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For Alex


Then they said, “Come, let us build ourselves a city, with a tower that reaches to the heavens, so that we may make a name for ourselves; otherwise we will be scattered over the face of the whole earth.”

But the Lord came down to see the city and the tower the people were building. The Lord said, “If as one people speaking the same language they have begun to do this, then nothing they plan to do will be impossible for them. Come, let us go down and confuse their language so they will not understand each other.”

—GENESIS 11:4–7
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Part 1: Rosh Hashanah




Chapter 1

Things were good. As good as they’d been in years. Maybe ever. IPhone in hand, Aaron lay in bed and focused the baby monitor app’s display in on Simon’s little chest rising and falling. Then out, in order to see Simon’s hands and feet. They were fiery white blobs against the flat-white crib mattress sheet. The infrared light shone from his son’s skin in the next room over. It shone from his baby’s face, fingers, and toes. Aaron focused the display in, and the light shone from Simon’s nose and cheeks.

“What?”

“What?” Aaron said.

“You were laughing,” Amelia said.

“Was I?”

He tried to direct his thoughts away from Simon, though not toward the next day’s numbers at work.

Amelia read People magazine in bed next to him. On the back of the folded-over page: “Hot MOMMAS! Celebrities are showing off their BABY BUMPS this summer!”

The featured Hot Momma wore pink bikini bottoms and a humongous floppy hat that hid her face. She cradled her pregnant belly with one arm and covered her bare breasts with her other, the hand of which held a giant untouched cupcake. “These Hot Mommas Are Eating for Two!” read the caption below. Except the Hot Momma hadn’t been eating at all. Aaron could see her collarbone and shoulders jutting out of her taut skin. She was suffering, the Hot Momma, and it needed to stop. Someone had to save her. The Hot Momma looked malnourished, starving, obscenely pregnant, and forced to pose with a monstrous strawberry cupcake.

Aaron shook off the thought. He was trying to shake off thoughts like these lately. Thoughts that brought attention to imaginary injustices. Maybe the Hot Momma was blessed with a high metabolism. Which was part of what made her so hot. She was a movie star, Aaron remembered. Maybe she’d devour that cupcake and ten dozen more.

Aaron tried to relax. He was lucky to live on this block—the nicest block in Bed-Stuy—and lucky to be sharing a life with Amelia and Simon, who breathed steadily on the video feed in Aaron’s hand. He was lucky to have a baby who looked just like him. Everybody said it. Well, we know whose baby this is! Both Aaron and Simon had hardly any neck and tiny ears. Aaron had never been proud of his tiny ears before. They both had little bug noses, too. Amelia said their noses were cute on both of them.

Aaron thought it might be slightly narcissistic to enjoy looking at his boy as much as he did. Before he went to sleep, he pretended to be working on his phone sometimes. But he was gazing at Simon—even though at night the infrared light meant all he could see were gray patches and blindingly white ones. He watched the bright packet that was his son’s chest rise and fall. He thought about how funny it was that this little baby was going to grow up with him as a father, with Amelia as a mother. With these neighbors as neighbors. That this life would be this baby’s life. That this baby’s father was an investment manager and this baby’s mother profiled celebrities for glossy magazines. Aaron reminded himself to breathe. To slow down his breath. Nobody felt relaxed on Sunday evenings.



Chapter 2

You up?” Amelia asked. It was two, three, four in the morning. She wrenched her neck to see the clock: 4:05 according to its spectral red light. Simon was whimpering still—again. It meant he was alive, at least. SIDS was mysterious enough to claim sleeping children in the night, their whimpers signs of life.

“Mm,” Aaron said.

“I want to sleep,” she said. “But I can’t.” Lying in bed was the only time Amelia didn’t feel as though she was about to fall asleep. She didn’t sleep anymore, nor was she ever fully awake.

“I know,” he said. “Just try. Rest at least. Resting is something.”

“Everything is something,” she said.

“Resting is a particular kind of something,” he whispered. “A good kind.”

Her body was moving through interstellar depths. Everything around her—stars, planets, galaxies—was something. She was something, and Aaron was something, and little Simon was something. And when they all died, they’d still be something—only something different. Death was something. Everything was something. Even the darkness through which she floated was something.

“Dark matter,” she murmured.

“What?” Aaron asked.

She’d been sleeping, or not-quite-sleeping. “Simon! Is Simon okay?” she said.

“You’re confused. Rest. Try to rest.”

“ ‘The only important thing is rest,’ ” she said. She was quoting Aaron quoting his mother.

He rolled toward her and put a hand on her thigh.

“Hot momma,” he said.

She rolled away.



