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Part One THE MALFUNCTIONING MAN







CHAPTER 1


DAWN

A fuse has blown inside me. I’m sure of it. If it made noise, it would be like a firework: a pop, a sizzle, then silence. There was a cramp in my side two nights ago, which I assumed was gas. But gas doesn’t land you in the office of a fertility specialist. Something else is wrong. Something inside me, something critical and egg producing, has become overgrown with a dark spot that the doctor has found. A polyp. A tumor. An alien tentacle.

Yeah. I’m a bit of a worrier.

Sensing this, my husband tightens his hand around mine. Wyatt is always hot-blooded. I like how I can squish his veins, watch them roll and wriggle like snakes under the skin.

“Dawn and Wyatt Decker—fancy meeting you here again.” The doctor plops two folders on her desk and smiles, pleased with the joke she must tell every couple. Jokes are strange coming out of her. Small and spectacled with a pinpoint chin, she looks like a woman who would shush you at a library. “Well, then. Dawn. How’s the irritation?”

Not nearly as bad as the anticipation. Three days of rubbing my unoccupied belly in the mirror, circle after circle, like some healing spell. Three days of Wyatt humming Brahms’s “Lullaby” in the shower.

I eye the folder on her desk and give Wyatt’s hand a squeeze. “Irritation’s totally gone,” I say.

The doctor chuckles. “That’s good. Because we put you through the wringer the other day.”

That’s putting it lightly. Three days ago, the tests hit me like a marathon rerun of Sex Ed. Uterus, cervix, fallopian tubes, ovarian fossa. Did you know ovaries are technically gonads? I do now. I am thirty-one years old and I just learned I have gonads. The process of oogenesis—egg making—is an assembly line of follicles and oocytes. I don’t like knowing this much about myself. There are too many moving parts, too many things that can go wrong.

“Yeah. Not like this one.” I throw a thumb Wyatt’s way. “What did you have to do again, honey?”

Wyatt’s cheeks flush. “It’s not as pleasant as it sounds. I felt like a monkey in a zoo.”

“I won’t touch that one,” the doctor says.

“Good,” Wyatt says. “I’ve touched it enough.”

In spite of ourselves, in spite of where we are and what news we’re waiting on, all three of us laugh. God, I love this man. He could defuse an atom bomb with a smile.

She opens the folder. I try to read upside down. Dawn Decker. 31 years old. It’s hard to make out the rest, so I assume it reads BIG OL’ UGLY TUMOR ON HER BUSTED BABYMAKER.

Pop. Sizzle.

Silence.

“Moment of truth,” she says. “So, Dawn.”

I hate how slowly she paces her words. How she isolates my name in its own sentence, like she’s about to announce I’ve been expelled from school, like my ovaries have been caught smoking weed after second period. Isn’t that always how it is for women? We’re judged on the health of our wombs. No matter how much I want children, my success—in my eyes, in my mother’s eyes, in everyone’s eyes—depends on the next words out of the doctor’s mouth. Women have the wombs and that makes us the Replication Machines. We are never ourselves; we are only the quality of our Machine. Can we have kids? Then our Machine is good, and we are Instagram-worthy. Can we not? Then we are lonely malfunctions. I’ve raised chickens before, and once the novelty wears off, all people ever want to know is how many eggs the hens lay. It’s the same if you’re a married woman.

“Everything looks good. You’re in great condition to have children.”

Relief shoots out of me in hot breaths. Though I hate how much it matters, I am thrilled my Machine is good.

Then the doctor turns. “Wyatt.”

He is no longer squeezing my hand. The doctor looks glum as she pulls the second file and opens it. I can only imagine what his papers describe.

“That means it’s me,” Wyatt mutters as it registers. “It’s my sperm.”








CHAPTER 2


WYATT

Here’s something they don’t tell you about your low sperm count. You can feel it between your legs. An emptiness, but not like a hole. Something is there, a misrepresentation of the real thing. A meatless burger. A diet soda.

Two hours after the doctor, I’m sitting with my legs closed, chomping my way through a pack of sugar-free gum. Dawn’s inside with the crew. I can hear their laughter go mute against coffered ceilings. (Bad idea, by the way, coffered ceilings. They muffle sound and make spaces seem smaller.) I’m outside on the porch of a four-bedroom renovation in Pleasant View, looking the part: calloused hands, flannel button-down, belt loaded with all sorts of fully functioning tools.

On the inside? I’m Caffeine-Free Wyatt Zero. Tastes just like a man, none of the calories.

Isn’t that always how it is for men? We have to assign numerical value to what we offer the world. A sledgehammer might be our favorite tool, but the one we use most often is the measuring tape. How much do you bench? What sales did you pull this quarter? How many commas in your bank account? Even your house—the so-called curb appeal—is just a megaphone for the size of your mortgage payment. It never ends; everything about your manhood can be summed up in a number. Your paycheck. Your TV ratings. Your testosterone levels.

Your sperm count.

Turns out that number means more than all the rest. It means we’ll struggle. Even if we try IVF, Dawn’s poor mother—who’s made it clear she wants nothing else in the world more than a grandbaby—would still have to live long enough to see that bear fruit. I feel slightly guilty about that. If Dawn had married someone else, anyone else, maybe she’d be vetting elementary schools instead of spending her mornings in fertility clinics, listening to our specialist verbally spelunk her way through my seminal vesicles and ductus deferens. For most people, children are just the beginning, Mile One in the marathon of having a family. They forget the thousand little miracles that have to take place before the starting line.

I’d do anything to get there with Dawn. To step across the starting line together.

This afternoon, I’m sitting at our latest renovation, off a tarry county road with a bike trail. I’m wrapping up my gum wad when a couple, about midforties, come cycling up the way. The guy’s pants are tight. Be careful with that, buddy! I want to say.

The husband eyes our whole production: two TV equipment trucks, half a dozen cars, sound cables snaking up the front walkway. He says something to his wife and gestures at me.

This is when I tell you I’m famous.

