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“A man who doesn’t spend time with his family can never be a real man.”
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I DON’T TALK about this much and I wouldn’t want it to get around, but a few years ago I pretended to have jury duty so I could avoid my wife and child. We were still living in the city back then and Luke was only a few months old. Lauren was on the last of her maternity leave and I didn’t have a job. I was sitting around the house a lot, and I didn’t feel very useful. There were small, menial tasks I could perform, and I did them while my wife gave me instructions. She gave me a lot of instructions.


But then I opened the mail one afternoon and found a jury summons. I could hardly believe what I held in my hands, but there it was—a chance to get out of the house! I had to give Lauren the news. I wasn’t trying to run out on her or anything—admittedly, the timing wasn’t great—but in a few short weeks, I would need to get down to that courthouse. The letter had plainly said “Final notice.” If I skipped it again, that would be breaking the law of this county.


“I’m sorry,” I added.


She didn’t say anything. But there was nothing she could do about it.


The next weeks seemed to move a lot faster—I couldn’t focus on much else—so when the morning arrived, I was ready.


I lit out from the apartment, not long after sunrise. Even just getting on the subway, I felt an energy that was missing in my living room, that spark you can feel when you have an actual destination and a legitimate reason to go there. The train picked up speed, and we screamed down the tracks.


I hopped off at city hall and waited in line outside the courthouse with everyone else, and when they let us in, we all walked inside and sat down in a big room. They explained the basics in a no-nonsense delivery: we might get called we might not, but this was our civic duty to perform, no cell phones, and take all the bathroom breaks you want. Sounded good, so far. The guy giving the instructions was this older Black man with gray hair and a mustache. He was a funny guy. He said he needed a strong cup of coffee—he’d been up most of the night, driving back from Dewey Beach, where he’d spent his weekend working on a little house that he owned. That sounded pretty good, too. Having your own place that you could work on yourself—I wondered if he was building or fixing it up?—and it was down by the beach. He probably couldn’t surf at his age, but he could fish. He could walk on the sand or swim in the sea. And the man was a civil servant. No business cycles in jury service, I guess, no boom and bust. Who knew how long it had taken him to do this, and sure, he still had to schlep into work Monday morning, but driving back from his own place at the beach where he could put in the hours whenever it suited him? That didn’t sound bad at all.


At some point, my name got called and I went down to one of the courtrooms. The guard brought us in and then the judge explained the drill. We might get selected for jury duty, but before we could start into that business, he warned us that the trial would take about a month, and he needed to know if any of us had a good excuse to get out of this? A lot of hands started to go up. People looked at their calendars. I didn’t, of course. But all around me people were checking their phones and raising their hands.


“My daughter’s wedding.”


“A big client meeting in London.”


“They’re coming in from the West Coast and it’s such a big deal.”


“My mother’s very sick. And we’ve always been close. She’s everything to me.”


“The play opens in New Orleans. I’ve dreamed about it all my life.”


But not me. I didn’t say anything. My pad was clean.


Some folks just explained that they couldn’t bear judging another human soul, these prisoners of conscience. The judge looked them over for a little bit, but in the end, he still crossed their names off his sheet. He was not an unreasonable man. After a while he read out a list of candidates, and when he called my name, I was very pleased.


Then just when I thought it couldn’t get any better, they gave us a lunch break. I went to one of the places in Chinatown with the pigs and the ducks hanging in the windows. I ordered fried pork dumplings and dipped them in soy sauce with my chopsticks, downing a Diet Coke while I ate them, and they were huge, juicy, and crisp. It was after 2:00 p.m. by the time we settled back in our seats. The judge started to explain stuff about the case, just some basics. We’d be trying a murder—a man had been killed. My day kept getting better and better! I couldn’t wait to hear more of the facts, then figure out if he’d done it or not, and convince the rest of the jury what I had discovered.


Later, when we all stood around in the hall outside the courtroom, I tried to chat with my fellow citizens, gripping and grinning. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d done this, and it felt great to be around other people. In an instant, the afternoon was over. I took my sweet time getting home, practically skipping back to the apartment, but not forgetting, of course, to slump in through the door and collapse on the couch, exhausted and sore.


The next day got off to a casual start—we didn’t even show up to the courtroom until 2:00 p.m. The judge asked us all what we did for a living. We had a teacher, a waiter, a security guard, and a few finance guys, but they didn’t work at my old firm, and I didn’t recognize any of them, so that wouldn’t be a problem. There was a nurse with a great smile and green eyes who seemed funny and interesting. Then they came around to me.


“I’m unemployed,” I said, and studied my belt buckle. When I picked my head up, the nurse’s smile had vanished, along with everyone else’s, and those greens eyes were now sad and concerned.


“But we just had a baby,” I said, rebounding. “So, I’m pretty busy right now!”


The smile came back. It was good cheer all around, mostly.


And I’m a reasonable guy. No prior convictions. Very open-minded. This thing could go either way—just show me the evidence and I’ll make a decision—and forty bucks a day works for me, too. I kept my answers short but polite and tried my winning, closemouthed smile. The lawyers nodded and scribbled their notes.


On the third day we started at 9:00 a.m. sharp, and it felt like things were getting more serious, but I didn’t care. I would soon serve on a murder trial. The other people in the jury box seemed like a decent group, and I looked forward to working with them as part of a team. Then the judge explained that the following jurors had been selected. My chest swelled with pride.


“Oscar Martinez. Sharon Alboretti. And Thomas Not-you-either. Please stay. The rest of you are free to leave. Thank you for your jury service.”


Wait a minute, I thought. What the hell is going on? That’s it? You’re dismissing me? And you’re only taking those three jerkoffs? The rest of us can just leave? But when would I ever see these characters again? Miss Green Eyes and her nice smile. Mr. Creepy Defense Attorney and his stupid suits. Mr. Murderer sitting right there in front of us! What about me? Now, I just go and get lost? I have the rest of the day open! I’m supposed to just go back to my apartment and sit around with my wife and newborn son?


I went home to Lauren that night and confessed everything.


I was really very sorry. Much to my shame, I had been selected for jury duty—a murder case—and it could last a few months. To not show up would be unthinkable, a gross violation.