Chapter 3

A few years back, Aaron was still a rabbi, but he already disbelieved. Belief had never been at the core of his rabbinical path. Aaron had wanted to help people through their problems. He had wanted to lead the community. He had wanted to give speeches. He enjoyed analyzing literature, and in this case the Bible would do. Additionally, he was someone people liked talking to. He was reliable. He was a good listener, and he made people feel heard. He was young and bright, and people were proud of him—even people who’d just met him—and he’d spend hours, days if necessary, at temple, their homes or hospitals, sitting with them and listening. He had a way of sitting and listening where he tried to anticipate what someone was going to say next and ask it as a question, like, “And you must have been furious?” so they said, “Yes, exactly!” which made them feel very close to Aaron. It wasn’t a pretend feeling. It was real. Kindness, intelligence, sympathy—these were the most important attributes a rabbi could have, Aaron thought.

The problem was that unless you’re a psychologist, too, it turns out that the only way you’re going to truly help someone as a rabbi is through God. Sure, you can tell them that what mitigates the death of their son is that he’ll live on in their memory. But how does that make things better?

In fact, it makes things worse. All that meant, really, was: Don’t suffer, because you can spend the rest of your life in pain over your son’s sudden death. And when she asked how God could allow such a thing to happen, the only tolerable answer was that God didn’t exist. What could another answer be? That God was testing her? How, by murdering her son? That it all fit into a larger plan? How is that helpful? That God was punishing her? That could only lead to more pain. The truth—that life is unfair (or, better yet, a-fair? non-fair?) and she must do her best not to allow her suffering to define her—this had nothing to do with religion at all. This was, as he’d understood it in his undergraduate philosophy class, existentialism. What he believed was that there was no greater meaning, so mankind was responsible for creating his own meaning. But in the position he often found himself—counseling someone in the face of tragedy, telling a woman that it was her responsibility to create meaning from that tragedy—it seemed cruel. This was a moment when God should step in. But God never stepped in. And Aaron didn’t know how to. Aaron profoundly felt the lack of a higher power in his inability to ease his congregants’ pain. All Aaron had was himself, and that wasn’t enough. Aaron began to suffer. He stopped sleeping. He began to feel his congregants’ pain as his own.

An itch, a tickle—frustration that grew into impotent ache. His inability to help gnawed at him. It was shameful. People came to Aaron with pain—real pain that caused real tears and ruined lives—and he met them with platitudes.

It will pass.

I know it hurts.

You’re not to blame.

He met them with nothing. Even if he wanted to believe in God, even if he did believe in God, Aaron’s inability to channel God into lasting comfort for members of his congregation or—especially—for himself was more than shameful. It was intolerable. God hadn’t been able to save Aaron’s great-grandparents. God hadn’t been able to save Aaron’s mother. And God wasn’t doing much of a job with Aaron. The whole enterprise was an intolerable shame. He stopped being able to bear it.

The reason God never stepped in was because Aaron hadn’t been good enough to bring him in. Once Aaron had realized this, he put the realization away. But he couldn’t keep it away, and it constantly returned to persecute him.

Even if Aaron could have proven that the sacrifice of that woman’s son had been somehow worth it because of what would happen afterward in her life, his unique position as a rabbi in the century after the Holocaust of the Jews made that answer, rational or not, insulting to all those who were murdered and all those who’d lost so many of their loved ones, like Aaron’s now-deceased grandmother.

It was all so agonizing and mixed up in Aaron’s mind.

That Aaron’s great-grandparents—all eight—were taken in the Holocaust had once been another reason Aaron had believed he should be a rabbi. In addition to the fact that being a rabbi seemed to match his interests and that, more than anything else, he wanted for himself the particular kind of respect given to kind, hardworking, capable leaders in the community, he felt he owed it to the history of his family to become entrenched in the religion he doubted. If Adolf Hitler and hordes of Germans murdered so many of my family members because they were a certain thing, I should become that thing even more. That was what he believed, and, more than believed, that was what he felt down to the core of his being: that he should live his life in a way to redress the horrors that had come before him. And when Aaron graduated at the top of his rabbinical class having already been awarded a prestigious internship, which quickly became a permanent position, at Rohr Shalom, the Upper East Side’s most prominent synagogue, he saw his grandmother’s beaming eighty-year-old face—her cane propped against her chair—and knew he’d done right.

•  •  •

That was only six years ago.

His grandmother had since passed away. She died happy because of him. His mother had since passed away. She died in pain from cancer and the chemotherapy and radiation. Aaron lost his congregation to the extent they were ever his, and now he could no longer open a Gideons’ Bible in a motel room without feeling disappointment and shame.

The story, more or less:

It was a sure thing. A tip, in passing, from an agent—the father of a boy studying for his bar mitzvah, of all people. A college quarterback was hurt, and the backup didn’t know the system. Aaron was going to repay the money to the synagogue. He just needed it over the weekend. He needed it to win one bet. Then he’d pay it back, settle his own debts, and stop the craziness. At this point, Aaron owed a hundred thousand dollars, and his own bank account was empty. His savings were gone. The bookie wouldn’t take another bet from him on spec once he owed that much. Aaron needed this bet to settle his accounts. His bookie had been threatening to show up at the synagogue to collect. Aaron didn’t believe that he would cut him off like that and lose the cash flow, but there was always a chance.

