids in Hebrew school. Im planning on robbing a bank. Ive even joined the celebrations committee . . . so we all
  dont book conflicting dates. With my oldest daughter, we had to register her party in the fourth grade; thats three years in advance. She drained her glass. She lifted it and
  said, Champagne me, and Casey, laughing, emptied the last inch or two from both bottles into Sydneys flute.


  Liz reclined on the pink Louis XIV chair across from the harpist in her flowing gown, next to a gilt-edged marble column beneath the tall palm trees and potted pink azaleas, and began to feel
  like a human being. Here in the pretty hotel lobby, her daughter pleasantly occupied, her husband and son out of sight and out of mind, it was almost as if she were on vacationaway, away, in
  a resort somewhere. Where, who knew? Palm Beach? There was something old-ladyish about this place, in an appealing way. It was the job-well-done,
  now-you-can-relax-in-a-hammock-of-sea-breezes-and-social-graces ambience. The idyllic pink flamingod Florida of her soul.


  Enrique returned with the fixings for Lizs drink on a tray and it looked so goodlittle pearls of condensation dripping down the sides of the elegant silver shaker, proof positive
  of the icy cold elixir insidethat she almost wept. The martini was expertly shaken and poured, and it perfectly met the edge of the glass. Liz had to hover like a hummingbird over it to take
  that first welcome sip. From that angle she noticed that the carpet was fraying. As she raised her eyes to sea level she saw that Enriques uniform was faded. Even the harpists skin
  looked worn under her pancake makeup. Sydneys pink satin seat cushion sported a few shiny stains. Looking up, she saw that the leaves of the sun-deprived palm trees were dotted with urban
  blight.


  They were shutting down the hotel. It had been neglected and had gone to seed. The pleasures it had once provided were being chipped away by the ticking clock. For a few giddy moments, she had
  forgotten why they were there. Something was ending.


  This is delicious, Enrique, thank you, she said. How much longer will the hotel be open?


  We close soon, he said. Nobody knows for sure.


  Thats so sad, said Marsha.


  Ive worked here thirty-five years, said Enrique, his dark eyes liquid and wide. They say they will bring the Palm Court back, but once it is gone . . .


  The ladies looked at him. No one knew exactly what to say.


  Oh, sure they can! said nice Marsha. Perhaps itll be even better. New and improved, you know?


  Two years is a long time to wait for work, said Enrique. They want me to take early retirement. But Im not sure . . . With the look of a man who had violated
  his own sense of dignity, he shrugged. What can you do?


  Another beat of silence.


  Drink, said Casey, in nervous hostess mode, clearly anxious to dispel the gloom. Enrique, please bring us another bottle. Then, with a flirty smile: This time
  with an extra glass for you.


  In that case, I bring two, said Enrique.


  And the ladies laughed.


  It was five a.m. and Liz couldnt sleep. She couldnt sleep because Coco couldnt sleep. She was too wired from all the room servicechicken tenders and
  brownie sundaes, all that fat and sugar and artificial everything making her tawny skin glow orange and her diminutive aura buzzand Liz, poisoned as well, grown-up poisoned, was hungover and
  crashing, so dehydrated her tongue felt like parchment paper she had to peel off the roof of her mouth. She hadnt drunk this much, she thought, since high school.


  Mother and daughter had been sprawled out side by side on the king-size bed watching videos for hours. This newest period of respite came after an initial phase of screen time, from eleven p.m.
  to three a.m., when Coco was mostly jumping on the bed and Liz was curled up in a fetal position on the carpet. Progress has been made, Liz thought. It was a thought that comforted her. She had now
  crawled her way up off the floor and onto the bed; she was presently sitting up, sort of, her head and neck leaning against the headboard at a bizarre, but not nauseating, angle. It was five
  oclock in the morning. It said so on the digital clocks glowing green dial, and the numbers echoed with a sick-making pulse on her inner lids when she shut her eyes, so she knew that
  this was true.