To be clear: I’m not Brad Pitt or Michael Jackson famous. Restaurants might comp me for the occasional meal, but it’s not like crowds form around me while I eat. I’m famous in the way the Property Brothers are famous. Sure, The Perfect Home is the crown jewel in the Home & Lawn TV lineup, and I’ve been on the cover of a few grocery-register magazines, but if you aren’t into home renovation, there’s a good chance you haven’t heard of Dawn and me. Most of the time, my face sets off some sort of internal Isn’t he familiar? alarm. A lot of people can’t put their finger on it until something clicks.

The couple rolls to a stop and the wife squeezes her husband’s shirt. It’s always the wives who recognize me first. Both of their eyes go glassy.

Click. The fertility clinic dissolves from my mind and my fingers get fidgety. Around my fans, I am a nest full of honeybees. I pocket the gum, wipe my hands, and walk down to the trail.

“Wyatt Decker,” I say.

The wife laughs. “We know.”

“Biggest HLTV fan in the world, right here,” her husband says, pointing his thumb at her. “You’re her hall pass.”

The wife elbows him.

“Oh, am I?” I ask, eyebrows wiggling.

Then I flash her the pearlies. Right on cue, she laughs, which makes the husband laugh. This sends sugar right into my veins. My show was already in season two when I realized I was smiling so much in public that I should probably invest in it—Invisalign and Dr. Winstrome’s $2,000 laser-and-peroxide treatment, though he kept my teeth a few shades under bleach white for a more natural look. It’s the same thing I do with the houses on The Perfect Home. I never paint a room white—it’s always alligator egg or vanilla lace. A subtle, off-white choice, never perfect. You learn quickly on TV that it’s better to leave in the takes where you hammer your thumb or drop the end of the coffee table on your foot. It’s the reason folks like this couple are comfortable coming up to me.

After a few selfies and a new voicemail recording for the husband (“This is Wyatt Decker. Please leave the ‘perfect’ voicemail…”), they mosey on down the bike path with a story they can tell at their next dinner party. The feeling leaves me wiped clean.

In the house, the AC is off. Everyone—Dawn, Janie (our veteran reality-TV producer), the cameraman, our key grip—is wearing a mask because of all the sawdust floating in the air, the chalk of broken tile. The once-coffered ceilings are now Grecian ruins on the floor.

I clap my hands and everyone turns. “All right! Let’s do it.”

“Thank God,” Dawn says. “Look who got his groove back. Can I stop trying to come up with talking heads now? I’m all out of wordplay.”

I slap on a pair of goggles as our cameraman gets in position. In the corner our head contractor hikes up his sagging tool belt. His team handles the real demolition. Dawn and I are the talent, much as that word makes Dawn gag, so we only drop in for an afternoon of goggle donning and sledgehammering and mugging for the cameras. Then the demolition crew will settle in and get down to the real work.

Dawn tugs my arm. “You sure you’re feeling okay? We can end one day of shooting short, if you’re not. We’re kind of the stars, you know.”

“Oh, yeah? Big, sexy TV stars, huh?”

“Noticed you added big and sexy.” She frowns, chewing her lip.

Dawn’s always been self-conscious about her teeth. But I need her perfect, janky, full-toothed smile in my life. I bear-hug her and feel her arms go soft in my grip.

“It’s the smile vise, Dawn. Unless you smile, you will be crushed into a cube and sent to the recycling yard—” I plant a big kiss on her cheek, then stay near her ear, gnawing and making Cookie Monster noises. That finally breaks her. There is nothing better than a full-throated laugh from someone who doesn’t suffer fools.

“You win,” she says. “You win, you win!”

“The vise always veens!” I say—for some reason, my accent has gone full Transylvanian. I turn to Janie, rub my hands together, conjuring up the Reality TV muses, and ask if we’re ready to shoot.

I refuse to let this high wear off.




DAWN

With the camera tracking them, Wyatt and the contractor make a show of surveying the same wall they already surveyed off camera. They will find that the wall next to the dining room is load bearing, which is going to give us problems if we plan on sticking to an open concept. It’s the kind of scene we need before a commercial break. A little moment of uh-oh. You don’t have to watch The Perfect Home to know this is the oldest trick in the reality-TV playbook.

I don’t love coming along for demo days. I’d rather be home fixing myself a soft-pimento-cheese sandwich. But Wyatt says my highest audience scores come when I’m there to rain on his parade, so this became our routine. Wyatt going full Neanderthal on old drywall, me scolding him because I was going to hang some ivy there, him pulling up a leaf and nailing it in, his face a broken mirror of smile and apology. I am the acid to Wyatt’s base. For whatever reason, that’s the married-couple chemistry America wants in its home renovation.

“So this isn’t coming down?” Wyatt is saying, pressing his palm into a wooden beam.

“Not if y’all want open concept.” The contractor’s East Tennessee accent—think Dolly Parton with a dipping habit—always reminds me how much Wyatt has worked to lose his. “Heck, if I was an inspector, I’d already be on y’all with a shtop order.”

Then there’s a pause, which is strange. Wyatt only lets dead air on the show if it’s setting up a punch line.

Wyatt turns to me. “That’s you, babycakes.”

“Oh! I’m sorry. What was I going to say, Janie?”

“Reset,” Janie says to everyone in the room but me. The whole routine begins again. Wyatt keeps his gaze on me, deciding whether to shake his head or smile.

“Sorry.” I do a cuckoo sign with my finger. “I just pulled a Myra.”

Myra was Wyatt’s ex-wife. Long story short, Wyatt caught her cheating on him with his attorney. He immediately filed for divorce, and as soon as they signed the papers, she up and left for South America. Nobody’s heard from her since. Pulling a Myra is our inside joke for disappearances—literal and metaphorical.

“Lemme think.” Wyatt looks at Janie. “You sure this doesn’t need something? Now that we’re resetting, it feels wrong. We’ve done the load-bearing thing already. Everyone has.”

“The same thing can go wrong in different houses,” I say, dreaming of the soft white bread I’ll use for the pimento-cheese sandwich. Maybe I’ll cut off the crusts.

Wyatt’s eyes float miles away. I steal a glance out the window. The late-afternoon light has gone soggy in the summer haze. Our daylight is burning.

“How about this: I’m knocking down some wall as usual. Then what if there’s something inside it?”

“Like what?” Janie asks.

