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I made you to find me.


—Anne Sexton




Prospect Park West




Tiny Love


REBECCA ROSE felt about Park Slope the same way she felt about her one-and-a-half-year-old daughter, Abbie: basic unconditional love mixed with frequent spurts of uncontrollable rage. On this particular Monday afternoon, the rage was winning. It was two-thirty and Abbie was napping. Rebecca had already cleared the lunch dishes, folded the clean laundry that had been sitting in the dryer for a week, and spent an hour reworking an article she was writing for Cosmopolitan called “Beauty Secrets You Don’t Want Your Man to Know About.” Her final order of business was to sit on the living room couch, pop in a DVD of Roman Polanski’s The Tenant, and masturbate to the scene of Polanski molesting Isabelle Adjani in a darkened Parisian movie theater.


As she lay back against the cushion and fast-forwarded to the scene, she was startled to see a man outside her window. He was not a muscular and Chippendales-esque Peeping Tom seeking to witness her afternoon transgression but a Pakistani facade worker named Rakhman who liked to sing praises to Allah while applying scratch coat. He was working his way down the building. The lower shutters were closed, but Rebecca had forgotten to close the upper shutters, which meant that Rakhman could see right in.


Rebecca and her husband Theo’s four-unit brownstone coop building was populated entirely by yuppie couples with kids, including Apartment Four: a gay black guy who lived with his teenage son and his boyfriend. Since Rebecca and Theo had bought their apartment two years before, the coop board had authorized interior painting, new carpeting, boiler replacement, and facade renovation. All the renovating was good for Rebecca’s property value but bad for her profligacy, because it meant a constant parade of workers out the window. This was one of the unfortunate consequences of being bourgeois: Your life was in such a constant state of improvement that it became nearly impossible to live.


The neighborhood itself was testament to this. On Rebecca’s block alone, Carroll Street between Eighth Avenue and Prospect Park West, half a dozen buildings had undergone facade renovations in the past year. Rebecca could not even push Abbie down Seventh Avenue to Connecticut Muffin to grab a French roast without bracing for the roar of jackhammers. Down on Fourth Avenue, a gritty strip of tire repair shops, gas stations, and glass cutters, new modernist buildings featuring million-dollar lofts were going up each day.


The Rakhman sighting made Rebecca too uncomfortable to pleasure herself in the living room, even with all the shutters closed. If she wanted to come before Abbie woke up, she would have to do it on her bed, an area that these days was better suited to the excretion of baby poo than any more appealing bodily fluids. As Rakhman trilled loudly in Arabic about his black-eyed virgins (a term that made Rebecca picture women who’d been socked in the face), she made a quick escape down the hallway to her bedroom, tiptoeing in so as not to wake Abbie in the baby room next door.


For a moment Rebecca considered using Rakhman as masturbatory fodder; in his early thirties, he wasn’t bad-looking, with a lean fit body and shiny brown skin. Still, although she had married a gentile, she could not imagine making love to an Arab. Too scary, too Munich.


She shut the bedroom door, closed the curtains, and turned on the air conditioner. It was only the first week of July but a hundred and three outside, thanks to global warming. She lay under the crimson high-thread-count Calvin Klein bedspread, leaned over the side of the bed, and pulled out a Chanel shoe box. In the living room, with the added stimulation of the DVD, she used nothing more than her right index finger and a small dab of lube, but in the sexless and toy-cluttered bedroom, she was going to need special assistance.


Inside the box, along with an assortment of other toys, was Rebecca’s pale pink Mini Pearl egg vibrator. She had bought it at the sex shop Toys in Babeland on the Lower East Side, before there was a Babeland in Park Slope, right next to Pintchik hardware.


The “egg” was smaller than a real egg, closer to the size of a jumbo wine cork, and it was attached to the battery compartment by a slender white cord. During her twenties, Rebecca had used it with many of her paramours, on them and on herself. “Paramour” was a title the men probably didn’t deserve. Most of her relationships premarriage lasted only a few months or half a dozen dates, whichever came first, just long enough for the thrill of new sex to fade or for her to find a guy who interested her more. Unlike some of her friends, who found one-night stands dehumanizing, Rebecca enjoyed them. She would pick up the men—comedians, drummers, actors, or screenwriters—at bars on the Lower East Side or in the East Village, usually with a girlfriend as a wingman, thrilling in the chase.


Though the sex itself was rarely spectacular, Rebecca loved the lead-up: the banter, the glances, the hand-holding, the cab ride, and the very first kiss, which she felt was pure no matter how drunk both of them were. She didn’t see one-night stands as tawdry or cheap. She felt they were perfect, in that she could write the biography of herself that she wanted to (confident, witty, sarcastic, sought after), then say goodbye before the guy knew her well enough to see how much of it was fiction.


Rebecca was not unattractive, but even as a teen, she’d been aware that her body was a bigger selling point than her face. She had curly Andie MacDowell–style hair and deep brown eyes, but a pinched, angry expression no matter what mood she was in. Once, at a party at Barnard, she had overheard two women whispering about her, and one of them had remarked that she was a “butterface—a great body, but her face.”


Rebecca had been humiliated but after a few minutes realized that the girl had verbalized something Rebecca had known all along. Her face had never hurt her in the eyes of men, who cared much more about her body. They almost acknowledged as much, saying things like “Your breasts are the perfect size” and “You’re so fucking hot,” which was different from “You’re so beautiful.” Because she knew her selling point was her figure, she took great pride in her body and felt at ease in bed in a way she didn’t always feel out of it.


In her bedroom Rebecca regarded the Mini Pearl as an old friend, remembering the days when she and Theo had used it together, to spice up the sex or to get a laugh. Before Abbie, they had made love a few times a week. When her married friends complained that they were having less sex married than when they were single, she would chuckle sympathetically but secretly pity them, certain it would never happen to her. You must not like sex, she would think. Or, Didn’t you know your husband wasn’t into it before you married him? Even late in her pregnancy, her drive hadn’t tapered off, and she had been surprised to find that Theo’s hadn’t, either. They had even joked about the therapy the baby was certain to have once it uncovered the memory of the penis knocking at its skull.


But then Abbie came, a hurricane, and everything changed. At Rebecca’s six-week postpartum appointment, the midwife, a mustachioed mother named Leeza, examined her and told her, “You can have sex whenever you want.” She asked what Rebecca was planning to do for birth control, and Rebecca, who had not had to use contraception in over a year, shrugged and said, “Condoms, I guess.”


That night she brought home a bottle of chilled East End chardonnay, put Abbie to bed, and handed Theo a pack of lambskins. The pain during sex surprised her, since Abbie had been delivered by cesarean, by the attending OB, after two hours of fruitless pushing. But Rebecca was not discouraged. She reasoned that the sex would take time and more chardonnay to improve.


