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Praise for Motherland


“Motherland, a story of midlife shenanigans in Park Slope, Brooklyn . . . signals the emergence of a new strain of pop domestic fiction. It’s one in which erotic destiny is ordained by school district—sexual dalliance facilitated by the Department of Education.”


—The New York Times


“Sohn likes to bring equal parts dirt and insight to her portrayals of sophisticated New York women. Her new offering . . . is no exception.”


—Entertainment Weekly, “Summer Must List”


“[A]n emotional web full of love, lust and regret, tinged with forgiveness. Don’t worry if you don’t know whether to laugh or cry during the novel—that’s what makes it captivating.”


—Woman’s Day


“Smart . . . A satirical swipe at the Park Slope Crowd of parents reveals promiscuity, secrets, despair and, oh yes, child care.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“A juicy, diverting look at the private lives of hip, urban parents, Motherland is filled with witty and wise observations about sex, marriage, parenthood, and fidelity. I live in the exact part of Brooklyn Amy Sohn describes, and now I can’t stop wondering what my neighbors are up to behind closed doors.”


—J. Courtney Sullivan, author of Commencement and Maine


“Hilarious, smart, razor-sharp and spot-on, Amy Sohn’s Motherland is a sheer pleasure to read. Did I say riveting? I stayed up long past my bedtime, immersed in the lives of these characters, needing to know how it all turned out.”


—Dani Shapiro, author of Devotion and Family History




Praise for Amy Sohn


“[A] fresh and irreverent comic voice.”


—The Boston Globe


“A beautiful writer with equal megadoses of heart and heat . . .”


—Jerry Stahl


“[D]ishy, sexy, smart, and provocative.”


—Gigi Levangie Grazer, New York Times bestselling author of The After Wife


“Chatty, clever, and bawdy enough to be refreshingly realistic . . .”


—The Philadelphia Inquirer


“Amy Sohn is brilliant. She writes like the bastard child of Philip Roth and Dorothy Parker!”


—Molly Jong-Fast


“[A] sharp and playful eye.”


—The New York Times Book Review


“In addition to being whip smart and a fluid writer, Amy Sohn has soul.”


—The Buffalo News


“[T]here is something about her career so far that suggests a mini-Zeitgeist.”


—The New York Times


“[N]ot afraid to topple sacred cows.”


—Time Out New York


“[T]he ultimate New York City girl . . .”


—Library Journal


“Hilarious and juicy . . .”


—A. J. Jacobs
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Rebecca


“His hair’s getting really red,” Joanne Shanahan told Rebecca at Dyer Pond, leaning over in her beach chair to inspect the boy’s pate.


“It’s just the light,” Rebecca answered quickly, adjusting Benny’s sun hat. He was napping on a Marimekko blanket next to her.


“No, it really looks red,” Joanne said. “I never noticed it before.” A former ballerina, Joanne was tall and athletic and had an irritating tendency to stand in fifth position.


“It’ll probably wind up brown,” Rebecca said. “I was blond at his age. I had the most gorgeous hair of my life when I was too young to capitalize on it. I had Bergdorf hair.”


Joanne nodded, but Rebecca worried that she would go on. It was a bad sign that Joanne had noticed Benny’s hair, because of all the mothers in the Crowd she had the least interest in other people’s children. Appearance change in kids—along with such topics as parental resemblance and character differences between siblings—was the conversational province of Other moms, not the Crowd mothers, who prided themselves on their lack of interest in motherhood. The Crowd—the group of Park Slope parents whom Rebecca and Theo socialized with in Wellfleet—came to Dyer Pond every morning because it was hidden and only those in the know were aware of it. You had to park your car in the woods at a possibly illegal spot and walk down a long path until you arrived at a tiny embankment. Dyer Pond’s visitors tended to be locals, older kids, and even the occasional (anomalous in Wellfleet) childless couple. Locals were preferable to the Park Slopers the Crowd bumped into daily at the more popular Long Pond, the ocean beaches, and Hatch’s Produce in town.


Though all members of the Crowd lived in Park Slope, they didn’t like running into other Slopers on vacation and didn’t like other Slopers in general. They had moved to Park Slope from the Upper West Side and the East Village with resignation, for the children’s benefit, and mocked their parent neighbors as if they were cut from different cloth. The Crowd vacationed in Wellfleet to get out of Park Slope but also to be with one another, and they didn’t like anyone else to get in the way of that.


Andy Shanahan and Danny Gottlieb—called Gottlieb by everyone, including his own wife—were the founding members of the Crowd. Friends for twenty years, they had been roommates at Princeton and had a series of elaborate private jokes dating back half their lives. Though Joanne Shanahan and CC Gottlieb were not as overtly funny as their husbands, through osmosis and a desire to link themselves the way their husbands were linked, over the decade they had known each other they had cultivated their own bantering style, one that included jibes about neurotic mothers, an avowed if partially faked hostility toward their children, and much talk of their heavy wine drinking.


Rebecca had met CC a year and a half before, when Rebecca was pregnant with Benny. CC was on the bench in front of Connecticut Muffin at the post–P.S. 321 drop-off. This was where the mothers went to gossip, gorge on bagels under the guise of feeding them to their babies, and once in a while read the newspaper. CC’s then-infant, Harry, was in her lap, and Rebecca overheard her tell a friend, “Now that the other one’s in kindergarten and I only have Harry, it’s like being on medication.” Rebecca had smiled and caught CC’s eye.


Another day when CC was without her friends, Rebecca noticed a man who disgustingly let his dog sit on one of the shop’s outdoor benches. After the man left, Rebecca said to CC, “Some people have no consideration,” and they started to chat.


The friendship came quickly and easily, and soon they began to socialize with the children. The Korean-American CC had taken Gottlieb as her last name because her maiden name was Ho, and she had been ridiculed for it in high school. Only a last name like Ho could make Gottlieb seem an improvement. CC was a stay-at-home mom but more sarcastic than most, which was why Rebecca liked her. CC joked about the junk food she fed her sons, called herself a housewife, and said things like “You know you need to go back to work when you get introduced at parties as ‘a witty Facebooker.’ ” After CC told Rebecca that the Gottliebs went to Wellfleet every summer, Rebecca decided they would go, too, and the two families had bonded. This was their second summer vacationing together, and though Theo and Rebecca were not quite full Crowd members, she felt they were definitely on the advisory board.


On this particular Tuesday in late August, CC was taking a tennis lesson at Olivers’ Red Clay courts on Route 6. Twenty feet away from Rebecca, in the water, Theo was helping their daughter, Abbie, three and a half, float on her back. She had water wings on, but he was trying to get her confident in the water. Gottlieb’s younger son, Harry, two, was digging in the sand in front of Rebecca. Gottlieb was standing about forty feet out, with his older son, Sam, six, who was circling in a SpongeBob floatie, and Joanne’s daughter, Francine, also six.


When did “float” become “floatie”? Sippies, floaties, onesies—the parents spoke as though they were babies themselves. Rebecca, who was thirty-six, frequently made the observations of what she felt would be an older mother, a baby boomer who had borne children in the early seventies, even though she had no idea what it had really been like. Because she found most mothers at best inane and at worst insane, she frequently felt alienated. In seven years in Park Slope, she had only one close friend—CC. There had been another when Abbie was a baby, but she moved to Tribeca after her musician husband got a job playing in the house band on a TV show.


Rebecca had a higher-than-average daily level of irritation but was having a particularly hard time on this vacation. Her family kept losing things: so far a pair of goggles, a trucker cap, and a beach towel. Theo shrugged and moved on, but she obsessed for days, turning over pillows in a fruitless attempt to find them, calculating the monetary loss, reprimanding Abbie for her carelessness. She felt ornery and didn’t know why.