Lauren burst into tears. She was good and well pissed. Back in those days, she did this a lot, and whenever I tried to help her out or comfort her, I just made everything worse, so I needed to get out of the house. Maternity leave was a dark time in that apartment. My wife had developed a certain coldness toward me.


“You’re such an asshole!” screamed Lauren. She had lost her patience with me. “How dumb do you have to be to get picked, actually picked, for jury duty? What’s wrong with you?”


I didn’t know what to say. I had tried my best to appear irresponsible and prejudiced—I had even worn what I usually wear around the house every day—and still, a high court of this land had picked me to decide another man’s fate. I wasn’t happy about it either.


That night I did what I could to smooth things over. I changed Luke when he needed it and fed him every couple hours, and when he had emptied the bottle, I held him tall against my chest and rubbed a palm up and down his ribs, sticking with it, until he roared out a good one. We paced half circles around his room and I bounced him gently, our little dance, until I heard his snoring on my shoulder. I wrote down eight ounces and number one or two in the sacred book, as necessary. Then I washed the bottles and nipples in the sink and left a clean set out for my partner on the early shift. That stuff didn’t bother me. I just couldn’t stay in that apartment anymore.


The next morning, I rose at a reasonable hour and headed down to the courthouse. I decided that I should hang around the court to get the rhythms of the place and get some basics down so I wouldn’t fold under questioning. I just went back to the room where they dismissed me and sat outside for a while. When people started filtering in for the trial, I followed them inside.


I hadn’t always behaved this way. Not long ago I was a much different type of guy, a What are the next steps we’re doing here? kind of person. Serious. Responsible. Completion-oriented. A decent citizen. I was a good soldier, obsessed with my work. But losing my job blew that all to pieces, and I hadn’t been able to put them back. I was a little lost. I had spent many years as a good producer in a real seat at a great firm in a tough industry, but when I got laid off, I was out looking for a while, and I just could not find a job. It was rough. And it might have affected me—I know that it did—maybe more than I realized. It felt terrible. I don’t like talking about this much and I don’t think most people want to hear about it, either, and I can’t blame them.


The judge reminded everyone that under no circumstances could we discuss any details of the case with anyone, not our friends, family, even our wives. I had been looking for this my whole life. Legal protection! I could return home after a long day doing God knows what and explain to my wife that I couldn’t really talk about it, much as I would like to, but the law was very clear on this point. Although the way it played out, she never really interrogated me about the trial. She barely even brought it up. She did have a lot on her mind. So when I walked in the door at night, she had plenty of other stuff for me to focus on—but it wasn’t that bad. Somehow, my free time turned out to be the hard part. The whole thing never started off that great from the outset, but then it got a little depressing and everything wound up sort of creepy by the end.


In the beginning, I like to think I was somewhat productive. I made it to the gym every morning. Then I would go sit in the assembly room with my laptop—they had good Wi-Fi in there—and I would spend time on LinkedIn or on cover letters, emailing people or keeping up with the world and politics and the markets and social issues and reading a lot without interruption. When the spirit moved me, I sent articles to old friends that I thought might interest them. Sometimes, my wife would ask me to bring home takeout, a little Chinese.


Since I was down there, I started following the murder trial they had denied me. I would go back to the courtroom and listen to them argue the case once or twice a week. Some parts were slow, but I found a lot of it interesting. During breaks in the hallways, teams of lawyers would walk together or huddle in discussion, and I’d watch them and wonder about their lives and careers.


But then I began to notice a lot of the same people sitting around me in the gallery every day. I figured that most of the regulars had good reasons to be there, but some of them were concerning. I wondered if they didn’t have real obligations for coming, if maybe they were just the sort of people who hung around courtrooms because they found it more interesting than whatever else they could have been doing instead. The idea disturbed me.


Sometimes the walls began to creep closer as a terror would build in my chest, and I couldn’t shake the thought that I had run out of answers or options. A courtroom is not a good place to panic, so I’d sneak away from the gallery and slip outside for some air. I’d go out and wander the streets. The people walking past seemed to move very quickly.


It was a dangerous game I had chosen to play, and I knew it. I worried about bumping into someone who might recognize me—even just a chance encounter with a casual friend of Lauren’s could lead to hard questions, and if my story unraveled, the fallout would cause a great deal of damage. I was becoming unglued.


One night I came home from the courthouse and my wife started talking about going back to work. I was tired and a little distracted, but when she said some stuff about working remotely one or two days a week at corporate housing, I started to listen more closely. Then I heard something surprising. She said she wanted to move out of the city. A few hours away, close to the beach. She started explaining why—the schools, the space, some other stuff—but I had stopped listening. She tried to convince me for a bit, but I’d heard enough.


“It’s okay,” I said interrupting. “I feel like this could be really good for you, good for all of us. And it seems like this matters a lot to you, and that’s what’s important. Because I want to support you. C’mere. It’s all an adventure.”


I hugged her close.


I held her in my arms, and I was already thinking about the water, the sunsets, the open roads—anywhere else than a godforsaken tiny apartment in this cruel city where at any moment I might run into people from my former but now all sorts of fucked-up, shot-to-hell existence. My darkness was over. The days when I couldn’t even get selected for jury duty, or convince a therapist to call me back, when I was lurking around courtrooms just to get out of the goddamn house, were done.


I hugged her again. She kissed me.


“Oh, thank you, Pete! Thank you! I love you,” she told me. “Now we need to start looking at places. We have a lot to do. It all seems like a ton, but don’t worry, I’ve already started. But I could use a little help here. When do you think the trial will be over?”


I kissed her and hugged her some more.


“I don’t know,” I told her. “But I hope not much longer. And I want to help. Because you deserve this. I love you.”
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THINGS HAVE BEEN better out here.


I’m not saying the transition was easy. There were a few incidents—I can get into them later, now’s not the time. But I still think I’ve made some sort of progress in this place, and I’m glad we live around here.