A few weeks later, after no overtures from Theo, she touched him tenderly in bed. He moved her hand away and turned to her with an expression she hadn’t seen before: terror. “We don’t have to rush this,” he said, and that was that. In the ensuing months, though he kissed or massaged her occasionally, he had not once initiated sex.


It had been sixteen months since they had made love, a period so staggeringly, embarrassingly long that Rebecca didn’t like to think about it. As the drought continued, she grew too hurt to try to make a move herself, and the two of them had become cool to each other, like hostile roommates.


She had thought about separation, but the possibility made her uncomfortable and anxious. Though she considered herself a feminist whose needs were as important as those of her husband, she was also a product of a nuclear Jewish family, and she saw divorce as a shame, a shanda. She knew this was an outdated way of thinking but could not shake it.


If she had been prepared for Theo’s rejection, she often told herself, she might have been able to cope with it. But of the many worries Rebecca had had about becoming a mother, prolonged involuntary celibacy had not been one of them. For a man to reject his own wife, an attractive wife with intact anatomy, no less—that was galling. Didn’t he know what he had in her? Did he honestly think he could shut her out, for this many months, without repercussion?


Other new moms she met complained about their husbands’ boyish libidos, fretting guiltily about their own lack of interest: “Gary wanted to do it before my episiotomy stitches had even healed” or “After my post-partum checkup, I lied and told Dave the doctor said six more weeks.” Not once had Rebecca heard a mother infer, even obliquely, that she was hard up. There was no chapter in What to Expect When You’re Expecting entitled “Daddy’s Drive: Dead or Just Dormant?”


Some of the mothers who complained about being chased were fat or unkempt, and Rebecca would listen to their laments, in shock that men would find them desirable. Five-seven and naturally slim, she had shed all her baby weight soon after having Abbie. Once large B’s, her breasts had bloomed into small C’s, and she had no stretch marks on her belly, unlike the Baby and Me swim mothers she saw in the Eastern Athletic locker room, with long purple scars winding down their abdomens. Even her cesarean scar was below the hairline.


She had always enjoyed sex more than Theo did, but he had never turned her down. And she liked it that way, liked initiating with the certainty that she could make him hard after only a few seconds.


She and Theo had met at a mutual friend’s birthday party in December 2003. She had just turned thirty-one, and though she wasn’t anxious about marriage the way some of her peers were, she felt that she had slept with every smart artistic cutie south of Fourteenth Street and was beginning to wonder how she was going to meet anyone new.


She’d been standing at the cocktail table in her girlfriend’s apartment —littered with tonic, liquor, and sodas—when Theo came up next to her and joked that no one had opened the Mountain Dew yet. His riff didn’t seem to come naturally to him, and she’d been aware that he was flirting, trying to be clever because he had noticed her. There was something charming about this to Rebecca after her long run of one-night stands and so-called boyfriends. Theo wanted to court her, and she couldn’t remember the last time any man had courted her.


They got very serious very quickly, with him moving into her Fifth Avenue apartment in the Slope the April after they’d met. Theo was an architect and had a maturity and self-sufficiency that the hipster guys lacked. The opposite of the coddled Jewish boys who brought laundry when they went home to their parents, Theo was a solitary, independent WASP who had been raised by a single mother and learned to take care of himself early on. On their first official date after the birthday party, he invited her over to his Lower East Side apartment and made four individual pizzas, his own tuna tartare, and a strawberry rhubarb pie with a lattice crust.


Dark-haired and trim, he resembled Clark Kent. Unlike the drummers and stand-up comedians, Theo had a real job, though he was scrimping by as a junior associate when they met. He was worldly and well traveled, having lived in Madrid and worked for Rafael Moneo after graduate school at Harvard. His cramped one-bedroom was filled with original modernist furniture pieces, like a Carlo Mollino side table and a few mismatched Eames chairs that he had bought at el Rastro flea market. Rebecca, who had grown up in a suburban Philadelphia stone cottage whose decor had not changed since the early seventies, admired Theo’s aesthetic sense and, more important, the fact that he had cultivated it on his own.


After he proposed to her at Lever House, his favorite building, and slipped his grandmother’s engagement ring on her finger, she felt only joyous anticipation about what was to come. She’d had her wild years and was ready to become part of a twosome. She loved all the couply things she got to do with Theo. They went to museums and gallery shows, read Malamud aloud to each other in bed, and visited ethnic restaurants in Queens. She felt confident that even after they had children, their mutual need for each other—his to take care of someone and hers to be adored—would be the glue that held them together. Theo would be a good father. He was clearly the better cook, but he also knew how to use a hammer and mop a floor. Naturally, he would know what to do with a baby. She could do the breastfeeding and leave the rest to him. But she never anticipated that he might care about the baby so much, he would stop caring about his wife.


Now, after all these months of rejection, she vacillated between worrying that he found her ugly to raging that he found his own behavior acceptable. Knowing how important sex had been to her before motherhood, had he somehow rationalized that she no longer cared? Or had he envisioned this happening at the dinner party three years before, when he told her she could cheat?


It was at Lisa and Kevin Solmsen’s apartment in Carroll Gardens that Theo gave her cunt blanche. She and Theo had been married a year and were, she thought, truly happy, besotted for different reasons, but in a haze of mutual new love. She was a senior editor at Elle, and he was at Black & Marden architects in Tribeca. The other guests were mainly publishing people and artists, married couples, some with babies. Everyone was chewing overcooked duck and getting drunk on Chilean merlot, and somehow the Clinton marriage came up, which naturally led to a discussion of the definition of adultery.


Rebecca was enjoying the repartee when Theo, usually shy, put down his glass and said, “I wouldn’t care if Rebecca cheated on me with another man—as long as she didn’t fall in love. I mean, as long as there are no feelings involved, I don’t care if she gets her pussy eaten by a businessman in St. Louis.”


The other couples fell into stunned silence. Rebecca arched an eyebrow, stood up, and said, “Excuse me while I go book a flight,” and everyone roared in laughter.


Despite her glib reaction, she had been shocked. Why was he saying this in public? If a man loved a woman, wouldn’t the thought of her with another man send him into a fit of wild rage? What kind of man (who wasn’t a cripple) felt it was all right for his wife to stray? She could not tell whether he had said it out of braggadocio (“This is a bluff; my wife would never cheat because she loves me too much”) or honesty, and eventually decided on the former, chalking up his pronouncement to the red wine and late hour.


But lately, she had been thinking a lot about St. Louis, the metaphorical city. It was as though Theo had known that someday he wouldn’t be able to meet her demands and, in the guise of tipsy dinner-party chatter, preemptively offered her an out.