One problem was the rental. The prior summer, she and Theo had their own rental, with three bedrooms, laundry (a luxury in Wellfleet), and a stunning view of the Wellfleet harbor. This time they were renting with the Gottliebs. She had read an article in The New York Times on modernist houses on the Cape and tracked down a five-thousand-dollar-a-week cottage on Long Pond Road designed by Robert Pander, a lesser-known Modernist architect. It had been built in 1970 in a Frank Lloyd Wright style, with horizontal planes, narrow staircases, and ample natural light. Theo, an architect, had expressed doubts about it based on the online photos, claiming it was likely to be cold due to the cinder blocks, but Rebecca and CC went crazy for it, and the men caved.


It turned out Theo had been right. It was impersonal, damp, and depressing. Sound carried easily, and Rebecca worried that the Gottliebs could hear them making love. Nor was it a child-friendly cottage; both Benny and Harry had already been injured by sharp corners, and at night the place felt haunted.


She was also regretting the cost. They had opted to come for three weeks instead of two this summer, and she was worried it had been financially imprudent. Theo was an associate at his firm, but their expenses over the past year had been astronomical. Their Tibetan nanny, Sonam, had raised her rate by two dollars an hour when Benny was born, and they were now paying her almost forty thousand dollars a year. The tuition at Beansprouts, where Abbie went three days a week, was another nine thousand. And that spring Rebecca had opened her own vintage clothing store on Fourth Avenue in Gowanus. With its retro sixties jumpers and unworn Garanimals, Seed had gotten a lot of press but wasn’t yet in the black.


Because she was owner and clerk, she had shut down for the entire vacation. She had not anticipated being so agitated to be away from the store and was kicking herself for not hiring someone, even temporary, to manage it while she was gone. Her failure to delegate, she worried, would make her lose more business than she could afford to.


And now Benny’s hair was turning red, and Joanne was asking questions. Just the other day at the Wellfleet market, a woman had referred to it as auburn, and Rebecca had winced, relieved that Theo was off in the wine aisle.


Rebecca was wearing a purple French bikini that she had bought at a boutique on Seventh Avenue. Looking down, she decided it wasn’t cut quite right and made her breasts look saggier than they were. She tightened the neck strap to create a higher profile and glanced down at the book she had checked out of the Wellfleet Public Library, Midnights by Alec Wilkinson, about a year in the Wellfleet police department during the eighties. “How is that?” Joanne said.


“Did you know a boat once came into the Wellfleet harbor with two hundred and fifty pounds of marijuana on it?” Rebecca asked. “It was called The Mischief.”


“How come stuff like that never happens in Wellfleet anymore?”


“Because people from Park Slope started coming here.” She looked out at Joanne’s husband, Andy, who was in the middle of Dyer Pond on a striped rectangular float that had a built-in beverage holder. He was sipping from a bottle of microbrew. Heavyset and pale, he was a former English teacher who had become a national celebrity after getting cast in a popular series of cell phone commercials for a company called Speed. On the ads, he played a man trying to break up with his girlfriend over the phone by repeating the phrase “I’m dumping you” in various environments, though the girlfriend was never able to hear him because of a bad connection. Within months he had become one of the most recognizable faces in Park Slope, more famous than John Turturro or Morgan Spurlock.


“How come you let him drink beer and make Gottlieb watch Francine?” Rebecca asked.


“Andy’s easier to be around when he’s happy.”


Rebecca often wondered if Andy cheated on Joanne when he went off to shoot movies and commercials in L.A. It was hard to tell. They had been together since right after Princeton, almost fifteen years. Just because someone was successful didn’t mean he cheated. CC said Andy was too whipped to cheat, but Rebecca wasn’t sure she believed it. Maybe he did, and Joanne knew and didn’t care.


Benny stirred and began to cry. Rebecca lowered the fabric of her bikini and put him to her breast in hopes that he would return to sleep. Though he had been walking since ten months and was showing some interest in the potty, she was still nursing him on demand. Her enjoyment of it had surprised her—with Abbie, she’d been in a rush to stop, but she was conscious that Benny would be her last baby. That made the nursing precious.


A little boy next to Harry Gottlieb was fighting with him over a shovel. “Let him use it, Harry,” Rebecca said, grabbing the shovel and passing it to the boy. Harry screamed in protest. Joanne passed him a fish mold and showed him how to pack it with sand. This placated him temporarily.


A young woman had waded into the pond with her daughter, a little blond girl. The woman looked like a porn star, with long dirty-blond hair, glasses, a slim waist, and enormous breasts. The daughter was talking to Francine.


Porn Star Mom wore a black triangle-cut bikini, and Rebecca noticed a braided rope tattoo running down the center of her spine. The combination of the tattoo, the knockout body, and glasses made Rebecca curious. She reasoned that the woman worked as a bartender or stripper; she had the kind of body that indicated she made a living from it.


Though Gottlieb was clearly addressing the mother, he was facing the shore. Instead of looking directly at her, he would glance at her sideways, as though in denial that he was flirting. His arms were crossed over his chest, and his fingers were tucked under his biceps so that they seemed larger than they were.


Gottlieb was Rebecca’s least favorite member of the Crowd. He had a fake laugh that he employed when she said something funny, and it was different from the raucous one he used with Andy and Theo. When she or any other woman in the Crowd told a story longer than a minute, he would interject “Uh-huh” so often that it seemed he wasn’t listening at all. She felt he was sexist, one of those guys who didn’t take women seriously. Worse, he frequently up-talked. This conversational habit had become a plague—even toddlers up-talked nowadays—but in Gottlieb, it seemed to reflect snobbery. “Where did you go to school?” she had asked during one of her first dinners at their apartment.


“Princeton?” he had answered, as though there were several.


“Look at that,” Rebecca said now, tapping Joanne’s arm.


“What?”


“Gottlieb’s puffing out his biceps. His guns. To impress that woman.”


“Oh my God.”


“I wonder what CC would say if she were here.”


“What would she care? She knows he likes to look.”


Rebecca saw some motion in front of her in the water and turned to see what it was. Theo was racing away from Abbie, his face racked with urgency. He pulled something up in the shallow area in front of Rebecca. It was little Harry, pond water pouring out of his mouth. He had wandered in when she and Joanne were gossiping, and neither of them had noticed.


He must have gone under. His eyes were rolling, and Rebecca felt fearful for him and guilty that she hadn’t watched him more closely. Theo whacked him on the back, and Harry coughed up a large amount of pond water and then cried. It was a healthy, live cry. Gottlieb was running over in long, awkward leaps, splashing Porn Star Mom’s dry bikini as he moved.





Gottlieb


It was the daughter who approached Gottlieb first, or at least that was how he remembered it later when he tried to pinpoint the moment when everything changed. The daughter paddled over in her floatie, saying something about the SpongeBob design on Sam’s. And then the mom was there, with her cliché sexy-librarian glasses, incredible tits, and that odd tattoo running down her back, a nerd mermaid.


Her tattoo was a rope pattern that began at the neck and ran down her spine into her bikini bottom. Gottlieb normally didn’t like tattoos on women—the Botticelli tramp stamps or the muddy black-blue hearts on the tit. But this rope looked like it had been done by a legitimate artist. The woman was petite, and though her stomach muscles looked like she’d spent time on them, her heavy, large breasts appeared to be real.


