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For Beverly Bennett Walker and Douglas Walker, the best I know. Thank you for showing me how.


We cannot tear out a single page of our life, but we can throw the whole book in the fire.

—George Sand



1.

Our omniscient observer flaps her hand at us. “Closer,” she demands. “Squeeze in. There you go.”

Contrary to the assumption held by photographers around the world, wearing black and avoiding conversation does not render one invisible at parties. She needn’t shout and wave her arms as though we’re children.

“Pretend you like each other.” She laughs at her own tired joke.

She fancies herself a fly on the wall, both an artist and an illusionist, zooming around like a goth banshee in this pop-up ballroom in a fancy tent, capturing moments so that we may objectify ourselves later. We’ll sort through pages of proofs to find the images that best represent us—which is to say, represent us most handsomely. She stands on chairs for better angles. She drags my family outside so we can pose in better light.

I wrap my arm around Elizabeth’s shoulder and pull her into my armpit.

“I can’t feel my cheeks,” she mutters without breaking her smile.

“Missed your calling,” I whisper.

“Oh yeah? What’s that?”

“Ventriloquist,” I say, and she goes ha-ha without moving her lips.

The photographer wags her finger. “Give me just one more minute, Dr. Hart, and you can talk all you want.”

Jonah groans. “Can we take the picture, please?” He’s being rude, but it’s what we’re all feeling. There are hands to shake and an open bar to drain. We’ve been held hostage long enough.

“Cool it, Son,” I say. “Let the girl do her job.”

Another flick of the hand, another test shot, then showtime. “Beautiful family,” she declares: unsolicited approval. “Just great. Okay, now everyone—say, ‘Forhe’sajollygoodfellow!’ ”

We laugh despite ourselves, and the flash pops, and my beautiful family is digitally captured in a state of joy and intimacy.

“Christmas card,” Elizabeth says. She drops her head and massages her temples. “If that turns out, we should make it our Christmas card.”

“We’ll see.” It’s only June, and besides, it feels vulgar to send Season’s Greetings with an image taken solely in honor of me.

Jonah is already halfway to our table when Elizabeth shouts, “Come back here.” To the photographer, she says, “Wait.”

I take my wife gently by the elbow. “Do you have Stockholm syndrome? We’re free to go. Let’s go.”

She’s looking past me, nervously assessing someone or something over my shoulder. “Don’t you think we ought to take one with Nick?”

“With Nick? No. Let’s go.”

“Look at him, Bobby.” I follow her gaze to the brooding young man leaning against the reception table, waiting for Jonah. My eyes linger on a giant poster of my face—pupils large as thumbprints, smile as big as a dinner plate—bearing the caption Dr. Robert Hart: Sag Harbor Citizen of the Year.

“Yeah,” I concede, “he’s photogenic. Doesn’t mean he should be in our picture.”

“Not what I meant. You don’t think it’s cruel to make him watch us take family photos when he doesn’t have any family at all?”

“We hardly know the kid.”

“He’s not a stranger, Bobby.”

“You know what I mean.”

“He’s important to Jonah,” Elizabeth says. “That’s what matters. I want him to feel comfortable and not resentful.”

Resentful of what? Our happy family? I’m not concerned with Nick Carpenter’s resentments, but I do care about my son, and Lizzie’s right, of course. Nick has been good for him. Jonah was a grade-A loner those first two years in the dorms, but now he has a roommate who’s also a friend, which means he must have a social life, which means maybe he’ll stop threatening to drop out of college every time the going gets rough, and maybe he’ll figure out what he wants to do with this privileged life of his.

Jonah joins our huddle. “What’s up?”

“Lizzie thinks Nick should be in a picture.”

Disregarding the stage of our current debate, Jonah waves his friend over. So that settles that. Without taking his hands out of the pockets of his rented tuxedo, Nick pushes his body off the table and saunters toward us. He should have shaved for tonight. He should have combed his hair at least, but something tells me this messy look is intentional. Is that the style? And moreover: When did I get old enough to start thinking, Kids these days . . .?

“One more,” Elizabeth tells the photographer, who has been fidgeting with straps and tripods during our family meeting, while awaiting our verdict. To Nick, Lizzie smiles and says, “Get in here.”

And so, once more we squeeze together, pretending to like one another, and this time when the flash pops, we say, Cheese.

•  •  •

Raymond is ready for me when I meet him at the bar. He hands me one of the gin and tonics in his hands and clinks my glass with his. “Nice speech you gave up there, Sergio de Berniac.”

“Cyrano,” I say. We drink.

“What?”

“Cyrano de Bergerac.”

“Okay, Yale-boy,” he mocks.

“Hey, I’m not the only Yalie in the house tonight, dickhead.”

Scanning a crowd of stand-up citizens in black tie, he says, “Clearly not. I’m about to go into septic shock from all the bullshit in the air.”

“Cute.” I down the rest of my drink and toast the bartender with my empty glass. “Two more?” He nods and goes about making our watered-down cocktails.

“I’m not kidding,” Raymond tells me. “That speech was something else. Got a tear in my eye, no lie.”

“Sure it wasn’t from all the bullshit in the air?”

“Fuck you.”

“You’re biased.”

“That’s true, but it was still touching. You’re sort of a big deal around here, huh?”

I roll my eyes.

“Hey, enjoy it while it lasts,” he says. “Once you reach the pinnacle, there’s nowhere to go but down.”

“I’m having second thoughts about inviting you.”

He laughs. “In all seriousness, I’m proud of you, man. This is great.”

“Thanks.” I choke down the compliment. “It was cool of you to come. You really didn’t have to.”

“Hey, my oldest friend gets knighted, and you think I’d miss it?”

“Knighted. Yeah, right. Sir Man of the Year right here.”

“Sir Citizen, actually.”

“Whatever.”

“Exactly. Fuck these guys. They don’t even know.”

“No they don’t,” I say, and we clink glasses and drink again.