In order to have an affair, she had to find someone to do it with, and in Park Slob that seemed impossible, so neutered were the men. Rebecca wasn’t even attracted to most Park Slope fathers, but she pursued them because they were the only men she interacted with on a regular basis, since she was self-employed and worked at home. In hopes of arousing interest on the playgrounds, Rebecca dressed for sex. While other mothers wore cargo shorts, P.S. 321 T-shirts, and sneakers, Rebecca chose Marc Jacobs minis, Splendid scoopnecks with high-end push-up bras for maximum cleavage, and four-hundred-dollar Miu Miu fuck-mes. Just the week before, when Sonam, her part-time Tibetan babysitter, was with Abbie, Rebecca had trekked into Nolita to buy herself a gold lamé romper at a boutique.


But even her romper drew no interest. Standing next to a sideburned dad at the Lincoln-Berkeley playground swings, she would arch her back and wait for him to ogle. He would allow himself to be engaged in conversation but then drop the phrase “my wife” in the first few sentences, as though she didn’t already know he was henpecked by the fact that he lived in Park Slope, an urban Stepford teeming with young white families. Earlier that summer a cute blond dad in an Obama T-shirt had struck up a flirtation, but after a few minutes he mentioned something about his partner, Rick.


Children of miserable seventies divorces, these nesting, monogamous thirtysomethings had 1950s morals—New Victorians, a newspaper article had labeled them. If there was sex going on in their households, it was impossible to see from the way the parents related to each other. The parents of two were the most depressing, the bodies gone to pot, the looks of resignation and regret. They traded children, barely acknowledging each other, their faces lighting up only when a baby clapped or smiled. They were like factory workers on the same assembly line, watching the clock and thinking, Only eighteen years to go.


Rebecca wished she’d come of age in the era of ‘ludes, key parties, and women’s lib, when sex was everywhere and cheating was a given. At least then if your marriage was sexless, you had an out. That new TV show Swingtown was trying to tap into seventies nostalgia, but Rebecca had grown bored after a few episodes, feeling it was too PG to be hot.


Whenever Rebecca thought about her lover, she imagined him as a gray-haired man in his forties who carried his money in a clip and smoked without apology. Maybe because she had seen the movie Sex, Lies, and Videotape when she was coming of age sexually, she always pictured Peter Gallagher.


But until she found Peter Gallagher, she had to resort to pleasuring herself every afternoon during Abbie’s nap to iconic seventies films: the paraplegic Jon Voight going down on Jane Fonda in Coming Home (the hottest portrayal of impotence in American cinema), Donald Sutherland and Fonda in Klute, George Segal raping Susan Anspach in Blume in Love. In these movies she had found the archetype she was seeking, a man who took without asking.


In the bedroom she wriggled out of her jeans and sheer cornflower-blue Cosabella boyshorts, placed the Mini Pearl against her, and flipped the switch on the battery pack. Nothing happened.


She turned the switch off and on again. Still nothing.


The batteries were dead.


Then she remembered Abbie’s mobile.


It was a black-and-white Tiny Love Symphony-in-Motion that her parents had brought Abbie as a newborn gift on their first visit. On the mobile you could select Mozart, Bach, or Beethoven, and when Rebecca’s father mounted it to the crib, she had joked, “How come there isn’t any Mahler?”


Every day for Abbie’s nap, Rebecca would deposit her in the crib and turn on the mobile, and it would lull Abbie to sleep. If Abbie stirred, Rebecca would flip on the mobile. Hypnotized by Beethoven’s Fifth, Abbie would go back out.


Abbie was most likely in REM sleep now, so Rebecca was pretty sure she could sneak in and grab the batteries without waking her. She crept to the mobile, pried out the batteries, turned, and padded out.


She shut her bedroom door tightly. Batteries in place, underwire bra unlatched and hiked up, left hand on right nipple, right hand on egg, panties and jeans in a fireman pile on the floor, she got to work. She was Isabelle Adjani, and she had beckoned Polanski to the film because she was oddly attracted to him despite his ratlike appearance. Inside the dark dampness of the B-movie theater, she found herself so drawn to him, perhaps sensing his future pedophilia, that she put her hand on his crotch. He got hard immediately, looked both ways, and slung his arm around her, dropping his hand to her breast and squeezing it. Instead of being repelled, slutty IsaBecca reached for him and kissed him sloppily on the mouth, not caring about the dirty old men all around.


Rebecca ratcheted up the vibrator to level two. She squeezed her nipple harder, imagining the soft unsullied director’s hand of Roman Polanski. As her muscles tightened and she began to sweat, certain she would come within seconds, she heard the clear, near cry of her baby girl.


Rebecca went into denial. This wasn’t a full-out waking but a slight stirring, a shifting of position, and Abbie would soothe herself back to sleep in a moment or two.


A louder and more urgent cry. Rebecca flicked the vibe to level three, thinking of Roman Polanski. She put the pillow over her head, giving up on the nipple stim. But through the foam she could still hear her daughter wailing. It sounded like a poopy cry.


Goddamn it. She threw off the pillow and went into the bedroom. As soon as she walked in, she could smell it. She picked Abbie up and carried her to the changing table silently. The less you shook things up, the better the chance of her falling back asleep. Rebecca changed Abbie swiftly, depositing the used diaper in the bin. “Shhhh,” she said, and put the baby back in the crib. “Go back to sleep. Shhhhhh.”


Abbie stared up at her indignantly and screamed at the top of her lungs. The mobile hung above her face, mute. Rebecca had to make a Sophie’s choice: her own orgasm or her daughter’s sleep. Tiny love or Tiny Love.


She knew what Marc Weissbluth, MD, author of Healthy Sleep Habits, Happy Child, would say: Babies with inconsistent or too-short naps were more likely to develop attention deficit disorder, learning disabilities, and adult insomnia.


Still, it was with great reluctance and considerable irritability at the many ways motherhood had ruined her life that Rebecca trudged back into her bedroom, removed the double A’s from the vibrator, and replaced them in Abbie’s mobile. Abbie fell back asleep within minutes, but Rebecca could not gather the energy to conjure The Tenant once again. She lay on her bed, arms folded across her chest, glaring at the useless pink phallus beside her. A few minutes later, her intercom buzzed.





The Gold Coast


KAREN BRYAN Shapiro didn’t think of herself as neurotic so much as attuned to the demands of urban motherhood. She didn’t think it was unusual that she kept a small bottle of unscented Purell antibacterial gel in her handbag and used it several times a day on the hands of her son, Darby, whose name had been chosen years, thank you very much, before actor Patrick Dempsey picked it for his baby boy.


