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    Now maybe there’s a God above


    but all I ever learned from love


    is how to shoot at someone who outdrew you.


    —Leonard Cohen, Hallelujah


   


  





   

    The Mother Is Always Upset


   


   

    

     

      T

     he crowd was bloodthirsty, crunching on crudités and getting antsy for some action. The eighth day after the birth, nonnegotiable, a Tuesday. Everyone had to be at work shortly.


    “Let’s get this show on the road, yeah?” Rich materialized next to Mark on the lip of the sunken living room and suggestively chomped the tip off a baby carrot. “Where’s the kid?”


    A good question. Mark, in a sleep-deprived haze, had registered the nonpresence of Beth and the baby in the living room and set about in slow motion locating them before forgetting his mission’s objective in the fog of exhaustion, the lull of the din in his living room, the colorful array of vegetables and dip, the insistent pierce of his mother’s voice.


    “My baby with a baby!” Shirley shrieked from across the room, waving her mimosa. She was beside herself, had spent the earlier part of the morning cooing bubbe, bubbe, bubbe over and over again at tiny Lucas, who just stared, wide-eyed, at nothing in particular, balling his itty-bitty hands, his little hungry bird mouth ajar.


    “I forgot to find them,” Mark said, thinking about how the well-spaced fs of his response pleasantly anchored the sentiment in his fff-ace. He was a fff-ucking mess. Five hours of sleep, maybe, total, in the week since he’d become a father.


    “You okay, man?” Rich offered him a hearty smack on the back, burlesque frat-boy compassion. “You look like shit.”


    Mark took a deep breath, cast his gaze fruitlessly about for his wife, his child. “Thanks.”


    “I saw Shaky McSnips-a-Lot taking a swig of the Manischewitz. I’m serious. You gonna let that guy take a knife to my nephew?”


    The mohel, an elfin, gray-bearded old man, had struck in Mark an unexpected chord of affection when he’d arrived half an hour earlier to set up his little folding table and methodically lay out his gleaming tools. Now he stood by the buffet, waiting, looking vaguely lonely the way only very quiet, very compact, very old men can, starting slightly whenever Shirley busted out with one of her grandmotherly whoops of joy.


    “Shut the fuck up, Rich.”


    “I’m just saying.”


    “Shut up, Rich.” It felt good to Mark to have this; to have accomplished the manufacture of an entirely new person while his older brother was still paying off his condo, throwing keggers, and trying to get into the pants of C-list starlets on the Sunset Strip. Rich popped another baby carrot into his mouth and chomped on it.


    “Hello, Uncle Richie,” screeched Shirley, somewhat teetering over, giggling. “And Daddy Mark!” She held up her flute, knocked it back. “L’chaim! Where’s? My? Grandson!”


    “Hiding from the man with the cock ring and scissors, like he should be,” said Rich. Mark shoved him hard, spilling the ranch dip Rich had balanced precariously on a Tostito down the front of Rich’s Polo shirt. It was a thoroughly branded mess. And why were they having crudité and chips at 8:30 in the morning? Everything seemed totally off. Rich gave Mark a retaliatory shove, but a pitying, softer one. A shove that said: Yes, okay, you just fathered a child, and that’s not bad, dude. Way to go.


    “Boys,” said Shirley. She batted her eyelashes at them, leaned in. “What do you think of Henry?” Her newest beau, a curtly self-identified “businessman” with an honest-to-goodness cowboy hat and a sparkling silver Lexus. “Cute, huh?” Shirley got even more action than Rich.


    “Mom, why don’t you lay off the champagne for a while?”


    Shirley was wearing a too-tight, too-bright, too-low, turquoise V-neck, her bony excuse for cleavage fairly heaving. Mark felt suddenly like the father of everyone in the room, of everyone in the world. The desire to simply lie down on the floor and close his eyes crashed like a wave over him.


    “Sandy Weinstein wants to know what a nice Jewish baby is doing with a name like Lucas,” Shirley offered, her voice low and conspiratorial. “She said: ‘Lucas. How very New Testament.’ I told her the real right-wing Christians are Israel’s best friend these days and to just shove it.” At this she cackled happily. She’d bristled a bit herself when she first heard the name, naturally, but had been happy they’d picked an L name, at least, for Lou.


