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Chapter One

First: I got fired. For emailing a website with hundreds of pictures of breasts to every single person in our company. Even the CEO and chairman of the board. Even the summer interns.

Looking back, I may have been ready to leave my job. I’d like to give myself the benefit of the doubt. Sometimes the crazy things I do are actually very sensible. And sometimes, of course, they’re just crazy.

I knew the company had just lost a high-profile sexual harassment lawsuit for some very big money. I knew we were now enforcing our zero-tolerance policy. I knew somebody somewhere in the chain of command was looking to make an example. But I didn’t think about all that at the time. Here’s another thing I didn’t think about: I’d just nailed the ad campaign of a lifetime, and I was finally about to get promoted.

In my defense, it wasn’t like these people had never seen a breast before. In fact, our whole agency had been awash in them for months. We’d just finished a national campaign for a major bra company, and I’d led the creative team. I’d even come up with the concept—ads directing women to do all sorts of crazy things with their chests while wearing one of these bras.

“Dip ’em,” one ad read, while our push-up-clad model leaned into a swimming pool, dunking her boobs in the water. “Scoop ’em,” read another, while she pushed her boobs up toward her chin with two enormous ice cream cones. “Launch ’em,” ordered a third, as she arched her back up to the sky. And on and on: “Smack ’em,” “Mug ’em,” “Wash ’em,” “Flush ’em,” “Flash ’em,” “Love ’em,” “Lick ’em,” “Leave ’em.” I’d spent innumerable hours with those boobs—weekends, nights—working my butt off to turn them into the most famous cleavage in America. Which, by January, they’d become. No small feat.

The model for the campaign was nineteen years old and profoundly anorexic with the most enormous augmented chest you can imagine. I didn’t even know her name, actually. We just called her “the Tits.” She was a petulant teen who spent all her time between shots wearing earbuds and drinking lattes and then asking people for gum. The question “Do you have any gum?” will forever take me back to that summer. She was a pretty girl, though the freckles, bumpy nose, and squinty eyes would have required retouching. If we’d used her face. In the end, we zoomed in so close that her face didn’t even come into the shots. When it came to bras, who needed a face?

That’s really how I used to think. I’m not exaggerating at all.

If I sound crass here, that’s because I was. If I sound unlikable, that’s probably true, too. I was, at this point in my life, after six years in advertising, a person who needed a serious spanking from the universe.

And don’t worry. I was about to get it.

I was proud of the ads. They were saturated with color, eye-catching, naughty, and delightful. Everybody was ecstatic, and I was strutting around the office like a diva. The Boob Diva. That was me.

But something was off. Being the Boob Diva wasn’t as great as I’d expected. I’d been so underappreciated at that job for so long that when appreciation finally came, it felt false. Maybe I’d built up too many expectations. Maybe all the pep talks I’d given myself about my coworkers being idiots were finally kicking in. Or maybe external validation is always a little disappointing, no matter what.

The books I’d been reading weren’t helping, either. I had a whole stack by my bed that chronicled the ways advertising was making us all miserable. Who knows why I kept buying them? It’s a chicken-egg question. Did I hate my job because I was reading the books? Or was I reading the books because I hated my job? Either way, I couldn’t get around what they had to say: That an economy based on buying stuff needed to keep us all dissatisfied and miserable, needed to keep us focused on what we didn’t have instead of what we did, and needed to convince us that things like happiness and peace and beauty could be bought.

Not the greatest watercooler chitchat.

Later, it would occur to me to wonder if advertising in general was screwing over the entire world or if my firm in particular was screwing over just me. I certainly wasn’t paid enough. Or recognized enough. Or appreciated. But questions like that are a long time in the making. First, I had to have a little thing we might call a breakdown. Or an epiphany. Neither of which was my intention.

Here’s what happened, to the best of my recollection: The night before our big final presentation, my sister happened to send me an email link with the subject line “Boob-a-palooza!” Because I was too wired about the next day to go to bed, I clicked on it. And there, I found miles and miles of mug shots of anonymous breasts belonging to real women. No faces, no bodies, just breasts. Breasts au naturel. Breasts in the wild. Breasts as Mother Nature intended.

My sister just thought it was funny. But I had a different reaction: I could not stop scrolling through. I’d seen a lot of breasts on TV and in movies and on magazine covers in my life. Who hasn’t? But I’d never seen anything like these real things. The variety was spellbinding. High ones, low ones, flat ones, full ones. Close together, far apart. Lopsided. Droopy. Walleyed. Googly-eyed. Water balloons. Bags of sand. Jellyfish. Cactuses. Bananas, prunes, and pickles. And this was the eighteen-to-thirty-two-year-old category. These were boobs in their prime.