It had started a year or two earlier. Aaron had gone on a few all-night benders to see if drinking could make his work any easier, but it had only made him feel worse. Like he was getting further from God. Like he was somehow conclusively demonstrating God didn’t exist. He was drunk online one night when he clicked on an ad for online poker, and everything changed. He felt good for the first time in years. He felt great. He felt like the first time he’d realized a girl was interested in him. Chance. Risk. And something he could control with a previously untapped inner strength. He won a few dollars that night. And then he gave himself over to a higher power he did believe in. Math. Skill. But mostly sheer luck. He couldn’t sleep. But not because of pain or empathy or philosophical uncertainty. Because of excitement. He’d get home at 4 p.m. or 9 p.m. depending on what service he led and go right to the computer, fall asleep at four, five in the morning, and wake up excited to get right back on.

Then Saratoga in the summers. Belmont in the fall. Trips to AC and Mohegan Sun. A bookie in New York. Football season was the best. The worst. Every week betting on the spread. Money lines. Over/unders. Knockout pools. Three-team teasers. He was good at it. It made his professional life tolerable. When he was lying to his congregation or unable to help folks in pain, he thought about the rush to come that evening. In the beginning he won more than he lost. Which, in retrospect, was lucky and disastrous. It was what he imagined God was supposed to feel like—when God answered your prayers. The only time he caught himself praying was at the end of a close game. The irony wasn’t lost on him.

So with an empty bank account and inside information, a hundred thousand dollars in debt to a gangster who was going to ruin Aaron’s career, he took a risk. He grabbed money where he had access to it. All four rabbis had the synagogue debit card. He put on a suit and his kippah, and at the Citibank around the corner, he transferred fifty thousand dollars into cash. Forty-eight hours later, he had tripled his money. It was the best night of his life. He’d spent it sober, alone, in shorts and a T-shirt watching TV on his couch. The next morning, he paid his debt to the bookie. Returned to the Citibank. Transferred the funds back where they belonged. And first thing Monday morning, the senior rabbi called him into his office and fired him.

The senior rabbi received alerts every time anyone touched the account.

Aaron didn’t admit wrongdoing. “The temple funds were never in any danger,” he said.

“Wait a minute. You took that money out of the account to gamble?” the senior rabbi asked. “I had no idea.”

“It was a sure thing,” Aaron said.

The two men stared at each other. Aaron fought a longing to be hugged. The senior rabbi told him to vacate the premises.

•  •  •

The first therapist Aaron saw afterward asked him if maybe he was punishing himself—if he’d known he’d get caught because of course there’d be a paper trail. Aaron believed now, lying in bed on a Sunday night six years later, the same thing he responded to the therapist then, which was that he honestly didn’t think so. He’d needed the money. He’d withdrawn cash a few times from the synagogue’s account and it had never been an issue. As much as five grand once, for the annual singles mixer. He had no reason to believe the senior rabbi had been alerted then.

He could have taken a leave of absence and traveled, he told the therapist, eventually ending his relationship with his synagogue in a much less painful way. He sincerely didn’t believe he’d wanted to get caught.

This was the worst thing that had ever happened to him. This was Aaron’s, to use a Christian concept, original sin. Without it, he’d still be a rabbi. Happy or suffering, he had no idea. But he’d still be comforting families when they needed it most. Or he could have retired. Written books or articles. Continued to gamble or stopped. Worked on Wall Street. But not this. It was the worst thing he’d ever done.

Thirty-one years old with no job, no savings, and shame—the polar opposite of the self-satisfaction he’d spent his entire life up to that point accruing. He’d had to stay in New York City because he couldn’t leave his father alone with his arthritis, severe sciatica, and isolation, so Aaron found a job at an investment firm. He told the HR representative that he had had a crisis of faith and needed a career change. She asked surprisingly few questions. Between his analytical, moral background and his mind newly trained in running numbers, Aaron did well with his clients and took on new ones quickly. He met Amelia. They made Simon.

•  •  •

This was the story Aaron told himself most nights before he fell asleep. Or this was the story that prevented him from falling asleep. It was time to sleep. Amelia was asleep with her bedside lamp on and an open People magazine between them. Simon would be up in two or three hours. Aaron had work in the morning. Before long, Antoinette would be ringing at the door.



Chapter 4

Love you,” Aaron said. It was two minutes or maybe ten minutes later. Four fifteen.

“You, too,” Amelia said.

Aaron liked to touch Amelia’s shoulders, and she liked to be touched there. He loved her, her skin.

“Mmm,” she purred.

That’s nice, he thought.

Mmm, she thought.

He crept his hand down her lower back.

“I’m so tired,” she heard herself say in the voice of the most tired person in the history of the world. She sounded to herself as though she was suffering—as though she was very, very ill, and very brave to be speaking at all, through the pain. Cholera, typhoid fever. She was a pioneer woman crossing the plains in a covered wagon and she was dying. Who would take care of her seven children? Simon, Simon, Simon, Simon, Simon, Simon, and Simon. Aaron might be a respected money manager, but he couldn’t take care of—

“Maybe we could . . .” Aaron said. “Just super quick.”