    “Mom, it’s Lev, in Hebrew, for Dad.” Lou Roth had been dead now some twenty-five years. Testicular cancer at thirty-eight, poor man. But it was the kind of father loss that had been a bigger deal for the vacuum it had created. Mark didn’t really remember his father’s death as a particularly traumatic event. He and Rich had simply been spirited away to relatives for a period of weeks. It was more the lack that resonated, the absence of Lou that loomed largest. The guy simply was never and had never been around.


    Beth had hoped to name the baby after her grandmother Rose, who’d managed to escape the Nazis and achieve low-grade fame for a thin volume of poetry spared proper criticism only for the import of its historical context. But in the end the specter of Lou had won out in the tragedy tug-of-war. He was cut down in his prime, hadn’t gotten to see his kids grow up, had been robbed of his life: Mark played it to the hilt. Grandma Rose had lived a long life and met eight grandchildren, three of whom were already named for her. The Holocaust notwithstanding, Lou was the clear winner. They pondered Leonard, Lew, Lawrence, Lance, and settled eventually on Lucas because Beth had known a guy in high school who went by Luke and was, as she put it, a total hottie. Lev would be trotted out ceremoniously once in a while, starting today; for Lucas’s bar mitzvah, his wedding, his eventual funeral.


    “Well,” said Shirley. “He’s healthy, is all that matters. I certainly don’t care that he’s named after an apostle. He’s got ten fingers and toes, is all.”


    “And soon he won’t have a foreskin,” Rich said, pleased with himself. They squinted at him.


    Mark took a deep breath, clamped his hands over his face, and rubbed vigorously. “O-kay,” he said, slapping his cheeks with both palms like in an after-shave commercial. “Yes, indeedy. Okay. All right. Conversation for another time.”


    In the kitchen, where Beth also wasn’t, an ash blond with a streaked mullet grabbed Mark by the arm. She had a small pacifier tattooed on the inside of her wrist, poking out from under a leather cuff. Mark caught himself staring at the pacifier, the way it seemed nestled in the softest, loveliest spot imaginable, near a plump vein, and quickly looked away. The beginnings of an erection stirred in his pants. On the fridge behind them, Beth’s KEEP ABORTION LEGAL sticker loomed large, like a grinning face. This exhaustion resembled nothing so much as an acid trip he’d taken the summer after college, everything shifty and fluid, everything itself at first giving way to other things, which themselves became the things, and so on.


    “Where is she?”


    “Hi,” he said, sticking out a tired hand. “I’m Mark.”


    “Kimberly. You know me. From the group.” Ah, yes. Shit. Beth’s natural-childbirth-slash-new-moms’ support group.


    “Right,” he said. “Hey.”


    The group had been central to Beth’s pregnancy; she’d prattled on endlessly about this one’s polycystic ovaries and that one’s idiot sister’s awful scheduled C-section. “Birth is not a medical problem,” they all repeated, mantra-style, at the end of every meeting. “Birth is a natural process.” Beth went once a week to work on visualization exercises, talk about the sacred space new moms need to create for themselves, and get the dirt on the best doulas in town. There had been a virgin cocktail party in Beth’s sixth month, all the women either expecting or breast-feeding, and Mark had made himself quite unpopular by wondering aloud whether the men couldn’t possibly have a beer or two. It wasn’t like they were pregnant. Except, as Beth made clear in the car on the way home, hissing at him, the least an expectant father could do was behave as if he were pregnant, too. What was the matter with him? He had embarrassed her, he had embarrassed himself.


    “You think this is fun?” she had said, gesturing down at her giant belly where the seat belt cut into it. “You think I don’t want a glass of wine? You think we’re all comfortable?” He had, actually, assumed she was comfortable. It was a natural process, after all, right? He’d thought about and sort of envied her the space inside her that had been empty and now was full. She looked like a painting, all aglow. When he told her as much, she’d snorted.