The three kids took to one another right away, and names were exchanged. The girl, Marley, was the same age as Sam and Francine, and soon they were all doing tricks, flips, and underwater tea parties. The mom—Lisa—said she hoped it wasn’t going to rain, pointing to the clouds right above them. Her voice was pleasing and soft, with a Boston accent. “It’s so depressing when it rains here,” she said. “I mean, how many times can I take her to the children’s room of the library, you know what I’m saying?”


“Oh God, I know,” he said. She smiled again. He felt self-conscious in his longboard shorts, with his naked chest, standing so close to a strange woman.


Slender and five-ten, with buck teeth and a boyish face, Gottlieb had known early on that his biggest asset with women would not be his looks. He took solace in the fact that he wasn’t man-titted or bald, like other Park Slope dads, but when he looked at his reflection, he often felt like a “before” ad, puny and concave.


He caved too much. CC worried about the boys constantly, even though she tried to pass herself off as one of those jaded, couldn’t-careless mothers of two. Her anxiety bothered him less than her need for the boys, the way she seemed incapable of ignoring them, even when they were perfectly happy racing cars around the living room or watching Phineas and Ferb. Sometimes at the dinner table, he would recount a scene from The Office or a funny Daily Show bit, and CC would interrupt him so many times to chide the boys for slights he could not see that when he got to the punch line, she would say, “What?” and he would have to repeat it. When he did, she would cock her head, distracted, and say, “I don’t get it.”


“It’s because you weren’t listening,” he would answer. Over time he had given up on getting her attention when the kids were around. But when he called her overprotective, she said she had to be; he was too distractible.


He crossed his arms, thumbs under armpits, over his chest. His pecs weren’t so bad—definitely better than they had been a few years ago, before he started surfing. He had gotten serious about surfing only post-fatherhood, after having tried it briefly as a teenager on Long Beach Island over vacations with his parents. Gottlieb knew nothing about surfing but had begged his mother to buy him a board so he could try. The kid in the Ship Bottom surf shop sold them a wafer of a shortboard, designed for a much more experienced surfer, even though Gottlieb’s mother, to his great chagrin, said he had never done it. He’d gone out and tried to learn, but the teenage boys in the water were obnoxious, and the board was the wrong size for his body. He wiped out over and over again, not understanding what he was doing wrong, and years later, he’d looked back on the experience with such humiliation that he was reluctant to try again.


In Wellfleet a few summers before, in part to get away from CC and Sam, he’d signed up for a lesson with Sickday, one of the local shops. He’d gotten lucky and found a great and mellow teacher, a fifteen-year-old prodigy who took him out on a halfway decent longboard. He was shocked to discover that he got the hang of it quickly, his balance better than when he was a teen. He had no vanity or self-consciousness and was able to take direction. It was like the line about youth being wasted on the young.


After a few lessons, he began going out alone. He met affable old guys in the water, all on longboards, who gave him tips. He wound up buying his own board, a nine-six Walden Magic Model, later that summer and went out every day there were waves. One day at Newcomb Hollow, he caught a fast, clean chest-high left, and some of the guys hooted in support and threw him shakas. From then on, he was hooked.


Gottlieb had grown up in Cherry Hill, New Jersey, the only child of a nurse and a professor. They lived in a modest ranch, while his peers had fancy modern houses. The Gottliebs weren’t poor, but Gottlieb—Danny back then—had always been conscious of the differences. He always had jobs in the mall while his friends went off to college prep programs or tennis camp, and his parents didn’t own a summer house down the shore, they rented.


By the bank, Gottlieb could see Theo pulling Abbie around on her back. Theo was a good father and seemed genuinely taken by his kids. Some guys were like that; they came into their own when they became fathers. Even Andy, who drank copiously, had an easy rhythm with Francine, engaging in elaborate doll play. With only one child, you could enjoy being a parent. Andy and Joanne were “one and done,” as they called it. Andy had wanted no children and Joanne had wanted two, so as a compromise, they had Francine and Andy got a vasectomy.


Gottlieb had never loved fatherhood. When they found out CC was pregnant, Gottlieb had dreamed of a girl. For the first five months, until the big ultrasound, he had imagined teaching a girl to throw, putting in barrettes, giving her confidence. He wanted a daddy’s girl who would adore him and measure all other men against him. Unlike fathers who got all “my boy Bill” when they found out they were having a son, Gottlieb was disappointed.


Childbirth repelled him, and a few years later, when Harry came out, Gottlieb was careful to stay by CC’s head. Even now that the boys were semi-independent, he felt disconnected. (He and Andy had an ongoing riff about what the experts called the wonder years—“the plunder years,” “the torn asunder years,” the “I wonder why we did this” years.)


Both Sam and Harry had turned out to be mama’s boys. From the beginning, their relationship with CC was physical—the nursing and rocking. Even now that Sam was six, it hadn’t changed. To watch CC with her sons was to watch a love story that didn’t include him. They draped and kissed, licked and sucked, hugged, climbed, wrapped. Often in the middle of the night, Sam got into their bed, and he nuzzled CC like a lover until Gottlieb was almost falling out. Sometimes he finished the night on the couch.


He was jealous of her for getting the kind of physical affection from the boys that he had dreamed he would get from a girl. They appeared more Asian than white, and when he was with them, he often felt like a stranger watching someone else’s kids. CC said they looked white, but he disagreed. He was convinced that people glanced at him oddly, not understanding what a white guy was doing with those Korean kids. On a rational level he knew this thought was ridiculous. Many Park Slope kids were half-Korean, half-Jewish—CC called them SoJews, a play on the Korean vodka Soju—but he thought it nonetheless. Sometimes he searched the boys’ faces for signs of his own physiognomy, to no avail.


Often on the way home from work, he would walk around the block once to delay the moment of opening the door, the moment when CC would throw Harry into his arms, head into the bedroom with a glass of chardonnay, and say, “For the next half hour I’m not here.” Weekends were worse than weekdays. Saturday was Mom’s Day Off, and Sunday was Let’s All Be Together: IKEA, biking in Prospect Park, the Brooklyn Museum, and birthday parties. He had buddies from Princeton, hedge-fund guys in Westchester or Greenwich, who golfed on Sundays. A Park Slope father could never get away with that.


At night, after the boys were in bed and CC was sleeping next to him, he would lie in the dark and wonder at his dread. He would blink in the blackness, trying to figure out how to dislodge the rock sitting on his heart. It wasn’t about money; he didn’t know what it was about. But it was there all the time, following him to the film school he ran in Gowanus, to the playground, and to date nights—a term he despised—as he sat across from CC at handcrafted wooden tables eating locally sourced produce. His boys were strong and smart, his wife hot and funny. He wanted to be like the agent Dicky Fox in Jerry Maguire, who said, “In life I’ve failed as much as I’ve succeeded. But I love my wife, I love life, and I wish you my kind of success.” Yet as hard as he tried, he couldn’t feel that family was a kind of success.


The worst part about being a failure at thirty-nine was that Gottlieb had experienced the misleading thrill of having been highly successful at twenty-four. At Princeton he had majored in visual arts with a focus on film and then entered the graduate film program at NYU, where he turned out to be a standout in his class. He did a feature-length film as his thesis, a romantic dramedy called The Jilt, and submitted it to Sundance. It not only got in but also won the Audience Award for narrative feature. The movie had a limited release and made some money, and he found a directing agent in Hollywood who was able to get him some commercial directing jobs, as well as a Texan ex-linebacker screenwriting agent named Topper Case, who said he should start working on a spec.