This is a nice town. Not quite as fancy as some of the more famous beach spots in this part of the world, although, like everywhere else, you see bigger and bigger houses getting built and some real estate transacts at disturbing prices. And yes, we swell to bursting with summer crowds from the Fourth of July through August, and you can see in certain kinds of behavior hints of great wealth mixed with an unapologetic desire to spend it, but this place still doesn’t have the same vibe or the social intensity of those sandy villages that became playgrounds for the Wall Street set a long time ago, although many inhabitants fear a similar fate will befall us, probably soon, if it hasn’t already. Enjoy it while it lasts, warn many locals. This place still has its beaches and salt shacks, decent schools, the public park, a good diner, a few bars and restaurants, every type of gym or fitness studio known to man, a Little League field and a hospital within driving distance, as well as one regional bank, various law, real estate, architecture, design, and insurance firms, plus constant construction to stoke the local economy. A small contingent of finance types commute or work from home. When they aren’t working, people here tend to occupy themselves with their passions, like exercise and sports or booze or their children, and often a keen interest in their friends’ and neighbors’ personal lives and careers. This is a comfortable town. But sometimes, it can feel like not an enormous amount happens around here.


So, in this town, when a body washes up on the beach, it’s the sort of thing people talk about—it’s a big deal. We don’t have a lot going on, so last week, when somebody rolled onto the shore with an incoming tide, it was the type of thing people wanted to discuss. People notice that kind of stuff around here.


They say a fisherman found him. Saturday morning, just after dawn, a surf caster was reeling in his lines when he spotted something in the water a couple hundred yards down the beach. Whatever was bobbing out there was big and dark enough to be driftwood or maybe some giant creature breaching, but when the guy walked closer, he saw a body getting rag-dolled in the waves. The fisherman ran out into the ocean, hoping he could still save him, but the victim had been in the water for days. But give that guy some credit—he dragged him in through the white water, got him ashore, caught his breath, and phoned it in. It’s late September, off-season, so if he hadn’t seen him, who knows when they would have found him, this time of year?


The newspapers Monday said the body of an unidentified man had washed up on the beach. Nobody around the gym, at the library, or even the moms at school pickup knew who he was. The moms know an awful lot about many subjects that I find helpful in my current role as a stay-at-home dad, but on this one, they didn’t have much. Everyone’s been asking questions, like Who the hell was he? and What the hell happened to him? I can’t think of anything that’s caused this kind of stir since we’ve lived out here.


People have theories. They’re saying he was surfing. They found him in a wet suit, with a snapped leash tied to his ankle but no board attached. So they’re saying he was surfing alone and that something went wrong—maybe he knocked himself out somehow. Maybe his board popped up and hit him in the head or he wiped out and plowed into the sand. Or broke his neck on the bottom. He could have breathed in some seawater. Imagine you go over the falls, the top of the wave snatches you as it rears up and rolls over, throwing you forward and slamming you down, driving you under, spinning and tumbling, getting tossed in the wash. When you reach the surface, you’re disoriented—you don’t see the other one coming or maybe your lungs just need air—but you take a deep gasp of something salty down the wrong pipe. That awful burning and coughing—that’s a rough way to go.


But then today, I’m down here at this empty stretch of beach on a gray Thursday morning, watching Luke and his little friend Jake play with their trucks in the sand. I was just looking at my phone, going through the papers, when I see a headline in the local rag. They have the guy’s name. They figured it out. I can hardly believe what they’re saying, but there it is. I read the whole article twice and then glance up at the boys to make sure they haven’t started to hitchhike.


“You want to hear something messed-up?” I yell over to Frank. He’s bouncing on one foot and shaking his head to his shoulder, trying to get salt water out of his ears. He doesn’t respond.


“Remember that guy who washed up last Saturday?” I ask him.


Frank’s the kind of person who can sometimes leave you wondering whether or not he heard what you said.


“That was pretty messed-up,” he says, finally.


“Yeah. The paper just released his name. I know the guy,” I tell him.


I knew who he was. I’d recognized Robert Townsend the first day I saw him on the water, sitting on his board, and watching the horizon for the next approaching set. The ocean had been nearly deserted on a clear November morning with semidecent waves. That was almost a year ago now. If you work in this business—pardon me, worked in this business—you know who certain people are, even if you haven’t met them. He was a fair-haired boy. A rising star. He didn’t run one of the behemoths, but he was well recognized as the heir apparent at a midsize firm in the city. I figured there were worse people I could try to get to know.


So, that first day on the water, it was just the two of us out there, and I let myself drift over. We had a nice conversation.


What’s up? I had asked him.


Hey, he had said. And he’d nodded.


That was the end of the chat. That was our first conversation. But that’s how it started.


“Jesus,” Frank says walking over. “He was a friend of yours? That’s brutal. Who was he?”


“A guy named Robert Townsend,” I tell him. “But that’s not the messed-up part.”


I’m not sure I’d have called him a friend. I’m not sure what I’d call him.


“What do you mean?” he says.


“I saw him. Right here. A week ago, that Thursday.”


“Out on the water?”


“No man. Right here. He was sitting in his car. Watching the water. Just like me. I was down here, too, with the little guy.”


“And when did he go missing?”


“Thursday.”


“You saw him before he went in the water?”


“No, that’s the thing,” I tell him. “It was lousy. I saw him just sort of sitting there in his car and I walked over to say what’s up. And we talked. We both said it wasn’t worth it. It’s not doable, that’s a bummer kind of thing. Then we sat around for a minute or two. And then I took off.”


“So, he went in after you left?”


“No. No. They found his car over by Hammy’s.”


“Huh,” he says.


“That’s what I’m saying.”


“What time did you see him?”


“Around four or four thirty.”


“Huh,” he says again.


I could see him doing the same arithmetic as me. If Hamilton Beach sits about ten miles down the coast from this stretch of sand, at this time of year, with no traffic, back roads or the highway, that would take what, maybe twenty to thirty minutes?


“Why would he drive all the way out there just before dark to go in on some dog shit day?” I ask him. “Onshore wind. Starting to rain. Doesn’t make any sense.”


Frank rubs his neck and considers this for a sec.


“Was he any good?” he asks.


“Good athlete,” I tell him. “But not really. Just getting into it.”