Raymond Harrison: my only friend from the South Shore who stayed true long after I left town. Ray gets me, and he forgives me, because even though he’s stayed loyal to West Babylon and claims he’d never leave for a million bucks, we both know his conviction is born of fear. As long as he shields himself from what he’s missing, he won’t miss it. So he visits me in Sag Harbor sometimes, and we talk about the old days and how Long Island has changed. He’ll tell me about some new bar that just opened, or about his new supervisor or apprentice, and we’ll debate whether renovations at the Coliseum were worth the Islanders’ troubles, and how the Jets still can’t seem to pull it off, but how the Mets might surprise us—until they don’t. When we run out of things to hash and rehash, we’ll talk about our families. He’ll ask too many questions, wanting to know if his troubles are normal. Then he’ll go home to his normal and I’ll go home to mine, and we’ll each do our best to forget about the other normal: the one he’ll never have, the one I left behind. Six months later, we’ll do it again.

On the far end of the dance floor, a twelve-piece band begins playing “Lady in Red.” Given as how the only woman wearing a red evening gown tonight is my wife, de facto lady of honor, I take this as my cue to showcase romance for public approval.

“I ought to go,” I tell Ray. A city councilman with an untied bow tie is asking my wife to dance. She’s looking around, presumably for me, presumably for a rescue from wandering hands and whiskey breath. The pervert takes her by the waist. “Duty calls.”

“Yeah, I really feel for you, man.” Ray smirks. “I swear, if she was anybody’s wife but yours . . .”

“Gross.”

“I said if. Give me a break. But believe me when I say there’s not a man in this room who wouldn’t if he could.”

“I get it. You want to bang my wife.”

He laughs out loud. “No, Bobby. Everyone wants to bang your wife.”

I slap him on the back. “Class act as always, Raymond. Class act.”

“Hey, I’m just looking out for you. Like I said, shit gets real at the top. You’ve got a position to defend.” This cracks him up.

“Thanks for the support. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’d better get to the front lines.”

His laughter lingers even as I turn my back and walk away. It takes everything in me not to throw a middle finger in the air, but there are cameras here, and we both know his fuckery is an expression of endearment. Ray still sees himself as a big dog teasing the runt of the litter, which may be as close to brotherly love as I’m liable to get in this lifetime, so I’ll take it. Let him laugh. We both know this runt is doing just fine.

The dance floor is clear except for a few couples on the periphery still hugging in circles or cycling through their stock sequences of dips and spins—and Elizabeth, of course. All eyes are on my Elizabeth, a slip of fire, red satin fluttering at her feet. In this moment, she is not just desirable. She is desired. And she is mine. Is there anything more seductive than knowing I’m the one they all wish they could be? The political perv has been replaced by Nick Carpenter—all of what, twenty? He rests his fingers on my wife’s lower back. Lizzie twirls under his other hand and lets him spin her toward his chest, where he catches her body and twists with it. They laugh. Guests form a crescent moon around them.

“Excuse me,” I mumble, pushing my way through a crowd that’s nearly an audience. “Coming through.” I say it loud enough to amuse the guests, as though I’m Bogie going after Bacall. People applaud when I cross the shiny parquet floor, tap this kid (who should have shaved) on the shoulder, and say, “May I cut in?”

To his credit, Nick understands that it isn’t a question. He bows and takes his hands off my wife, and he is young and bashful after all. Good on him to take the moment by the balls, but now his moment is over. I grab Elizabeth’s waist and let the room explode with cheers and whistles. As if I’d fired the gun that says go, couples flood the floor for one last slow dance before driving home drunk to pay babysitters on time, or to gossip about who did what when, who looked different and why, how the food was, how the band was, who should be nominated next year, and who should win. Every man will elect himself, and tonight, when they watch their own wives crawl into bed, they’ll wonder if Elizabeth Hart sleeps in stained T-shirts and cotton briefs too, but I’ll be the only one who knows unequivocally that no, she does not.

“I see Ray’s here,” Elizabeth acknowledges. She smiles, as if this pleases her. Anyone watching us now would think we’re talking about someone she likes. “Did you two have a nice chat?”

“He is and we did,” I say. “It was good of him to come.”

“So good. Any lewd comments worth reporting, or is the night still young?”

“Nothing to report,” I lie. “He’s on his best behavior.” Raymond is still leaning against the bar, sipping gin and watching us dance. Elizabeth and I nod in his direction. He raises his glass. Here, here. “See? Perfect gentleman.”

“A regular Prince Charming.” She kisses me on the mouth. Somewhere behind me, a camera flash flares.

“He liked your speech,” I tell her as she twirls out, then back, settling into the nook where my neck and shoulder meet.

“Your speech,” she corrects.

“Said it nearly made him cry.”

“Gauche and sensitive, is he? What a special man.”

“He said the part about my wife being my rock gave him a hard-on.”

She slides her cheek away from mine and gives me that look, and she knows what she’s doing with her little smile, those sleepy eyes. “You liked that, did you?”

With one strong hand on her back and another at her waist, I pull her body closer, pressing her hips into mine. “Yes. I did.” I delight in her act of discovery.

“Wow,” she says. “Everyone’s hot for my speech tonight, huh?”

“My speech,” I whisper.

She brings her lips to my ear and whispers back, “Song’s almost over. You’d better put that thing away.”



2.

The evening ended peacefully enough. Guests echoed their congratulations. Ray disappeared without saying good-bye. I spoke to a reporter from the local paper who asked for additional remarks now that the event was over. I reiterated gratitude and humility and great happiness. My erection went unnoticed.

Luna Parks forced centerpieces on us. “Take them, please,” she insisted. “What am I going to do with twenty dozen rotting roses?”

“Enjoy them,” Elizabeth answered. “Toss petals in a hot bath and relax. You must be exhausted.”

“I feel a little high, to be honest. We made a killing in the silent auction and still sold tickets at the door. Ten steps closer to cutting that ribbon on the Children’s Wing.” She tapped a perfectly manicured fingernail on my lapel. Pink polish with white at the ends. “Seems you bring out the generous in us, Mr. Sag.”

“Hey, I just showed up. The credit is all yours.”

She shook her head violently. “I’m the decorations chair, honey. I don’t do the committee any fiscal favors, believe me.”

“Well,” Elizabeth said, “everything looked beautiful. Money well spent.”

Luna pinched Lizzie’s arm—the sort of childish act of affection that leaves a mark—and said, “No shit.”

Through gritted teeth, Elizabeth asked, “How’s Graham?”