“Y’all stay put,” Wyatt says, sounding more Tennessee than ever. Tool belt and goggles and all, he walks out the door. This leaves an entire TV filming crew silent in his wake. The life of the party has just left. Despite his usual charm, I can tell there’s a sore spot in his mood, a rawness left over from the fertility clinic. He even forgot that we drove here together; now I can’t drive home and make myself that pimento cheese.

The gall of this man.

Janie walks up to me, scratching her scalp. “Well, since we’re stuck here, you wanna do a talking head?”

I groan.

Done well, those insert scenes when one of the actors breaks the fourth wall and speaks directly to the audience feel like interviews, add to the documentary feel. But in practice they’re nothing like real interviews. Every punch line is choreographed. If I could cut one now, a direct line between me and The Perfect Home fans, it might sound like:

Wyatt’s gone to the store and he won’t tell us what it’s about. You know how Wyatt is.

Cue eye roll. Eye rolls come naturally to me, and that’s why I fit in the show. Ostensibly, I’m here for interior décor, for deciding whether a breakfast nook needs an oversized clock hanging above the table. But for every ten questions I get about the show, only one is about décor. The rest are about Wyatt.

After we film a new talking head—I do one of my trademark riffs, complaining to the camera with my hand next to my mouth like I’m telling tales out of school—we wait so long that the crew breaks out into a game of cribbage. But we can’t leave no matter how bad the light gets. Wyatt could be back at any moment. Once when Wyatt disappeared to buy a replacement futon for the one he accidentally broke during a shoot, sunset came before Wyatt did, so Janie called it a day and sent us all home. Wyatt showed ten minutes later, texting everyone in all caps, I WASN’T GONE THAT LONG. C’MON. WE’RE BURNING THE MIDNIGHT OIL. Turned out he’d driven through half of Nashville looking for the exact same futon. And he’d found it.

Looking back, we all felt a little silly for thinking he’d abandoned us. Wyatt would never lose a day of shooting.

I type out a text warning him not to pull a Myra and abandon us for South America, but I’ve barely hit send when his truck pulls in the driveway. He scampers up to the entryway with a cloth bag dangling in his hands.

“Can we rig a fake wall for us to demo?”

I point at Wyatt’s bag. “What’d you get?”

“Antique coins. I went to a pawnshop.” Wyatt tapes the bag to the wall, and the contractor covers it with the fake wall we’re about to destroy. I slather on a coat of Van Courtland Blue as Wyatt tells us the concept: we’re going to stumble upon a bag of coins from the Prohibition era.

“Sounds kinda convoluted,” Janie says.

Wyatt shrugs. “First we shoot coverage with windows in the shot, to preserve the light. Next we’ll do the indoor shots. We’ll add a warm light and hang a curtain diffuser if the continuity doesn’t work. Worst case, we transition with a voice-over from establishing, then directly into the shot of me hammering the wall. Someone can curse in the background so we have something to bleep, which snaps the audience to attention, and I say, ‘What is this?’ ”—emphasis on this—then a shot of my gloved hand as I pull out the bag, saying, ‘Noooo way.’ Then bam, we’re into a Lowe’s commercial. Couldn’t be simpler.”

The cameraman scratches his cheek with his mouth open, megaphoning the crackling sound of fingernail on stubble. “That sound plausible?”

“Sure. The house was built in 1932, right? Prohibition. Or is that too obvious?”

A few of us exchange looks of surrender, the tension defrosting from our eyes. No, it is not too obvious. As we film it, I catch myself leaning in behind, sucked in by the moonshine mystery Wyatt’s just constructed out of thin air. I forget all about pimento cheese. Pimento cheese can wait. This is better.

If I had to do a talking head:

What else is there to say? In Wyatt We Trust.








CHAPTER 3


WYATT

As I drive us home to Belle Meade that night, I find myself wishing our F-150 were a stick shift. Something for fidgeting. Something a man holds. Anyone who’s ever seen my TV show will assume I can drive a stick. I can’t. In reality, I am a man who doesn’t know what to do with his hands.

“There are options,” Dawn says. “You heard the doctor. In vitro. And adoption isn’t the A-word, you know.”

“I just have this image in my head, babycakes”—even my pet name for Dawn has the word baby in it—“you and me, a fireplace, our baby, main page of Modern People. Not just a baby. Our baby.”

“Adopted would still be our baby. And why shouldn’t Modern People like that?” She crinkles her nose. “Was this really your first sperm test? I mean, you were with Myra for a while.”

“Me and Myra never tried for kids. And we weren’t having sex by the end.” Flicking on the turn signal, I change the subject. “Want some Chick-fil-A?”

As I turn, the F-150 downshifts for me. The space under my hand is a cockpit panel of seat warmers and cupholders. I am too comfortable, I decide. Too coddled. That’s why my sperm doesn’t work. My whole life has been on automatic transmission.

At the Chick-fil-A menu, Dawn pulls out her gratitude journal, swipes the leather with a thumb, pulls off the band. The pages she’s filled are sweaty and rippled, nearly ruined. That’s a classic Dawn trait. Family heirlooms and sentimental things should not be behind glass, she once told me. They’re to be ruined with use. And she does use things up. Journals, tennis shoes, credit card points. Dawn once told me a life well lived ends with an empty tank of gas.

“What are you writing?” I ask.

“I’m grateful…” She searches. “For all the consequence-free sex we can have.”

“We want consequences, though. Don’t we?”

“Then I’m grateful we didn’t need any biopsies. That’s pretty awesome, right? Not having cancer?” She makes a smile, sour puckered, the kind only someone with those dimples could make.

I order two Cobb salads and pull to the first window. The poor woman behind the register looks about nine hours into an eight-hour shift.

“That’s eighteen thirty-nine… oh ma God!” The woman flinches, then freezes as she reads the name on my credit card. She blinks, rereads. Just to be sure. “Wyatt Decker.”

I grin and point at the card. “I think you’re supposed to swipe that.”

“Lordie. Look at me. I’m sorry. I got myself all twisted. You’re Wyatt Decker.”

“Watch it!” I joke. “That’s a registered trademark.”