  Luckily, each mother-daughter team had been assigned its own bedroom in the Tony Soprano Suite, which Casey had rented, shed said, for a song. It wasnt actually
  called the Tony Soprano Suite, of course, but that is how Sydney referred to it when they first swung open the doors, and since then, thats how Liz thought of it. Because they each had their
  own rooms, Liz was able to keep the door shut and the volume down at the Bergamot end of the hall, enough to allow the other ladies and their daughters a little shut-eye. Marsha and Kathy were one
  door down; Clementine and Sydney, the next bedroom over. All three rooms overlooked Fifth Avenue and the little plaza with the fountain in it at the entrance to the hotelthe Plazas
  plaza. Then, at the corner of Fifty-ninth Street, the suite and the hotel both hung a left and the hall opened up into a massive L-shaped living room, half of which overlooked Central Park. A long,
  ornate dining room glided along Fifty-ninth Street heading toward Sixth Avenue, followed by the master bedroom and bath, all with large windows with picture-perfect park views, like grand
  landscapes hanging in a gallery. This central part of the suite looked exactly like the one Tony Soprano had once rented in a dream sequence, Sydney swore to it (Liz had never seen the show;
  motherhood had robbed her of her taste for violence), and Liz believed her. It was thickly overdone. All gilt and gold, the chandeliers simply ridiculous, and the furniture overstuffed. The
  bathroom in the main bedroomJuliana and Caseyswas a two-unit affair: double sink, toilet, shower, and bidet in a room the size of a studio apartment; and in the other, an
  enormous tub was raised up on a marble stage like a giant cake stand. It faced a floor-to-ceiling glass window that, of course, overlooked the park. The ceiling of this bathtub room was domed and
  adorned by a rococo extravaganza of fat little painted cherubim. At one point in the evening, all the real little cherubim had ended up in this Jacuzzi together, first with their clothes on and
  then naked, dressed only in soap bubblesall at Cocos behest.


  But first came the pedicures.


  We dont pay those Korean women enough, Sydney had said with a little wink at Liz, rising to her feet and passing the petal pink polish to Marsha. It had been a rollicking
  evening. The mothers swapped sex stories while the little girls gave each other makeovers, heavy on the eye makeup, until they looked like miniature Russian whores. It was at some point after that
  that Coco had managed to get them all, even the reticent Clementine, into the giant tub, into which she had poured all the inhouse bubble bath. All this decadent beauty reminded Liz of the sprites
  at the Alle dEau, at Versailles, the wet, shiny, prepubescent girls flipping and flopping among the bubbles like baby seals, their mothers ringed around the bathroom sipping their
  champagne and wondering when exactly their own youth had abandoned them.


  Then thered been the pay-per-view movieskid stuff for the kidsand more mommy talk. It turned out that Sydney had been a campaign consultant in her former incarnation.
  Nobody who ever won, she said, dryly. Gary Hart, talk about the winners touch. But still, thought Liz, that must have been exciting. That must have been
  exciting, she said, and Sydneys eyes misted for a moment. It was really fun, she said, the camaraderie, the sense of purpose. It was sort of great to have
  a mission . . . but I got married, I had kids, and here she leaned overher shy little girl was sitting on the floor with the rest of the kids watching Herbie Fully
  Loadedand lovingly gathered Clementines hair into a shiny ponytail, wrapping it around and around her fist. Now the four of them are my mission, Sydney said, giving
  Clementines head a little kiss before releasing the long silky locks in an uncoiling twist, and Liz noted, not for the first time, that someday little Clementine would be a great beauty.


  The women talked and talked. They talked about the schools, the camps, the real estate, until Liz thought her head would shoot off her neck, and then, one by one, the girls faded. Like tulips on
  fragile stalks, they began to bend and nod on the couches in the living area until their grateful mothers carried them off to bed. It was so hard to be with other people, it was hard on everyone,
  be they social creatures or not; it was such a relief to retire into seclusion, the bacchanal officially over. That is, all except for Coco, who seemed to grow more wound up and animated the more
  exhausted she became.


  Now it was five oclock in the morning, and Coco still did not sleep.


  When I was a child, there was no twenty-four-hour Cartoon Network, said Liz, but Coco couldnt have cared less. There was one now.


  Lets turn it off for a while, Liz said, with a little moan. She flipped over too fast and her brain sloshed from side to side within her skull, like water in a sinking
  rowboat in the middle of a rough, turbulent sea.


  What will we do now, Momma? asked Coco.


  Sleep, thought Liz. We could sleep. Coco, we could sleep, baby, she said.