    “Yeah, Mark, I’m happy as a clam. I have no ankles and my butt is leaking and I can’t eat sushi. Thank you so much for knocking me up. This is pretty much the nexus of my female existence, and I owe it all to you.”


    Hormones, Mark told himself. All the pregnancy books, the what-to-expect-when-your-wife-is-expecting books, spoke forebodingly about the hormones. It had become his own mantra: hormones, hormones, hormones. Faith that she meant very little of what she said during those months became a kind of religion for him.


    When she freaked out about unwashed dishes, screaming and crying about how she couldn’t possibly do everything herself and how was she supposed to take care of two babies, let alone the one she was about to have, Mark just apologized and hugged her, thinking: hormones. When she went to stay at her mother’s for a week in her seventh month, unsure if she “really wanted to share the parenting of this child” with him, he just rode it out, smiled, bought her a pregnancy massage gift certificate, pretended everything was normal.


    He cultivated the notion that she really did love him, love being pregnant, love the imminence of motherhood, despite the fact that in the face of her hostility those things seemed about as likely as creationism.


    Kimberly was looking at him as though it was entirely possible he had duct-taped Beth in the basement and fed the baby to the dog.


    “So where is she?” Ah, yes, it was all coming back to him now. How could he forget? This was Kimberly, whose partner, Lynda, was having a sperm donor’s baby. A six-foot-one sperm donor with blond hair and green eyes, an IQ of 175, and no family history of cancer or heart disease, Beth had relayed dreamily to him after group one week. She’d affected the sigh of a twelve-year-old opening up the centerfold in Teen Beat, seized by lust for the perfect genetic makeup. Oh, Mark, she’d said to him, eyes glazed over. Can you imagine? Can you even imagine what a gorgeous baby they’re going to have?


    “I’m going to find her,” he said, not quite used to the fact that where Beth had once been a single person she had now split off into two. Every time he blinked he had to pry his eyelids apart again. Please, his brain wept. Just a little rest. Just a few seconds. A minute. He attempted brightness. “We gotta get this show on the road, right?”


    Kimberly stared at him in disgust. Kimberly, whose partner, Lynda, was giving birth to a hardy little Hitler youth. Kimberly, who for the past six months had given Beth nonstop shit about the barbarism of the particular ritual they were gathered here to watch performed on their child by the small and trembling man conspicuously, thankfully, not holding a mimosa.


    “She doesn’t want to do this, you know,” Kimberly said to him.


    “What?”


    “She doesn’t want to do this. You’ve pushed her into it, and she doesn’t want to do it. It’s a really fucked-up ritual. There’s no medical reason to subject Lucas to something so painful and invasive.” She hooked her thumbs into her belt loops and jutted out a hip, pleased with herself, Mark thought, for blowing her sanctimonious wad. It did nothing, truth be told, to diminish his half-inflated boner. “It’s incredibly selfish of you to push your religious beliefs onto an infant.”


    “Kimberly? Thanks. I think we disagree. Let’s not get into this.”


    She shook her head. “Whatever. The least you could’ve done, if you really, like, needed to surgically alter his penis, is do it at the hospital. Instead of in some barbaric, public act where we’re all supposed to stand around and cheer or whatever.”


    He was about to say something jocular along the lines of ‘Lady, relax! Look at me! I turned out okay!’ but decided in the nick (tee-hee) of time that it was not a good idea to reference his own ritually circumcised member. Had he, in fact, turned out okay? In high school he’d developed a mortifying fondness for some not-quite-mainstream porn, hiding it under his bed, where it glowed shamefully red and hot like coal until, inevitably, Shirley had found it. He’d gotten gonorrhea in college, passed it on to a girlfriend who’d furiously broken up with him after warning most of her friends and their friends, effectively destroying any chance he had to sleep with half the girls in his class. He’d loved—truly, deeply—the woman before Beth and for no good reason had fucked her best friend. He’d impregnated Beth a few months before their wedding, necessitating a prenuptial abortion that had so upset her she almost backed out of the marriage. One could argue that he had not, in fact, turned out okay. One could say that he’d actually Darth Vadered his dick a bit over the years, used its powers for evil rather than good. And now there was this matter of passing down its shape and purpose to the new person he’d created with it.