“That makes you Dawn,” the woman says, shouting into the car now as she hands back my card. “Ease off my man, Dawn. You’re always teasin’ him about the renovation budget. My man can have any budget he wants.”

Dawn’s smile is close-lipped. “It’s sort of… that’s for TV. The banter. I don’t have any say in the budget.”

The woman at the register shoots me a downcast look. “Oh, I’m sorry. You can, uh, go to the next window for your order.”

I glance at her name tag. “Listen, Tanya, I don’t want to hold up the whole line. But thanks for being a fan! Here’s my card—ring up my producer. She’ll hook you up with all the swag you want.”

That lights her up. I drive to the second window—Tanya’s “Thankyouthankyouthankyou” fading behind us—and give Dawn a love tap on the thigh. “You could have been a little nicer. That woman was only trying to get you to smile.”

“Sorry. You’re so much better at celebrity small talk than me.”

“That’s the thing. I’m not. You’re a hundred times funnier when you want to be.”

Dawn makes a show of licking her finger, then opens the journal. “I’m writing that one down. What’s today’s date?” She scribbles, “ ‘Wyatt finally admitted it today…’ ”

Our French Colonial in Belle Meade stands on top of a hill, the tip of its belvedere tower slicing a baby-blue sky in half. Behind it, a buzz cut of chainsawed oaks speckles the backyard. Dawn and I had to clear it of trees and huckleberry if we wanted a backyard—a true backyard for red rover games and long Hail Mary passes. That was where the playhouse would go, once we had the rest of the trees cut, but now I wonder if I should call and cancel the tree guys. Right now, the only thing that’s out there is the toolshed we erected on an episode of The Perfect Home: See how easy it is to assemble one of your very own from a kit? It has French double doors to match the house. They’re made from plywood. Dawn likes the way our lot is wrapped in trees, like “a big bird’s nest,” our dappled woods cupping us and our future chickadees. But what if we have no chickadees? Our nest becomes a pile of sticks. Our French Colonial becomes five thousand square feet of drywall and HVAC.

Dawn goes to the bathroom, so I’m left in the absurdly large kitchen with my salad. I feel silly, oddly callow, sitting at the enormous U-shaped island.

We can afford this place, sure. But still. Our eyes were bigger than our stomachs.

I flip on the kitchen’s TV for some distraction. Instead, I get more of us: a rerun of The Perfect Home as the credits roll. HLTV skips straight to the next episode, so here we are, Dawn and Wyatt, America’s favorite fruitless couple, introducing ourselves yet again.

On-screen, I trudge up to the camera in slow motion, wearing the flannel I never wear in real life, a sledgehammer in my gloved hands.

I know renovation, I say.

And I know décor, Dawn adds, via voice-over. A scene shows her lifting a pedestal vase to a mantel of white-painted brick. I remember shooting that day. She complained she would never paint brick.

A montage follows: unveiling newly renovated ranch homes to families with strollers, moms cupping their mouths, and dads shooting silent Wows with their lips; Dawn using the stud finder over her considerable cleavage and laughing her perfect, throaty laugh; me bursting through wall paneling like the Kool-Aid man doing demo; our clients’ happy toddlers jumping on their new race-car beds. Finally, a shot in front of a blurred-out house dollies away in slow motion as Dawn and I lean against each other. It strikes me—given all the houses we’ve upgraded for growing families—how lonely two childless people can look.

And together, we narrate, we help you build your Perfect Home.

The main title unfolds: THE PERFECT HOME.

Upbeat bumper music plays over an establishing shot of my Nashville office. Cut to me bursting down the hall with a mysterious package under my arm. I plop it down in front of Dawn. Guess who we’re renovating this week.

Dawn pulls a pen out of her mouth, twists the package around. Am I crazy if I say it’s an urn?

No. Well, yes, it’s an urn, but what’s inside?… It’s a woman’s ashes.

[Bleep], Dawn says, jumping like she’s seen a spider.

The on-screen version of myself goes on to explain that we’re renovating an undertaker’s house that week. He wanted us to carry his mother’s ashes around for a week so we’d get his vibe. Of course, none of this is exactly true. The ashes and the urn were props. But when I discovered the client was a part-time undertaker who handled the occasional cemetery lot, I knew the episode had its opening hook.

The segment is already well into demolition day by the first commercial break. In this episode, I accidentally sledgehammered through a copper pipe. The camera cuts to an interior POV from the wall as Dawn gives one of her eye-rolling talking heads.

If I wanted busted pipes, I could have stayed with my ex-boyfriend, she tells the camera. Oof. That joke did not age well. Then, showing the magic that Dawn adds to the show, her smile drops. You can cut that part out, right?

We didn’t cut it out because that was Dawn at her best, a combination of self-conscious and unintentionally charming. As a drone shot shows the house from the exterior, the title card plays again: THE PERFECT HOME. Cue commercial. Buy this French onion dip; it’s perfect for parties.

Yeah, I think, waking my phone. Everything in my life is perfect, perfect.

A website that ends in .de loads on my phone. Kinderwunschklinik in Floranienburg, a suburb of Berlin. ASB, Angstrom Supplement-B, is illegal in most states.

I don’t like doing illegal things if I don’t have to. I won’t even speed on an empty highway.

But now I’m wondering if I have to.

I always knew the problem was with me. That’s why I spent the past few weeks on a private web browser, looking at sites most men shouldn’t look at, the kind that make you clear your cookies. But the list of side effects was too long, the “friendly warnings” on unfriendly message boards too riddled with hard experience. I scrolled and rescrolled through the side effects until the words weren’t so tart. High blood pressure. I’ve had that. I lived. But even so, why risk it? Our situation wasn’t as dire as all that.

Not before today.

Footsteps clap down the marble and I quickly stuff my phone in my pocket. Dawn looks fresh after the bathroom, but judging by the way she plops her elbows on the island, she’s been thinking too hard. “I know you don’t want to have the adoption talk….”

“That’s because I don’t want to adopt, period.”

“Well, then, what are we talking about? A donor?”

I reel back. She might as well have slapped me. “A donor. Gosh, Dawn.” Dawn’s mother made me promise I would never curse around her daughter, and to make sure, I cut those words from my whole life.