She didn’t think it unusual that she made Darby wear preventive One Step Up kneepads at the Third Street playground so he wouldn’t skin his knees while running, even though the asphalt was covered with black rubber mats that made the skinning of knees nearly impossible, or that there was a three-foot-wide bathmat on the floor of her tub so Darby wouldn’t slip and fall during bathtime, or that she had applied to seven, count ‘em, seven Brooklyn preschools when Darby was fifteen months old, including Grace Church, Brooklyn Heights Montessori, and the Early Childhood Center of Garfield Temple, to be sure he got into one. (He’d gotten into the temple, but only because she had spent nearly $1,800 to join the congregation. Darby’s classmates were a combination of Jewish children of members and goyish kids whose mothers referred to it euphemistically as the Garfield School.)


Karen didn’t even think it was particularly odd that Darby, who was four, still insisted she put him in a pull-up diaper when he had to make a number two, after which he would remove the diaper, wipe him-self, and change back into his underpants. Karen believed that no matter how humiliating it was for her to have to diaper her four-year-old on the playgrounds, the humiliation was nothing compared to the guilt she would feel if she created a lifelong intestinal disorder in a child who’d been pressured too hard to train and withheld his movements in protest.


Though she did not believe in pushing her son to do things he wasn’t ready for, she did believe in pushing the world to make things better for her son. This was a dog-eat-dog world, and Karen felt that if you didn’t do everything you could to give your child an edge, he was destined for a life of mediocrity.


Because of this, Karen did not think it unusual that she was ringing the buzzer of a total stranger at a quarter to three on a weekday afternoon because she had heard there was an apartment coming up for sale in the building. Karen had learned about the apartment from a Garfield School father who’d heard about it from his wife’s doula’s dog runner. The father, Neal Harris, said the owners were selling it, in an open house on their own, that Sunday, and though they would put up an ad in the New York Times online real estate listings Thursday, Karen wanted to get a sneak preview.


According to Neal, it was a smallish, nine-hundred-fifty-square-foot three-bedroom with decorative fireplaces and an open kitchen, but its primary appeal was that it was located in the P.S. 321 school zone. Karen and her husband, Matty, had been looking at apartments for the past two years, attending open houses with Darby nearly every weekend in the hope of finding a decent place. But they had already been outbid on several apartments they had loved, and even with the correction in the housing market that had started during the spring, Karen was beginning to fear that they’d never bid high enough to win anything.


They lived in a rental on Fourteenth Street between Sixth and Seventh avenues, which meant their apartment was in the P.S. 107 zone. And although 107 was getting better due to a highly successful fund-raising reading series featuring Paul Auster and Jhumpa Lahiri, 321 still had the better test scores.


Karen had read in New York magazine that apartments in the 321 zone cost an average of $100,000 more than similarly sized apartments in 107, but felt that was a small price to pay if it meant your kid went to a school that was 62 percent white instead of only 43. Sure, 321 only went up to fifth grade, and the local middle school, M.S. 51 on Fifth Avenue, was like a boot camp for wilders, but there were plans for a charter middle school in the district that would surely be up and running by the time Darby was twelve.


The Carroll Street apartment’s asking price was $675,000 and Karen felt that if she and Matty offered $700,000 up front, before the open house, the sellers might not feel the need to hold it at all. It would be a stretch to afford the monthly payments, but if the apartment seemed expensive now, in a few years they would feel they’d gotten it for a song. Besides, if she could just talk to the owners, they would see that she was Good People, nice and board-approval-worthy, with a well-behaved child, no pets, good credit, and a household income of $286,000 a year.


The apartment was not only on a name street, which meant the northernmost, priciest area of Park Slope, but a park block. Better, it was in short walking distance of the Prospect Park Food Coop, where Karen was already a member. It took over twenty minutes to get to the Coop from the South Slope, which made it a considerable pain to shop, not to mention to do her and Matty’s monthly work shifts. (All adult household members had to perform shifts, but because Matty worked so hard, she did both. She worked on the child care team so she could bring Darby along; the Coop’s many pro-family policies were one of the reasons Karen had joined.) The North Slope was also closer to the central branch of the Brooklyn Public Library and the Montauk Club, where Karen already schlepped twice a week for her Weight Watchers meetings, and she was convinced the move would be an investment in not only her health but her well-being.


Karen was thirty-two but looked several years older due to the twenty pounds she had not been able to shed postpartum. Five feet four, she had clear, pale black-Irish skin like her mother’s, and her dark hair was short, in a “mom cut” she had gotten when Darby was a baby and wouldn’t stop playing with it. She tried to make an effort with her appearance—carrying a Brooklyn Industries bowling bag as her purse and wearing foundation every day—but after four years of stay-at-home motherhood, she had learned to dress functionally, for the playgrounds, in loose tops, jeans, and black-and-white MBT walking shoes she had bought at a Pilates place on Union Street.


MBT stood for Masai Barefoot Technology, and the shoes, with huge sloping soles, forced you to roll your foot as you walked, in mimicry of the long-striding Masai people of eastern Africa, who had no cellulite. Karen had seen only marginal improvement in her own cellulite in the six months she’d been wearing the shoes but had not yet lost hope.


There was a gruff female voice on the intercom: “Who is it?”


“Um, I’m here about the open house,” Karen answered, trying to sound as casual and unpsychotic as she could.


“What open house?” the voice replied angrily.


“Um, the one on Sunday?” Karen had started uptalking soon after Darby was born, having learned it from other neighborhood stay-at-homes who had learned it in boarding school. “It’s a three-bedroom? For sale? By owner?”


“That’s Number Two,” the woman said shortly. “This is Number Three.” A baby wailed loudly in the background. “What’s wrong with you?” Karen wasn’t sure if she was addressing the baby or her.


Not sure if she was still on “listen,” Karen said, “I actually tried Apartment Two already? But there wasn’t any answer? And I was just wondering if you’d mind showing me your apartment instead, so I could get an idea of the layout. I promise I’m not an ax murderer.” She giggled anxiously. “I’m here with my son. Darby.”


Karen didn’t hear anything for a while, and when she buzzed Three again, there was no response. A second later, she heard a noise from above, where a scary Arab man was working on the exterior. A head popped out of a window. The woman looked mad.


“Oh, hi there!” Karen said hopefully. “See? There he is. Darby.” She pointed to her Maclaren stroller, which was parked at the bottom of the stairs. Though most of Darby’s peers no longer used strollers, Karen always used one because the walk from the South Slope to the North was so long and she couldn’t deal with him dragging his feet when she had to get somewhere. “I’m Karen. Karen Bryan.” Karen always excised her married name when she felt it would help.


“Well, Karen Bryan, I’m glad I got a good look at you,” said the woman.


“Why’s that?” Karen asked nervously.