Luna shook her head. “You know, he’s hanging in there. Our doctors say that some people do bounce back from a stroke like his, and you’d better believe that’s what Graham intends to do. He spends more time with his speech therapist these days than with me.” She looked directly at Elizabeth and whispered loudly, “Should I be worried?”

This cracked Luna up, so Elizabeth and I laughed too, but I didn’t say, That’s the least of your worries, lady. In my estimation, anyone who would legally change her name to that of a Coney Island amusement park—yes, even for marriage; even if Parks isn’t Park, I don’t care—is a special kind of crazy ripe for worries. Society at large should be worried, frankly. She didn’t even hyphenate.

Elizabeth forced a sleepy smile and said, “Let us know if there’s anything we can do.”

“You can take some of these damn arrangements off my hands. They’re going in the trash if you refuse.”

We refused, but she insisted, so we waited for Luna to get her car, and we waited for her to find the perfect parking spot, and we helped load decorations into the back of her Expedition; and when we’d finished, we let her drive us to my car just so we could undo half of what we’d just done, transferring arrangements we didn’t want in the first place, tiling the trunk of my Audi with glass cubes full of marbles and white flowers. Now what am I supposed to do with ten dozen rotting roses?

“The vases are from the florist, nothing special,” Luna told us. “Keep them. Please. Or if you want to rinse them out and drop them off whenever, that’s fine too. Whatever works. Or I’m happy to pick them up. You know I’m dying to see your house. I heard you might spruce up that Palladian window? Maybe even restore your widow’s walk so you can join the architecture tour one of these summers?”

I forced a smile and withheld my great fantasy: to bulldoze the same classic, high-maintenance features she’s dying to see, the ones I have no intention of restoring, now or ever.

“Anyway,” Luna said, “if you do bring those vases over, make sure to call first. Just try not to call before ten. Or after eight. Graham’s sleep is so wonky these days. That’s freesia, you know. Smell it.” When we did not obey quickly enough, Luna reached into my trunk and lifted an arrangement, holding it up to our faces. Elizabeth inhaled and smiled. I couldn’t smell a thing. “Isn’t that something? Just impossible to replicate. Reminds me of Cape Town. Have you been? Oh, you just have to go.” Luna held the flowers to her own nose, closed her eyes, and inhaled hard before putting them back in my trunk. “You know, actually, I probably would reuse the vases if you don’t want them. Only if you don’t want them, obviously.”

“Of course,” Elizabeth said.

Luna yawned, patted her open mouth and said, “Excuse me,” feigning embarrassment as though we’d witnessed an intimate body function, when clearly, she relished flaunting her fatigue, so honorably earned. “I guess maybe I am exhausted after all. What do you bet I crash hard tomorrow?” She pointed at us and gave a stern order: “Now, don’t you dare call the house before ten.”

We all laughed, like the Parkses’ schedule was an absolute riot, and said our good-byes as Luna blew kisses. As soon as Luna was out of earshot, Elizabeth mouthed, “She hates me.”

“That’s ridiculous.” I opened her door.

She made sure every inch of red satin was tucked into the car before looking back up at me and saying, “It’s not.”

It’s not.

Luna Parks does, in fact, hate my wife. So do half the women who smiled at her tonight. They hate her for the same reason their husbands love her, which is that they all know what Elizabeth is capable of. She’s capable of adultery. I’m their proof. They know I’m capable of the same, of course. We’d both been married. We’d both cheated. What sets us apart is that we fell in love. We made it work. We were the rare exception to the rule, as evidenced by this marriage—ten years in October—far outlasting our previous marriages. My secretary, Simone, tells me that ten is the diamond anniversary, but Elizabeth insists that it’s aluminum. Pliability, she tells me, is the reference. Strong but flexible. That’s all well and good, but I’ll be damned if I give her Reynolds Wrap come autumn, so Simone is helping me find the perfect earrings. We’re zeroing in. None of that matters to our neighbors, though. Time and commitment can’t rewrite our origin story. Diamonds or tin, these Sag women remember, and they still hold a grudge, and they still hold their husbands close, because—I’m no fool—their horny husbands remember too.

Leaving the Yacht Club tonight, I’d felt content. We all did, despite having been detained by Luna Parks for half an hour. Elizabeth unbuckled her shoes. The boys unwound in the backseat, loosening their ties and laughing about who knows what. Jonah interrogated Elizabeth about food in our fridge.

“Do we have stuff for nachos?”

“I think so,” she said.

“Quesadillas?”

“Sure.”

“Margaritas?”

“Jonah.”

“Dessert?”

The marina is only ten minutes from home, but we detoured for ice cream. When the ice cream shop was closed, Elizabeth sent Jonah and Nick into the supermarket for four pints of Ben & Jerry’s and four plastic spoons. We ate right there in the car because we couldn’t be bothered to put on shoes and step outside. We couldn’t wait. I opened the sunroof. We looked for stars. I spilled Phish Food on my tuxedo shirt, destroying it completely and not caring one bit. Elizabeth ate her mint chip from a spoon turned upside down, like she does. She looked so beautiful staring up at the moon—her bare feet propped on the dash, her gold toenail polish reflecting fluorescent light—sucking her spoon like a lollipop. It was a moment worthy of intrusive photographers lurking over my shoulder. It was a moment I would like to have captured.

Things got melty. We came home. Jonah and I went upstairs to change out of our formalwear, but Elizabeth insisted upon first bringing fresh towels to the guesthouse. As for Nick, he was doing whatever it is he does. Brooding. Thinking deep thoughts. Accepting fresh towels from my wife.

I assumed we would all end the night the same way it began: a family toast without fanfare—a toast to me for my once-in-a-lifetime honor. Was my expectation self-indulgent? Of course. Absolutely. But just for one night out of thousands and thousands in my life, that was sort of the point, wasn’t it? Usually I’m showing up for other people’s indulgent parties, or doing nice things for them, or taking care of them, even though that’s my job. I shouldn’t have needed to make a special request for it to end in peace. It should have been a sleepy coda. Eventless. Pleasant. I don’t believe that’s asking too much. I don’t believe in too much of a good thing, or in cups running over—or rather, that overflow is dangerous—but Elizabeth must, because she hacked a leak into my nice evening, and now we’re up here arguing in coarse whispers behind a closed door.

“You’re acting crazy,” she tells me.