Gottlieb wrote one romantic comedy that didn’t get made, but he got a rewrite job on a remake of the seventies comedy Bye Bye Braverman, about a bunch of men attending a funeral. The movie was never produced. There were half a dozen other rewrite jobs but he was unable to sell any of his specs. Out of frustration, he shot one himself, a horror movie on hi-def, and though it was popular on the festival circuit, no one wanted to distribute it.


When it became clear that he couldn’t support himself as a director or screenwriter, he took a job as a film professor at a small college on Long Island. His students were a mix of talented and less talented, and the commute was exhausting. He got the idea to use his teaching skills and NYU degree to open a film school for aspiring young directors. A decade later, Brooklyn Film Academy, which he ran out of an industrial building on President Street, was netting him half a million a year. He found himself in the odd position of having created a business profitable enough to make it easy for him to stop writing screenplays.


“So where are you guys from?” Lisa the hot mom asked him as they watched their children spin on the floats.


“Brooklyn,” he said. “Our whole neighborhood comes here. What about you?”


“Outside Boston. My parents have a place here. So we come whenever we want. Marley loves it.”


He knew the name Marley would be considered corny in the Slope, where people named their kids Jones and Cassius. Rebecca was staring at him from the beach with her mean eyes. Her body was all right for a mother of two, but she would be hotter if she didn’t frown so much. He had tried to get CC to explain her appeal as a friend, but the best she could do was something about her honesty and sarcasm.


“Do you guys stay here the whole summer?” he asked Lisa.


“No, just two weeks. I don’t get a lot of time off work.”


“What do you do?”


“I’m a waitress.”


Gottlieb nodded, his eyes darting down to her figure. He flashed on an image of himself ejaculating on her breasts. He masturbated daily, mainly to Internet porn, when he could find the privacy to do it. There was gobs of material on hundreds of thousands of sites—XVIDEOS, YouPorn, EmpFlix, Tube8. His favorite was xHamster (“just porn, no bullshit”), where you could search under any category you wanted. Squirting, anal, flashing, funny, hairy, hand jobs, group. One night he typed “pain crying” into the search field. He saw the headline ASIAN GIRL CRYING AFTER ANAL FUCK and clicked. The girl looked young. A man barked at her. He imagined CC as a teenager, growing up in Queens, and quickly closed the screen.


His favorite kind was tittie porn. He liked all kinds of breasts. Big, small, puffy, even a little saggy. CC had a complex about her tits being small. She was wrong. She was a healthy B, and he would tit-fuck her all the time if only she’d let him.


During his freshman year at Princeton, Gottlieb had been known for his constant need to masturbate. Once, Andy was talking to him in his dorm room and grabbed a towel off the dresser to wipe his face. Gottlieb called out, “That’s my cum rag!” Horrified, Andy dropped the towel and bolted down the hallway to the bathroom to wash his face. Andy told the other guys the story, and for a while they all called Gottlieb CR.


It was the only nickname worse than Gottlieb, which Andy had started calling him soon after they met. Gottlieb hated it, the hard Germanic vowels, but the sobriquet caught on, and now it was his name, like Stifler or McFly. Without trying and through no fault or behavior of his own, he had become one of those last-name guys.


“What do you do?” Lisa asked him.


He cleared his throat, not sure whether to give the modest or immodest version. “I’m a screenwriter.”


“Really? Wow. I’ve never met a screenwriter.”


In the past, when asked what he did, Gottlieb would have answered, “I run a film school.” It was only recently that he had begun to refer to himself as a screenwriter. That spring he became despondent, convinced that if he didn’t write a new script, he never would. He joined a local writing space as a step toward Getting Serious, and he took notes for an idea he’d had a long time but never pursued: a black comedy about a guy who tracks down his childhood bully to get revenge. He spent March and April working on a treatment, but when he started writing the script, the words didn’t flow, and he gave up on it.


One day he called Andy and asked if he wanted to read the treatment. Andy had been in the improv comedy group at Princeton and had always been funnier than Gottlieb. Gottlieb didn’t like the idea of asking for help, but he was stuck, and with Andy’s career doing so well, he thought it might be useful to take him on as a partner.


Andy called the next day with his ideas. They holed up at the Shanahans’ apartment on President Street and reworked the outline, refining all the comedic bits, making the characters stronger, adding reversals. They had long conversations about male-bonding movies and watched The Hangover, Old School, Sideways, Step Brothers, and Tommy Boy. By the end of June, they had the entire treatment but not the ending. Gottlieb wasn’t sure whether the protagonist, Mikey Slotnick, should get his comeuppance. Andy said no, but Gottlieb was afraid the character would be too irredeemable by Hollywood standards if he didn’t pay a price.


One morning when Gottlieb arrived at Andy’s apartment, Andy announced that he had cracked the ending. He said they should use All About Eve as a model. Mikey Slotnick starts to experience good luck after he’s ruined the life of his ex-tormentor Dirk Thomas. Andy’s idea was this: In the last scene, Mikey gets confronted by a young guy he tormented in high school, and he realizes that he wasn’t only bullied; he was a bully, too. Gottlieb loved the ending-as-beginning idea and thought it set them up perfectly for a sequel. They rewrote the final part of the treatment and polished it and e-mailed it to Topper just before they both left for Cape Cod.


“So have you written anything that I might have seen?” Lisa asked him.


“Probably not. I wrote this indie comedy awhile ago.”


“Really? What’s it called?”


“The Jilt.”


“I know all about getting jilted,” she said. “Is it something I can rent?”


“Yeah. It’s on Netflix . . .” he said, and then murmured, “. . . Instant.”


There was a burst of movement by the shore. He heard a grown man’s shout, jarring among the giggles and jubilant yells from the kids. He saw Theo lifting Harry by the armpits. Oh God.


Gottlieb raced over, making huge splashes as he ran. Harry coughed up water. Theo pounded him on the back, and then Harry wailed, an assuring, loud, clear-throated wail. “What happened?” Gottlieb shouted, grabbing Harry. Joanne and Rebecca were standing, looking panicked.


“He wandered in,” Theo said with a frown. “Nobody was watching, and he went under.”


“He was right in front of us,” Rebecca said, “and then he wasn’t.”


Gottlieb could feel them blaming him. There was an unwritten rule of parenting that you were responsible for your own child unless you expressly instructed someone else to watch him. He hadn’t said anything to the women about watching Harry when he went out in the deeper area with Sam and Francine, and he should have. Harry was active, more mobile than Sam had been at that age. Of course he had wandered in. He wanted to be with his daddy and big brother. It had been stupid not to keep an eye on him.


“How long was he under?” he asked Theo.


“I don’t know,” Theo said. Andy was paddling in on his float. Joanne spoke to him in low, urgent tones.


Gottlieb raced Harry onto the shore and wrapped him in a towel. His eyes seemed alert. He hugged the boy tightly, convinced that if he gave him enough attention now, it could make up for the attention he hadn’t paid before. “It’s all right,” he said, rubbing his son’s back. “It’s all right, big guy.”


“I looked at the beach, and I didn’t see him,” Theo said, “and then he was waving his arms above his head.”


The hot mom had come in with her daughter, plus Sam and Francine, and Gottlieb realized that he’d forgotten the older kids in the commotion, which only made him look more inept. “Is he okay?” Lisa asked.


“Yeah, yeah. He went under, but he’ll be all right.”


“Maybe you should take him to Outer Cape Health Services,” Rebecca said. It was an urgent-care center on Route 6, affiliated with Mass General.


“But he’s fine,” Gottlieb said. Harry was squirming out of his arms to play with a shovel. Even if they didn’t go to Health Services, he would have to tell CC. He could hear her angry tone, her lack of surprise that he had blown it with the kids.