“So when you come to the open house, I can point you out to Tina and Steve and tell them not to accept your bid because I will personally ensure that this board never approves you.” The window slammed shut. From the scaffold, the Arab stared at Karen blankly.


She retreated down the stairs, shaking with humiliation. She would not tell Matty about this turn of events. He was tough, like all lawyers, and she knew he’d give it to her if she told him she’d already botched things.


Karen and Matty had met at Bates during her sophomore year; he went to Bowdoin and had come to visit a friend. At lunch they chatted, and after that they stayed in touch. She enjoyed his company and thought he was funny but didn’t consider him husband material until a few years after she had graduated, when she was working as a social worker at an elementary school in the Bronx and living with three roommates in Curry Hill.


Matty, who had graduated from Cardozo, was in mergers and acquisitions at the white-shoe firm Simpson & Holloway, and called frequently to take her out to dinner. She enjoyed his company but never thought of him romantically. He was tall but awkward, with bushy eyebrows and an irritating habit of picking at his cuticles. She would dine with him, chatting amicably, and then say goodbye in front of her apartment building, and he went along with it as though he wasn’t interested in her either.


One night, as they were sitting at a Pakistani joint not far from her apartment, she looked across the table at him while he was telling a funny story about a coworker and she realized that Matty Shapiro was in love with her.


It had been hard for her to accept that any guy could be in love with her; she was used to being the supportive second fiddle to girls more beautiful than she was. When she and her Bates girlfriends went out, guys didn’t hit on her. Karen stayed at the bar and listened as the other girls got progressively drunker and asked advice about the lunkheads whose appeal, beyond the physical, was never clear to Karen. Her own premarital sexual history amounted to an ill-fated one-night stand at Brooklyn Tech High School and a few party hookups at Bates—all with Indian or Asian guys who didn’t speak to her afterward.


Though it had been hard at first to imagine having sex with Matty, she knew at that fateful dinner that he adored her and would never cheat or leave. More important, she knew that soon he’d be making enough to support a family on one income. She’d only had her MSW for two years but Karen found her work at the school depressing: the absent or dead fathers, the addict mothers, the violence, and even the children’s language, which would have made a hooker blush. One boy, an eight-year-old who looked fourteen, was nicknamed The Wiper by the other children for his tendency to blow his nose into his hand and wipe it on classmates when they weren’t looking.


She was tired of the commute on the 6 train, tired of living in a two-bedroom with three roommates. If she married Matty Shapiro, then someday they could get a brownstone in Park Slope. They could send their children to private school and summer camp and make sure they got into good colleges so they could lead happy and productive lives.


A year after that Pakistani dinner, she and Matty were married, and a year after that, they moved from his place in East Midtown to the South Slope and she got pregnant with Darby. But their apartment was cramped and Darby was getting bigger, and Karen felt that it was time for them to go from renters to owners.


Karen released the brakes on Darby’s stroller. She had been planning to shop at the Prospect Park Food Coop after she saw the apartment— she had volunteered to buy chips and dip for an organizing meeting of The Audacity of Park Slope, a local group that was trying to get Barack Obama elected president—but she decided the shopping could wait. She wanted to do something purely selfish. She pivoted the Maclaren toward Prospect Park West.


Prospect Park West was the ritziest and most regal street in the neighborhood, known in the 1880s as the Gold Coast, a fact that Karen knew from attending the open houses of its most expensive properties, or the most expensive properties not to require a prequal for entry. Although many of the buildings were hideous postwars, sprinkled throughout the twenty-block street were breathtaking Victorian mansions with wraparound center staircases and original detail.


Every time she walked on the Gold Coast, Karen would peer into the buildings and imagine herself living inside, wondering what it was like to sleep in a room that overlooked Prospect Park. There were people who believed that money didn’t buy you happiness, but Karen thought those people were morons.


Consumption was inconspicuous in Park Slope in a way it wasn’t on the Upper East Side. The women with rich husbands never called them hedge fund managers or investment bankers. They just said, “He’s in finance.” If you were rich in Park Slope, you tried to hide it. But there were giveaways, and these giveaways got under Karen’s skin: the mothers who mentioned that their kids went to Saint Ann’s; the two-thousand-dollar Mulberry handbags that some women took to the playground; the Southampton beach stickers on the Subaru Foresters parked on the streets.


When she got to the intersection of Prospect Park West and Carroll, she crossed to the park side, walked two blocks south to Garfield Place, and sat on a green bench facing a strip of mansions. The air was thick and sticky, and passersby wore looks of glazed weariness, eager to get into the comfort of air-conditioned apartments. Babies lolled in strollers, red-faced, while West Indian nannies patted them with hankies. A black kid in a do-rag passed by, and Karen gripped her purse tightly. You had to be careful near the park.


The week before, she had read in the Brooklyn Paper about a rape by the ball fields. The victim was in a car with her boyfriend at one-thirty in the morning on Prospect Park Southwest when the rapist came up to the window. The boyfriend came out to confront him, the two got separated, and the attacker caught up with the woman and raped her. There had been a police sketch in the paper—he was medium-skinned, six feet three, lanky, mid-twenties—Karen had been on the lookout for the guy ever since.


Karen parked Darby’s stroller beside her. “But I don’t wanna do Mommy Time!” he said.


“Just for a little while,” she said. “Then we’re going to go shopping at the Coop, and you can go upstairs to child care and play with the toys.”


“This is boring!”


“Have some Pirate’s Booty,” she said, handing him a bag. Mommy Time was one of the few occasions on which she fed Darby to placate him; generally, she didn’t believe in distracting children with food.


He ingested a few pieces, still pouting. She placed her bowling bag beside her on the bench and removed a pair of Ray-Ban knockoffs, a green iPod shuffle, and a half-eaten package of Paul Newman–brand chocolate-flavor Newman-O’s. She put on the sunglasses, placed the iPod buds in her ears, and pressed play, thrilling at the opening chords of Sade’s Stronger Than Pride, an album she first heard when she was fourteen at a basement party in Fort Greene where everybody was making out with somebody except her.


Then she planted her MBT shoes on the sidewalk, removed a Newman-O from the bag, and bit into it, delighting in its crisp sweetness and lack of trans-fatty acids. She chewed and swallowed quickly, then took out another, lulled by the dulcet tones of Sade and Blinking across traffic at the regal white double-wide mansion of two-time Oscar-winning actress Melora Leigh.


Melora had won her first Oscar (Best Supporting Actress) in 1977 at age nine, for playing the role of Al Pacino’s daughter in The Main Line, a dark but brilliant Paul Schrader film about a Philadelphia heroin junkie. Before that Melora had enjoyed an ordinary childhood in the West Village, the only child of a schoolteacher mother and a photographer father. And then one day—as Karen knew from countless interviews in which Melora recounted the story—the casting director Mary Jo Slater had spotted her in line at Joe’s Pizza and brought her in to audition for the Pacino.