Under each photo there was a caption written by the owner of the breasts. And each caption read something like this: “These are my breasts. They’re pretty droopy (or lopsided or small or dimpled or ugly or embarrassing or pickle-shaped). Wish I could fix them.” The comments ranged from vehement hatred to mild distaste, but nobody, absolutely nobody, said: “Here are my boobs. Aren’t they great? I find them delightful, and hallelujah!” Nobody.

I was slated to hit the office at nine the next morning in my stilettos to present the “Boob ’em!” campaign to everybody who mattered. But instead of getting to bed early, as I’d planned, I stayed up until three in the morning browsing the photos. Something about the realness of the pictures on the site underscored the fakeness of the boobs in our ads. Something about the dignity of the real things made our hyped-up things seem ridiculous. The whole campaign suddenly seemed brash and loud and stupid and just plain rude in a way that I couldn’t ignore. How had I never thought about this before? We were about to put a picture of a woman’s cleavage getting branded on every bus in America, for Pete’s sake.

I thought about all the normal women who had taken off their bras for the cameras. I thought about the bravery of stepping forward with your own imperfections to help others feel better about theirs. And all at once I felt ashamed of being part of the problem. I scanned the site until the images and the words bouncing in my brain became a cacophony of women’s dissatisfaction and despair, building louder and louder to a crescendo that I could not shush. That is, until four A.M., when I clicked Forward on my sister’s email, selected the company-wide distribution list, and hit Send.

I sat back and nodded a little so-there nod.

Then, in the quiet that followed, I realized what I’d done, sat straight up, choked in a little breath of panic, and started looking for a way to unsend that email. Knowing all the while that there wasn’t one. That’s the truth about emails: You can’t take them back.

In effect, I fired myself. Though the guy who actually did the firing—discreetly and several hours after our slam-dunk presentation—was a VP named J.J. who everybody called “Kid Dy-no-mite.” Even though he wasn’t dynamite at all, just another ad guy at Marston & Minx. A guy I’d started with six years earlier. A guy who’d been promoted over me based on work we’d done together. A guy I’d slept with back in the beginning until he called me a workaholic and broke things off. Now he was married to a girl who wore pink Bermuda shorts when she brought him lunches in a picnic basket at the office. But I guess I was even less dy-no-mite than he was, because I wasn’t married to anyone, nobody ever brought me lunches, and now I was out of a job.

J.J. said, “I’m sure you know that email was inappropriate.”

“Was it?” I said.

He gave a short sigh. “People were pretty offended. Yeah.”

We were standing in the now-empty meeting room where our “Boob ’em!” campaign would later win promotions for seven people on our team. We were surrounded by enormous blowups of bra-clad breasts in every direction. Breasts larger than our bodies, in full color. Valleys of cleavage the size of La-Z-Boys. The “Steer ’em” ad showed boobs wrapped in barbed wire. “Munch ’em” showed them resting on a giant sub sandwich. And “Whip ’em” had a close-up of a whip just before impact.

“J.J.,” I said. “Look around.”

He looked around.

I said, “What does stuff like this do to real women?”

“Real women?” he said, cocking his head. “Real women are overrated.”

Then he gave me a flirty smile, patted me on the shoulder, and told me the case was closed. It was lunchtime. He had a meeting. “Be graceful about it,” he advised as we headed out. “And if you upload your own photo to that site”—he opened the door with one hand and pressed the small of my back with the other—“shoot me an email.” Then he added, “You’d totally win that contest.”

“It’s not a contest,” I said.

“Everything’s a contest,” he told me, and then he walked away.

Next: I went out drinking with my team to celebrate our success. I wasn’t a big drinker, but it seemed like the thing to do. I didn’t tell anyone that night that I’d been fired, and pretended instead, all the while, even to myself, that I was still their boss. They teased me about the website and insisted that it would blow over, and in some small way, I let myself believe them.

Because I didn’t want to be by myself. I didn’t want to walk back to my apartment quiet and lonesome and fired. The ride down in the elevator alone had been bad enough, as I’d watched the doors close on the last six years of my life. I knew where I’d been, but I had no idea where I was going, and as the elevator started to move down, I felt that drop in my stomach that you feel when you’re falling. Except I couldn’t even tell myself that I wasn’t falling. Because really, actually, I was.

Here’s a trick I’ve discovered for those moments when your life changes too suddenly to handle: Just ignore it. Ignore it for as long as you can. That was what I decided to do. I’d go home to Texas for Thanksgiving and not think even for one second about being fired until I was back in the city on Monday morning, scrolling through the want ads. Ignoring things doesn’t fix anything, but it can buy you some time.