She wouldn’t make it. The oldest Simon would have to fend for himself and all the other Simons. Would he know what to do to survive on his own? Could he hunt? Did he remember where she’d set the traps? Did he know how to bargain with Indians? Had she raised him right? She’d tried to be a good mother but it was hard. The world was cruel and pressed against you from all sides.

Aaron slid his hand down the side of her body to her hip. He wedged the tip of two or three fingers beneath the band of her underwear.

Amelia lived in Bedford-Stuyvesant, Brooklyn, New York City, and the Indians the white people hadn’t killed lived in poverty in glorified ghettos or ran casinos, and her boyfriend was a good man who provided for her and her Simons, and there was only one Simon, and he was in the next room. Did really big Indian reservations have representatives in Congress to fight for them? she wondered. She’d Google it first thing in the morning. The real morning. Exhausted, she lay still.

Aaron rolled away.

He was a good man. She rolled toward him. She should try. For him. To make his life less stressful. To keep him stable. But she couldn’t. She was too tired.

“She said that now that I’ve stopped breast-feeding, it would come back soon,” Amelia said. “Give it a few more weeks. For the drive to return.”

“I know,” Aaron said. “I love you.”

“I love you, too,” Amelia said.

Amelia and Aaron’s passion had never been primarily physical. Not as it had been with Amelia’s first husband—her only husband—when everything else had been terrible. Not terrible. Just . . . tiring. Amelia’s life had always been tiring. That wasn’t true. But tired now, Amelia couldn’t remember a time when she hadn’t been tired.

Aaron, whom she hadn’t married, was more of a husband than Kevin, Amelia’s actual husband, had ever been. There was a real connection with Aaron; he needed her, and until the baby at least, she’d always enjoyed sex with Aaron—it had felt like a deeper more urgent kind of communication. And now she loved Aaron very much, and she loved their son very much—if “love” was the word for what one felt toward a baby—and she loved their life very much, if “love” was the word for what one felt toward a life, and they’d chosen a capable baby-sitter—

“You asleep?” Amelia said.

“Yes,” he said, unsure.

“Tomorrow we need cash for Antoinette’s MetroCard,” she said.

“I’ve got it laid out already on the table,” he said. He’d gone to the bank in the afternoon. Taken out $120 for the $116.50 card. What was Monday Night’s money line? He could wait a day, make the bet, and give her MetroCards for the next two months. But he wouldn’t. He wouldn’t even think about it. He would do his best not even to think about it.

“Love you,” she said.

“Good night,” he said. “Love you.”

“I’ll be here when Antoinette leaves tomorrow,” she said. “I’ll be working from home.”

“Okay, but I should be home, too.”

“Good,” she said.

“We can make the ravioli,” he said.



Chapter 5

“—NYPD’s critics object, in particular, to the department’s long-standing practice of maintaining order in public spaces. You’re listening to New York Public Radio, WNYC 93.9 FM, AM 820. Police Commissioner Bratton continued: ‘This practice, widely referred to as ‘broken windows’ or quality-of-life or order-maintenance policing, asserts that in communities contending with high levels of disruption, maintaining order not only improves the quality of life for residents, it also reduces opportunities for more serious crime. Indeed, the broken-windows metaphor is one of deterioration: a building where a broken window goes unrepaired will soon be subject to far more extensive vandalism—because it sends a message that the building owners (and, by extension, the police) cannot or will not control minor crimes, and thus will be unable to deter more serious ones.’ Commissioner Bratton concluded: ‘A neighborhood where minor offenses go unchallenged soon becomes a breeding ground for more serious criminal activity and, ultimately, for violen—’ ”

Amelia’s hand found the off button and she swung her feet out of bed. Having just stopped breast-feeding the week before, she wasn’t accustomed to stumbling downstairs to the kitchen for Simon’s bottle of formula.

Simon. He was in the room next door. He was stirring, cooing, jabbering . . . soon he’d be screaming, and, as the radio hadn’t awoken Aaron, Amelia wanted to let Aaron sleep. She’d never thought she’d be the type to look after her men. She liked being awake when Aaron was sleeping and Simon was up but not yet conscious.

She reveled in the potential energy of the day. The neighborhood was brimming with life. Her neighbors, who had been mistreated for years, seemed ready for some kind of reckoning. There’d been protests on the street the day before. Chanting and praying. She wondered what would come of it.

In the kitchen downstairs, in order to mix the formula, she did a little dance, jumping up and down with the eight-ounce bottle. Her own protest against the morning ritual. She tried to jump and kick her feet off to the side and land gracefully again, and she succeeded!

She was a superwoman, she thought. She knocked back a swig of seltzer and felt the burn of bubbles down her throat. The coffee machine had been timed correctly! She drank a quarter cup scalding and black.