He felt guilty for having given the mom so much attention. Maybe Harry had orchestrated this, seen him out there with the tattooed hottie and gone in the water to get his attention, sensing a threat to his mother. Children were cock-blockers, perpetually halting the event that had facilitated their creation.


What would he tell CC when she asked why he hadn’t noticed? If he told her he was talking to a woman, then she would wonder all sorts of things. He would never cheat on his wife, if only because he felt so certain she would know.





Karen


“That’ll be three seventy-five,” said the counter girl at the Sedutto stand on Governors Island.


“Three seventy-five?” Karen Bryan asked incredulously.


“Yes.”


“For a small?”


“Uh-huh.”


“I don’t want a small!” Darby said. He was six and doughy, not a kid who needed larges. “I want a large! An extra-large.”


“We don’t have kids’ sizes,” said the girl, who spoke with a hostile outer-borough accent.


Karen rummaged in her wallet. All she had left were two singles and a little change. She’d burned through nearly all her cash in three hours on the island. “Do you take credit cards?” she asked.


“Ten-dollar minimum.” A line was forming behind Karen. She felt like Debra Winger in Terms of Endearment. She looked over her shoulder to see whether John Lithgow might be there with extra cash to buy a cone for her, but as far back as she could see, it was nuclear, nuclear, nuclear.


She’d been hemorrhaging money this summer—the most expensive time of year to be a parent. There was Garfield Temple camp tuition (twenty-five hundred dollars); the sprinkler she’d bought at Target so Darby could play on the stoop without dehydrating; summer clothes and trunks; the two-hundred-and-fifty-dollar ConEd bill; day trips to Riis Park and Jones Beach with inherent junk food and parking costs; the farm at Stone Barns in Pocantico Hills.


She missed the vacations they’d had before Matty left, like the one to Cape May, New Jersey, when Darby was two. Old-fashioned mini golf with windmills and corny courses. Crab cakes and lobster rolls, milk shakes, sand castles. Governors was the wrong kind of island. She wanted Fire or Shelter or Block. New York was awful in the summer. It had been record-hot, in the low hundreds. Despite the heat, it seemed every week a different movie or television crew was filming on her block.


It was a sweltering late-August Tuesday, and Karen had taken Darby to Governors Island in the false hope that it would be cooler there. Instead it was dirty and hot. The boat ride had been crowded and nausea-inducing. She and Darby had wandered into the officers’ houses and stopped at an arts-and-crafts station for children, but he grew bored quickly. He didn’t like collaging or decoupage, activities that had entranced him just one year before. KGOY, they called it: kids getting older younger.


Afterward they had stopped on Colonels’ Row and staked out a patch of wilted grass to eat lunch. She unwrapped the chicken curry sandwiches and potato salad that she had made at home and packed in a picnic basket that she and Matty had gotten for their wedding. The curried chicken had wine-soaked raisins and Honeycrisp apples from Hepworth Farms that she had bought at the Prospect Park Food Coop. She had made the mayo and the curry powder by herself, gently toasting the cumin, cardamom, and black pepper before running it through an old coffee grinder. She’d been cooking up a storm. She had always been interested in cooking, but since the separation, it had become therapeutic. She had introduced Darby to farro, homemade lobster salad, game hen, mussels, roasted beets, celeriac puree, ramps, and fiddleheads.


But when she had passed him the sandwich on Governors Island, he had spit it out. “Give it a chance!” she said. He shook his head. The potato salad didn’t go over any better. She finally gave up and sprang for a hot dog from one of the trucks.


A handsome blond family came by. The WASPy wife had a prominent underbite and was unusually tall. She pushed the younger one in a Bugaboo while the older one ran ahead with the father, a hearty type with receding reddish-brown hair and an easy gait. This was the family Karen had dreamed of, two sons, moneyed, living out the New Urban Ideal. Her eyes met the blond mom’s. Karen felt certain the woman could tell she was a single mother and detected a pitying look.


At the Food Coop once, Karen had found herself on the express line behind a crazy lady with thick eyebrows. The woman kept yelling at people for leaning over her to select things from the shelf. Karen had been marveling at her insanity when the woman spun around and shouted, “Look at you, all satisfied with yourself! I bet you own your apartment, have a great job and a lover!”


Karen had sputtered, “Yes, I do!” and everyone laughed. At the time she had been aghast at the woman’s rage. These days she found herself thinking the same kinds of thoughts—envying mothers with three or more babies, even the haggard and shell-shocked mothers of twins.


After the lunch fiasco with Darby, she had hoped the miniature golf course—recommended to them at the visitors’ stand—would make the trip worthwhile, but it had been nothing like what she’d expected. The tees were designed by an artists’ collective. They were strange and shabby, with titles like “The Golf Between Us Is Small.” Darby pranced from station to station, showing off, while Karen sweated and waited for him to finish.


When she told him it was time to go home, he had asked for ice cream. Because she felt badly that he had to settle for trips to Governors Island instead of Wellfleet, where her rich upstairs neighbor Rebecca Rose was vacationing, she said yes. Karen thought of Rebecca lying on a beach, enjoying herself. She didn’t like Rebecca. When Karen and Matty were fighting a lot, Karen often told him to lower his voice. Later, after he moved out, when she wailed alone at night, she made sure to do so into her pillow. She didn’t want Rebecca and Theo hearing, even though she’d had to suffer through their baby son’s nighttime bawling. That was different. In a Park Slope coop building, a baby’s cries were normal but not a mother’s.


When she told Rebecca they had separated, Rebecca looked uncomfortable and then said blandly, “I’m sorry to hear that.” After Matty left, Rebecca hadn’t made one overture, not even to invite Karen over for a cup of tea. Karen was convinced they looked down on her for being separated. They were probably worried that she and Matty would default on the mortgage. Divorce was terrible for the husband and wife but also very bad for small apartment buildings.


“Is there an ATM on the island?” Karen asked the Sedutto girl.


“Go through the arch to the left. By Water Taxi Beach.”


Grabbing Darby’s hand, Karen led him away from the stand. “We’ll get ice cream someplace else.”


“I don’t want ice cream someplace else,” Darby said. “I want it there.”


“I saw a Mister Softee van.”


“I don’t want Mister Softee!” She was so livid that she walked ahead of him, periodically casting her head back to be sure he hadn’t disappeared. It was the nature of motherhood to be unable to be within twenty feet of your child and simultaneously need to check that he hadn’t been abducted.


When they finally found the ATM, she stuck in her card and selected two hundred dollars. The machine beeped a few times and said INSUFFICIENT FUNDS. It had to be a mistake. She tried again. Same message. She tried one hundred. The machine spit out five twenties as though in disgust.


Matty, who had moved out a year ago but was still legally her husband, wired her five thousand dollars on the fifteenth of each month for living expenses, and he also paid the mortgage and maintenance on the coop. Cell phone to her cheek, she dialed him. “What’s going on?” she hissed. “Where’s the money?”


“From now on I can only do four grand. I’ll get it to you as soon as I can.”


“Why?”


“Unforeseen circumstances.”


She glanced over at Darby, who was kicking pebbles at pigeons. “Stop that!” she said. “What do you mean, unforeseen circumstances? Does this have to do with . . . her?”


“My cost of living has increased. I can’t explain why. I can’t talk now.” He hung up.