At some point, on the town that night, we all pulled out the last of several samples of gift bras the client had sent us and fastened them on over our clothes. Even the guys. After three glasses of wine and a mixed drink the bartender invented for us called a Double D, I felt relaxed in a way that I never, ever had—and optimistic about my new “freedom,” like I was on the verge of a great adventure. As I shared bedroom trivia about Kid Dy-no-mite with our entire table—the Roller Derby fantasy, the Cagney and Lacey fixation, Elton John on continuous play—I found myself thinking, I should go out drinking more often.

Though at six the next morning, as I rode in the cab to Newark with my forehead pressed against the window glass, there was nothing about that night I didn’t regret.

For the flight home, I had upgraded to first class using frequent flyer miles, and as we lurched through the Holland Tunnel, I clung to the idea of dozing off in one of those wide seats, a glass of Perrier on my tray table. The day before seemed almost like a bad dream, and I was ready to get as far away from it as possible. Home—always a tricky place for me—seemed like a refuge. And since I didn’t have another one, I ran with it.

But when I got to the airport, they didn’t have a record of the upgrade. And the seat I’d been assigned was in the very last row.

I said, “But I have a confirmation number!”

The airline lady clicked around on her computer, shaking her head. “Nope,” she said. “Nothing.” And then, as if that settled it, she said, “This confirmation number’s not valid.”

I was not feeling well. My head hurt, I was nauseated, I was unemployed. But I didn’t complain. My roommate, Bekka, was a flight attendant. “Do you know what we do to the rude passengers?” she asked me once. “We reroute their bags to France.”

In the end, I wound up thanking the lady for her help and proceeding to what was clearly the worst seat on the plane—one right against the bulkhead that didn’t recline. I was also the very last person to board, and by the time I neared my seat, I was starting to sink. All I wanted was to fold myself into my little upright corner and snooze, but first I had to get past the people in my row. I was muscling my carry-on into the overhead bin as they unbuckled, stood up, stepped into the aisle, and waited. Then, just as I was scooting past and almost home, one of my rowmates spoke to me. We were belly-to-belly as I moved past him, and here’s what he said: My name.

“Sarah,” he said—and not like a question. Not like, Is that you? But more like: Sarah. Of course. When I paused to look up, there, inches away, was my high school boyfriend, Everett Thompson.

I had broken his heart. I had dumped him for an idiot soccer captain with beautiful calves. The last time I’d spoken to Everett, he’d been seventeen with a hoarse voice from crying. I could still almost hear it if I thought back. He had snuck over and camped outside my window that night, something that seemed sweet now, though at the time it had prompted me to call him a “freakazoid” the next day in the girls’ bathroom.

But he’d bounced back. He went off to Stanford and NYU Law. He became a hotshot lawyer out in L.A. There was a rumor at one point that he was dating Mary-Louise Parker. My sister had called me about it and said, “Bet you feel pretty stupid for dumping him, huh?”

“Yep,” I’d said.

“You could be Mary-Louise Parker right now,” she’d said.

“Is that how it works?”

Here, on the plane, I could see how the Mary-Louise Parker rumor got started. Now, suddenly, Everett had star quality. He looked so different from the boy I’d known in high school, when he’d been six one and maybe ninety pounds. It shouldn’t have surprised me that he’d grown up. We all had. But I was surprised. He’d filled out—and clearly joined a gym. He looked like a man. Everything about him was broader and stronger. Though he still had that slightly crooked nose, and one ear that stuck out a little, and the white scar on his chin from when his cousin hit him with a spatula. I felt a quick urge to touch it.

Then I realized I was holding my breath. He had every reason to hate me, and I found myself wondering if he still did. Surely not, right? Not after so many years.

“Wow,” he said then, running his eyes all over my face. “You got old.”

A jab. I wouldn’t have expected a jab. In all my memories, he was just sweet and lovestruck. And anyway, aren’t people who haven’t seen each other for years supposed to be nice to each other? Out of respect for the passage of time, if nothing else?

But now he’d started it. And I was too stunned to jab back. I’d have given anything for a witty retort, but all I had was a sigh. Plus all I could think about was his mouth, right there, just inches from mine. A mouth I’d kissed before, though I didn’t recognize it, exactly. I couldn’t have picked it out of a lineup.

I took a second to wonder if that was his true opinion or if he was just being mean before I realized it didn’t matter either way. This was, apparently, how it was going to be. I wasn’t forgiven. We were enemies for life.

It wasn’t really my call, so I decided to take the high road. I said, “It’s a pleasure to see you, Everett. I’m glad your acne cleared up.”

Then I moved in and got settled while, next to me, Everett put his headphones on and pulled out a laptop. I’d made it to my seat at last, but then I couldn’t relax. His elbow was touching my hip, and every time the plane shook, it rubbed against me.

So much for sleeping.