    He played his only trump card. “Listen, Kimberly, we know how you feel about this. But it’s a religious matter, and it’s highly personal, so.” Ha-ha. Take that, goyishe dyke. “I’m going to find Beth. She’s probably feeding him or something,” he said as he turned down the hall, self-conscious that he sounded characteristically, necessarily, detached from that process. Kimberly and Lynda, with the help of a cash-strapped Nazi jerking off to a dog-eared Hustler, would gladly evolve his sorry, balding, five-nine-with-genetic-disease eating-away-at-his-entire-family-tree ass right out of the picture and be no worse off for it.


    “Whatever,” she said to his back. “His penis is going to look just like yours. How special for you.”


    Coming out of the bathroom, Mark’s once beloved, corruptive older cousin Michael zipped up his fly. “Is this happening soon, man? ’Cause I gotta be at a meeting in the valley at ten.” Michael worked for a media conglomerate referred to by Beth as “Satan Incorporated.” He’d hired a half dozen strippers to show up at Mark’s otherwise entirely tame bachelor party and had been excoriated by Beth, who’d found out. It had been the definitive end to a mentor relationship that, at one time, had filled the void left first by Lou dying and then by Rich turning out to be such a total douche.


    “Very soon. Need find baby. Then start.”


    Michael pressed his palms together and bowed at the hips.


    “Ah, yes, Markus-san. Need baby boy before penis ritual can proceed.” He raised a fist into the air. “Find me baby boy!” he boomed, and cracked himself up.


    “Working on it,” Mark said. Michael went into the kitchen and gave Kimberly the once-over. ’Sup?


    Beth was not in the living room. Beth was not in the kitchen. Beth was not in the hallway or the bathroom. This, their first house, bought with a thirty-year mortgage and loans from both Shirley and Beth’s parents, was not in theory actually large enough to warrant such a lengthy search. Mark poked his head into the master bedroom, with its tapestry over the bed and the four-foot-tall bong stashed in the back of the closet.


    “Don’t you think maybe it’s time for a design overhaul?” Beth had said to him some months ago, lying on the bed, just beginning to show.


    “Why?” he’d asked, innocently enough.


    “Because, Mark. I’m about to have a child, here. Do you get that? There’s going to be another person here, who we’re responsible for. We’re, like, bringing someone into the world, and it’s our job not to fuck this person up completely. Do you get that?” Here she’d started sobbing uncontrollably.


    “Sweetie, sure. It’s fine. Don’t worry. We can do whatever you want.” Hormones, hormones, right.


    She had gesticulated wildly at the tapestry, the IKEA bookshelves. “It’s like a fucking dorm room in here. This is totally insane. We can’t bring a person into the world. What the fuck, Mark?” She’d buried her face in a pillow, impervious to Mark’s attempts to soothe her. Hormones, hormones, hormones.


    Sandee Stern (graduate of Stanford, resident of Silverlake, school social worker, wife of Stew, and Mark’s favorite of the group because of her entirely alliterated life), was sitting on their bed, breast-feeding one-month-old Sophie.


    “Hi, Daddy!” she said, before he could duck back out into the hall. The perversity of anyone really calling him this, even in jest, gave him fucking chills, actual chills, shooting up and down his spine. “Has the deed been done?”


    “No,” he told her. “Not yet. We’re missing a key player.”


    At the end of the hall, the door to the nursery (until three months before, the “office”) was closed. Bingo.


    “Beth?” He knocked twice. Nothing.


    From the living room, Shirley: “Yesterday! I could swear Mark’s bris was yesterday. Where does the time go? I know! And now I’m a grandma!” He could well picture her expression as she did this bit; eyes wide, painted lips stretched tight around laser-whitened teeth. Henry would be next to her, his arm around her waist just lasciviously enough to look off, fingers brushing against the top of her ribs and the bottom of her tits under the too-tight shirt. “Not the most well-endowed,” Shirley had confided in Mark a few weeks earlier, “but he’s very tender with me in bed.”


    “Mom,” he’d begged. “Please. Please.”