“I’m sorry.” Dawn sighs. “We just need to talk about our options if we can’t have kids on our own.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure.”

She blinks. “What does that mean?”

“Nothing. Nothing except—I don’t know, sometimes doctors get it wrong. The fertility doctor isn’t God. And it’s not like trying to have kids is a drag.” I stifle a smile. “It’s pretty fun.”

“Yeah, but we’re finding ways to suck all the fun out of it.”

“Well, thanks.”

“I mean, for you, too, right?”

“I’m a man, babycakes. I’ve never had bad sex.” I become desperate to change the subject. “I want to try a treatment I found online.”

Dawn dips her chin. “I found online. Famous last words.”

“Indulge me. I can do a virtual visit with the clinic. They take my history—”

“Where is this clinic?”

“—they take my history, everything is aboveboard—”

“Wyatt. Where is this clinic?”

“Germany. Hey, it’s still the Western world.” Before thinking, I add, “We’re desperate.”

“You’re desperate. I’m okay with adopting. We’ll still love the baby, won’t we? Modern people won’t care whose baby cannon the kid shoots out of. They’ll be too busy saying aww.”

For a second I consider debating the point, but I realize she means Modern People, the celebrity-feature website. Dawn has seen the vision board hanging in our exercise room. I had a staffer photoshop our spread from the cover of HLTV Magazine and digitally insert a baby into Dawn’s arms, which Dawn found macabre despite my best intentions. And above our edited heads: M-O-D-E-R-N P-E-O-P-L-E. When I ride that exercise bike, I go to the highest setting, Mount Everest. Every morning, Modern People waits at the summit.

“It’s my body,” I protest. “I’m willing to take the risks. You heard the doctor—you’re the healthy one. You have nothing to worry about. Zero side effects for you. Except possibly getting pregnant.”

Dawn pouts. “You say that as if I shouldn’t worry about you.”

“You shouldn’t! My life insurance is enormous.”

Joke or not, one glance at her tells me this was the wrong thing to say. When her lips quiver, I hurry to the freezer, pull out the only tub of ice cream I see—butter brickle—and start layering it with whatever I can find: syrup, sprinkles, cherries. I even chop the cashews.

“Who says these things?” Dawn asks, facing away, like she’s giving a talking-head segment to an invisible camera. “We’re already rich. I want you here. For another fifty years. Aren’t I enough of a family?”

I dip a spoon in the bowl, kiss the top of her head.

“Aw, hon,” she says. “No. You’ve been doing so good on your diet.”

“It’s not for me.”

She looks up. “I don’t want that—”

I slide the carton in front of her so she can read butter brickle, then wrap her up in a hug.

“All right,” I murmur. “If you don’t want me to, I won’t do it. I’m sorry. It was a careless thing to say. I want to live another fifty years if it means living with you. No matter what happens.” Then, remembering what my mom always said when she hugged me as a child, Tell me, a man has to say it, I add, “I love you.”

Peeling herself off me, Dawn has to wipe her snotty face to read the ice cream carton. “You got me butter brickle.” And leaving the sundae alone, she hugs me again. “You remember every little thing.”

We stay like that awhile, half in grief and half in relief, her heaving into my sweater, the echoes bouncing off our distant cathedral ceilings. We are two small birds in an enormous nest.




DAWN

Tuesday morning, the doorbell rings. No one is there. A small package lies on our novelty doormat: UNLESS YOU HAVE GIRL SCOUT cookies or my amazon packages, go away. I picked that one out. I got tired of the minimalist-chic gray mats I always have to choose on the show.

This package looks like it’s been through the wringer. It’s been stamped a thousand times, and layers of packing tape choke it in the middle. I bring it inside. We get so many shipments, and 99 percent of them are Wyatt’s: BCAA supplements, deco art prints for the basement he’s refinishing, beard balm infused with lanolin, which he claims is what keeps merino sheep so soft. Normally, when we get a package, I don’t even double-check the name. I just bring it in and add it to the overstuffed inbox of our lives.

But as I set it on the countertop (high-grade quartz, thank you HLTV), something compels me to read the return address.


Lackier Kinderwunschklinik

Postfach 10 01 08

32548-181 Floranienburg

Germany



The acid in my stomach churns. I don’t speak German, but words like Kinder and Klinik are clear enough.

Instead of leaving the package on the countertop, I bring it upstairs with me. He won’t know where it is; he’ll think it hasn’t come yet, and it’s not like he’ll be able to ask me, Hey, babycakes, where is that experimental German medicine I ordered but promised I wouldn’t?

After I stuff the box underneath the nightstand, I dig out my gratitude journal and open to the most recent page.

I am grateful that my husband wants kids so much, he would risk his life. I think, then add, He would do anything.








CHAPTER 4


DAWN

I’ve always been too honest. It’s the sort of honesty that leapfrogs God’s truth into hyperbole and metaphors. So, when people ask how we met, I like to say our coworkers loaded me into a cannon and shot me straight at Wyatt’s loins.

We met a little over five years ago. It was over cocktails at the penthouse of a downtown Nashville high-rise, a fumy, über-outré place smelling like a bar, all citrus and mint and sweat. Caterers had lacquered over Janie’s living room with the odd combination of steam trays and fake Perma-Snow. It was technically an HLTV Christmas party. My intention was to show my face, shoplift a ginger ale or three, and then head out—until Janie made a beeline for me.

“Ya know, you’re just Wyatt’s type,” she said.

“Oh. He likes vivacious, whip-smart blondes?”

The way infants learn to self-soothe against the coldness of the world, I’ve learned to self-flatter.

Janie shook her head, pinched the firmness of my arm—the cosmo in her other hand down to the parched lime—and said, “You’re twenty-five. He’s thirty. It’s perfect.”

I got a salivating butcher’s vibe. Take a gander at this plump heifer. The way Janie pinched me, I half expected her to talk about my gorgeous marbling. I felt like all women feel like at some point: a broodmare. A pair of plump dimples. A date of birth on my driver’s license. Inappropriate men have always told me I’d clean up well, that I’d practically be a supermodel with just a little bit of makeup, never understanding that I was already wearing foundation, mascara, and ten minutes’ worth of concealer.