Since we’re being honest, I could add that he was probably a little better than I am, but I don’t.


“Was he from the city?” Frank asks.


“Yeah. He’s got a place out here. Big finance guy.”


“He’s out from the city, and he’s just starting—he just caught the bug,” says Frank. “Those guys go out in all kinds of stuff.”


As a card-carrying member of the “guys out from the city who have a lot of time to make up” crowd, I should know that he makes a fair point.


“I was talking to him right here,” I mutter instead, looking at the spot where his car sat parked that day. “It just doesn’t make sense. Doesn’t add up.”


He looks out at the ocean for a little bit. We both do.


“How’d you know the guy, again?” he asks.


“He was a friend of mine,” I tell him.


Frank thinks it over for a minute as I watch the boys dig a hole in the sand with a stick they found someplace. I wonder how long it will take to get them in the car.


“Yeah, that’s messed-up,” he says.
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AFTER THAT FIRST day I didn’t see Townsend again on the water until a couple weeks later. It was a decent morning with three-to-four-foot swells and light, side shore wind. Just the two of us, again. I had gotten out there before him and caught a few nice ones by the time he showed up, and I felt pretty good. He sat out behind the sandbar for a little bit, then jumped on the first wave of an all right–looking set and I took off on the second. When I paddled back out past the break, I pulled up a half dozen yards over from him, and even though this was booties and gloves season, and he wore a hooded wet suit tucked over most of his face, I recognized him. He turned to me, sporting a grin. I didn’t force anything.


“What’s up?” he asked and nodded.


“What’s up?” I said and nodded back.


Everything was going fine.


“You live around here?” I asked. I already knew the answer, of course, but it seemed as good a moment as any to make my move, and that was the first club I could find in the bag. I figured he’d be a good guy to know. Maybe a game changer, even.


“I’m in the city,” he said. “Just out on the weekends.”


And he was still smiling. In my time out on the water, I would say hello to a few of the more approachable-looking regulars, but I’d never met anyone before that I’d consider a friend, although I’d heard about that sort of thing and believed it could happen.


“How about you?” he asked.


“I’m out here year-round now. I used to live in the city.”


“Sounds like you got the right idea.”


“Yeah, we’ve been here a little over a year.”


“What do you do?” he asked.


I kept my chin up, but I already felt myself sinking.


“I worked in finance for a while and now I’m between jobs,” I said. “But I look after my son.”


He stopped smiling. Then he glanced out at the water. When he turned to look back at me, he was forcing a smile that didn’t look right. I’d seen this before. Not often this bad, though—this one was brutal.


Cocktail parties are the worst. But really any kind of social gathering gets dangerous, even just running into someone on the street. When you’re unemployed, anywhere people come together and feel the urge to speak, things can go wrong in the worst sort of way and often do. At any moment someone could ask what you do for a living, and then you’ll have to tell them. But it gets worse. They make you watch. You have to watch the light drain out of their eyes as they fumble for their next words. Sometimes they look away.


But what was I supposed to do—lie to him? I wanted to get to know the guy, and I’d have to come clean eventually.


“I used to work on the sell-side,” I added.


This only seemed to make him more uncomfortable. He nodded and kept smiling at me, but he was already somewhere else, and I’d sent him there by just answering one, simple question.


When I got let go, I wasn’t fired. I was actually a good producer—one of the better ones on the desk. I was well liked and tried to mentor younger people. I didn’t steal anything or yell racist comments or assault any women. And one day I got laid off. That was it. I’m sure everyone says this, but even though they were downsizing all these groups, I was shocked when the call came.


It sort of reminds me of paddling out on some huge, scary day. You think you have it timed right, but then this set comes bearing down on you, like 2008, and you dig and make it over that first bastard even if you can’t help but notice, looking around you, that a few of your buddies are gone. You hear the roar of collision over your shoulder and hope they’re okay, but you just paddle harder, and now there’s another one right in front of you—some European disaster—but you dodge that one, too, you’re still in the game. Then there’s another clusterfuck. Another round of layoffs comes along, but you’re still paddling, and then your old boss is gone, and you make it over another, but Jesus, how big a set is this? Until one wave comes. Somehow it always seems to come out of nowhere, but really it just follows all the rest. And that’s it. You get drilled. And that’s not fun, but that’s business, it’s part of the sport, no one asked you to play, they don’t put a gun to your head, and if you can’t take getting roughed up a little or making an ass of yourself, there’s an easy solution—just stay on the beach. Of course, if you sit there long enough watching everyone else out on the water, you might miss getting drilled.


I didn’t mention any of this to Townsend. He didn’t bring it up, either.


“Gotcha,” he said.


Then he looked out toward the ocean, hoping to find an incoming set. But there wasn’t one. And I could have used it.


“I’m Pete, by the way,” I told him after a good-size silence.


“Robert.”


He tried forcing a smile. But then again, he turned back to study the water, scanning for the next wave.


“How about you?” I asked him. “What do you do?”


What else was I going to say?


“I’m in finance,” he told me.


But he didn’t look away from the horizon. He didn’t look my way again. And I knew, of course, at that moment, he would have begged me, paid any kind of ransom, if I could just shut the fuck up and not ask him another question or confide any horrifying secrets about the life I had squandered. So, I didn’t. We didn’t speak for the rest of the session.


I did see him again out on the water another time—this would have been early summer. It didn’t go well at all.
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MOST NIGHTS MY son doesn’t fall asleep unless I stay there with him in his room. Maybe I’ve indulged him too much and created a bad habit, I don’t know. But the truth is I like it. It’s something I can take care of, a problem I can fix. And if he calls out later at some ungodly hour, if he screams long enough, I’ll go in there and hold him, even though some books say that’s not what you’re supposed to do.


So, tonight, I’m lying here on the couch next to Luke’s crib, waiting for him to doze off. I hear a voice, somewhere in the darkness, whispering strange stories to me. He likes to chat with his dad in these moments, but I have to ignore him, or else he’ll stay up all night. I keep staring at my phone, looking for every article I can find on this Townsend business, but none of them seem to discuss how he drowned. Is Luke growling back there? He claws at the air through the bars of his cage, and I need to stifle a laugh. But now Lauren’s texts start coming in.