“It was a perfectly reasonable reaction,” I reply.

“It’s insane.”

“Insane? Sort of a hysterical choice of words, don’t you think?”

She huffs and abandons me to brush her teeth.

I’m not acting crazy. Maybe I misunderstood, but my initial assessment was fair and reasonable. What I saw is what seemed crazy. I’d gone out to the guesthouse to find her. Plain and simple. I’d been waiting forever for our cozy debrief. Fifteen minutes at least, maybe more. Plenty of time to deliver the laundry. And yes, I opened the door without knocking, because the guesthouse is my property, but she didn’t need to jump when I caught her leaning close to Nick, whispering numbers and watching him enter them into his phone. She yelped when she saw me. She shouted my name.

“Bobby!” She’d laughed. “You scared me.”

“What’s there to be afraid of?” I’d asked.

She told me Nick somehow never got the alarm code to the house, so she was making sure he had it. In case of an emergency. Well, he never got the code because no one ever gave it to him, mystery solved. But fine. It makes sense now. No big deal.

On the other side of the wall, Elizabeth spits toothpaste and begins to gargle. I throw my tuxedo shirt into the garbage and do my best to hang the rest, cummerbund and all, while shaping my argument. When she comes back into the bedroom and crosses her arms tightly against her chest, I state my case: “All I’m saying is, you don’t have to be so defensive.”

“Excuse me?”

“If it’s not a big deal, then why are you making it a big deal?”

“It’s not any sort of deal,” she says. “I’m just sorry to see you so insecure.”

Well, there it is. She has a knack. She knows my loudest nerves and how to strike them with ease and elegance. I want to drop it, honestly I do, but wanting and doing are at odds tonight. I end up saying, “I could ask the same of you.”

“Oh really?”

“Yeah. Seeking attention and validation from a college kid? C’mon, Elizabeth. It’s too soon for a midlife crisis.”

She doesn’t flinch. We’re locked in a silent standoff. Four, five seconds at least. I win when she opens her mouth. “Why don’t you take the couch tonight.”

I roll my eyes. “Because I don’t want to sleep on the couch. You’re being absurd.”

“Just for tonight,” she says. “I love you. I am so proud of you. I really am, but I am not having a midlife crisis, and I am not doing this tonight.” She doesn’t even look mad, just tired.

“You’re drunk,” I tell her.

“I’m really not.”

“He’s not some Dickens character, you know. He’s not Oliver Twist or whatever.”

She thrusts sheets against my chest. “Good night, Bobby.”

“This is stupid, Elizabeth. All I was saying is that if you’re going to start handing out our personal security codes, maybe you want to run it by me first. That’s all.”

She shrugs, spiting me by not reacting, and because yes, I want her to engage—is that so bad?—I aim for guilt. “This was my night. Is it really that hard to just give me one night?”

Elizabeth switches off her lamp, burrows under blankets, and curls up with her back turned to me. “Good night, Robert.”

She gives me nothing. I take my leave.

How did this happen? An hour ago, I was Man of the Year, and now I’m persona non grata, standing in the hallway hugging goose down in the dark, wondering if Elizabeth has lost her mind—or if she’s right. Am I being unreasonable? There really is nothing wrong with the boy, but there’s nothing wrong with communicating, either. She should have asked me before handing out the code. She should have delivered the laundry and returned to my side for one last toast.

I carry my pillows, flat sheet, and silk fleece blanket down to my office and make up the couch. It’s a daybed, technically: nice for naps and domestic disputes. Had I known this piece of furniture would turn on me, I’d have left it on the floor at Restoration Hardware. I’m all worked up now, though, and hardly tired, so I head to the wet bar in the living room to fix myself a drink. Chivas and soda. Through a wall of windows, I watch the blurry silhouettes of my son and his friend, masked behind curtains and yellow light in the guesthouse across the yard. I step outside. Muffled music radiates from this little after-hours the boys have going.

Bob Marley. Legend.

The half-moon is electric tonight, and the air is warm, so I close the door and take a seat in a reclining pool chair. I wonder if I’m imagining the smell of pot coming from the guesthouse—if it’s my paternal projection born of experience, because I was once twenty, too—and decide that yes, I’m probably imagining it, and no, it isn’t my business anyway.

“Three Little Birds” begins, and I relax. Across the yard and behind a door, my son and his friend laugh. Why would I hesitate to let Nick feel at home here? What kind of father would give Elizabeth’s hospitality a second thought? It’s true: Nick isn’t a stranger. He’s been coming around all year. Last summer, he and Jonah would go to the beach to watch girls, then come back to my house to eat all my food. He didn’t bother me then, nor does he bother me now, I just never got a feel for the boy. He never sent thank-you notes acknowledging our generosity. He never brought a houseplant or a box of pastries. Of course, I never expected thank-you notes from Jonah’s high school friends, who were far less gracious or considerate—splattering the kitchen with queso and Mountain Dew, blasting Call of Duty after midnight, sneaking girls over to skinny-dip in our pool when Jonah was asleep but I wasn’t—so maybe I should cut the kid some slack.

Besides, Elizabeth’s assessment is dead-on. It’s been good for Jonah to have a friend, any friend. My son is making smart choices. He came home this summer to save money and take extra classes, for crying out loud—composition or something like it at Stony Brook, where Elizabeth teaches—and he’s staying with me, for once. Jonah’s not a screwup. He’s just hard to read, despite being my own flesh and blood, because even though he’s half me, Vanessa shifted his balance when she got custody. Primary custody. Adultery is good ammo, after all. She hated me, and she hated Elizabeth even more. She hates us both a little less now, though. And Jonah is a little less complicated these days. He has someone to hang out and listen to music with like a normal college kid. I should encourage this normalcy.

The boys change records, shifting from reggae to funk. A cool breeze reminds me that I’m only wearing boxer shorts. Goose bumps travel across my arms and legs. I down the last of my drink and feel sleep calling, but before I can answer, the guesthouse door opens. A blast of volume disrupts the night’s calm. Great. The neighbors will call our HOA to complain in the morning.