Still, the match seemed natural to everyone else: Wyatt Decker, newly divorced reality-TV star, the most dashing bachelor in the South since Rhett Butler; Dawn Fremont, line producer, single and looking, chipmunk cheeks with a neckline of the goddesses, though I wondered why Janie considered a five-year difference the perfect age.

“I thought he was married,” I said.

Janie, caught mid-sip, smacked her lips. “Divorce ink just dried. Was a real messy thing. Terrible for each other. She was a real nut. Myra something.”

Before I could ask what that meant, Wyatt walked in and Janie had to go play host. Taller in real life but not freakishly so, he wore a simple white button-down tucked in to show the V-shape of his torso. Glossy black hair. Lean, slightly off-kilter smile. He had these long, reedy forearms, handyman’s forearms, where you could see every muscle dance whenever he moved his fingers. They had the cut-marble look of someone who’d spent a lifetime turning and squeezing things. He’d rolled up the button-down.

Show-off, I thought, steeling myself.

Later, he and I were filling plates at the buffet table when the crowd around us parted with the precision of synchronized swimmers. Wyatt was scooping helping after helping of mashed potatoes onto an enormous plate.

“It’s a cheat meal,” he said, blushing. He always blushes about food. “My trainer’s letting me have whatever I can fill on one plate.”

“Hey. I’m not judging.” But I couldn’t resist. “It looks good. Where’d you get that giant plate, though? Is there a manhole somewhere that needs a cover?”

He smiled, then wiped his hand with a cloth and stuck it out. “Wyatt Decker.”

And I shook, enjoying how small my hand felt in his. “Dawn Decker.”

“Oh?”

“Fremont. Dawn… Fremont. Sorry. I just—I know who you are. I had Decker on the brain. I love your show.”

“Oh, fantastic. Lovely to finally meet half of my female audience. You don’t happen to know the other woman who watches, do you?”

All modesty and jokes, Wyatt. By then, The Perfect Home was already the cornerstone of HLTV’s Sunday-night lineup. Reruns played all week. God, with all he had going for him, he was even unassuming. I almost let out a groan as my desire to hate him dissolved.

I didn’t reply, having nothing clever to say, imagining he’d forget me as soon as someone else demanded his attention. But after the momentum of the line carried us to the bar, Wyatt turned to me. “Can I buy you a drink?”

“Seltzer with a lime.”

“You sure? It’s Christmas.”

I didn’t want to make it a big deal. “Can’t. I’m sorry. You can make it fun, though. See how many lime wedges you can fit into one glass.”

His eyes went so bright, I could swear I saw flares. Years later, we would decide while bantering about paint colors on The Perfect Home that his famous shiny eyes are Byzantine Blue. Mine are brown. “Just brown,” I said. When he tried to dress it up as “Gingerbread Brown,” I looked at the camera and mouthed it again: Just brown.

“I’ll tell them lime, with a splash of water,” he said. I loved that this filled him up with so much happiness. “You know, like a joke.”

“Sure.” I grinned. “And like any good joke, you’ll have to explain it.”

We were still talking two hours later, mindlessly hogging the warm spot by the fireplace. As it turned out, in many ways we were the same person. We were both die-hard University of Tennessee Volunteers—which may not sound like much outside Vanderbilt territory, but it is here. Neither of us had siblings. I still had my mother left; his had died in a car accident when he was thirteen. Lung cancer had sent his father to heaven, and a love of slot machines and cocktail waitresses had sent mine to skid row. The last time I got a birthday card from him, I told Wyatt, it had a Vegas return address.

I changed subjects back to his show. “That stuff you said about your audience being all men…”

“Oh, I wasn’t kidding. Our audience is seventy-thirty men-to-women. Ratings are good, but HLTV’s bread and butter is women. They don’t want beer commercials. They want Lowe’s, Target, Bed Bath and Beyond.”

“Well, your show is all men. You and the crew. The design tips are pretty good, but what women are still watching after five minutes? You’re giving them three guys with beards. But I have at least two or three friends who swear by every design concept you post on Instagram.”

“Yeah, and what are the names of these friends? Jim-Bob? Skeeter?”

“Victoria and Alice. My two closest friends. And I could never be friends with people who have horrible taste in TV.”

He smiled. It was no longer off-kilter. “Maybe I’m making progress.”

“Women are looking for an excuse to talk about this show, and you don’t give it to them. Half of every episode focuses on your buddies, and all they do is prank each other. The show should be about you and the families you help. You think it’s a show about houses. It should be about you.” I made a circle motion in his direction. “With the total man-babe factor you got goin’ on over there.”

He mimed licking a pencil, writing this down. “Less pranks, more man-babe. Got it.”

“Fewer pranks,” I corrected. “And if you have a girlfriend, put her on.”

I was just fishing, but Wyatt got a look like someone had just turned on the lights. He gave me his card and said to call his producer, not knowing I’d already met Janie, who was now singing karaoke in the corner and about one vodka tonic shy of wearing a lampshade.

Within a few weeks, Wyatt and Janie invited me on camera as a consultant. I already had a side gig refurbishing antiques on Etsy, so that became my thing on The Perfect Home: knickknacks and décor. The pranking friends lost their screen time and subsequently their interest in the show, while I brought my snark and grammar correcting.

Along with an instant boost in the eighteen-to-forty-five female demo.

Then came the comments on Instagram. Is she single? How does she not jump on that? How does he not jump on that? His followers doubled within months, most of them women. After a few dates (during which we did secretly jump on that) Wyatt went Instagram official with our relationship. He got his first mentions in the gossip blogs since his divorce. The ratings jumped overnight.

We lived half our courtship on-screen. The engagement episode: Wyatt redoing my childhood Murfreesboro home for my mother, who wasn’t in long-term care yet. The wedding special: drama over who would walk me down the aisle, with my mom wheelchair-bound and my father presumably off spending his slot winnings on booze. Honeymoon: a special “travel” episode to the Keys, the first (and only) time I yelled at Janie after I found hidden cameras in our bedroom. Oh, and we updated a fisherman shack in Key West.