Don’t forget music class tomorrow.


I take Luke to music class every Wednesday afternoon at 5:00 p.m., but my wife insists on reminding me about it every week. I only missed one time. But it was memorable, and she’d been fairly pissed.


Got it, I write back.


Does he have his blankey? He needs it otherwise he’ll wake up in the night, she answers.


How much did he eat? she asks now. I’m not sure how to respond to this.


When my wife comes home, she never rolls in naked, she comes strapped, armed to the teeth with questions. Why is he crying? He just started. Why is he crying? I don’t know. Did you feed him? I did. Has he slept? He has. Has he been like this all day? I don’t think so. Do you want me to take him for a sec? I do. But wait. I have to send this text, can you hold him for another minute? Stay there one second. I can. Where’s his animal? I don’t know. Where’s his blanket? I’m not sure. When did he have it last? I can’t remember. Pete. Pete, please. I need you to help me here. This is important.


In fact, we often don’t speak. She prefers to text me, even if we’re in the same house. Sometimes, she will come home, creep through the door, sneak into our room, and hide there so that Luke won’t discover her presence and demand to stay up with her for another few hours, but she still feels comfortable sending me texts filled with instructions from our bedroom. This habit doesn’t bring out the best in me.


But tonight, after a while, when I hear that sweet, rhythmic breathing drift up from Luke’s crib, I tiptoe out of his room, close the door with great care. My work here is done.


The lights are off inside our bedroom, the TV muted, and Lauren’s already under the covers, but I don’t think she’s asleep. I still can’t stop thinking about the guy who washed up on the beach.


“I had a pretty weird day,” I say, and she gives me a deep Just so you know I’m exhausted sigh in response.


Lauren works a long week in an intense job. She’s out the door well before 6:00 a.m. most mornings for an hour-and-a-half commute each way, and then she has Luke and me on her hands. I can understand why she’s tired all the time.


“Did you see the paper this morning?” I ask her.


On my current program I can go long stretches—sometimes several days—without having a real conversation with another adult. So yeah, I know she’s exhausted when she comes home, but I still wish that I could talk to her a little bit.


“Did Luke go down all right?” she says.


Of course, when we do chat, we don’t tend to discuss a wide range of topics. It’s pretty much Luke and logistics. We don’t talk about current events or movies or books or strange notions we hadn’t considered, none of that stuff. We schedule. We coordinate. We run over lists. Ever since we moved here, the last two and a half years, that’s been about it.


“He was fine,” I tell her. “No problem.”


“Uhhh, I’m tired,” she says.


I know that I’m a lucky man in a lot of ways—very lucky, even privileged—but what can I say? Sometimes it gets tough.


“You want to hear something really messed-up?” I ask her.


I just sort of sit in silence for a while on the edge of the bed, getting the feeling she doesn’t want to hear much of anything from me.


“Do you know a guy named Robert Townsend?” I ask anyway.


“The one at GDR?” she mumbles eventually.


“Yeah. What’s his deal?”


“I don’t really know him,” she says, and adds after a sigh, “I’ve heard he’s sort of a jerk.”


She reaches for her eye mask, but I ignore this.


“How do you mean?”


“He always seems a little too in love with himself,” she grumbles.


“Right.”


“I think he has a place around here actually.”


He did. He had a place.


“Have you heard about the guy who washed up from the water last Saturday? That was him. That was Townsend. They just released his name.”


“Jesus Christ, Pete.”


“Yeah, it’s pretty ugly.”


“That’s awful. I think he was married. God.”


She’s looking over at me now. I hadn’t really thought about his family.


“I’ve been trying to wrap my head around it. The whole thing doesn’t make any sense.”


“What thing?” she asks.


“What the papers are saying. That he drowned in an accident. It’s pretty hard for me to believe.”


“Pete, can I just ask you something? Don’t get angry. Can you please be careful when you’re going out there and doing all this stuff? I really need you in one piece.”


“But that’s what I’m saying. That’s the thing. This guy, he didn’t just have some weird accident. None of this adds up.”


“All right, but can you just be careful and don’t go too crazy? Hey. Can you not roll your eyes at me?”


“I was just trying to tell you something. What the papers are saying. Something’s off. There’s a lot more to this story.”


“What do you mean?”


“I don’t know. I’m not sure. It’s just really weird.”


“I’m sorry but it’s been a long day and I’m just a little exhausted here, Pete.”


“Like something sketchy.”


“What did the police say?”


“Well, they’re the ones who called it an accident. Why are you looking at me like that? What’s so funny?”


“I didn’t say anything. I just really need to get some sleep.”


She’s looking at me like I’m ranting about another one of my conspiracy theories. Like how they say there’s no inflation, except college and health care and real estate, but yeah, there’s no goddamn inflation—that’s what I’m supposed to believe?


But now she puts on her eye mask and it looks like she means it.


“I’m saying, I don’t know what happened. But I don’t believe he went for a surf. Look, it’s more than that, the whole thing—it just doesn’t smell right, you know?”


“It doesn’t smell right?” she says. She doesn’t sound too impressed.


I pinch the bridge of my nose. Let’s slow down here, a minute. The thing about Lauren is she’s always been quick and smart and funny as hell, and she doesn’t suffer fools, and these are just a few of the reasons I married her. That’s all great. But she doesn’t know a damn thing about surfing, that much I can tell you. If she could try listening to me for one second—even just as a novel experiment—maybe I could explain some of this better. And by the way, I’m not rambling about celebrity gossip or some terrible injustice from the latest big game, we’re talking about a guy who’s no longer with us—the guy wasn’t a stranger—and whatever happened to him didn’t happen that far from where I take Luke however many days of the week. So, I get that you’re busy and spent, but am I just supposed to laugh this off and forget it?


“Are you all right?” she asks. “What’s the matter?”


“I’m good. What’s going on with you?”


“Nothing.”


Lauren has a way of saying “nothing” sometimes that means a lot of different things, but none of them good or easy to fix. She shakes her head and lies back down on her pillow with a sigh.


“It just doesn’t make any sense,” I tell her for some reason.