  Im not tired, said Coco. She didnt look like she was. Her black eyes were shining. Her skin was the delicious caramelized brown of a butterscotch cookie. She was a
  great-looking kid. Her birth mother must have been gorgeous. Liz wished she could send her a postcard, right here, right now, with Cocos picture on it. Liz hoped it would give her comfort.
  The desperate woman, who had left newborn Coco in the orphanage doorway in a threadbare nightie, umbilicus still attached, wrapped in newspapers to keep her warm.


  What time is it? asked Liz rhetorically, for she was peering at her wristwatch. Maybe its sunrise time. Coco Louise Mei Ping Bergamot, have you ever seen the sun
  rise?


  Coco shook her head no, she never had.


  Come, we have to tiptoe, shh, shh, quietly, said Liz and she hoisted herself up on one elbow and then swung her legs over the side of the bed. When she stood, the
  floor made a rocking motion, in accompaniment to her head, a little like a bongo board before it steadied.


  Shh, Coco, come, said Liz.


  I didnt say anything, said Coco, running to her mother and taking her hand.


  Dont breathe, baby, Liz said.


  They tiptoed down the carpeted, dark hall. They made their way into the living room. Streetlights lit up the park below. Liz sat herself in the window seat, and Coco climbed up into her lap.


  Below, the park was dark green velvet with jeweled stitching, streetlights strung along the roads. As they watched, a wave of gray lightdawn, it must be the gray light of dawn, Liz
  thoughtpassed over Fifth Avenue and began to spread across the park. Soon half the park was lit, the smoky dark luminescence of morning, and the other half was still inversely radiant with
  the green-black nothingness of night. Liz had never seen anything like it.


  Its half morning, said Coco.


  Yes, sweetie pie, said Liz.


  The light made its steady progression from east to west, and soon the whole park was illuminated by the ashy-dusky light, and then the sky turned pink; it turned pink in increments, a great pink
  wave rolling across the park, and on its back rode a large white hawk.


  Its a hawk, said Liz excitedly. Coco, look! Maybe its Pale Male.


  Perhaps it was. Perhaps it was the famous red-tailed hawk who had made his nest on the outside of a fancy building on Fifth Avenue. Liz loved that hawk. He defied the urban forest of buildings
  and the cement skin that choked and encased the earth, building his little family a home where he damn well pleased. Hed even defied the wealthy, powerful residents of the
  buildingManhattanites!with their co-op board battles and their warring lawyers and their positive and negative media exposure, and their spin; all those big guns called to arms over
  one lone hawk and his mate, some demanding he be turned out, then ripping down his nest, then delighting those whod championed him by rebuilding it after all that bad press.


  The brave, defiant hawk flew in great swoops over the park.


  Or maybe its a pigeon, Momma, said Coco. Its awfully small.


  Yes, maybe it was. Liz kissed Coco on the back of her neck, directly on top of the tiny cigarette burn inscribed in her creamy skin like a little signature of ownership. Not every Chinese infant
  in their group of adoptive American parents was thusly scarred. The interpreter who had accompanied them to the orphanage had said at the time that scars like Cocos were there to be read
  like personalized tattoos, not designed to help the Chinese birth mothers identify their offspring in the future, as Liz and the other adoptive parents had first worriedly surmised, but rather as
  missives to whoever might find the little ones, that no matter what terrible set of circumstances had forced this woman to relinquish this baby, she still claimed her, marking her
  forever as her child.


  By the time Liz got Coco home that morningscrew Saturday ballet and West African dance class; they were a schlep-and-a-half every weekend anywaythe kid was
  practically in a coma. She fell asleep during the cab ride home and Liz had to hold her under her arms with one hand, while jostling their overnight bags with the other, and walk her like
  Frankensteins monster into their building. Coco never fully woke up. Now youre asleep, Liz muttered under her breath. When they got into the apartment, Liz
  dragged Coco into her room and slung her across the bed. Her own mouth felt raw, as if shed smoked a thousand cigarettes. Her body stank; alcohol was leaking out of her pores, although
  shed bathed in that beautiful marble hotel shower ninety minutes before. The water had been so hot, and the soap had smelled so expensive and so good. Shed felt so clean!