Their financial arrangement had been strained ever since he told her he was leaving her for Valentina, a Puerto Rican transsexual he had met online. She had caught him jerking off on his laptop to she-male porn months before he said he wanted to separate, but she’d chosen to tuck away the information the way she-males tucked away their penises. She told herself it was a one-time thing. He had chanced upon the images in search of something benign. That happened sometimes: You Googled “carrot salad recipe,” and before you knew it, you were looking up the names of Jennifer Garner’s children.


After that she didn’t catch him on the Internet again. And then one night they were out to dinner at Applewood on Eleventh Street when he announced suddenly, “I met someone in a chat room, and I think I want to be with her.” As soon as he said the name Valentina, Karen knew it was a tranny. She began to cry into her pan-roasted Vermont lamb leg.


He said that he’d never touched her but that they’d met for lunch a few times in diners. Karen didn’t believe it. She was certain he had paid her for sex, which meant—oh God. Was he a pitcher or a catcher? She had to call their family physician, the same one who had calmed her through Darby’s lice and his fifth disease, that strange virus with its lacy red rash, to request an HIV test—and she spent a week worrying before the call came with the results.


The sad thing was that even given Matty’s probable bisexuality and potential for infection, she would have forgiven him and taken him back for Darby’s benefit. But he was determined to leave. An affair of escape, they called it in the infidelity books. Two weeks later, he moved out.


The therapy she’d had with a Union Street psychotherapist named Linda Weinert had done little to quell her feelings of abandonment and rage. The many Internet message boards for women in her situation—Brokeback Wives (women married to gays) and Smokestack Wives (women married to tranny chasers)—only agitated her further. Many women felt that if they had been better in bed, it wouldn’t have happened. Some people thought interest in she-males was genetic. It was so confusing. If he had come out as gay, she would have been more sympathetic.


No one knew the embarrassing truth about Matty’s departure. Her friends from the Garfield School, the nursery that Darby had attended inside Garfield Temple, thought Matty had left Karen for a woman he’d met on a plane. She was aware of the lunacy of trying to make a humiliating event sound less humiliating by altering the gender of the mistress but could not ’fess up.


It was impossible to reconcile the Matty Shapiro she knew with the Matty Shapiro who had left her for Valentina. She had married him because of her utter confidence that he would never decide she wasn’t good enough for him. He was a devoted, hardworking white-shoe lawyer. He was Jewish, for God’s sake! Matty Shapiros were not the kind of men who left their wives for transsexual prostitutes.


She worried constantly about what Matty’s choice would do to Darby. How would it affect his future relationships with women? How would it affect his budding masculinity? She had not allowed Darby to meet Valentina on any weekend visits with Matty. Instead, Matty came to the apartment and took Darby to soccer practice, Prospect Park, or Yankee games. According to Darby, it was always just the two of them. Once Matty had slept in Karen’s apartment with Darby while she went to a spa weekend in the Berkshires with her friends Cathleen Meth and Jane Simonson, two mothers from the Garfield School, but she had made it clear that Darby could never sleep over at Matty’s. What if he saw Valentina peeing upright in the bathroom, like in that Felicity Huffman movie?


The worst part of Matty’s departure was that he had left at a time when Darby’s school situation was in turmoil. She and Matty had bought the apartment on Carroll Street when it was zoned for P.S. 321, but then their building had been rezoned for P.S. 282 on Sixth Avenue, which was “underutilized,” meaning that most upper-middle-class white parents tried anything they could not to send their kids there. It was 10 percent white and attracted aspiring African-American kids from failing school districts for whom 282 was a step up.


The comments about it on Insideschools.org referred to the “strict atmosphere” and “bullying.” The most glowing endorsement, by a former student, sang the teachers’ praises but ended with a disconcerting “When I was in that school I learned evreything,” an error that Karen wanted desperately to attribute to poor typing. She had applied to half a dozen other, better-utilized public schools in Park Slope, Gowanus, Windsor Terrace, and Boerum Hill, but Darby hadn’t gotten into any of them because they all prioritized zoned students. So off to Sixth Avenue he went to start kindergarten just a few months after Matty moved out.


Most of Darby’s classmates had turned out to be black children of single mothers and arrived in large, leased, gas-guzzling SUVs. Within weeks, he was using terms like “baby daddy,” “aks you,” and “Moms.” The teachers were strict and had good control, but she worried that Darby would grow up a victim of reverse racism, feeling odd for being one of the few white kids.


Clutching the hundred dollars in her hand, she led Darby away from the ATM to the Mister Softee truck. He picked chocolate with chocolate dip. She thought about trying to talk him out of the dip and then took pity on him. If he wanted to overeat to compensate for missing his father, she wasn’t going to stop him.


“Can I have a lick?” she asked.


“No.”


“Give me a lick!” she said, grabbing the cone and lopping off the top with her lips. He looked up at her, injured, as though she and not he had transgressed. What kind of a child wouldn’t share with his own mother? It was her greatest failing as a parent: She had raised a selfish child. He was like this because he was an only. And he would be an only forever, because Matty had left her.


She was relieved when they were back on the Brooklyn side of the East River, inside her Outback, with the air-conditioning cranked up. She took Atlantic Avenue to Fourth Avenue and turned right. Just before Carroll Street, she saw lights behind her. She knew she wasn’t speeding and was flabbergasted but pulled over anyway. An Italian-looking cop came up to the window. “Ma’am, I saw that you weren’t wearing your seat belt.”


She pointed to the belt across her chest. “What are you talking about?” she asked.


“Ma’am, I saw you at the last light, and you weren’t.” Clearly, the guy had a ticket quota, thank you, Michael R. Bloomberg.


“Yes, I did! I did have my seat belt on! Ask my son!” She looked at Darby in the rearview. “Did I have my belt on?”


“I don’t know,” he said, her iPhone in his lap. He was playing a bubble-popping game that she was sure was going to turn him autistic.


“I never drive without a seat belt, Officer!” she exclaimed. She had read somewhere that when interacting with a cop, you should always call him “Officer.” She noticed the guy’s name, Lotto, on his badge.


“I saw you. You weren’t wearing it. It’s your word against mine, ma’am. You have the right to argue in court.”


Of course she wouldn’t argue in court. No one ever got tickets reversed. You spent a day in court and came home still owing money, sometimes a penalty for having fought it in the first place. He took her license and registration, spent a long time in his car, and returned with a ticket. “I’m sorry I had to do this in front of your son.”


She waited until he was gone to look. A hundred thirty dollars. “Shit!” Darby didn’t even glance up.


She wondered what Matty’s mysterious “unforeseen circumstances” were. Maybe Valentina was trying to turn him against her. It had been only a matter of time before he tried something like reducing her payments.


She had to get a divorce so he couldn’t avoid his obligation to her and to Darby. Even if it took awhile, she needed to know she could count on him. He had done well for himself in the years they’d been married, and she was entitled to some of his money.


In the meantime, she would have to get a job so she could build up a cushion for herself. She had been at home with Darby for his entire life. It wouldn’t be bad for a sitter to take care of him while Karen worked. Maybe a good stern Trinidadian could teach him to be less spoiled. Before having Darby, Karen was a school social worker in the Bronx, but she had quit because her clients—the drug-addicted mothers, the absent fathers, the hyperactive, violent kids—were so demanding that she didn’t think she could be a good mother as long as she worked.


Linda Weinert, MSW, had given Karen a long speech about how lucky they both were to have a master’s in social work during an economic recession, but Linda Weinert had an ugly industrial carpet and shared a suite of offices with a podiatrist and a Rolfer. Karen couldn’t go back to working in the Bronx with troubled black kids when her own son’s father was living with a she-male. She could find something else to do. She just had to figure out what she was good at.