A working, mothering, girlfriending, housekeeping superhero! You see—it could be done!

Amelia hadn’t experienced any of the postpartum depression she’d read about. She was generally hungry to have the world see her as she saw herself, but this wasn’t depression, it was ambition. She wanted to be a success. A writer. A mother. Not a wife, necessarily, but the family woman her own mother had never cared about being. But Amelia also wanted to lean in. Now that Kevin was far behind her, she had so much to give, and she wanted to give it to Simon, to Aaron, and to the world. She wanted to be present for those she loved. She felt she should be important, and being a mother was at least important to one person. It was the most important person in the world to one person.

She remembered her own mother standing over her bed. Amelia must have been ten or eleven.

“Rub my back?” Amelia had mustered the courage to ask.

Her mother was distracted.

“Just for a minute?”

Her mother sighed, and Amelia felt a hand on the covers, but her mother was already out of the room, watching TV or preparing to go out.

Amelia vowed not to ask for affection again.

Now there were moments Amelia empathized with her mother—moments when she resented her son—but those felt normal, and fleeting. Not a product of depression as much as common sense. No one wanted to be out of bed before sunrise mixing formula and water. No one wanted to be exhausted, to clean poop off thighs and her fingers, to smell like sour milk and be cried at and have no time to herself or interest in sex. But more often, she wanted to feel—and did feel deeply—what she suspected her own mother hadn’t felt for anyone.

She wanted to write about the emotions of motherhood, about how she still wasn’t sure “love” was the right word for what she felt for her son. Simon was so vulnerable, so needy. He needed her so much, but when the object of love couldn’t reciprocate love, was the emotion a mother felt “love” or something more than love or less than love or just different? Like why would what one felt for a baby who couldn’t talk or do anything at all be the same word for what one felt for a lover or a parent? They were all strong emotions, but calling them the same word wasn’t right. The emotion Amelia felt for her mother had something to do with the emotion she felt for Aaron, but those two emotions had almost nothing to do with what she felt for this needy little wormy thing that had come out of her body. She felt toward all three of them powerfully, but to call it all love seemed lazy. Or paltry. Or something. When everyone asked her if she loved Simon more than she’d ever loved anything, the answer wasn’t yes. It wasn’t exactly no, but it wasn’t yes. It was a feeling she was sure a lot of mothers must share, and she wanted to find the right language for it. The French probably said l’amour de l’enfant. Or did that mean the love a child felt? No one in the world knew how to talk about what Amelia was feeling.

Now she was back upstairs. Caffeinated. Looking out a window onto the cross street for any signs of protest or disruption, although she knew both were unlikely at this early hour. A twelve-year-old boy had been killed by cops who’d thought he’d had a gun. They had shot him ten times. Yesterday—Sunday—Amelia had considered joining the marches in front of her house, but when she opened her door all the women were wearing dresses and yellow or purple hats, coming right from church, so she wouldn’t have belonged. Still, she was on their side and wanted them to know. She joined the Twitter anger with a #12yearsold10shots tweet of her own. A child killed because of scared, overaggressive police. Proud of my neighbors for speaking back to power #12yearsold10shots, she’d written before going to sleep.

But this morning, no one unusual was outside. All she saw were some preteens laughing and eating chips on the way to school. She sat down with Simon in the glider rocking chair, and he was so focused on the bottle that maybe what Amelia’s swelling heart felt was exactly and only love.

Her skin thrilled to her baby’s. In her lap in the glider, unswaddled and changed, he was just in a tiny puffy diaper. His arms and legs and chest and back were fresh and sticky, not as dirty surfaces are sticky but as elastic ones like taut cellophane can be. His skin was fragrant and delicate like a summer peach or the pages of a new book. Or the pages of an antique book. Or his whole body was like an olive? Or a tongue! He was squirming and then relaxing very quickly and then squirming again. And smiling. And ducking. Like a boxer. Or a duck. Sucking, then refusing the bottle. Maybe because it was formula and not milk from her body. Looking up at her and resisting, resting, squirming again. Until he found and sucked at the bottle in earnest.

Three or four minutes earlier, she’d been groggy and still thinking half thoughts about essays she didn’t want to write, but Simon’s skin had made her come alive. She was thrilled to be liberated from the filling and emptying of the milk from her breasts. The early light through the stained-glass windows was cream colored as in a church, and Amelia could almost cry with a sharp morning joy.

Simon wasn’t the love of her life yet. But the way all he cared about in the world was the bottle—at this moment, he was so trusting. So attentive. And she controlled the bottle. It was like she never knew any living thing could be so attentive until her son’s whole body found the formula sucking its way down into his stomach, and nothing else mattered to either of them.

She couldn’t wait until he could really hug her back. Until he could love her back! She wasn’t sure if there was such thing as nonreciprocal love. That was what she wanted to write about. But somehow his fragility made up for his inability to love. It was hard to believe he had lived inside her longer than he had lived outside her

She couldn’t wait until he could talk!