“Can we talk about this tomorrow? I really need to get some sleep.”


And not long after that, she conks out for the night. I wish I could say this sort of scene is unusual in my household, but it’s more like a routine we’ve developed in the years since we moved out here. I also can’t put the blame for this all on her, as much as I’d like to. And it’s not just talking or spending time together—we have a few other areas that we could improve on.


Like those nights when my wife comes home late from her day at the office or one of those weekly mothers’ groups she attends. Times when our little rascal’s down and I’m already in bed. I watch her walk into our room, her heels clicking on the floor, and she’ll take off an earring or two, groaning about her day. She’ll sit at the end of the bed, still in her work suit, and let her hair down. My wife’s a beautiful woman. So yeah, sometimes I take a shot on goal—go for a shoulder, a neck, an ear, even. Pete. Please. Please, Pete. I’m exhausted. Please. Can you not? Really, can you just not, please? Sure, sure. I hear you. So, I try something else, take another stab, show a little persistence, keeping it playful—you can’t give up right away. Don’t women want to feel adored? To be wanted? Pete, she says. That’s enough. I’m exhausted. Pete, please. I need some sleep. Please stop? All right, all right, I know how it goes. Sorry, I’ll leave you alone.


Was this routine ever cute? Was she always just sort of putting up with me? I’m not sure anymore.


Look, I know that she’s a busy woman with a lot of shit to do. And that a lot of my shtick can get tiresome, and she just wishes that I could grow up, start acting like an adult because I’m a father now and she needs help. I try to remember that, too.


Then there are other nights. Sometimes we’ll lie in bed, watching the latest binge-worthy show. Most of the time we’re too tired, but it’s one of our favorite things to do together, so we try to squeeze it in when we can. If a couple can’t enjoy this kind of stuff with each other, that probably means they’re in serious trouble. Once in a while, when we finish an episode, as the credits start rolling, she puts her head on my shoulder, maybe a hand on my belly and on occasion, who knows? Sometimes her fingers get a little more active. I might even pause the previews for the next episode. But, some nights, the two of us will start fooling around and we’re taking our time and all that, but then it’s just not happening. Sometimes it feels like nothing works the way it used to anymore. And so, I sit up as if I heard the little man and tell her hang on a sec, I’ll check on him, it’s my turn, geez bad timing. Then I’ll creep into his room and lie down on the couch, listening to him snoring peacefully. I think about a lot of different things, lying there on that couch in the dark, and I wish a lot of these things were different. By the time I get back to bed, she’s always asleep.


That’s my move. If it only happened one time, I could call it something else, but at this point—it’s a move.


Look, I know my wife’s not stupid, all right? What do you want me to say? Huh? What the fuck am I supposed to tell her?


I never said it was all her fault.


And it wasn’t always like this. There was a time when I wouldn’t have believed this stuff could happen to us. We used to have a lot of fun together. We used to laugh a lot. We were coconspirators, accomplices. I wish we could feel that way again. I don’t want to sound corny or anything. But back then, sometimes when we were together it felt like we knew something important that everyone else on the planet had missed out on, because they worried too much about a bunch of small stuff that doesn’t matter. But those days seem like a long time ago now. I don’t know. It’s all very Springsteen, one of the early, sad songs.


But some stuff you remember. Some stuff you know. Back when I met my wife, for that first month, we were never apart for more than twelve hours. I always liked to keep things casual. But after three dates and one night with Lauren, I found myself calling in sick to work the next day so we could sneak off to spend a long weekend together, and by the trip back on Sunday, I knew that whatever I had going with this woman could be a lot of things, but none of them casual.


That’s some of the stuff I remember. Some of the stuff I know. Or maybe I just used to.


But I hope, in some ways at least, I still do.
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I GAVE IT a real shot. I really tried. Early in the game, when we first moved out here from the city, I put in the work. Since my wife was the breadwinner, that left me to take care of the home front, and I logged some long hours standing around outside preschool, with all the nice moms, day after day. The moms were all very friendly—for the most part, they ignored me—and I tried not to bother them. And for a few months, I managed to do this without any issues. But then one day, things changed.


I was carrying Luke to the car when I noticed Gemma, one of the nicest women in the group, walking toward us. I tried not to panic.


“A few of us are going to the park after this,” she said. “Do you and Luke want to come?”


I thought it was pretty considerate of her to include us. It seemed like I couldn’t say no.


So, Luke and I followed the pack to a good-size park, filled with luscious green lawns and trees turning the color of fall. We sat in a semicircle on the grass and watched the little tykes play together, stumbling around and stealing toys from each other, learning to share and apologize afterward. Some of the grown-ups were chatting, and at first, I didn’t really participate—I just sat there trying to seem pleasant and nonthreatening. Everything was going fine. But when the conversation turned to exercise, I felt like I should jump in—I let myself get too comfortable.


“Exercise is important,” I told everyone.


“We go to this amazing cardio class,” said Gemma.


“Cardio’s really important,” I added.


“Do you want to come with us sometime?” asked Anna.


I wanted no part of it.


“Would I be the only guy in the class?” I wondered aloud. There were many other ways I could have responded, but that’s what I asked.


“Why would that matter?” Gemma frowned. I noticed that the women were all looking at me. They didn’t look angry, but they all seemed to think that Gemma had asked a very reasonable question, and they were interested in how I would answer.


“Oh no, it doesn’t!” I said cheerfully. A few of the moms nodded. The circle of eyes softened.


And in this way the issue was decided. Like an idiot—a damn simpleton and total amateur—I said that it didn’t matter at all and agreed to go. We soon set a date, and a few days later, after drop-off, I followed a line of cars out of the lot and ended up inside a tiny fitness studio, brightly lit with wooden floors and wall-to-wall mirrors.


When we started jogging in place and doing jumping jacks as they cranked up the techno music, I knew I’d been screwed. I was the only guy in there. The workout wasn’t easy, and I’m not a small man, so it doesn’t take much for me to get pretty sweaty and smelly. I didn’t stare like a pervert or fart or make any dick jokes, and I didn’t talk over anyone or try to explain stuff or start lifting heavy things. I just felt like an asshole.