Marco


“You’re cutting out!” Todd said into his cell phone, weaving in the sand on Newcomb Hollow Beach. Marco was embarrassed to be near him sometimes. In Wellfleet you didn’t broadcast that you were a New York asshole by talking on the phone at the beach.


Todd plugged up one ear and ran toward the dunes in his flip-flops. When Marco turned back to the shore, he saw Enrique throwing rocks at a seagull. Marco ran down, grabbed him, and said, “¡Deja al pájaro tranquilo!”


Todd was breathless when he returned ten minutes later. “They have a boy for us,” he said. “He’s three months old. From New Jersey. Guatemalan mother. The mother and the father aren’t together. They split up, and then she realized she was pregnant.” He kissed Marco on the lips. “It’s happening! All our waiting paid off. We’ll leave tomorrow.”


Marco nodded robotically. The news felt like a death. He began to sweat, even on the cool beach with the breeze coming off the waves. “But we just got here,” he said. They had arrived three days before; they were barely settled in.


“So? We’ll leave tomorrow and bring him back. Did I tell you his name? Jason.” Jason was the name of Marco’s ex-lover, the student, but Todd didn’t sound odd when he said it. Maybe he’d forgotten.


“This is such a bad time,” Marco said. “School’s starting.”


“Rosa will help.” Rosa was their sitter, a frail, tiny Puerto Rican woman in her sixties who picked up Enrique from Beansprouts and took care of him till Marco came home from the Morham School, the Cobble Hill private school where he taught English.


“I don’t think she could handle a newborn,” Marco said.


“Spanish women can handle anything.”


“What about the vaccines?”


“He has some already. He’ll be fine.”


Marco glanced at the water. Enrique, three, was throwing sand at a little girl whose mother was looking around angrily for a parent. He was a hyperactive, troublemaking biter. Marco frequently told other parents he was counting the days till he could put him on Ritalin, and he was only half kidding.


Marco ran down and grabbed him. “I am so sorry,” he told the mother. “You’re getting a time-out!” he said to Enrique, whisking him up to the beach blanket. He was uncomfortable with discipline; it was like a suit that didn’t fit. Marco’s father had beaten him and his two brothers for every minor slight, and when Marco yelled at Enrique, he reminded himself of his dad.


“¿Qué te pasa?” Todd spat at Enrique.


Todd spoke a sloppy, horrible Spanish to Enrique even though he was a white Lutheran boy from Omaha who had learned the language from a Peruvian ex-boyfriend. Marco was supposed to speak only Spanish to Enrique, but he was lazy and often reverted to English, while Todd loved Enrique’s Guatemalan heritage and insisted on Spanish. No matter how many times Marco asked him to stop, he wouldn’t.


“You can’t throw sand at other children,” Marco said to Enrique on the blanket.


“She said I wasn’t a princess!” Enrique was in red surf shorts, but on his head was a rhinestone tiara.


“You’re not a princess!” Todd said.


“Yes, I am!”


Marco was less worried about Enrique’s cross-dressing than his behavioral problems. Enrique liked to wear his shirts as skirts and barrettes in his shaggy hair. Marco’s theory was that Enrique was merely rebelling against his circumstances: living in a house of three males. Todd was less forgiving. He became irate if he came home to find Enrique in a tutu. For Halloween, Enrique wanted to be a ballerina, but Todd bribed him into being a vampire with a two-hundred-dollar costume he’d found on the Internet.


If other children protested that Enrique was a boy, he bit, hit, or spat. This got Marco in trouble with the nannies, who would approach with a frown and a pointed finger. Sometimes he worried that Enrique was a problem child because of his heredity. Enrique’s biological father was in jail for stealing cars, and Marco worried the boy would grow up to be a criminal, too.


“This doesn’t make sense,” Marco said, turning to Todd. “We’re not ready. Enrique’s a handful and—”


“If we say no, it could be another year.”


“Maybe that’s a good thing.”


“We want a baby.”


“I don’t. We can say we changed our minds.”


“But we didn’t.”


Todd had been talking about the second kid for about a year, and this was not the first time Marco had been vocal in his opposition: He didn’t see the rush, Enrique was too high-maintenance. Todd thought Enrique should have a sibling because he needed more normalcy—being an adoptee with two gay dads—and he’d put in the application on his own. Todd made more money and had better credit, so he would be the sole adoptive parent anyway; he didn’t need Marco’s signature to submit it. Months went by, and Marco began to hope he could change Todd’s mind before they got a baby, but now he had lost the race.


Marco shook his head at Todd’s inability to listen. Todd didn’t hear what he didn’t want to. The dynamic between the two of them had been established even before Marco’s affair. Marco did Todd’s will in exchange for sex. But lately, there wasn’t as much sex, and it no longer seemed a fair trade. Todd was exhausted when he came home from his job running a Chelsea-based contracting business. Marco liked to joke that Todd was the only gay contractor in Manhattan. Todd was often too exhausted to fuck, and many nights Marco stayed up late chatting with guys on Manhunt.com, masturbating but never meeting anyone in person because that was cheating, and he didn’t want to cheat again.


How had they gotten here, another kid on the way? In the early months of Kique’s life, they had prided themselves on being different from other gay dads. They laughed at the gay guys down Fifteenth Street with three adopted kids. One husband worked all the time and the other, the stay-at-home dad, was always shlepping them around valiantly on his back or in a double stroller, sometimes both. Marco didn’t understand why one kid wasn’t enough. Why did they have to go all UNICEF?


Todd uncorked the bottle of Pinot Grigio he had packed in a cooler. He poured it into a plastic goblet, watered it down with Perrier, and chugged it back. In a few months it would be the three-year anniversary of Marco’s sobriety, but Todd had long ago stopped his effort to change his own drinking. When Marco left detox, he came home to find that Todd had removed all the alcohol from the house. It moved him that Todd wanted him to change, but as Marco’s sobriety lasted longer, Todd had reverted to his old habits. Now he poured himself a glass of wine as soon as he hugged Enrique hello. When they went to Brooklyn Fish Camp for brunch, he drank Bloody Marys. Marco knew the deal from the half-dozen A.A. meetings he had attended after detox, that it was the alcoholic’s job to stay sober, that the only one who could save you was HP, the Higher Power. “Anything but you,” he could still hear his burned-out sponsor saying to him. But he found it rude that Todd brought Pinot Grigio to the beach. As Marco’s teenage students would have put it, Seriously?


His five-day inpatient detox program in Morningside Heights had been a weird mix of people—mostly working-class, but there had been hedge fund owners, actors, and even the son of an action movie star. They sat in groups and talked about their childhoods. Despite the talk therapy, the program seemed to view alcoholism as a medical problem to be treated with pharmaceuticals. Marco had been discharged with three prescriptions: Librium, Celexa, and Antabuse, a drug that purported to stop the urge to drink. He stopped the Celexa after a few months because it made his orgasms take forever, when they came at all. He was referred to a psychopharmacologist named Dr. Haber, a formal Jewish man in his eighties on the Upper East Side who was okay with him stopping the Celexa but said he should stay on the Antabuse. Now he saw Dr. Haber every few months or so for Antabuse refills. By day he had no urge to drink, but at night he dreamed of drinking, woke up in the morning thinking he had nipped from one of Todd’s vodka bottles in the middle of the night. He had to check his own breath to make sure he was wrong.


He didn’t like the dullness caused by the Antabuse and he had begun splitting the pills, going down from 500 to 250 milligrams without consulting Dr. Haber. He was supposed to pick up the latest scrip at the pharmacy a month ago, but he hadn’t gotten around to it.