I kept thinking we’d turn to each other eventually and chuckle about how stupid high school kids are, about youth being wasted on the young. It had been more than twelve years since we’d seen each other, after all. We were thirty now. Surely, time had muffled the insults and injuries. New York to Texas was a long flight, and it seemed possible we could even make up. I got my apology ready—or tried to, at least. I wasn’t really sure how to account for my behavior back then. I was just stupid. I was just seventeen. I was just flattered by that soccer player. I didn’t know who I was. I thought love was easy. I thought life was going to be a whole lot different than it had turned out to be.

My sister, Mackie, was picking me up at the Houston airport, and when she pulled up in her car, not three feet away, I was so busy trying not to look like I was scanning for a last glimpse of Everett Thompson that I didn’t even see her.

Finally, she honked.

I hugged her when I got in. She was wearing the earrings I’d given her last Christmas and had a tiny barrette holding her bangs off to the side. “You just keep getting gorgeouser and gorgeouser,” I said.

She gave me a kiss on the cheek. “Not as gorgeouser as you, babe.”

We zipped out and onto the freeway and I leaned back into my seat. I wanted to comb through the details of the past twenty-four hours with her, and possibly even make her get my job back for me, but she had a topic of her own. As soon as I clicked my seatbelt, she said, “I just want you to know: I’m done.”

I was still nauseated from the “speck of turbulence” we’d hit on the way down. “Done with what?” I asked, rolling down the window.

“Done.”

“Done with knitting? Done with antiquing? Done with late-night snacks?” I could still feel Everett Thompson’s elbow if I thought about it. So I didn’t think about it.

“Done with trying,” she said.

I got it. I turned to face her. “Done with the baby?” I asked.

Mackie nodded. She’d been to the doctor the day before, and this one had said the exact same thing the others had—about her endometriosis and her attempts to have a baby—though in more poetic words: Her uterus was tied tight by ropy knots of scar tissue. It could not stretch at all, it had no room for a baby, and there was nothing to be done.

This wasn’t news, of course. We’d all known this since they started trying. But we had thought Mackie could overcome it with enough optimism and zeal. All the other miracles that it took to make a baby were in place—Mackie could get pregnant just fine. She just couldn’t seem to stay pregnant. I think we’d all assumed if she could just stick with it long enough, we’d figure something out. But, as of tonight, she was not going to stick with it. She’d been trying to have a baby for six years, and today, in the car on the tollway, as if anything were ever that easy, she quit.

“What are you going to do?” I asked.

“You mean instead? Instead of becoming a mother?”

“Instead.”

“I’ve been thinking about that,” she said. “I’m going to go to graduate school. I need a more interesting job.”

I could see why quitting altogether might appeal to her right now. Maybe someday, when she had a little distance, she would think about adopting. But sometimes you just want exactly what you want.

“But I know,” she went on. “I’m going to start collecting Blue Willow china. I’m going to learn to quilt and play chess. I’m going to get a better haircut and find a personal trainer and volunteer at the women’s shelter and glue that carrot-shaped salt shaker back together. I’m going to read that book everybody’s been reading about the rooster.”

“Cockatiel.”

“Whatever.”

“That all sounds great!” I said, aware that my voice was trying too hard.

“And take modern dance,” she added. “Maybe. If they don’t make me wear a leotard.”

“You’re an adult,” I told her. “Nobody can make you wear a leotard.”

We were on the highway now, windows up, zooming toward the heart of Houston, back into the neighborhood we’d grown up in together, where Mackie and her husband, Clive, now lived, just a few blocks over, in a house they’d built themselves.

Mackie was actually Mary Katherine, a name that didn’t suit her at all, and I was Sarah Jane. I’d been the one—at age two—to invent “Mackie,” for which Mackie still thanked me from time to time.

She was only one year older. We looked a lot alike—in an Olsen twins, you-know-they-aren’t-the-same-but-you-can’t-tell-them-apart way. We were the same height, same weight, same freckles and red hair. Same bra size. We even had the same curls—except Mackie got up every morning and straightened hers out with a flatiron.

If we’d had the same hair, people would have thought we were twins. Although the truth is, Mackie’s nose was quite a bit straighter, and her canine teeth came down much farther, and I had a longer neck and a pointier chin. My eyes were hazel and hers were a cast-iron blue. Also, she had those toes where the second one was longer than the big one—much longer, kind of freaky longer. All her toes were long, actually, and when we were growing up I always made a point of calling them her “worms.”

Mackie had been straightening her hair for as long as I could remember—with varied levels of success—and I think for that reason alone people never confused us. I was the Harper sister with the big hair—even though, technically, she was the Harper sister with the small hair, since all the women in our family had corkscrew curls, except for my mother, whose silky straightness had always been Mackie’s gold standard. Mackie even kept a long lock of it in a keepsake box.