“Night, man,” Jonah says, and Nick replies with something I can’t hear beneath a rush of bass and horns. Then the door closes, muffling the music once again, and Jonah is shuffling through the grass with his head down. Even from my perch at the deep end of the pool, I smell pot as he passes the shallow end. He never looks up. He doesn’t see his old man sitting in the dark in his underwear, holding an empty highball glass, watching. He just goes inside and, mercifully, forgets to lock the door behind him, so I’ll be able to get back inside without making a scene. Lucky me.

A George Clinton track ends. Earth, Wind & Fire begins. Through glass, I watch Jonah climb the stairs and disappear on the landing, and I allow a minute for him to brush his teeth and take a leak, then I head inside too.



Jonah

I brush my teeth, take a leak, and roll into bed. So that wasn’t a total disaster: the party, the small talk. I warned Nick that this night would fall somewhere between corny and mortifying, but the music wasn’t half bad, and those teriyaki skewers were legit; plus, Dad barely acknowledged me in his speech, which is a major upgrade from what I’d expected, which was that he’d embarrass the shit out of me, so that’s cool.

My stupid headphones are downstairs, way too far at the moment, so I stomach silence and check my phone to make sure Kayla didn’t text.

She didn’t. I mean, why would she? Except maybe she’s waiting for me to text her. But it’s two in the morning and what am I going to say? What’s up? That’s dumb.

So whatever. I’ll wait.

I don’t even have to close my eyes to picture the way her hair sort of lit up in the sun.

I don’t even know why she’d text me, anyway.

God, I’d kill for a teriyaki stick right now.

My phone buzzes and my gut reaction is, Maybe it’s Kayla, which basically feels like my guts have been electrocuted, but then I look and it’s just Nick and I’m weirdly bummed—weird only because I didn’t explicitly ask her to text me (did I?)—and I have to remind myself to stop being an idiot.

Nick’s text: “Nothing tmrw, right?”

I text back: “Nada. You’re off the hook from here on out.” No more family parties, family photos, family commitments for a family that’s not his. We get a few days to chill before he has to peace out.

He sends a thumbs-up.

I plug my phone into its charger and roll onto my stomach to get some sleep. I’m not going to obsess about this girl tonight. I’m not even going to think about her, I promise myself, which basically guarantees she’s all I’ll think about. It’s so stupid. I hardly know her. I’d never even talked to her until—what was it? Four days ago? Five? It was the day Nick got here, which was Tuesday, so I guess five days ago now? Practically nothing.

I mean, I knew about her, obviously. Everyone knows what happened between Kayla Scott and J.R. Voss. Plus, we went to high school together and everything, but she was a sophomore when I was a senior—not that age matters to her, considering what happened with Mr. Voss.

On the day Nick got here, when we pulled into the parking lot by the beach and saw those guys shit-talking Kayla, I was shocked but not surprised to hear them calling her a cocktease and jailbait and a slut, but the really disturbing part was how Kayla was with her little sister. I mean, come on. That’s a little off-sides. The two of them were holding hands and had their heads down, just trying to cross the road, but those douche bags were blocking the exit and making stupid-ass porn sounds like a bunch of crazy cavemen. Nick doesn’t know anyone here, so he had nothing to lose by shouting at them, “Yo, what’s your problem?”

They were high-school brats—maybe even Kayla’s classmates, now that I think about it—trying to act all tough, so then they came for us, like, “Who the fuck are you?” Behind them, Kayla gave me and Nick a nod like thanks and bolted across the road with her sister while I shouted at the punks, “Yeah, what’s your fucking problem?”

The douche bags were all talk, though. They got in their fancy cars and peeled out of there, blasting shitty music from expensive speakers.

Nick was like, “Do you know that girl?”

And I was like, “Not really,” and told him all about Kayla and how she used to babysit for the Voss kids but then tried to blackmail Mr. Voss by saying he’d molested her or whatever, but so then Mr. Voss called her bluff and was like, Prove it, and all of a sudden she was like, Oops, my bad. That never happened.

“Did it happen?” Nick asked me.

“Dude, look at her,” I said. Kayla was all the way down near the water by then, but even from a distance it was obvious she’s all woman, not some helpless little girl.

“I don’t even know what that means,” Nick said, “but that dude sounds shady.”

Nick didn’t grow up here, so he wouldn’t understand, but J.R. Voss is like a pillar of our community or whatever. I mean, he’s not perfect. I even said to Nick, “They probably fucked and she thought he was going to leave his wife, and when he didn’t, she went psycho. Who knows. But, I mean, she basically ruined his life. She practically called him a child molester.”

And Nick was like, “I don’t know, man. If the whole point was to get revenge, why would she ruin her own life too?”

For real, though, I’d never thought about it like that. I’d only ever thought of it how Dad does, which is that the whole thing is a total disgrace. So I was like, “Good point. It’s all gossip anyway. Who knows what really happened.”

“Who knows,” Nick said.

Later on, Kayla came up to us when her sister was playing near the water and said, “Thanks for before.”

Nick was like, “Don’t thank us for being decent. Those guys are dicks. Sorry you have to deal with people like that,” which kind of annoyed me, because come on, dude. Laying it on a little thick. Except obviously he was right. I felt bad for Kayla then.

She introduced herself and we did the same, and she nodded toward her sister and said, “I usually bring her out in the morning when it’s empty. Lesson learned, I guess. Anyway, nice to meet you guys.” And she left.

I wasn’t surprised when Nick said later on, “Wanna hit up the beach again tomorrow? A little earlier, maybe?”

I didn’t tell him I was thinking the same thing.

So I guess it was, like, nine when we got there the next day. Nick went for a run and I was reading alone when I sensed someone walking toward me. I didn’t want to seem too eager, though, or like a stalker, so I pretended not to notice until she was standing over me saying, “Hey.”

I made a show of pulling my earbuds out of my ears and acting like I hadn’t heard her before when I went, “Huh?”

She said, “Hey,” again.

I nodded.

“Where’s your friend?”

I jerked my head toward the far end of the beach. “Down there somewhere. Jogging.”

“Ambitious,” she said, and she sat down next to me without asking.

“You just graduated, right?” (I wanted to kill myself for admitting I knew who she was.)

“Yeah, finally,” she said. “I can’t wait to get the hell out of here.”

“Tell me about it.”

She laughed. “Didn’t you just get back for the summer?” (So, hey, she knows me too.)

“Yeah,” I said, “but I get it. You going to school far away or something?”