It turned out Melora had “it,” and she quickly became one of the best-known child stars of the late seventies, along with Cynthia Nixon and Kristy McNichol. She worked steadily, appearing in after-school specials, serious features, several Broadway plays, and a famous commercial for Duncan Hines cookies.


But by the late eighties, she began to have trouble convincing audiences to buy her in adult roles. She went to Columbia for a year but dropped out. She starred in a string of bad romantic comedies and a few short-lived TV series, unable to find her niche. In 2002, when the thirty-four-year-old Melora was only a blip on the radar screen of the nation, she won the lead role in Paul Thomas Anderson’s biopic Poses, which was based loosely on the life story of the 1950s experimental film director Maya Deren.


Thanks to coaching by the acting guru Harold Guskin (who Melora had credited in many interviews), Melora gave one of those brave, heart-wrenching performances you see only once in a blue moon. The movie took off, going on to earn $100 million at the box office. Loving a comeback story, the Academy had awarded her a second Oscar.


Melora’s husband of three years was the lesser-known but incredibly good-looking red-haired Australian actor Stuart Ashby, who had been cast against type in Poses as Melora’s first husband, a Czech Jew named Sasha. Karen and everyone who’d even once skimmed an Us Weekly knew the story of how they had met and fallen in love on-set. Melora had been single when she met him, having recently adopted a Vietnamese baby named Orion on her own, but Stuart had been practically married to his six-feet-tall Aussie actress girlfriend, Natalie Sullivan, who was known for her critically acclaimed period roles and porn-star figure.


The attraction to Melora was too much for him to bear, however, and he swiftly eighty-sixed Natalie to be with Melora. Soon they were appearing at film premieres and ducking out of Per Se, refusing to talk to the press, while Paul Thomas Anderson told interviewers, “I don’t claim any credit. All I can say is that Melora and Stuart are special people.” They made their first public appearance at the 2004 MTV Video Music Awards, and after he moved into her Spring Street loft several months later, Stuart legally adopted Orion. They had his last name changed from Leigh to Leigh-Ashby, and the couple was married in a low-key ceremony at Angel Orensanz Foundation for the Arts on Nor-folk Street.


Melora was slender and wan and, according to the Internet Movie Database, five feet ten, which Karen knew was accurate from her several run-ins with her in the neighborhood. Melora had long, perpetually shiny Carolyn Bessette–style blond hair. Like other Park Slope celebrities (Steve Buscemi, John Turturro, and the Law & Order: Criminal Intent star Kathryn Erbe), Melora made no attempt to disguise herself when she walked through the neighborhood. Karen understood: There was no need to slum it when you lived in Brooklyn. You put on a metaphorical baseball cap and dark shades the moment you set up shop across the East River. Once in a while Us Weekly would run shots of Emily Mortimer and Alessandro Nivola in Cobble Hill, or Adrian Grenier in Clinton Hill, but the photo credit was always the same, Phil Parnell, as though only one photographer was industrious enough to cross water.


Melora’s career had been in a slump ever since she had moved to Brooklyn. Though some blamed her choice in roles, Karen felt she was merely refocusing. Since Poses, she had starred in a horror film called Creeping that tanked at the box office; a Lionsgate drama about Jane Austen’s real-life relationship with her sisters that got solid reviews but went basically unseen; a romantic weepie, You Just Call Out My Name; a sci-fi thriller based on the Usurpia comic book series in which she played a mutant crime-fighter named Princess Xaviera; and a well-reviewed Neil LaBute play. Though some critics had already written Melora’s professional obituary, Karen was convinced that it was only a matter of time before she found another script that was as strong a showcase as Poses. Once that happened, she would make a second comeback.


Karen had spotted Melora a handful of times in the neighbor-hood since Melora had purchased the six-bedroom 362 Prospect Park West, at the corner of Garfield Place, in March 2006. (Karen knew from PropertyShark.com not only how much Melora had paid—$4.7 million—but also that she had bought it in the name Main Line Trust, even though she and Stuart had been married at the time of purchase.) Karen had seen her window-shopping on the Slope’s hip Fifth Avenue; emerging from a car in front of the mansion, with Bergdorf bags and what seemed to be a cold sore on her lip; and trying on a top at the Seventh Avenue Clothing boutique Loom, murmuring into her cell phone, “Don’t be depressed.”


But Karen’s absolute favorite Melora Leigh sighting, which she had recounted to playground mothers many times and posted on Gawker Stalker under the handle “bklynmama,” had occurred at the Park Slope Yoga Center a year and a half before. It was a Saturday morning, and Karen had decided it was time to do something about her pear-shaped body, so she had announced to Matty, “You’re taking Darby. I’m going to get some exercise.” Daunted by the prospect of any activity that might force her to break a sweat, she had decided to take a Basic Vinyasa class.


On her way out the door, she had stopped to check her e-mail and gotten caught up reading a thread from the local message board, Park Slope Parents, about whether it was okay for children to walk up the playground slides. As a result, she got to class ten minutes late and had to wait outside the door until after the opening chant. The only free spot was in the far back corner. As she unfurled her rental mat, she was startled by the sight of Melora Leigh sitting next to her in a lotus.


Melora was wearing a pair of maroon split-seam yoga pants and a tight dance-style white tank top with no bra. (She had always been small-breasted, and Karen loved that, unlike most of Hollywood’s leading ladies, she had opted not to get a boob job.) Up close she was even more beautiful than in the closing shot of Poses, where she overdosed on sleeping pills in her bathroom. Her skin was translucent, her hair swept into a high bun with a few loose strands by her temples, and Karen thought her body looked even longer than her purported five feet ten inches.


Karen, who had assumed a Basic class would be easy, was surprised to find herself sweating like a horse as she sneaked peeks at Melora during Warrior Ones and tried to discern whether she’d gotten thigh lipo. Forty minutes into the class, as the yogis were maneuvering themselves into Cobra, Melora farted. Audibly.


The other women near her turned to stare, assuming it was Karen. Irritated by the accusation, Karen took on a look of denial, and then Melora said softly, “Excuse me. Those Cobras really get me,” and the women laughed and then gazed at her worshipfully. Melora was not only beautiful, talented, and rich, she could admit she had dealt it when somebody smelt it.


Karen thought of this run-in now, as she passed a zero-trans-fat Newman-O fart herself. She came to this bench a few hours a week, praying she would catch a glimpse of Melora in an upstairs window blow-drying her hair or adjusting the level of what Karen was certain was central air.