I should mention that my sister and I were close. We weren’t best friends exactly, though—because a best friend is a person you choose. A best friend, in most cases, is a temporary person, too, until she moves away, or gets a promotion and starts working too hard, or just drifts off. Friends depend on a certain amount of convenience. With friends, you have to have their number handy, or work in the same office, or live in the same city. With sisters, none of that matters. And in the end, for me, that would be a lucky thing.

I don’t mean to say that my sister didn’t drive me crazy. She absolutely did. Even though we both knew all the words to every song in The Music Man, had a strange affection for hot-air balloons, and had crushes on all the same actors, we were less alike than we looked. I was always late, and she was always on time. She was a neat freak, and I was a total mess. She was pro-cilantro, and I was anti-. And, of course, whenever we had a fight, we went from arguing to screaming in about ten seconds—the express checkout of a lifetime of fighting and making up.

But I felt a connection to her I didn’t feel with anyone else in the world. Maybe this is true of all sisters; I don’t know. When good things happened to her, it felt a little bit like they were happening to me—and the same with bad things. Which is why I didn’t want her to pretend to be okay about giving up on the baby. I knew she wasn’t okay, because I certainly wasn’t okay, and I wanted us to at least not be okay together.

Now, in the car, I accidentally started arguing with Mackie. I never should have let myself do that. If I hadn’t been hungover, jobless, motion-sick, and newly old, I wouldn’t have. But I had a moment when I felt irritated with her, as if she had just made an enormous decision that affected my life without consulting me. Which, in a way, she had. But only in a very small way.

In a moment I wish I could take back, I said, after a pause, “I can’t believe you’re giving up.”

She sighed. “Well,” she said, “believe it.”

“You picked out your children’s names in sixth grade,” I said.

“All girls do that.”

“I never did,” I said.

“No,” she said, “you did it for your pets.”

Which was true. I’d forgotten. Funny, now, that I didn’t even have a pet.

“Look,” she said. “It’s not going to happen. It’s time to move on.”

I don’t know what I thought I was going to accomplish. It couldn’t have ended well. But I just wanted her to have what she wanted. I felt like I couldn’t be happy if she couldn’t be happy. And, dammit, I wanted to be happy.

“There has to be a way,” I said.

“Well,” she said, “if you can fucking find it, be sure to let me know.”

Her voice trembled like she might cry. And my sister never cried. She did not cry at Terms of Endearment. She did not cry when her prom date splattered ketchup all over her dress and corsage at dinner. And she did not cry on the summer night long ago when our mother died. At least, not at first. I, in contrast, cried at everything. I once cried at a tampon commercial. But Mackie was a pick-yourself-up, dust-yourself-off kind of girl, and when I heard her voice falter, I scrambled to backpedal.

“I take it back!” I said. There were plenty of terrible things about raising children. Maybe we just needed to shift our focus. “You know what children do?” I said. “They devour your life. My friends with kids are only hollow shells of the people they used to be.”

“That’s right,” she said, nodding. “That’s right.”

“Maybe we’ve had this baby thing romanticized,” I said. “Maybe we got it wrong. Maybe you’ve actually dodged a baby bullet.”

“Maybe so,” she said, and we were quiet while we tried that on for size.

After a bit, I went for a topic change. “I sat next to Everett Thompson on the plane today.”

I was expecting an “Everett who?” I was expecting her to barely remember him—to have to remind her about who he was and the whole long story between us, even though there was nothing about the way I’d treated him that I cared to revisit. Later, we’d go over it. We’d have to. That’s one of the things girls just do—circle around and around back through the past: analyzing, processing, searching for meaning. Though I wasn’t sure there was too much meaning to search for in what I’d done to Everett: the way I’d agreed to go to the junior girls’ Valentine’s dance with him, but then, later, when the starting forward on the soccer team had also asked me, I’d said yes to him, too. And then I just kind of never told Everett. I just let him show up at my house in a rented tux with a handful of roses to find out that I’d already left.

That night, I’d wound up arguing with the soccer player about whether or not he could stick his hand down my dress (he won)—and Everett wound up getting a lecture on the War of 1812 from my dad while they watched a nature program on mute and ate snickerdoodles. When my dad went up to bed, Everett said good night, but then waited on the front stoop for me to get home. I got home at twelve thirty—a half hour past curfew—found Everett waiting, and dumped him on the spot. I’m pretty sure I said something ridiculous and high-schoolish, like “Get a life.” I know I didn’t talk to him at school anymore after that. Or take his calls. Or read his letters. Or come to the window when he threw pinecones at it.

In the car with Mackie, I expected to need to walk her back through the whole story. But that’s not the response I got. I got: “Oh, God! I forgot to tell you!”