“No.” Her red hair fell in her face and kind of glowed from the sunlight. “I’m taking a year off. A gap year, as they say in Australia.” She said that last part in a really bad Aussie accent, which made us both laugh. “My grandma gave me an around-the-world ticket for graduation. She’s sort of my savior.”

“Damn,” I said. “That’s cool.”

“Yeah, well.” Her attention trailed off somewhere mysterious. “I kind of fucked up getting my college applications together this year.”

“Oh.” Not so mysterious after all, then. I guess there wouldn’t have been much time for essays and SATs during all that drama with Mr. Voss.

“Yeah,” she said, like she was reading my mind. “I bet you’ve been overseas lots.”

“Couple times,” I told her, but I didn’t say that both times were London. “You?”

“I went to Paris with French class last year. It was cool. I’ve been to Canada, too, if you count that.”

I don’t really, but I nodded. Nick’s dad was from Canada. I tell Kayla, “That’s funny, because they speak French in some parts of Canada, too.”

“Yeah, I know,” she said. She didn’t say it mean, but I still wanted to tell her she didn’t have to be a bitch about it. I don’t know why. I’ve never talked to a girl that way in my life.

“You going to Crowley’s party next weekend?” Kayla asked.

Ugh. Sam Crowley’s the kind of guy who’s always looking around to make sure people are laughing at whatever lame story he’s telling—and then he’ll tell the same story later just so he can include the part about how everyone laughed so hard when he told it before. He’s the worst. “I don’t know,” I told Kayla. “Kind of doubt it. Have to finish writing a paper.”

“Summer school?”

“Yeah. Lit and Comp. What about you?”

“Summer school?”

“No, Crowley’s. Are you going?”

“I was thinking about it,” she said.

I kind of wish she hadn’t told me that. Kayla’s the type of girl who calls movies “films” and isn’t embarrassed to tell you she plays piano for fun, but is embarrassed about how pretty she is, because she’s pretty without even trying. I don’t know why she gives a crap about who goes to Sam’s thing or whether she should go. The saddest part of parties like that is when girls like Kayla start doing keg stands or when they puke on the kitchen floor and everyone freaks.

“Anyway,” Kayla said, “you should go. It’ll be fun.”

I nodded and told her, “I’ll think about it.” But seriously, we had nothing to say to each other after that. It wasn’t awkward, though, which was cool. Awkward silences don’t bother me anymore, anyway. They used to back when I thought I was the one who didn’t know how to talk to people, but I don’t think that now. Nick helped me realize I’d just been talking to the wrong people my whole life.

Like, I used to think my sense of humor was dumb. I’d crack a joke at lunch and everyone would still be staring at me like, “Wait, was that the punch line?” I thought I was legitimately stupid, too, because I’d ask questions in class and the teacher would be like, “Okaaay.  Anyone else?” Eventually I stopped raising my hand and being funny out loud.

Sometimes it was almost like I was speaking another language, like whenever I tried to find common ground with Dad—asking medical questions maybe, like, Why do I get charley horses at night but not so much in the daytime?—except instead of answering me he’d be all sarcastic, like, I don’t know, Son. Maybe it’s related to your psychedelic urine, because I asked him one time why my pee turns neon when I take vitamins, which is an excellent question, actually, but he acted like I was a hypochondriac or trying to be special. Maybe if he’d have just answered like a normal dad, I’d have been interested enough in his area of expertise to want to be a doctor too.

On the flipside, if it wasn’t for Nick, maybe I’d still feel guilty for not wanting to be a doctor. It might have taken me a whole lot longer to figure out that some things just aren’t my things—same as how some people just aren’t my people.

Looking back, it’s crazy to think I almost had a nervous breakdown over having to live with Nick. The whole reason I applied for the solo dorms early was because I had zero interest in rooming with a stranger. But then I got that letter saying I’d been assigned a double anyway. The head of residence didn’t give two shits when I called to appeal. He said people are often “pleasantly surprised.” I seriously wanted to punch him in the nuts for that, but he wasn’t wrong, because honestly, I probably never would have even talked to Nick if they hadn’t forced us to live in that shoebox for two semesters, and we definitely wouldn’t have rented our house last year. Now it seems like I lucked out with the only other normal person in our entire class, and now I feel kind of bad about spazzing on the head of residence.

This one time, I told Nick he was the weirdest person I’d ever met. I wasn’t a dick about it. I was just like, “Dude. You’re so weird.” And he was like, “So?” And I was like, “My point exactly.” I’d never met anyone before who gives zero fucks about being cool, or about being a certain type of person other than himself. There I was trying to be the premed kid, like it was my whole identity or whatever, but hating myself for hating it so much, and Nick was like, “Do it if you want to. Don’t do it if you don’t.” Turns out it really was that simple. Why had it always seemed so much more complicated before?

If anyone else had pulled that life-is-too-short-to-blah-blah-blah crap, I’d have told them to shove it, but Nick’s been through some shit. He knows better than anyone how short life can be. I mean, life is too short to bust my ass for a job I hate, or to worry about what guys like Sam Crowley think about me, or to miss out on getting to know people like Kayla, who’s supposed to be radioactive but, as it turns out, is pretty cool and pretty much wants to get to know me too.

After we’d talked for a while at the beach that day, Kayla stood up, zipped her hoodie, tightened the drawstring around her face and said, “Maybe I’ll see you this weekend,” and I guess I was thinking that life’s-too-short crap when I said, “Do you want to take my number?” She didn’t answer right away, so I said, “In case Crowley’s thing changes. It’s supposed to rain next week.”

So we exchanged information and she said, “Tell Nick I said hi. See you guys around.”

I nodded. “For sure.”

She smiled at me. “See you, Jonah.”

I guess I forgot to tell Nick, but only because I figured we’d see her soon anyway. I had this dumb idea she might be at Dad’s party tonight, which I now realize was legit stupid, because the Vosses practically bankroll those shindigs. See, that right there is another thing I’d never thought about: the people and places Kayla has to avoid because of him.

Through my floor, I can hear Dad coughing. He almost had his perfect night, but then he went and picked a fight with Elizabeth. Now he’s sleeping in the office instead of in bed with his wife. He thinks I’m an idiot who doesn’t notice that stuff, but I can hear when he pulls out the hideaway, or coughs, or stubs his toe and curses. He thinks I’m clueless, but I don’t take it personally anymore, because I get it now: he just isn’t my people.