The instructor was a male model of some sort. This insanely ripped Italian guy with a barbed wire tat on his arm. He kept pacing the room, demonstrating the exercises, which were all very basic calisthenics, and saying things like bene, bene and sì, sì at all the smiling women, who loved every minute. Grazie, he kept saying! One time, and this really pisses me off, he comes over to me during the push-ups and starts correcting my form. I’m doing real push-ups, by the way, while most of the moms are banging them out on their knees, and he doesn’t say shit to them about putting in work under a bench press, but he wants me to flare my elbows more—a good method to screw up your shoulders, just for the record. I kept my arms tight to my sides and my eyes on the floor. Grazie, he said.


And the whole time, all the moms were never anything but supportive and kind—they encouraged me! It got pretty bad.


I didn’t need to see any more. I had tried to play nice. Tried to act like part of the team. And this had led me to an all-female dance cardio class flopping around like a fucking fool. I figured that soon I’d become that guy, the token dude who listens to their problems and gets invited to brunches or maybe—fingers crossed—a bachelorette party. I just couldn’t take it. I wanted to be the best father I could, but I never signed up for this. And who would?


I was so angry I wanted to pick a fight. I wanted to gamble and risk more money than I ever had. I felt like doing something incredibly dangerous or tracking down an animal and killing it. At the end of that class, when the instructor clasped his hands together as if in prayer, bowing and thanking each one of us like he’d just won an Oscar, I wanted to howl. That night, I lay in the dark on the couch beside my son’s crib trying to help him sleep, and stayed up watching videos on my phone—a guy snapping his tibia wiping out on a fifty-foot wave, or Marvin Hagler trading punches with Tommy “The Hitman” Hearns in their middleweight classic, that kind of stuff.


But that night, I made a decision. At pickup, I would be nothing but friendly to the moms, but the next time they brought up exercise class, I told them I’d pulled a hamstring.


Pretty soon they quit asking. There were no hard feelings. They still invite me to things outside of school—the playdates, the extracurriculars, so long as I bring Luke. I think this kind of stuff’s important for him, they make it happen and I haven’t forgotten that. No, I’m grateful to them and feel like we share a sort of bond, the kind that can come from serving with others under great pressure, or lending out wet wipes and sunscreen.


But I also believe in the plain simple fact that when a man comes to a point where he feels like something in his life has gone missing, then the guy better realize that he won’t find whatever it is he thinks he’s lost by snooping around for it in any of the moms at his kid’s preschool. I’m pretty firm in this view.


Still, I knew I needed some sort of outlet. And after that day at the exercise class, I went looking for it.


The next morning, Luke and I went to a boxing gym and walked around for a few minutes. Later, I spoke to a guy at one of these jiujitsu schools I’d heard about on some podcast. I toyed with the idea of picking up a sport where I could really hurt myself or someone else—the thought of this intrigued me. But then one day I checked out this other kind of gym some people couldn’t stop talking about. It had always sounded like a stupid cult to me because the fanatics never called it a gym, they insisted on calling it a box. These places look different from most gyms—they have no treadmills, Nautilus machines, ellipticals, or mirrors. My town’s box is an industrial warehouse space with black horse mats covering the floor, a few squat racks, and pull-up bars bolted into the cement, and dozens of barbells and plates sit in the corners. The room has a single fan and sometimes smells a little funny.


That first day, I walked through the door, Luke rolling with me in the stroller. I saw that they had a separate children’s playroom, with two munchkins bouncing around inside. An attractive woman at the front desk watched them. She looked like she came from a tribe of warriors that had killed and eaten most of the men in their lands and fucked the rest of them to death.


She told me that a session started in a few minutes. She even offered to watch Luke.


“How much do I owe you?” I asked her.


“Don’t worry about it,” she said.


I wasn’t familiar with this sort of gym.


“Good luck,” she added, winking at Luke.


I changed in the lone bathroom with a truck stop shower that didn’t seem to get much use and led Luke to the rumpus room. He settled in without complaint. If either of the fight clubs had offered me free childcare on my visits, maybe I could have made a decent scrapper, but they didn’t, so we will never know.


About a dozen regulars filed in. Men and women, some normal humans, a few who looked like you could use them for anvils, but they all wore different T-shirts or shorts advertising the gym’s name. Several stood bare-chested or in sports bras. That seemed odd to me, but when class started, I didn’t care. I was preoccupied. I’m not a Navy SEAL, and I’ve downed a lot of cheeseburgers since my marathon days, but still, I’ve tried not to let myself go. And five minutes into this, I really thought I would die. I don’t mean just getting sick everywhere. Sure, I thought I might shit myself or cry, but I worried something more tragic, perhaps medical, could happen—the makings of a cautionary tale or change in policy. I kept dropping into gears I didn’t know I had. It was rough. This was not an elliptical machine or jogging with a stroller and some sit-ups. I’m not kidding, at all. This was next-level stuff.


They made us do this insane mix of sprints, calisthenics, and picking up heavy things. Worse, it’s all a race. So even if I had wanted to pace myself, after I watched a tiny Asian woman less than half my size lift twice the weight on her barbell, then sprint circles around me, I went to this strange place. I wanted to be on her team. But I just couldn’t keep up. With anyone. I couldn’t catch my breath. And when the buzzer sounded to end the madness, I lay on my back, staring at the ceiling, thinking about things. I didn’t feel good at all. After a few minutes I collected myself enough to sit up and watch a couple of these animals sitting around chatting with each other. They all seemed like friends, part of a club, laughing together, their muscles swollen and obscene. I could hear them making plans to get drinks later or maybe barbecue that weekend, and then a few of them started making out with each other and I was too tired to look anywhere else. I still couldn’t catch my breath.


The morning after, I had a hard time lifting my son out of his crib, and I was in a great deal of pain for several days. But they had free goddamn childcare. I didn’t know if this stuff was good for people—sometimes it felt unnecessary, even sadistic—and I could hardly believe in our candy-ass, lawsuit-crazed society that a place like this could exist. But I wanted a lot more.