Underneath the Sade, Karen could hear an urgent whine. Exasperated, she ripped out the earbuds. “What is it?”


“I’m done,” Darby said, handing over the empty Pirate’s Booty bag, as if she were a human garbage can. “I want to go home.”


“Just a little longer.”


“But you always say that, and it’s always a lot longer.”


“Darby, that’s one.”


“But, Mom!”


“That’s two.” She had learned this trick from a book called 1-2-3 Magic and found it worked surprisingly well. You established a punishment suitable to the age (for Darby, it was no dessert), and when the child began to act up, you counted. If he was still acting out by the time you got to three, he got punished.


Darby said nothing more, and Karen reinserted the earbuds, gazing up at the third-floor window. She was beginning to think this whole exercise was futile. It was summertime. Rich people didn’t stay in the city in the summer. The Hampton Jitney had even started a Brooklyn route along Prospect Park West. Karen had seen it pass by a few times and envied all the rich people behind the tinted windows who she imagined reading the New York Observer and sipping iced skim lattes.


Melora, Stuart, Orion, and their entire staff were probably stationed at their cottage in Bridgehampton, going to Robert Wilson parties in Watermill and having Jessica Seinfeld over for margaritas. The only people who stayed in the city during a heat wave were those who had to. Karen and Matty had taken a week off in April during the Garfield School’s Passover break, to visit his parents in Miami, and were taking his second vacation week between Christmas and New Year’s. But now she regretted not saving a week for the summer.


A light went on in the window. There was a gauzy curtain, but through it Karen made out the outline of a tall woman swinging a little boy around in a circle, airplane-style. They were here! Though all she could see was the silhouette, she knew from the long, flowing hair that it was Melora. The bodies were jubilant and relaxed and gave off a joy that Karen herself could not remember ever feeling, even as a small child growing up with her sister in Midwood, Brooklyn, in a shingled two-story with a driveway and a yard.


This was what it meant to be rich. All the big stuff was taken care of, so you could enjoy the little stuff, like playing with your children. Instead of thinking all the time about how to make things better, you could be present in the moment—something Karen had been striving to do ever since she read Everyday Blessings: The Inner Work of Mindful Parenting, by Jon and Myla Kabat-Zinn.


Karen wanted to race across the Street and pound on the door until Melora let her in and spun her around, too. A moment later, the figures retreated, but long after they had, Karen stared at the curtain, still seeing the outline of mother and son.





Orientation


WHILE ORION was in the third-floor playroom with the nanny, Annika, Melora was on her way to orientation at the Prospect Park Food Coop. She had decided to join at the suggestion of her publicist, Lynn. Since her move to the Slope, she had passed the sprawling Seventh Avenue building many times, with its quaint 1970s-style sign and legions of organic-food-eating, Michael Pollan–reading members, and it had amused her in a distant way, a quirky neighborhood institution that she hoped never to enter.


But in April she got the new Green issue of Vanity Fair in the mail, with Madonna on the cover, splayed up against a plaster globe, and realized that she was going to have to get on board with the whole environmental thing. She’d always been politically engaged: In the nineties Tim and Susan got her involved with the Innocence Project; long before it was the trendy thing to do, she bought a Prius for her house in Silver Lake; and it was not without consciousness of the PR value that she later committed the most extreme and headline-making act of recycling—adoption.


But even with a live-in nanny, mothering Orion had been trying enough that Melora had no plans to get all Angelina and take on a brood of twelve, which meant she would have to find another way to be visibly progressive. A few weeks before, she had met with Lynn to discuss the upcoming premiere of The Dueling Donnellys, a Gary Winick romantic comedy about an overprotective sister who puts her brother’s (Vince Vaughn) fiancée (Kate Hudson) through a brutal set of tests. She and Lynn were talking about her red-carpet interviews, and Melora had said, “I feel like doing something for the environment would help my Q rating.”


“Why don’t you get involved in that food coop in your neighborhood?” Lynn had replied offhandedly. “My sister-in-law belongs. Loves it. Says the produce is better than Fairway.” Four feet eleven, Jewish, and sixty, Lynn had been in PR since the seventies and always thought outside the box.


“Food coop?” Melora had said. “Ugh. Isn’t there a work shift?”


“Yeah, like three hours a month. Can you think of any other celebrity who does a mandatory monthly work shift? These days it’s all about being at one with the hoi polloi. Isn’t that why you fired Lisanne?” A few weeks before, after Stuart convinced her that they needed to streamline their lives, Melora had fired her personal assistant, Lisanne, an incredibly competent twenty-six-year-old Brown semiotics grad.


“You’ve got a built-in publicity platform,” Lynn went on. “The place has nine thousand members, any of whom could call in a Page Six to tell them what a saint you are for doing your own work time. And it could be a very useful bit to drop when you sit down at Gemma with Adam Epstein.”


The independent film director Adam Epstein had come on the Hollywood map in 2004, after writing and directing The Undescended, a dark and brooding coming-of-age tale set on the Upper West Side, which went on to be nominated for three Oscars. A New York–bred private school kid who was often mentioned in the same breath as Darren Aronofsky and Noah Baumbach, Adam had made two other films: Eva and Andie (2006), an indie Beaches starring Sandra Bullock opposite Epstein’s wife, Jessica Chafee; and Mumbai Express, a George Clooney thriller (2007). Since spending all that time in India, Adam Epstein had become a committed humanitarian and die-hard environmentalist. He’d recently directed two pro bono spots for the Natural Resources Defense Council, shot in black-and-white like Truffaut movies, and now every time he gave an interview, he talked about global warming.


Melora was up for the title role in his new film, Yellow Rosie, about a Valium-popping, borderline psychotic wife of a Texas oilman, played by Viggo Mortensen. It was scheduled to begin production in August in Bulgaria, standing in for Texas. Adam had cast Nicole Kidman but Kidman had just bowed out, claiming she was suffering from exhaustion. Adam had contacted Melora’s CAA agent, Vanessa Andreadakis, saying he wanted to cast Melora instead. He told Vanessa he was a huge fan of Melora’s work, and Vanessa had already finalized the salary ($1 million plus back end) with the producer, Scott Rudin. It was a done deal, except for the contract, which would be issued after the meeting. Adam said it wasn’t an audition so much as a mutual opportunity to make sure he and Melora were in sync creatively.


Melora was terrible in meetings, shy and withdrawn, and often got feedback that she came off as entitled. She would have preferred to do a screen test. If you were shy and a nobody, people pitied you, but if you were shy and famous, they despised you. She’d been surrounded by adults at an early age before she ever learned how to be around her peers, and as a result, she was uncomfortable with other people. She had worked hard with her shrink on behavioral techniques for dealing with her social anxiety, but she was nervous about the meeting any-way and felt it couldn’t hurt if she and Adam had a safe topic of discussion.