It only takes one conversation to change your entire life. Meeting Wyatt at Janie’s party was mine. I thought line producer was a pretty good job, had my eyes set on an HLTV executive role twenty years down the line. All behind-the-camera stuff. Then, as if snatched away, Alice in Wonderland–style, I became a TV star. My name is everywhere next to his. On the Perfect Home antique shop. On the joint bank account with two commas. In the captions when the Daily Mail turns our coffee runs into lame real estate puns. (My favorite: “Curve Appeal! Dawn Decker Looks Snazzy in Sweats on a Nashville Coffee Run.”)

Wyatt was born to be famous, but if I’m honest, I chafe against it. It feels like wearing glass clothes. I’m grateful for what it brought: a giant house in Belle Meade, satisfaction at work, money to help my mom. But the thousand cuts of fame ache after a while. Especially reading comments online with all their stinging compliments: You’re hope for all of us “regular” girls. Though we registered the house under an LLC, strangers still somehow find out where we live and occasionally snap pictures. Once I even found a death threat in Wyatt’s mail. He shrugged it off (“Maybe they meant to send it to Black and Decker, ha, ha”), but it took me several hours and about a gallon of matcha milk to fall asleep that night.

I don’t want to sound ungrateful. Fame certainly has its charms. Right after my first episode aired, someone started an Instagram reply thread asking if Wyatt and I were dating. Down the chain the comments went, speculations galore, these middle-aged housewives practically picking out my wedding dress for me. And it ended with what I once thought was the greatest compliment of all.

Their babies are going to be so, so gorgeous.



Tonight, Wyatt is downtown for a business meeting, so I leave the Lackier Kinderwunschklinik package out on the kitchen counter. He’ll find it when he comes home.

Even better, he’ll know I saw it.

I do some laptop research in bed to pass the time. Search results for Angstrom Supplement-B are inconclusive. For a while, all I find is obscure medical data from Belgium and ads for penis pills. Searches like male fertility ASB are going to land me on some shady marketing lists. WebMD lists a couple of side effects—Wyatt would have to watch his thyroid and blood pressure—but the fertility forums have mostly rave reviews.

Great experience, one woman says. After about a month or so of trying to conceive, I got pregnant!!!

My favorite part was the increased libido, comes a reply. We were like newlyweds. Same as you—pregnant in a month, due in September. Hurray for supersperm, lol.

They should sell this over the counter, says Woman Number Three. It’s like beer goggles without the hangover.

A dozen comments or so echo the same, celebrating revitalized sex lives and impending baby showers. I scroll past a few rows of eggplant emojis and double entendres until I find more text. One woman got a divorce after taking it, but vouched for ASB’s impact on potency.

The last comment is a reply to her. A divorce? Lucky, lucky. My scumbag brother-in-law took it, and my sister will never be the same.

I look for a comment button to ask why, but there is none. The thread is from five years ago. It’s a digital ghost town.

Even though it’s a quarter after nine, I’m wired, wide-awake. A glance out the window shows no sign of Wyatt in the driveway. I grab my keys, head past the Kinderwunschklinik package still on the counter, and pop the door to my truck before I know where I’m going.

Mom, I think when the engine turns over. Always Mom.

It’s only a five-minute drive, which was the appeal of putting her up in Long Grove Health and Retirement Care. It costs us two grand a month more than the next-best option, but the advantage is I can visit Mom whenever I want. And it’s nicer. Just one story of brick and faux marble, it looks more like a country club than a nursing home.

Tonight, only a few cars are out back, which must belong to the night staff. That fills me with daughterly pride. No one gets as many visits as my mom.

Harlene Mae Fremont is big and round—always been round, she says, just like her mom—with a tanned complexion prone to freckles. Her rusty-blond curls are now gone and she has to paint her eyebrows, but her green eyes still have their gleam. When I come in, she’s got a cream beauty mask on. I love her for that. In spite of everything, she still wants her skin to glow. She says she will never be stage five, the stage at which cancer metastasizes to the spirit.

As I walk through her door, I see she’s wrapped up her legs in a flannel blanket, leaning back in a noisy leather chair, vegged out in front of Friends reruns. I know the episode on sight, “The One with the Worst Best Man Ever.”

“Oh, baby,” she says, which is her version of hello. No matter how routine, every visit shocks her like a surprise party. It’s one reason everyone loves her. “You shoulda called. I look a mess.”

“I was hopin’ we could talk.” I hear my voice slip back into Fremont mode, that Appalachian-foothill drawl.

She mutes the TV, even though I’ve told her a thousand times she can pause live TV now. It never takes. “Hit me with it, baby.”

I tell her about the package and the ASB. My first instinct would usually be to tell Victoria—Vic—my former college roommate. No one knows you like your first wine buddy. But involving Vic would take our secret outside the family. Then there’s Alice, the nurse, the absolute sweetheart, but she’s so by the book she’d probably report us to the FDA. Momma Harlene, as we all call her, is a dead end of information. That’s on purpose. She told me once that if you want people to tell you secrets, you should acquire a reputation for keeping them. By the end of my story, her eyes have gone bleary. She pinches the top of her nose.

“You all right, Mom?”

“Just this heat.” She fans herself. “All right, I’m goin’ to tell you how to deal with this. Be easy on Wyatt. He’s already done so much for you. The big ol’ house full of bedrooms. Cuttin’ down all the trees in that backyard of yours. And didn’t you say he didn’t even wanna get tested at first? This’ll be his worst fear come to life. A man finds out he’s got bad sperm, or no sperm, whatever it was—there’s gonna be a problem. How would you like finding out you got no eggs? I ain’t had any for a long time and I’m still shook up about it. Talk to him, make him feel like a man again, and maybe he never takes a single pill of that MSG.”

“ASB.” Acronyms aside, her mind seems sharp as ever. The diagnosis isn’t technically terminal—immune therapy has kept her in a holding pattern for years—but I can tell by the way she wheezes between sentences that her body isn’t the steamroller it once was.

She leans forward, making the leather in her chair scream, and gets that aiming-at-a-dartboard look in her eyes. “You know, there are options. Don’t ever you think you can’t adopt.”