Simon stopped sucking at the formula and quickly lost interest even though Amelia knew he must still be hungry. His suck wasn’t as strong as it was supposed to be, but the doctor said it wasn’t weak enough to raise any real concern yet. He was putting on weight on the low side of normal, but still close enough to normal not to be worried.

Aaron called it the “A-word” and made Amelia promise not to say it anymore, though she had only actually said it two or three times. If Simon were autistic—Amelia thought, looking at the baby’s tiny arms, his hands, each little perfect finger, each fingernail (wasn’t it amazing that his nails had grown inside her body?)—she’d want to run from Simon and remember him for the rest of his life as he was right now when he was a six-month-old little baby just like the other little babies.



Chapter 6

Aaron shoveled cereal into his mouth, reviewing Friday’s stream on his computer. Amelia felt it was an invasion of Antoinette’s privacy, but Aaron didn’t care. Simon was currently in the crib down one floor sleeping off his bottle, while Amelia was in the shower. Aaron wanted to spend his twenty minutes before work watching what his son’s day had been like the Friday before.

The software allowed Aaron to watch at ten, twenty, or fifty-times the normal speed, so a whole day took from a few minutes to a few hours, and whenever there was a loud noise or something unusual it would automatically slow down. When Antoinette took Simon out to the park or when Simon was sleeping, the system would skip over those parts, but when Antoinette and Simon were working on tummy time—Aaron had placed the mat in front of the hidden-camera clock—Aaron could see how she handled Simon, if she paid close enough attention to him, if she was too aggressive with him, that kind of thing.

And it wasn’t just a way to monitor an employee to whom he paid good money. (He paid her in cash. It was a weekly test of his resolve. He’d passed the test, mostly. Paid Antoinette her stack of seven fifties each week, wincing but taking nothing for himself. He hadn’t bet this football season. Or preseason. Nothing since the NBA finals. Handing her that money each week was a sign that he was starting to be in control.) The video also helped him feel closer to his son. Other than over the weekends, he hardly saw Simon, who tended to be napping when Aaron left for the day and was usually down for the night by the time Aaron got home.

Sure, Aaron was watching to make sure Antoinette didn’t abuse his baby, but he loved watching Simon’s face as he struggled on his stomach for another ten seconds—as his facial expression turned from concentration to tears. Aaron wanted to quit his job sometimes as he watched this lady build his son’s muscles, but before too long he was very happy to have a job that gave him something to do other than roll his baby over. The changing diapers and feeding bottles he actually liked—but how did Antoinette manage the boredom of all the time in between?

And of course the surveillance also had something to do with the gambling. If Aaron could live a public life as a rabbi and an internal one so far away from the bimah; if he could ruin his professional life, a life that had taken so many years of preparation, study, and perseverance—he didn’t trust a nanny not to lose herself for a moment and shake the shit out of his baby just because she’d had a bad weekend at home and wanted to get some aggression out (and Simon wouldn’t stop crying, and the police didn’t respect her, and she thought no one was watching). So Aaron made sure to watch.

What Aaron’s newest psychologist said was that because Aaron had a secret that fucked up his life, he needed to make sure other people didn’t let their secrets fuck up Aaron’s life, too. Aaron said that sounded pretty much right.

“Does that sound healthy to you?” the psychologist had asked.

“It sounds sensible to me,” Aaron had said.

“So you are okay with constantly monitoring every aspect of your life to ensure that no one allows their inner lives to spill out into yours?”

“I am okay with monitoring the woman who spends all day alone with my son, yes,” Aaron had said. He waited for the psychologist to do something with that. From experience, he knew that a rabbi would give people advice, which was grounded in his own interpretation of the Torah and his interpretation of other people’s interpretations of the Torah. Aaron had expected the psychologist to do something similar. But, uselessly, he had ended the conversation there.

“Okay,” the psychologist had said. “If you’ve thought it out and you’re okay with monitoring her, then that’s good,” he’d said.

“And you’re sure you’ve got your own life under control now?” the psychologist had said next session. “Or is this monitoring of your son’s nanny easier than monitoring yourself?”

“I’ve been better lately,” Aaron had said.

And that was that.

•  •  •

So far, video of the previous Friday morning had been the same as every day for the last few weeks: the tummy time, the feeding, the disappearance to take naps or walk to the park or around the block. Antoinette was about Aaron’s and Amelia’s age. Midthirties, probably. A thick build and pretty, with bangs and full, attractive, smiling lips. Antoinette had been hiding herself, though, for the past week or so, under a scarf wrapped around her head. Either way, Aaron trusted her as much as he could have trusted any nanny in just the few months she’d been working for him. These morning computer sessions built his trust. Antoinette had figured out the same tricks Aaron and Amelia had discovered to wiggle the bottle into Simon’s mouth, to tease Simon’s lips by pulling the nipple out and making Simon lean forward for it.