“Forgot to tell me what?”

“Clive just hired him.”

She was moving too fast. “Clive just hired my high school boyfriend? To work for him?”

Mackie was nodding. “Yes! On retainer! As a legal consultant!”

“And you forgot to tell me?”

“Well,” she said. “I was going to tell you when I got to the airport.” She took a deep, determined breath as she thought of the big decision she’d just made. “But then I forgot.”

“Sure,” I said. Of course. Then I said, “I thought he was in L.A.”

“Was,” Mackie said. “He moved to New York last year. Some big promotion.”

That didn’t add up. “Then why is he moving back to Texas?”

“Nobody knows. It’s a big mystery. But we snagged him.” Then Mackie squinted her eyes to remember way back. “What was it you did to him, again?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Does he still hate you?”

“Yes,” I said. “He definitely still hates me.”

“That’s too bad,” she said. “Because he’s coming to the Thanksgiving party.”

This was why I was home a day early. The Thanksgiving party. Clive’s company had a party every month, and I had never been to one. It was all about morale and employee bonding—part of the management strategy that had made Clive the whiz kid of the online, all-natural, wooden-toy-selling world. The management strategy that had landed Clacker Toys on the cover of Business Week.

“It won’t be like an office party,” Mackie had sworn when she called. “It’ll be a party party.”

“People don’t have Thanksgiving parties,” I’d said. “It’s not that kind of holiday.”

“Well, it should be,” Mackie had said. And then, “Clive’s dressing up as a turkey.”

“You’re kidding, right?”

But she just said, “You never know with Clive.”

Company parties were always at Clive and Mackie’s house because it had great “flow.” And it was a gorgeous house. I had contributed many things to the finished product, including the suggestion of concrete backsplashes in the kitchen and the breakfast nook, and I could go on and on about the design of it—sleek and contemporary but warm at the same time. Lots of windows and light, rough-hewn wood floors, an adobe fireplace. At the office parties, Mackie told me, she floated tea-light candles in glass bowls in the swimming pool that clinked against each other and made everything glow.

“Everett Thompson is coming to your Thanksgiving party?” I asked.

“I didn’t invite him,” Mackie said. “Clive invited him. And I didn’t even know who Clive had hired until this morning. And Clive didn’t know who Everett was until that same moment. And I still don’t think Everett knows that Clive is your brother-in-law.”

So that’s why Everett had been on my plane in a bad seat. We were both flying home early for Thanksgiving to go to the same party. A party that, now, I would be skipping.

“You have to go!” Mackie said, reading my face. “You promised.”

“That was before Everett called me old on the plane.”

“He called you old?”

“He did.”

“Did he call you old in a flirty way?”

“Does anyone ever call someone old in a flirty way?”

“He could have said it in a you’re-not-really-old, I’m-just-sparring-with-you, you-foxy-lady, way.”

“Well,” I said. “He said it more in a you’re-going-downhill-and-I’m-drop-dead-gorgeous-and-that’s-how-it-should-be-because-the-universe-is-punishing-you kind of way.”

“Is he really drop-dead gorgeous?”

“He’s close.”

“How did that happen?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “Last time I saw him, he was a skeleton with acne.”

“There was something about him even then, though.”

“Yes,” I agreed. “There was.”

“I wonder whatever happened to that soccer player you ran off with,” Mackie said.

She knew, of course. Everybody did.

“I think he was abducted by aliens,” I said.

“Didn’t he get hooked on cocaine in college and crash his BMW?”

What an idiot. He was fine now, and working in finance. I shook my head at Mackie. “I’m sticking with aliens.”

We had reached Mackie and Clive’s driveway, and Mackie turned in and hit the brakes. At least she wasn’t thinking about babies anymore. “I’m not coming to the party,” I said. “I’ll go to the movies instead.”

“Of course you’re coming to the party.”

“No,” I said. “I’m really not.”

Clive was out of town until the next morning, so we had the house to ourselves. Mackie went to start supper while I went to the guest room to drop off my suitcase. And that’s when I discovered something I really wasn’t prepared for. The guest room where I always stayed when I came home had been painted yellow since my last visit. And there was a crib set up by the window, a changing table, and a zoo-animal mobile hanging from the fan. A stroller waited in a box in the corner. A watercolor of a hippo that had been in our bedroom when we were kids hung on the wall.

Mackie must have done it all during her most recent pregnancy—which had lasted three weeks longer than any of the others, but had ended just recently, in the second trimester. She hadn’t told me about putting the nursery together, which wasn’t that surprising. I could see how Mackie might not have wanted to open that topic up for discussion. I could see how decorating a room for a baby you stood a good chance of losing could be a private thing, an act of hope between mother and child.