3.

“Robert.” Her voice is barely a whisper. She strokes my head and I crack my eyes. Nautical twilight paints the walls soft violet. “The boys will be up soon.”

Elizabeth is standing over me, half asleep and wrapped in a robe, and although she didn’t bring me a cup of coffee to start my day, I smell a pot brewing in the kitchen. She hands me the boxer shorts I’d dropped at the end of the couch last night. I put them on without saying a word. She doesn’t ask how I slept, but she does help me carry bedding so we won’t have to answer Jonah’s questions if he sees pillows in my office. We tiptoe through the living room and up the stairs, and with every step, the drama of last night loses power and relevance. It was stupid. We were tired. We hang a right and close our bedroom door behind us.

“I’m sorry,” she says. “I should have talked it over with you first.”

“What’s done is done,” I tell her. “It’s not a big deal anyway.”

“I know. Are you mad?”

“Not really. Are you?”

“I don’t think so,” she says. Heaven knows she shouldn’t be.

I say, “We were both surprised. No big deal.”

“I just want to do what’s right for Jonah.” She props a pillow against the headboard and gets back in bed, sitting upright with her knees drawn to her chest and a blanket wrapped around her feet. “What do you think of him?”

“Of Jonah?” What a strange question.

“No, of Nick.”

I scratch my belly and answer to the best of my ability. “I don’t think much of him.”

“Really?”

“I don’t think badly of him. I just don’t think about him. I haven’t given him much thought, period. How’s that?”

“Hm.” She drapes her forearms around her shins and stares at the ceiling fan.

The sun has cleared the horizon, and the safe in-betweenness of dawn is behind us. I’m not much for reliving fights in broad daylight. What’s done is done. It’s not yet five thirty, and it’s Sunday, and Elizabeth’s robe is falling open above the sash tied in a bow at her waist, so I move toward the bed and stand over her, just as she stood over me minutes ago, and I wrap my fingers around one loose end of satin and I pull, undoing the knot. She lets go of her legs, so I slide them toward the foot of the bed until she is laid out long in front of me. Her eyes are closed, and her skin is warm and velvet soft when I slip my fingers under silk and press my palm against her ribs. I bring my mouth to her body. With one finger, I strip off my boxers before climbing on top of my wife, and I spit in my hand out of habit, but there was no need. She is ready for me. I find her warmest place, and we find our rhythm, and we follow it, chase it with tremendous heat. Her eyes are still closed, but mine are open, so I get to watch the surprise broadcast on her face when, for only the third time in over a decade of sleeping together, she climaxes from penetration alone.

She feels incredible, beyond, so I come too, and only when the mad rush has passed do I take note of another thing I can count on one hand: simultaneous orgasms—and this time I’m certain she’s not faking.

When we are entirely finished, when the aftershocks clear our systems completely, I collapse on top of her body. Dead weight. We lay like this until I guess I fall asleep, because she nudges my back the way she does when I start snoring. So I kiss her forehead and her stomach, and I head to the bathroom to take a long shower. It’s an excellent shower. When I get out, a cup of coffee (cream, no sugar) is by the sink. I hadn’t even felt a draft when the door must have opened and closed.

I expect Elizabeth to have fallen back asleep, or maybe to be reading in bed while waiting for the bathroom, but she’s not here, and even after I’ve dressed and made the bed, she hasn’t returned. I hear her voice, though, on my way downstairs. She’s speaking in a soft, low whisper to someone else speaking just as soft and low.

“Robert,” Elizabeth says when she sees me. She’s sitting on the countertop by the sink, holding a mug of coffee between her knees. “Did you know we have a master angler in the house?” She’s not wearing a bra.

“I did not,” I say.

She tells Nick, “Show him the Northern Pike.” Elizabeth hates fishing. She wouldn’t know a pike from a guppy. I bet the only reason Nick showed her pictures was to get her to lean close to him with her shirt draped low.

“You’re up early, Nick,” I say.

He tilts his head. “Old habits from military school.”

“Ah, that’s right. I forgot. Military school. That must have been interesting.”

“I guess. It’s all I knew.”

“Robert fishes,” Elizabeth says. “He used to, anyway. He’s hardly gone out on the boat at all this year.” She says it to Nick, but she says it at me.

“We had a late spring.” It occurs to me that Elizabeth hasn’t taken a shower yet. I move close to her and breathe her in.

“Well, we’re having a beautiful summer now,” she argues.

Nick looks at me like it’s my serve on the tennis court. Most people would pretend to be doing anything other than hanging on their hosts’ every loaded word, but Nick is shamelessly entertained. Strange one, this kid.

“The shower is all yours,” I tell Elizabeth. “Sorry I took so long.”

“Oh, I’m fine,” she says.

“Are you sure, Lizzie?” My encrypted glance, coded by ten years of partnership and silent messages in crowded rooms, says, No you’re not. Below that: No really, darling. You smell like sex. She doesn’t read it, though, because she’s busy refilling her mug with black coffee, no sugar.

“Yes, Robert. I’m sure.” She laughs. “Nick, show him that pike.”

It’s a forty-four-and-a-quarter-inch Northern, a beauty by any standard. He’d gone all the way up to Ontario to catch it. He’s telling me the story, but I’m only half listening, because I’m preoccupied by the shirtless figure in the photo—sweaty and tan, classic Ray-Bans, white teeth. So fucking young. What kind of guy shows shirtless photos of himself to another man’s wife in another man’s house?

“Anyway,” Nick is saying, “it was a special trip. Nobody around for miles. Peaceful like you wouldn’t believe.”

“You like the water?” I ask.

“Love it.”

“You didn’t grow up near water, though.”

“No.” He slips his phone into his back pocket. “Grew up in Ohio. We had some lakes nearby, but nothing special.” He nods toward the windows facing the yard, the harbor, the sea. “This is exotic to me.”