  There was no denying it, not in the moment nor later in guilty hindsight. Liz was a cranky, disheveled, hungover person when she walked back into her kitchen to make coffee. She was a person who
  wasnt sure if shed just spent the evening before giving her young daughter a fairy-tale night to remember or if shed ruinously inflated the kids expectations for life.
  She was a person who, if youd put a gun to her head at that moment, wouldnt have been able to recall the subtitle to her own dissertation. The title was Modernism in
  Flight, that much she knew. Shed struggled mightily over it, worried at the time that she might box herself into one academic category or another, when her interests and passions were
  numerous. It was an art historians study of the set and costume designs of the Ballets Russes. Liz had received her PhD in modern thought. At the time, her dissertation had
  distinguished itself because shed focused on the synthesis of art, design, and dance in a new and radical way. But now she couldnt remember the subtitle. For some reason this very
  question had popped into her mind during the cab ride home. What was it? She couldnt remember. She couldnt remember the opening line. She was struggling with this, she was struggling
  to remember the opening line to the dissertation she herself had written so many years before, so many lifetimes ago it felt like whatever it was she had written back then must have come out of
  someone elses mind, a mind that had been siphoned out of her body, leaving the scaffolding behind. She simply wasnt in mom-mode that morning. She felt done with all that; shed
  had enough. Lizs antennae regrettably were not up.


  Not up at all.


  Jake entered the room just as she put the teapot on the stove to boil. He was still in last nights Coldplay T-shirt and his flannel pajama pants. They were too short. Shed bought
  them long five weeks before, but his newly hairy ankles were now poking out the bottom. So hed made it home in one piece. He hadnt needed her. He was fine.


  Did you have a good time last night? she asked him, as he opened the refrigerator and scanned its insides.


  She could see the wings of his shoulder blades through his T-shirt. She could see the bicep of his right arm flex as he held the refrigerator door wide open, letting all the cool air pour out.
  Jake was a beautiful boy, growing too fast, with hairy ankles, and she loved him. Probably she loved him too much. Hed told her that once when he was small. Really, Jake? she
  had said. I really love you too much? Hed noted her pain, he always noted itshe was unfair like thatand he said, Too much love is better than
  enough. Taking pity on her. She loved him too much, but she could not think about him now.


  Yeah, I guess so, Jake said, as he lifted out the milk gallon and brought it to his lips. I guess I had a good time, yeah. There was a little red string with some
  beads on it wrapped around his wrist. It looked silly, like something Coco might wear, but maybe not.


  Liz didnt have the strength to yell at him. Shut the door. Dont waste energy. Use a glass! She didnt have the wherewithal to question his noncommittal answer. She turned off
  the gas under the kettle, reconsidering whether she would be able to tolerate the whistle. That stupid French press. What she wouldnt give for a Mr. Coffee now.


  Jake took a long slug of milk and put the container back inside. He turned to her then, this boy, her boy; he looked straight at her, his green eyes burning with something. Humiliation? Anxiety?
  Confusion? There was bait there, but she did not rise.


  He did not say, Hey, Mom, can I talk to you about something? He did not sit down at the table and wait for her to sit down next to him, all motherly concern and skill, to carefully
  draw whatever it was out of him, as she had done so many times before. None of these things happened.


  Instead, Liz said, All right, then, Moms got a hangover, and sidled past him.


  Way to go, Mom, Jake said, in a voice that was at the same time too soft and still too hearty, like white bread with too many additives in it. But she didnt notice, she
  didnt notice until she examined and reexamined the whole morning under a microscope in retrospect, and she made her way into her bedroom to sleep off Cocos party. The bed was made, of
  course. That motherfucker, perfect Richard, had perfectly made it. Liz unmade it, pulled off her pants, unhooked her bra, and slid it out of one of her shirtsleeves like she used to do at
  sleepovers or that one summer she went to camp. Then she slipped her body between the covers, which were cool and tightly bound to the bed. Richard was probably already at the officewhere
  else would he have gone? Hed probably run a million laps around the reservoir, showered, changed, and headed uptown to his office like he did every single Saturday morning since theyd
  moved here.


  Last night, both of Elizabeth Bergamots children had had parties to go to. Bad mother Liz! Shed chaperoned the wrong one. She was going to mommy prison. Literally, she was.


  


End of sample
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