I set my bag down. This, right here, was the room that she’d hoped to rock the baby in. This was the room she’d hoped to fold onesies in and play peekaboo in. This was what she imagined motherhood would feel like. This was the care she wished to lavish on her baby. It was one thing to know in theory that Mackie wanted a baby. It was quite another thing to stand on the inside of that longing. I stood by the crib and picked up a little rattle and wondered what it must be like to want something so desperately and not be able to get anywhere near it.

Mackie showed up in the doorway just then. “I forgot to tell you about the room,” she said. She looked around and shrugged. “I got a little carried away.”

“It’s beautiful,” I said.

“Thanks,” she said. “I’m selling it all on eBay.”

“Seriously?”

“Seriously.” She turned and headed back toward the kitchen.

Here are the things my sister had that I wanted: a man who loved her wildly, a house with teak garden furniture, a storage closet larger than my entire apartment, and our mother’s collection of Beatles albums. Here are the things I had that she wanted: a glamorous life in New York, a kick-ass (former) job, plenty of reasons to travel, and a sense of endless possibilities. She had stability and a Sub-Zero fridge. I had a subway card and H&H Bagels. She had never lived outside Texas, and I had gone away to college and never come back.

But I missed her. I really missed her. I called her on the phone at least once a day. Mostly because every time I had a free minute, she was the first person I wanted to talk to. The most important thing about this whole crazy year of our lives is how much I loved my sister. Because there in Mackie’s empty baby room, as I cradled a sock monkey and eased myself into the glider rocker, I had an idea. An idea that would change all of our lives in ways I couldn’t have imagined then. An idea that maybe we never should have tried. But what can I tell you? At the moment, it seemed brilliant. It seemed like the best idea I’d ever had. It seemed like, maybe for the first time ever, I’d found a way to take care of Mackie instead of the other way around.


Chapter Two

Here’s what Mackie said when I made my suggestion: No.

She had made a corn-avocado salad with lime and bell pepper for dinner. We sat at the big farm table in her kitchen with wineglasses of San Pellegrino. The room felt airy and elegant. Every time I came home on vacation, I just couldn’t get over all the space everywhere. I thought about my shower-stall-sized kitchenette in New York and how everything truly was bigger in Texas.

“You’re not letting me finish,” I said.

“That’s right,” she said. “Because you’re not going to finish. Here’s what I’m saying: No.”

“Well,” I said, shrugging, “I’m saying yes.”

“It’s not up to you.”

I reached over and put my hand on top of Mackie’s. “This is a good idea.”

“This is a crazy, dangerous, very bad idea.”

“Mackie,” I said. “I can help you.”

It took a fair bit of cajoling, but I finally wrangled a deal that I would accept her no if she would just let me finish. “All you have to do is really listen to me,” I said.

“And then I can say no?”

“Then you can say no.”

“And then we’ll drop it?”

“Then we’ll drop it.”

I sat back in my chair. Maybe I’d pitched it wrong the first time. Maybe “Why don’t I just have that baby for you?” had sounded a little abrupt to Mackie’s ears.

I started over. This time, I put it this way: So what if her uterus wasn’t working? She still had her eggs! If all she needed was a uterus, she could borrow mine. I had one going to waste up in New York. “This is my offer,” I said. “Your egg, his sperm. I’ll chip in the uterus.”

Mackie just looked at me.

And then, mostly to be a pain in the ass, I said, “You make it, I’ll bake it.”

But now I had her thinking. “You make it sound so easy,” she said.

“That’s because it is,” I said.

This was early on. This was back before I’d ever heard terms like “intrafamilial gestational carrier” and “intracytoplasmic sperm injection.” Even the word pregnancy didn’t mean too much to me then. Nine months didn’t seem like such a long time.

Mackie remained against the idea in principle, but less so after I clarified that it would be her egg and not mine. Even so, she said, it seemed like a recipe for disaster. Days later, we would Google surrogacy and read about lawsuit after lawsuit, amicable beginnings that had gone bitterly awry. But even that didn’t slow us down. By then, we were hooked on the idea. It had too much potential to not, at least, try it.

“I don’t see what’s in it for you,” Mackie said that first night.

“Seeing you with a baby,” I said, adding, “duh.”

“But aren’t you afraid it would feel like your baby?”

“No,” I said. “That’s not the way I see it at all.” I saw it very clearly as Mackie’s baby coming to visit its auntie for a while until it was ready to go home and live with its parents.

“I just don’t think it’s a good idea for the first baby you ever have to be for somebody else.”

But that didn’t seem like an issue for me. Mackie needed a baby now. I could make more later when the time was right for me. It just didn’t seem like a big deal to me—in that way that things can seem so simple when you don’t understand them at all. Like a television: You just press the button and watch the pictures! Easy!