I’m struck with a sudden urge to assess this Nick Carpenter, to size him up. He’s been Jonah’s sidekick for a couple of years—long enough for me to have formed a clear opinion, and yet I have none, which must be why he bugs me. I’m a data guy. I should get acquainted with this person who shares early morning coffees, privileges, and conveniences with my family, who brags about the size of his pike to my wife as she leans in close with no bra and no clue what she’s doing to the boy. So I say, “Maybe you’d like to hitch a ride to a different beach one of these mornings? Change things up. I can drop you off on my way to work.”

“Sure,” Nick says. “That’d be great.”

“Maybe you’d like to go fishing.” Two heads snap up to gauge my sincerity.

“Yeah,” Nick finally says. “That would be cool.”

“We should go today.” I smile at Elizabeth, who seems puzzled even though she was the one who practically suggested it. “How about it?”

Nick pats his pockets and glances left to right, as though needing to check a calendar or consult an assistant before making plans. Of course, he doesn’t have an assistant or plans, because he’s our houseguest, and his only friend here is asleep upstairs.

“Sure,” he finally says. “If Jonah’s up for it, I’m in.”

“Great. Know anything about boats?”

“A little.” He scratches his head and rubs the back of his neck, glancing upstairs toward Jonah’s closed door. “Are you sure this is convenient?”

“Hey,” I say, looking at Elizabeth, “why not? We’re having a beautiful summer.”

Elizabeth shakes off her bewilderment and tells Nick, “You’ve seen how it’s been around here. That party last night was exhausting. Take the boat out. Relax.” To me, she says, “A day off will be good for you. It’ll be good for everyone. God knows you’ve earned it, Robert.”

“You’re telling me,” I say.

“Besides, I have a million papers to grade and could use the peace and quiet.”

“Fair enough. We’ll roll out when Jonah gets up.”

Nick stuffs his hands in his pockets, lifts his shoulders and gives me this cowboy nod, saying, “I’m going to go clean up and I’ll be back to help out. Thanks so much, Dr. Hart.”

“Not at all.” When he steps outside, I turn to Elizabeth and say, “Take a shower.”

•  •  •

Jonah sleeps and sleeps. If I hadn’t known him his entire life, I might suspect anemia or hypothyroid, but I do know him, and he’s just lazy. Maybe he’s the one who should have gone to military school. Maybe we made the kid soft.

I wake him up at eight o’clock to tell him the plan, taking a second to look around a room that’s only ever been his part-time home at best. To my surprise, the floor is moderately clean. No dirty plates of moldy food in sight, no jizz-filled socks. Maybe he is growing up. Maybe there’s hope for him after all.

“We’re leaving for the marina at nine,” I say.

He moans and mumbles, “Sounds good,” before rolling over, still buried in covers. “Give me fifteen minutes.”

I leave the door open so he’ll be vulnerable to downstairs chatter and the smell of bacon while I buy and print fishing licenses, my treat. Fifteen minutes later, he still hasn’t appeared, so I go back and nudge again, and he whines, “I’m up. I said, I’m up.”

Back in the kitchen, I bemoan my son’s bad manners, making sure Nick knows my parenting isn’t to blame, and Elizabeth comes to my rescue, saying, “Why don’t you and Nick head to the dock and get the boat ready. I’ll blast Carly Simon and send Jonah over when he gets his ass in gear.”

There it is. She has my back. Her whole demeanor has brightened, and I feel bad for being annoyed with her before. She’s so damn good most of the time, and Nick’s perviness isn’t her fault. She’s taken a shower. She’s wearing a bra. Maybe she does see Oliver or Pip, but maybe that’s not so dreadful, because if Nick represents an opportunity to flex repressed maternal instincts, I should support the exercise. Heaven knows she didn’t get the chance with Jonah. Elizabeth missed the first half of his life. She’s never seen her DNA imprinted on an infant. I would have had another child if she’d wanted one—hell, I’d have had two—but it was her decision to send me off to get snipped. She was the one who made that call.

“I’m not willing to trade my autonomy for a seven-million-dollar pet,” she used to say. Remarkably, she’d say it with zero emotion, let alone grief. I’d argue she lost her autonomy the day she married me, technically, and that Jonah is not a pet, but she’d hold her ground, saying only, “You know what I mean.”

I guess I do.

Vanessa had wanted a baby so badly, and although we were both young—far too young to have started a family—conceiving didn’t come easy. It wasn’t as simple as shooting sperm through her cervix, but we were never ones to shy away from challenges. A baby stopped being the goal. Making a baby was all we could see. We didn’t do the grueling things our neighbors are doing today, but Vanessa did endure a few rounds of Clomid after getting her fallopian tubes flushed. Determination usurped ambivalence. True achievers, we wanted success.

We got Jonah. He was extraordinary. He was darling, of course, but he would cry and cry and nothing would soothe him in that first month. We were certain it was colic or some gastrointestinal problem, but the pediatrician said, “No, he’s just a baby.”

Babies cry, we learned. Babies, much like puppies, keep owners up all night; they vomit and defecate when it’s inconvenient and urinate where we’re expected to clean it up. In no time, they want chew toys. They break Limoges boxes and shred magazines. They want attention, and when they don’t get it, they whine. They beg for indigestible treats, but we are supposed to feed them very particular foods at regular intervals, or else, because that’s our job, don’t fuck it up. They need vaccines, socialization, discipline, and fresh air, and so we work our asses off to give them all these things and more: education, vacations, culture, comfort. We love them with every atom of ourselves because we have to—because if we allow for even the slightest possibility that we don’t know why we did this, our whole reason for being would collapse. So we tell other parents the same thing they tell us, which is that we wouldn’t trade it for the world. We tell ourselves this because we don’t have a choice, because there’s no trade on the table.

Tutors, training, lessons, braces, a new car, a new computer, the latest software, the latest trend, seven thousand lunches, seven thousand dinners, fifty-odd pairs of shoes, countless tanks of gas, lift tickets, Christmas presents, birthday parties, warmth, and water. We give commands—Sit, Stay—and teach them tricks: multiplication tables, long division, grammar, manners, how to be liked, how to get accepted, how to get ahead in the real world. Before the real world, though, there’s college. Assuming he manages to make it out in four years, Jonah’s undergrad will run me a quarter of a million dollars, and because I’ve worked tirelessly to make all this money to pay for all his stuff, we won’t qualify for desirable scholarships or grants.
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New York Times bestselling author of Lie to Me and Tear Me Apart

MAN

LOUISE WALKER