“I know,” I say. But I don’t know. I do know she means well, but I also know that on her sixtieth birthday I asked her what she wished for and she patted me over the womb with a wink. I know that before she moved into Long Grove Health, she kept an unassembled crib hidden in my old bedroom closet. I know that like me she was an only child. I know that if I mention any of this to her, she’ll suck her teeth and say we should stop worrying and watch Friends, and somehow that will hurt more than any of it. I can’t separate myself from the feeling of responsibility. What good are you to your parents if you don’t make something of yourself before you die? Wyatt built a number one cable reality show. What did I build? All Momma Harlene ever asked for was a grandchild. If nothing else, I want to tell Mom, Look, I made this, and you made me. Wasn’t it all worth it? All those midnight feedings when I was an infant, all those fillings you paid for, all those boys you helped me cry over? Now the thing you made is making things.

I draw a deep, speechmaking breath. “And if we did adopt—”

“This soon?” She frowns. “I meant down the line. Isn’t that kind of early for the white flag, darlin’? You got plenty of good years left, and you can adopt anytime.”

The envy in her voice—plenty of good years left—breaks my heart. “I just don’t want to waste time trying for a baby if we know it’s pointless.”

“Doctors got all sorts of newfangled treatments, and it sounds like Wyatt’s on top of all that. He’s tryin’ at least.”

“Tryin’, yeah. Without my permission. But if we adopt, you’d be able to meet your grandchild.”

“Someone else’s grandbaby.”

“Mom, you just said you were okay with me adopting.”

She whistles out a sigh. “Oh, listen to me. Of course you’re right. Don’t pay me no mind, baby. You could bring home a rhino from the Nashville Zoo and I’d love that grandbaby like it’s my own.”

“But if we can’t…”

“It don’t matter, baby, really. I’ve had a good life.”

I’ve had a good life. She says it like adoption, not melanoma, is what will be the death of her. We lived with each other twenty years, Momma Harlene and me, both alone and together, dissolving the boundary between motherhood and sisterhood. That kind of intimacy means I can read her, too. She’s going easy on me because I showed up at nine o’clock at night, later than usual. She senses I’m making an apology for what Wyatt can’t do.

We watch TV together for a while, but I can’t concentrate. By the time I leave, I decide this little retirement home kingdom of hers isn’t nearly repayment enough for raising me.



I drive up to the house, the only car in the driveway. The package from Germany still sits on the kitchen counter. I start an angsty, melodramatic note: blah blah trust between partners and blah blah thought we were in this together and blah blah thought you could tell me anything and blah blah our wedding vows and blah blah you didn’t listen to me about adoption.

I rip it up and toss it in the trash bin. I write a new note. One sentence.

If we’re doing this, we’re doing it together.



Up in the bedroom, headlights roll through the window and wake me from a dreamless sleep. Wyatt’s truck rumbles, then shuts off. I know the rest of his routine. Door opening. Kick, kicking the dirt into the welcome mat, then the pat, pat of each shoe thumping off. Keys clinking to the counter. But what’s this? A pause. He’s reading my note.

The footsteps come slowly after that, measured, contemplating. I sit up and tell Alexa to bring up the lights. Running my fingers through my hair, I try to comb out the pillow poof that’s appeared.

Wyatt opens the door slowly, just in case I’m asleep.

“I’m awake,” I call.

Wyatt is six-four, but the crimped way he’s standing makes him look half a foot shorter. He’s opened the package and is holding just the bottle of pills now, but with both hands, like it’s the hat of Oliver Twist.

“How was downtown?”

He holds up the pills. “I swear I was going to tell you, babycakes.”

Tears already. I wince and try to hide them by hugging my face into my knees. “If you were going to tell me, you would have told me.”

“I’m sorry.” He sits at my feet, the mattress frowning into his gravity. “I thought maybe if it just happened… naturally… then it would be better. For you, I mean.”

For me. He truly means that. He looks up at me, his wet eyes gone soft, a full basset-hound apology. And it softens me, too. I learned long ago that living with Wyatt means learning to swim comfortably in the wake of his whims. He means so well. I have a vision of him opening the bottle of ASB, practically panting and wagging his tail at the thought of how much it would please me.

I pinch my fingernails into my palms and steel myself. “But it’s not natural, is it?”

“Tom Dale took it, and now they have three kids. No side effects.”

Tom Dale. Wyatt says the name as though there’s supposed to be such familiarity there. Tom Dale is a name from his college days, the legend famous for streaking in front of Aryes Hall who now makes his living as a plastic surgeon in Raleigh. “Then why isn’t it legal here?”

“Weed isn’t legal here, in half the states.”

“Oh, is that next? A weed habit I don’t know about?”

He finally turns to me, cupping my kneecaps in his big hands. “You’re right, I’m sorry. I should have told you. Should have asked you before I went off and ordered it. But I thought maybe if you didn’t know—it would be better, somehow. Like maybe I wasn’t—” It takes him a while to find the appropriate word. “Malfunctioning.”

Damn him for making me feel pity. I can still hear Mom: How would you like finding out you got no eggs? I take his hands. “Well, I’m not happy you tried to sneak it on me. But like I wrote, I’m with you. Let’s try.”

“Really?”

“If you promise never to hide anything like that from me again.”

“Of course. I’m sorry. Have I said that yet?”

I giggle. “Three times now. Go ahead. Take one. If you get medical supervision. And if you promise to wean yourself off.”

“I will.”

I raise my eyebrows. “Promise?”

“Of course.” He blinks, then hooks a finger and dabs me on the thigh. “Do I need to bring out the smile vise?”

I giggle. “No, no, it’s okay.” He opens my legs so he can swim up my body and kiss me. I put a finger between our lips. “No more secrets, okay?”

“No more secrets.” He says it with his bedroom voice, that sleepy mumble. The fishhook shape in my spine goes slack as I feel myself give in. We’d dug such a groove of fertility-cycle sex that I forgot how good it can be. He has to stop a few times and change positions, just so he doesn’t spend it all in one go. Silly as it is, I like how sexy that makes me in his eyes. We are newlyweds again. I feel new in his hands, that makeup-sex feeling of cheating on each other with each other. When we’re done, I give one of his pecs a squeeze. Something about him feels new, too.
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