Todd unpacked the sandwiches—Serrano ham with brie on ciabatta—that he had prepared and handed one to Marco, who had no appetite. “Can you believe it?” Todd said. “We’re going to have a baby again!” There were two elderly women in beach chairs next to them with weathered skin. When Todd said, “We’re going to have a baby again,” one of them looked over. She noticed Todd’s red banana-hammock bathing suit, and then she glanced at Marco and Enrique and pursed her lips. Todd was wearing a trucker cap with a decal of a rooster and the word “cock” beneath it. This was who Todd was: the kind of fag who wore a vulgar cap in Wellfleet but also insisted on adopting two children. Todd didn’t think a family of three was really a family, which, since he came from a member of a sexual minority, seemed hypocritical. His desire to conform had only gotten worse after Marco’s affair. Every year they fought over whether to have a manger at Christmas. Marco, an agnostic Puerto Rican half-Jew, hated the manger more because it was Christian than because it was religious, but Todd insisted.


Todd handed Enrique a sandwich and some Cape Cod potato chips. “You’re going to have a brother,” he said. “A baby brother.”


“I don’t want one.” Enrique didn’t even look up. Marco stifled a giggle. He often felt that he and the boy were unified, both iconoclasts.


“Well, you’re going to get one,” Todd said. He turned to Marco. “We should start thinking about what to pack. We should leave around ten tomorrow morning.”


“Maybe Enrique and I should stay here,” Marco said, “and you should get him.”


“Are you out of your mind?”


“It’s a long drive. It won’t be any fun for Enrique, and then to be in the car for another six hours?”


Marco knew Todd didn’t want to make the drive by himself. If he didn’t want to be alone with a newborn for six hours in a car, did he really want him for the next eighteen years and beyond?


Todd’s phone rang—his brother. “I’ll call you back,” Todd said. “The reception’s no good here.” He made another wine spritzer and ran up the dunes with the phone in one hand and the cup in the other.


Enrique had gobbled his sandwich, all the potato chips, and dessert, salt-and-oatmeal cookies that Todd had bought at Hatch’s Produce. In the last year the boy had turned into a round ball of fat and anger. Marco had started to call him gordito.


Marco grabbed his boogie board and Enrique’s, too. “Let’s go in,” he said. Maybe the water would clear his head.


As they caught waves, he was impressed by Enrique’s dexterity and fearlessness. The boy knew when to get on and how to push himself forward without wiping out. Marco had noticed that on days when Enrique got a lot of physical activity, he wasn’t as difficult.


Todd had come back to the beach. He was hopping on the sand like it was burning his feet. He was such a pussy. He downed another cup of wine, took off his cock hat, and went running into the ocean. Marco waved to show him where they were, but Todd was down the beach and didn’t see.


Todd swam out far. Marco hoped Todd knew what he was doing; he was naturally athletic and had played on the baseball team in high school, but he’d put on forty pounds in the time Marco had known him.


Enrique and Marco rode a few more sets into shore, and then he noticed people staring, pointing toward the water. Two lifeguards paddled out fast on huge thick surfboards, rescue tubes dragging behind. Marco turned to look and saw a bunch of surfers clustered around a figure he knew instantly was Todd. The lifeguards arrived and helped him onto a board. For a split second Marco had the thought that if Todd was dead, then they wouldn’t have to adopt this baby, and then he felt guilty for thinking that.


“What are you looking at?” Enrique said.


“Daddy.” Todd was Daddy, Marco was Papa.


The lifeguards brought Todd back to shore. Marco and Enrique stood over him on the beach, Todd yelling, “I was fine. I wasn’t drowning! You should have left me alone!”


“You shouldn’t have gone out that far,” Marco said.


“You shouldn’t tell me what to do,” Todd said. He had drunk so much wine, he was slurring.


Marco was ashamed on his behalf and ashamed to be his husband. One of the lifeguards, a hot blond boy with washboard abs, caught Marco’s look. “Everyone gets embarrassed when they have to be rescued,” he said.





Rebecca


“So tell him you won’t do it!” Rebecca told Marco, frustrated with him for kowtowing to his bitchy husband. They were sitting at a shiny wooden table in a New American restaurant called Sol, overlooking Wellfleet Harbor. It was sleek and wooden and had a low wraparound bar in the center. Marco had called her in a panic and begged her to come meet him.


“I can’t,” Marco said. “Todd wants him.”


“So? You’re half of the marriage. And you’re the one who’s going to have to take care of him the most.”


It had always seemed to Rebecca that Marco’s marriage was dysfunctional, but every time she told him this, he said, “You don’t know Todd as well as I do. He’s only like that around other people, when he’s feeling insecure.” The few times she and Theo had invited Marco and Todd over for dinner, Todd drank too much and had only negative things to say. She once mentioned a good meal that she and Theo ate at Franny’s on Flatbush Avenue, and Todd went on a rant about how it was overrated.


Marco and Rebecca had met at Beansprouts, the nursery school on Sixth Avenue that Abbie and Enrique attended. Rebecca knew that Marco and Todd were a couple because they showed up to school together with Enrique. Marco had an easygoing, positive energy and was better looking than most dads in the neighborhood. One day at Beansprouts, he invited her for coffee, and she said yes. He turned out to be sardonic and bright and an avid reader, and they spent a long time talking about Bernard Malamud, Philip Roth, Michael Chabon, F. Scott Fitzgerald, and Jonathan Franzen. They began getting together after drop-off a few times a month. Marco always flattered her, calling her a MILF. He was solicitous in a way that Theo wasn’t. He hung on all her words, laughed at all her jokes. It was like an affair without the sex.


Before she met Marco, Rebecca considered herself the anti–fag hag. She didn’t get the gay man/straight woman thing when she saw it portrayed in movies or TV shows—the cackling laughs, the campy sensibility, the gossip. Marco wasn’t like the gay men in movies. She craved her time with him, felt happy when she saw him.


“He really wants the baby,” Marco said at the restaurant. His face was ashen, and she noticed the acne scars on his gaunt cheeks. Rebecca had the sensation—increasingly rare since she had become a mother—that it was possible someone else had bigger problems than she did.


“Why? You’re gay! You don’t need to have more kids. One is plenty. One is noble.”


Marco mumbled something. He was often impossible to understand. “What?”


“I said I’m trapped,” he said. “He’s going to do what he wants to. It’s the way he is. I can’t leave him. I’m too committed to Enrique.”


Theo’s theory was that Marco was a codependent recovering alcoholic trapped in a loveless marriage, dependent on Todd financially and emotionally, and too loyal to know what was best for him. She wasn’t sure it was totally loveless but agreed that Marco might be too loyal for his own good.


“But he’s negative, and he doesn’t seem to respect you.”


“He cares about Enrique. He’s a good father. He spends every minute he can with him when he’s not working. I’m not a good disciplinarian.”


“That’s because you’re the one who’s always with him.”


“I wish I had Todd’s focus. He doesn’t take Enrique for granted. Sometimes I do.”


“What is this about?” she asked Marco. “Controlling you? Is he afraid you’re going to cheat again, so he wants to keep you close to the family?”


“I don’t know.” He had told her about Jason, his English student, an Irish boy who lived in Carroll Gardens. He was a senior when it started. Eighteen. They both loved Fitzgerald and began to e-mail back and forth, first about The Great Gatsby. Then it got personal. They met at a restaurant on Smith Street and wound up in Jason’s room, on the top floor of the house, which had its own entrance, while the father, a widower, slept in front of the TV.
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