    Mark pressed his fingertips against the hollow plywood door, his forehead against the rough, unpainted surface of it. The lightbulb in the fixture overhead had gone out a few days earlier, but changing it had not exactly been high on either Mark or Beth’s list of priorities. It was not an entirely terrible place to take a nap. He let himself close his eyes briefly, just to experience the sheer ecstasy of it. What a gift to flip the switch of that one measly sense.


    “Beth?” he found the energy to ask thinly. “Hey. Sweetie?”


    He tried the knob. Locked.


    “Everything is okay?” The mohel, behind him. Pronounced moil by Shirley, like foil, soil, boil, recoil. He was eighty if he was a day, but came highly recommended by the temple sisterhood as the foreskin obliterator in town. A fourth-generation mohel, according to Shirley. This, apparently, was like the Eastern European equivalent of being a Kennedy.


    Mark turned around, nodded slightly. “Yes, fine.” Not having had a father for most of his life had made Mark sort of nervous around older men; a combination of amazement that any man should actually live past forty, disgust that they might want to screw his mom, and longing for a game of catch in the yard, company on an imagined, retroactive pre–bar mitzvah trip to a brothel.


    “The baby is okay?”


    “I—yes. We’ll start soon, sir.” He did this around men old enough to be his father: stood up straight, patted down his figurative cowlicks. The way orphans behave in foster care, hopeful that clean fingernails and good manners will earn them a permanent home.


    “I have this for you,” the mohel said, producing from a folder a few stapled pages. “After Care,” read the top sheet. There were bullets, bold type, a small diagram. Mark tasted bile. He folded the packet decisively in half.


    “Thank you.”


    “You will call me if you have any questions, yes? My phone number is on the top.”


    ”Yes,” Mark said. “Thank you.”


    The mohel smiled, followed Mark’s gaze toward the closed door. “The mother is upset?”


    “I don’t know,” Mark whispered.


    “It is not unusual,” the mohel said. “It is very common.”


    Mark nodded.


    “Do you want for me to speak with her?”


    Yes, he thought. “No, it’s okay. Everything is fine.”


    Rich came down the hallway and stepped into the bathroom. He looked at the mohel, Mark, the door.


    “Probably giving him a pep talk,” he said, leering out against the doorframe. He made a minimegaphone out of his hands and hollered into it. “Be brave, little man!”


    “Shut up, you dick!” Mark said, with more force than he thought he could muster. The word “dick” hung in the air, an apropos pejorative. “My brother,” he added, apologetically, when Rich had closed the door.


    “Yes,” said the mohel. “He is the sandak?” The honored relative who was to hold the baby during the ceremony. Usually a grandfather, but in this case, given the dearth of multigenerational males in the Roth family, yes, sadly, Rich.


    “The baby is named for our father,” Mark said, nodding. “Lev.”


    “Ah,” said the old man, beaming. He put his hand to his chest. “Heart. A beautiful name.”


    Why had they named him in both English and Hebrew? Lucas seemed suddenly like the most superfluous, strange name Mark had ever heard. Almost as strange right then as Lou, that mysterious, shadowy figure. A guy so nice they named him twice, Mark singsonged to himself, swaying and senseless, exhausted.


    Endless streams of overwrought baby announcements had been arriving constantly from Beth and Mark’s starter yuppie friends over the past few years. And oh, Christ, the names! What were people thinking? They’d laughed maliciously at the repetitive Jacobs and Emmas, the trashy Skylars, the ludicrous Dakotas. You could tell a lot about people from their name choices. Their class aspirations, their delusions. The people they themselves had wanted to be but failed.


    “How many ways,” Beth would wonder aloud, fingering heavy Italian paper threaded intricately with either pink or blue ribbon, “could there possibly be to euphemize this?” Oh, Boy—Molly has a brother! Jamie would like to announce the arrival of his parents! Sugar and Spice and Everything Nice, Twice: Samantha and Stacey have arrived! She’d fantasized about one that would say: Beth and Mark, who like to do it doggie-style, somehow replicated themselves in a Brand New Person (!), who was born shortly after 7 a.m. on August 18, after Beth, in a kind of pain she can best try to describe in interpretive dance, was forced to abandon her birth plan of squatting in a whirlpool and eschewing the horrid medicalization thrust so often upon innocent, healthy women in 

     delivery, was heavily anesthetized and had her genitalia ripped to shreds while Mark stood by and said things like, “You’re doing great, honey.” And with yellow ribbon, definitely, or green or purple, for fuck’s sake; none of that archaic gender color-ghettoizing for their little schmoopie-woopie-head.