But then, halfway through Friday’s afternoon bottle—and Simon was really drinking well, drinking better and faster than Aaron had ever seen Simon drink from his or Amelia’s own arms—Antoinette looked down at Simon so her bangs covered her eyes, and though Simon was still drinking really well, she pulled the bottle from his mouth, and without breaking eye contact, put the bottle down on the side table and lifted Simon up off her lap.

Simon had lately been getting better at eye contact. Amelia worried about things like this—eye contact, neck musculature—so Aaron wanted to grab her out of the shower one floor down and bring her up into the office to watch, but instead he chose to savor the moment alone.

Antoinette—bottle now to her side—lifted Simon up so his dangling feet grazed the top of her thighs. She sang in a sweet, optimistic voice:

Show me your motion

Tra la la la la

Come on show me your motion

Tra la la la la la

Show me your motion

Tra la la la la

You look like a sugar in a plum

Plum plum.

She supported Simon’s neck with one hand and took the rest of his weight with the other hand under one of his arms, and she held him there, the two of them looking at each other. First Simon screwed up his face and smooshed his eyes closed and his lips together, but then he relaxed. She smiled, and Simon made a noise, a nice noise, then Antoinette smiled again. And she kind of shook Simon, but up and down, in a playful way.

Simon must have liked it, because even though he had just drunk formula, he let out a little laugh, and Antoinette put the hand that had been supporting Simon’s neck around under his armpit, so both hands were now supporting his body and neither supported his neck, and Simon was fine, supporting his own head, and laughing. Aaron’s son was laughing. Aaron had never seen Simon laugh or fully support his own neck. This was unbelievable. It was a movie. But it was real, and it was about his son. It was Simon. And Antoinette didn’t stop there. Simon was laughing loudly and Antoinette tossed him in the air a little bit, and Simon laughed even more. Aaron had never heard Simon giggle. Whinny, sure, but this was a much older child’s laugh and it was sustained. It started like a cartoon evil laugh, a villain’s laugh, deep and silly, but as it continued it grew into something even deeper and funnier, coming from a source of real pleasure, as though Antoinette was causing Simon real pleasure.

Aaron panicked.

His son was growing older, months older in the span of a minute in the arms of the nanny on the computer screen. Aaron finished his cereal and he wanted to hide what he’d seen from Amelia. It would upset her. His son, no longer six months old, was a year old, or two. He imagined running these numbers—six months, twelve, twenty-four—into an algorithm that would guarantee exactly who Simon would be when he was Aaron’s age. How old were babies when they could hold their own heads up? When they could laugh? He had no idea. But what was he thinking? He did know now. It was on the screen right in front of him. They were six months old. His boy was one of them.

He’d be late for work, and there might be delays—more protests or the cops taking extra precaution. That poor boy and his family. He couldn’t even imagine. He’d been watching his own son for nearly a half hour. Simon was resting after his first bottle. Amelia was drying her hair. But next weekend he wanted to make his son laugh like that. Or tonight, even if it was late. He’d wake Simon up. He wanted to be the one to make him feel that good.



Chapter 7

Every morning at 7:00 sharp Antoinette arrived wearing red or purple nurse’s scrubs and listening to spiritual music on her iPhone. Seven o’clock sharp meant leaving her home at 6:15 to catch the A train at 6:23.

This morning, the streets were lined with angry flyers taped to trees, lampposts, and metal gates. Antoinette had read on Facebook about Jason Blau, but the cops never bothered her or Teddy. She always made sure Teddy looked respectable. If this boy’s death had been an accident, people had the right to be angry, but everyone made mistakes.

She listened to her church’s chorus sing “Oh Devil, God shall defeat you!” which would be the soundtrack to Antoinette’s own performance the following Sunday. Antoinette was in a period of spiritual transition. She still danced at church every Sunday afternoon. It was the highlight of her week. Listening to that music, and rising up, up above it. But for more than a week now, she’d also worn the hijab. She didn’t see it as a contradiction—wearing the hijab and dancing at church. She took it off at church. And the Bible pretty much said that the hijab was right.

Charm is deceitful and beauty is vain, but a woman who fears the Lord is to be praised. This was something Pastor V had talked to her about the day before at prayer dance, and it was something that rang true given the path of her life to this point. That was one reason she had been wearing scrubs for a year now, her hair tied back, with bangs and no lipstick. It was like a secular hijab. Like don’t look at me sexually. But the hijab was easier. It was what had attracted her to Islam to begin with. One of the many things (the low-ceilinged rooms, the carpet on her toes, how many women welcomed her arrival with no judgment or questions), and why she’d started taking Teddy to mosque services in Clinton Hill on Friday nights. The only makeup she’d owned for years was stage makeup for her prayer dance. Her lips had always gotten her in trouble. She hadn’t realized she could look beautiful until she was sixteen. Then at eighteen she was done with all that. But it was only now, approaching thirty, that she understood why it was so important not to look beautiful. Because beauty got in the way of what was important. It got in the way of the spirit. Beauty was vain.