I’ve even tried to get my wife to go with me. Lots of couples come here together, and she likes exercise more than I do. She had never showed any interest before, but not long after we had Luke, she became obsessed with every workout class or diet in the United States. SoulCycle, Pilates, SLT, The Bar Method, Exhale—she does all of them but mine. She says the women get too muscular at my places and it makes them unattractive. I’m not so sure about that. But I do know that mine has free childcare and hers do not. Because I asked her. And then I checked.















6



OUR FIRST DATE was a disaster. You give a person a chance, and if they can’t play nice, then usually that’s the last you see of them and that’s what I thought for most of this one. I couldn’t even blame someone else because I had initiated everything. This was not a setup.


A few months after we moved out here, I saw him standing by himself with a stroller on one of his sporadic visits to pickup. I hadn’t seen many dads there before, so I walked over to introduce myself. We didn’t talk for long, and it was pretty basic stuff. When he showed up to school a few more times, we had some quick chats, and then one day we traded numbers. Arrangements were made, and a few weeks later, Frank and I went to the playground together with our boys. And he was just brutal.


He didn’t say anything. Frank just sat there next to me on the bench, sighing and staring into space. I tried a few openers, but they went nowhere, so after a while I quit trying. He checked the box scores on his phone and chewed his gum. The guy was a wet blanket. Finally, at some point, he felt moved to speak.


“This blows,” he said.


All right, let me explain something, here. I’m not a perfect man by any stretch, and I can do my share of whining, but when you’re around other people and you have a job to do, you get on with it, no pissing and moaning. But this blows? I don’t need that shit, okay? Now you may be here to huff and roll your eyes, but I’m not. So don’t do it around my kid. I love my son. This stuff matters. Sure, sometimes the days get long, a few nights are worse, and it might get boring or even a little lonely—okay, okay, I’ll admit it, I get lonely, all right? I’m lonely all the time! But that’s not the kid. Don’t you get that? What are you, stupid? The rough part is the role itself, the title, the self-worth stuff, the isolation—but that’s where you come in, dipshit. That’s why I asked for your number. Listen, if we both need to do this—unless you want to change diapers all by your lonesome—then you need some company, which means it’s either me or the moms, and you don’t seem like the yoga or book club type. I asked you here to hang out, man, talk about sports and movies and women, Jesus, do I need to draw you a picture?


I cracked my neck and clenched my teeth.


“What are you gonna do?” I said without much conviction.


He didn’t respond. So, we sat there in silence, and this went on for a good deal of time. Just one more example of the adult male’s innate ability to forge new friendships. Throughout history, women of all ages have shared smoke signals, emails, lunch dates, and secrets the instant they meet each other. But somehow, every guy I know still hangs out with a half dozen dudes from high school or college, or maybe the job, or that he met in his twenties in the city, and then, after a certain age, that’s kind of about it, unless they think they can make money off each other. We just suck at this. And if we do exchange numbers, follow up, and sit next to another fully grown man watching our kids play on the jungle gym, two boys by the way, genius, what happens? You find some all-star with a full head of messy, cool hair, whose jeans fit him well, who probably gets laid a lot—all the moms at pickup kept looking over and smiling at him, and I did, too, I guess—but then what’s the only thing this sweet bro can think to say? This blows?


I was close to calling it a day. I wanted to get out of there.


But then a funny thing happened. He’d been looking over toward the parking lot for a while—I’m not sure what he was hoping to see. He took his time, he kept on watching, and then, without turning around, at his convenience, he said something to me.


“Do you surf?” he asked.


I watched my son chase imaginary villains and thought about the question.


Do I surf? I did. Or I used to. Not very well. And not for a while. I still owned a board. And I did used to love it. But you lose some stuff when you get older and start to reproduce. I shrugged.


“A little bit,” I said.


I glanced over at him, and now he was looking out at the boys on the playground with that same blank, thousand-yard stare he’d had since we got here.


But he started nodding his head.


“How about you?” I asked.


And for the first time, this dude sitting next to me on the playground bench turned his head slowly toward me and smiled. He grinned like he’d figured something out. Like he knew something I didn’t. Like he might tell me.


And it was the kind of thing I’d want to know.


Frank knew a place I’d never heard of. Not reachable from any of the main public beaches with paved parking lots. We drove down this potholed dirt road surrounded by open fields of overgrown reeds that looked as though it belonged to some long-abandoned farm. At the end of the road there was a gap between the dunes, a short goat path leading through to a secluded beach. And over this slight rise in the sand, you could walk up to this hidden gem of a surf spot. Not the typical shoreline you see on this coast, with the waves crashing directly into the beach, a shore break, or shore pound, as some call it. Although people surf those conditions sometimes, the waves offer not only short rides but also dangerous mistakes. If you try to take off on the wrong shore break set, with that ankle-deep water, you can do some real damage to your board or more vital possessions—like your shoulder, your back, or your neck. But here, at this half-mile stretch along the coast, you had this point where the waves broke between fifty to a hundred yards offshore over several feet of water even at low tide. In other words, a gentle little surf spot perfect for longboards and clowns at my level. And unlike some of the more famous and popular breaks in this part of the world, which can draw several hundred hopefuls to the lineups, jockeying with each other for position, always looking over their shoulder for the opportunistic poacher, here we often surfed alone. I never knew they even had places like this around here.


Frank calls this spot the River, and I’m not sure why, but now that’s what I call it, too.


We came up with a routine. On days with any decent surf, one guy would stay on the beach to watch the boys while the other went in the water. After an hour, we’d trade places. Our partnership was simple, but it worked. It was one of those little things that when you have kids becomes a very, very big deal. No babysitters required, no having to ask your wife for permission or a favor. We found a synergy, that thing investment bankers promise in every presentation that no business ever, in fact, achieves. Yet somehow, here we did.


Now, unlike Frank—who looks as if he belongs nowhere else on earth when he takes off on a wave, all grace and composure, drops in screaming, carving lines across the face—I’m not some fierce surfer. But even as an amateur, I was just grateful for the chance to paddle out. I didn’t solve all the world’s problems, but compared to watching a child’s temper tantrum in my living room, I spent these magical, transcendent hours at this place. And it wasn’t all surfing.
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