    “I don’t know if that’ll go over so well with the nice folks who’ve been buying us stuff off our baby registry, darlingest,” Mark had said. They’d ended up doing one that said, simply: Lucas Wein-Roth (Mark had won the extremely heated coin toss—two out of three—and therefore gotten Roth last) printed in large type, with the relevant pound/ounce/date info below, and for delighted contrarian effect, a footnoted “No gendered gifts, please.” Lev was nowhere to be seen, because why transliterate it? And why confuse people unfamiliar with the Hebrew?


    The mohel stood in silence by the door for a few seconds. Mark knocked again, inspired to take further action, however futile, if only for the mohel’s benefit. “Beth. Honey, I know this is upsetting. Please open up.” He looked at the mohel for a thumbs-up or something.


    “The mother is always upset,” the mohel said quietly. He giggled. “If God had asked Abraham to remove some skin from his knee and the knees of all the males in his household, it would be probably not so difficult.”


    Mark pondered this for a moment. The mother, always upset. Hormones, whatever: This was how it would be now. It was a warning; it was a heads-up. He would file this information away alongside cautionary tales of men twisted up in jealousy of their sons’ commandeering of breasts and motherly attention, alongside Rich-given wisdom about the merits of anal sex postchildbirth.


    “Babe, the mohel is here. It’s time to start.” His voice was teetering upward desperately. For a split second he thought he might just break the goddamn door down and be done with it. A burst of pure hatred for her (for having been the one to bear this boy and for keeping him behind this door and for keeping him from this rite that connected him directly back to the beginning of Jewish fucking time) shot into his heart as if from a syringe.


    “Allow me,” said the mohel. He stepped up to the door as if it were a podium of some kind, a pulpit. “Hello, Beth. This is Rabbi Trager. I would like very much to speak to you for a few moments, please.” He said “Beth” like “bet.”


    And sure enough, after a beat, there was a click, the swoosh of opening, and the mohel was gone, swallowed up in the room. The door clicked shut again behind him. As easy as that. Like what he’d once upon a time imagined birth to be. Mark stood in the hall, alone again under the fixture with the dead bulb. In the living room, he heard his cousin Michael saying good-bye, explaining to Shirley about the meeting in the valley at ten, then clapping Rich on the back and saying something about not really wanting to see the poor little dude get his johnson cut anyhow. Mark wondered what was happening in the nursery, what the mohel could possibly be saying to his angry and sleep-deprived wife to make her relax her grip on their son and offer him up to the gaping maw of a tradition that excluded her.


    Shirley appeared wild eyed in the hall. “People are leaving!” she said. “What’s going on?”


    Mark didn’t respond. He pressed the back of his skull into the wall and kept his eyes resolutely shut. Beth despised Shirley, had nicknamed her AstroGlide and tried often to joke with Mark about what a desperately hypersexual sixty-five-year-old skank she was. This took the form of many pointed “your mother” jokes, which Beth found utterly hilarious.


    “Mark!”


    “Mom.”


    

     ”Mark!!”

    


    “Mom.”


    Shirley seemed then miraculously to understand that Mark was not in charge, had no way of making happen what was supposed to happen. That he needed to close his eyes and lean against the wall in that dark spot of the hallway, as close as he could get to his wife, his child. She left him there and went back out into the living room. He never loved her more in all his life.


    “A few minutes, everyone,” she said. “They just need a few more minutes.”


    When the mohel emerged from the nursery with baby Lucas/Lev in his arms, Mark started awake. Had it been a minute? An hour?


    “The mother is of course upset, but she understands that it is important,” the mohel said. “She says she cannot watch it, and she apologizes for making a problem.”


    The baby fidgeted a little and closed his eyes. Oh, Beth. He was such a selfish prick.