So even if she wanted to make a new friend, that didn’t mean she needed to be vain about it. If Jupiter admired her, he would like her under the hijab. He would admire her eyes. If he admired her at all. It had been a couple of months now, his coming over. They had only ever met inside Aaron and Amelia’s house. But she had to admit she looked forward to his visits. She had never had a father. She hadn’t had a lover since Teddy’s father. And she didn’t necessarily want either. But she did look forward to his visits. All Jupiter had said so far about the hijab was that it made her eyes pop. She liked that word. Pop!

Antoinette liked walking to work from the Utica subway station, thinking about the day to come, nodding and offering good morning to faces that looked like hers. Unlike where her previous employer had lived in Cobble Hill, this was a neighborhood that felt like a neighborhood even when she could feel the anger in the air chirping alongside the birds. My God, it was a beautiful day. And she liked the trees. They were well taken care of, with signs like “The poop fairy doesn’t live here. Scoop your poop.” She thought that was funny.

In most places in Brooklyn, and everywhere in Manhattan, people didn’t nod and say good morning, but in this area of Bedford-Stuyvesant they did. The black people did, at least, and nine of ten faces were black. Antoinette walked against the crowd. No one else was walking away from the subway station to the houses. Everyone was nodding to her, finding solidarity in their anger. Jaws locked, eyes focused and intense, they looked like they were heading off to battle. As though on an unspoken mission against a common enemy.

After her previous employer moved out to Jersey, Antoinette went on Sittercity.com, and in less then a week, she received three requests for interviews. The first one was with a family in Manhattan, and the second one was with Amelia and Aaron. She’d always wanted to work for a rich family in Manhattan, but during the interview with Aaron and Amelia, she’d seen a tall bookshelf of all types of spiritual books. Half were in Hebrew, and the other half were in English. When Simon took naps, she read. She read holy books and books about holy books. She didn’t care that the books were Jewish. Muslims believed Abraham was a prophet, too. Abraham and Jesus both. She looked up words she didn’t know on her iPhone and saved them to memorize and test herself later. A lot of the books had strong bindings and others were very thin and bound in twine and cheap paper that was almost the same as pastel-colored construction paper. They were clearly used, not just for show. Antoinette read the books, then put them right back where she found them every time.

It was a problem that Simon couldn’t fall asleep without being rocked and that he couldn’t stay asleep with any noise in the house. But Antoinette was confident she could cure him of that. They’d only been together three months, and already they were working on tummy time for two minutes straight. Aaron and Amelia had a hidden camera in a clock facing the couch where they set up Antoinette with the Pack ‘n Play, but Antoinette didn’t mind. Simon was their child. Their son. It was their right to look in on him when they wished. So whenever she held Simon or fed him, sang to him, played with him, read to him, did tummy time or anything like that, she tried to do it in front of the clock so they knew they were getting their money’s worth. Anytime she read the Torah or the books about the Torah when Simon was sleeping, she did it away from the clock.

When Teddy went to day care for the first time, she’d made sure to call every few hours and ask to speak to him. He was three and could have told her if things were wrong. That was how she raised him. That was one of the reasons why, at twelve years old, he was one of the youngest dancers ever to be given top-twenty billing at the holiday Sabaatarian Thanksgiving Jubilee. Antoinette had never been so proud as she was on that Wednesday morning last November.

Teddy had needed to practice every afternoon after school, and it was good he had role models at church, except for the one time when Pastor V had gotten all the boys together and asked them to pray for the girls. He told them that some older girls were sinners for getting pregnant. Of course, Antoinette took this personally. She was sure Teddy did, too, because it wasn’t a secret that his father had never been around. Antoinette had been those girls before she was saved. She had Teddy to prove it. And he was a blessing. Even though Antoinette took him to Pastor V as often as she could, that wasn’t the same. But when Pastor V told those boys to pray for those girls, she knew Teddy was praying for her. “I prayed hard, Mom,” Teddy said that afternoon. “I closed my eyes and got down on my knees, even though everyone else was sitting in chairs, and I squeezed my hands together as hard as I could.”

Antoinette liked getting down on the floor with Simon and saying good morning with her face right up against his. Sometimes she put her face in his lap, which made Simon coo and open his mouth with his little crooked smile. Antoinette, having raised her own boy, liked knowing that, three, six, twelve months down the road, this useless creature Simon would become a walking, babbling, talking little man.

•  •  •

She rang the doorbell, stashed the earbuds in her pocket. The weather was hot for autumn. She liked autumn. Amelia fumbled with the door.

“Good morning, Antoinette,” Amelia said.

“Good morning, good morning, how’s our boy, is he sleeping?” Antoinette said. “He sleeping? Has he had his morning bottle? Where is he? Simon? Simon says?”

“Just starting to rouse,” Amelia said. “He drank all eight ounces this morning.”

“That’s good news,” Antoinette said. “We’re going to have that child walking and talking soon.”
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