“Why not?” I wanted to know.

“Because you don’t know what you’re getting yourself into,” she said.

I threw my arms up. “Nobody who ever gets pregnant knows what they’re getting into!” Then I put my hands on my hips in what I hoped was a wise and knowing posture. “All of life is a gamble.”

Mackie studied my face. “It’s not a good idea,” she said again, but her conviction was gone. Whether she meant it or not—and whether it was, in fact, a good idea or not—by the end of the night, she was ready to try it.

I was ready, too. It was so simple. I couldn’t stop applauding myself for coming up with it. There were so few problems in life that actually had solutions.

I proposed this plan: I’d move home for a while. Have this baby. Stay rent-free with Mackie and Clive. Figure out my life. Become a better person.

“What about your job?” Mackie asked.

“Oh,” I said, waving my hand. “I got fired.” It seemed so unimportant now. Looking back, I have to wonder if my baby-making enthusiasm was related to losing my job. If I was trying to replace the loss of one thing with the gain of another. At the time, I never would have admitted that, though. At the time, it was all about Mackie.

“You got what?”

“Um, fired.”

“Please tell me you’re kidding,” Mackie said.

I shook my head. Supercasual.

“That job is your whole life!”

“Hello?” I gestured between us and then around the room. “Not my whole life.”

I might have been willing to concede that my old job had been most of my life. Maybe even the vast majority of my life. But not all. In fact, taking a broad view, getting myself fired might have been a great stroke of luck. The universe freeing me up for something better. That was one way to look at it, right?

I told Mackie the Boob-a-palooza story, even hinting that the whole debacle was a little bit her fault.

“Not exactly,” Mackie said, stopping me.

“You sent me the link,” I said.

“But I didn’t forward it to the CEO. That was all you, Einstein.”

I was loving the idea of coming home. I made the arguments that I needed to regroup, I needed time away from New York, and I’d been feeling the itch to come home anyway—which were all true enough. My roommate’s French boyfriend had been looking for a place. He could sublet for a while.

“You’d move away from New York?” Mackie said. “You’d move back home?”

“Not move home,” I corrected. “Just visit.” Then, to make it all extra clear, and with a little grimace that emphasized how preposterous the idea was: “I wouldn’t stay here.”

“Gotcha,” Mackie said.

The pieces fell into place so nicely. Everything seemed so just plain perfect. Of course, in the long run, it was a dangerous idea. Just like my living with Mackie and Clive while I gestated their child was a dangerous idea. But in the short run it solved my rent problem. And they had such a great house. I couldn’t wait to settle into all that space and sunshine. And maybe—though I didn’t say this to Mackie—maybe it was just time for me to do something truly good with myself for a change.

Mackie was usually the one who put the brakes on things. She had stopped me from getting a yin-and-yang tattoo, from shaving off all my hair for an art project, from dropping out of graduate school when a professor admitted to giving every single student he had a B–. But here at her kitchen table, just the two of us and a rising sense of possibility, Mackie didn’t have any brakes. How could she? When somebody offers you the thing you want most in the world, you take it.

All we had to do next was get Clive onboard.

Mackie and I did the dishes and locked up. Then we climbed on top of her king-size bed to watch TV. “Do you think he’ll go for it?” I asked.

“He’ll have to,” she said.

“He seems very agreeable,” I said.

I really didn’t know Clive very well. He’d moved to Texas long after I’d moved away, and he and Mackie had met and courted and gotten engaged all on their own. I saw him only at holidays, though I knew a lot about him. His great-grandparents were from India, but he’d grown up in London, and after two generations in England, he was super-British. His hair was so black, it was almost blue. He’d gone to Oxford and then to Wharton Business School in the States. He drank Darjeeling tea every single afternoon with cream—not milk—and sugar, and if by some chance the cream had run out, he’d make a trip to the store to get some. He was a kind person, and a good listener. He was allergic to green peppers, but not to yellow or red. He used to do free diving and could hold his breath under water for more than two minutes. He wore cologne. He’d been bitten by a Yorkshire terrier as a small boy and was still afraid of them to this day. He was polite and sometimes a touch overzealous—and I suddenly wished I didn’t know this—in bed.

But almost everything I knew about him I knew through Mackie. I hadn’t ever thought much about knowing him better than that. Of course, if I was going to, you know, have his baby, I’d wind up knowing him far better than I’d ever planned on. But that seemed like a minor detail at the time.

Mackie felt certain that before he agreed to anything, Clive would make us think through every downside. He was a planner. He liked to be ready for disasters. It was part of the reason he’d been so successful with his company. He thought things through, and moved slowly, and avoided catastrophe.

So we made a list on a legal pad of every downside we could come up with.
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