    “The mother is always upset,” said the mohel. “It is normal.”


    Mark looked at the mohel. “Really? It’s normal?”


    The mohel chuckled, cradling the baby expertly. “Yes. Always. Always.”


    This was an incredible relief, really. Mark stood there under the dark fixture with the mohel, gazing at Lucas. Like a little family, the three of them.


    They had put a framed picture of Lou on the table, with a shit-eating grin, huge seventies glasses frames, and a faded orangey tint. He looked like a big man up there, Mark thought, pleased as punch with the way life had carried on without him, with his new namesake and his plum VIP spot for watching this little latter-day Lev be welcomed into the covenant.


    Per the mohel’s instructions, Mark dipped his index finger into the sticky-sweet red wine and then put it gently into Lucas’s mouth. Rich ambled up to the front of the room and took his place next to Mark, hands folded over his crotch like a mafioso. A hush fell over the crowd. No one seemed to miss Beth. It was perfectly acceptable somehow that this baby boy had sprung forth from Mark alone, from the smiling picture of Lou, from Rich, from flavor-of-the-month Henry in his ridiculous cowboy hat, from the old man addressing them all.


    “The orlah,” the mohel began, “or foreskin, is a metaphor for any barrier in the heart of a man which would prevent him from hearing God, understanding God.” Kimberly, standing with Lynda at the back of the room, could be heard loudly expelling air from her nostrils. Metaphor, my ass.


    Shirley had wanted someone to speak about Lou, about the kind and generous man he had been, about how these qualities would hopefully be passed down to his grandson along with his name. So Mark, with the baby asleep in his arms, moved to the front of the table.


    “My father was a special man,” he began. “A very special man.” Someone coughed. “And we wanted to honor him by giving Lucas his name.” For what he could remember of his father and a dollar, Mark could probably get a soda.


    Mark placed his son gently into Rich’s arms (oh, God, man, pretend he’s a football, and please don’t fucking drop him). And then the onesie was being peeled off, the diaper removed to reveal those insanely huge infant balls and the perky little penis nub that looked so foreign (not for long) to Mark.


    There was more talk, a blessing or two. Mark concentrated on breathing, on not passing out. “Behold!” the mohel read from a book. “A man loves no one better than his son, and yet he circumcises him!”


    And then there was a flurry of metal, the snip, a beat, a gut-wrenching wail from Lucas, and a chorus of “Mazel tov!”s that went up like flame around the room. Easy as that.


    “Ouch,” said Rich, staring intently at the fascinating source of Lucas’s pain.


    Before he left, the mohel handed Mark a folded cloth napkin, a little pouch.


    “Bury it,” he said. “In your yard. As soon as possible.”


    So when everyone had finally gone home—“No more visitors for the child today,” ordered the mohel—and the baby had been given a bottle and fallen asleep in his crib—“Quickest-forgotten pain in the world,” said Shirley, Henry leading her out the door with his hand on her ass—Mark went out to the yard with a shovel he found in the garage and dug a hole. It didn’t need to be too deep, he figured, just so long as a neighborhood dog wouldn’t come sniffing around and dig the thing up for a snack in the next few days. He dropped the napkin in, covered it over with dirt, and patted it down. He imagined briefly that he would have a hard time forgetting this spot, even after lots and lots of time had passed. It was like a grave, or, no: It was like the opposite of a grave. His hands were dirty when he was done, and he liked the way it felt. He was conscious of feeling, somehow, absurdly, like a man. Then he went back inside to clean up.


    Once everything was more or less back in place, the folding chairs folded, the lipstick-ringed paper napkins trashed, Mark knocked softly on the bedroom door and entered without a word. Beth was curled up on her side of the bed, facing away from him. Was she sleeping? Should he wake her? How could he upset her least? He stood looking at her back for a long moment, terrified of doing or saying the wrong thing, afraid even of his own breath, which escaped anyway. But he supposed he knew the score now, knew that it didn’t much matter what he did or said or didn’t do or didn’t say. He sat down on the bed.


    “Hi,” Beth said, turning over to look at him, her eyes watery and wide.


    “I wanted a girl,” he said.
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