Lynn said that if the conversation lulled, she could always shift the subject to the Coop, sustainability, and the many benefits of shopping local. So Melora decided to join and have Lynn leak it to the press in a release she was sending out about Melora’s Sierra Club fall fund-raiser hostessing gig.


The Coop’s third-floor meeting room was fluorescent-lit and dingy and filled with a nauseatingly unattractive mishmash of hipster couples, Hasidic wives, and butch dykes, all sitting in hard-backed black metal chairs. It reminded Melora of an A.A. meeting. (She’d been a friend of Bill W. in 1993 and 1994, until she decided she was drinking only to get over her breakup with Fisher Stevens.)


The orientation leader, a large-boned blonde in a saggy waffle tee, was saying something about 40 percent savings off retail prices when Melora came in. Everyone turned to the door. She had tried to low-key it to appear down-to-earth—she was wearing cutoff Levi’s and a Wildlife Conservation Society T-shirt—but she had neglected to low-key her purse, a $1,495 black patent-leather Yves Saint Laurent Majorelle handbag.


In the back Stuart raised his hand to beckon her over. Sitting next to him was their lesbian chef, Shivan, a French Culinary Institute grad they had poached from Robin Williams.


As Melora settled into her seat, she was alarmed to spot Maggie Gyllenhaal in the front row, bouncing her daughter, Ramona, on her lap. Gyllenhaal and her boyfriend, Peter Sarsgaard, had bought a brownstone on Sterling Place six months after Melora closed on the mansion, and they had gotten way more press for their purchase than Melora had—in part because Gyllenhaal was pregnant at the time, and in part because her profile had soared after she said the U.S. was responsible for 9/11. Melora couldn’t stand the fact that this slummer, who had paid only $1.75 mil for her North Slope town house, was joining the Coop, too.


But there was another reason she was unhappy to see Maggie Gyllenhaal. Stuart had written his first screenplay, set in Brooklyn, and wanted Gyllenhaal to play the female lead, a Prospect Heights cop. Melora wanted to play the role herself, but Stuart had been insisting that Melora wasn’t “weathered” enough, even though she was nearly a decade older than Gyllenhaal.


“What’s she doing here?” Melora murmured to Stuart.


“I ran into Peter at Third Street playground and told him we were joining,” he answered in his Aussie twang.


“You did not,” she hissed.


These days he didn’t seem to understand her needs at all. She hadn’t said specifically that she was joining for the publicity, but she had expected him to understand that it was an ancillary benefit. In PR, the whole game was to get there first.


The orientation leader, wearing a name tag that said “Nicki,” kept having trouble with the overhead projector and making jokes about the “mommy brain” she had developed since giving birth to her second baby fourteen months after the first. Her face was attractive enough, but she had a defeated look that made Melora wonder why these women couldn’t wait a couple years between children. This was a neighborhood in which secular women aspired to a Hasidic lifestyle.


After the painfully long two-and-a-half-hour orientation, Nicki led them next door to the membership office, where Melora had to sign up for a work team and pose for an ID card photo. The photographer was a hijabbed woman who didn’t even do a double take when she saw her. Perhaps Melora had overestimated the PR value of Coop members; between Al Qaeda and the Weather Underground, a good portion of them would have no idea who she was.


Melora decided she would do the Shopping team, which meant she could work one of the barcode scanning machines and be spotted by the maximum number of people. Her goal was to do one shift, hope it elicited a few mentions, and then make Shivan do all the rest. She expected Stuart to pick Shopping, too, but he said, “I want to do Food Handling. More meditative. I’ll bag raisins or something.”


Nicki took the group downstairs for a tour, announcing that they could buy anything they wanted with their provisional ID cards. The produce aisle was jammed with shoppers, stressed and hot from the humidity outside. A guy with a BabyBjörn grabbed two kinds of peaches from different bins and put them in the same bag, and an old woman in a wheelchair shouted, “Those aren’t the same price!”


“I know they aren’t!” he bellowed back. Everyone seemed to have too much time on their hands, and Melora had spent her life trying to become someone with too little.


Stuart raced up to her with a big green stalk in his hand. “It’s aloe!” he said. “Great to have around if Orion gets a scrape on his knee or whatever.” He spotted a bin of baby bok choy and grabbed a bunch. “I’m going to have Shivan make stir-fry tonight. Dr. Bob said baby bok choy keeps the pitta dosha in check.”


In the spring, he had gone off to the Raj, an Ayurvedic spa in Iowa, and come back with this talk of doshas and moderating his fire. He had already eliminated coffee and processed sugars and had become in-credibly preachy about the whole thing. As he plopped the baby bok choy into his basket with a self-satisfied grin, she had a sudden urge to mash the bunch into his face.


Lately, they hadn’t been connecting well, and as much as she blamed the Raj, a part of her felt the real culprit was Zoloft. Melora had been on the pills since Orion had gone, seemingly overnight, from an angelic little baby to a screaming, whining, hyperactive, snot-nosed toddler.


When Melora had adopted Orion, she had wanted desperately to have a child, although she had no desire to birth one naturally. The tabloids had her visiting sperm banks, but they got it wrong: She was terrified by the thought of having her body transformed by pregnancy, and doubly so by the thought of squeezing a living being out of her most precious part. But she did want to be a mother, to have someone love her unconditionally and forever. Over the years she’d had a string of dysfunctional relationships—Fisher, Robert Downey, Jr., Sean Penn, John Cusack, and just before Stuart, Ryan Gosling—and she wanted someone in her life who would never leave.


She met Orion visiting Ho Chi Minh City on UNICEF work (she’d been a spokesperson since she was fourteen) and fell in love at first sight. The first year of motherhood had been a delight, in part because of the round-the-clock baby nurses, and in part because Orion was such a mellow baby. But at two and a half, he became so difficult that she began to question the wisdom of adopting him at all. After one horrific fight when he woke up in the middle of the night and insisted she feed him chocolate ice cream, she grabbed him tightly by the arms and screamed, “You little motherfucker!” The next morning she booked an emergency appointment with her psychiatrist, an owlish Upper East Side Buddhist named Michael Levine.


“I want medication,” Melora said.


“What kind of medicine were you thinking about?” he asked, as though he were prescribing Robitussin or Maalox instead of brain-chemistry-altering drugs.


“Something to take the edge off. I can’t go calling my kid a motherfucker. Give me something that makes him easier to love.”


“We all want our children to be easier to love,” he said. He had a teenage daughter and sometimes complained about her in sessions, which alarmed Melora because it seemed so inappropriate.


“What should I start with?” she said. “Zoloft?”


He leaned back in his Aeron chair and sat in a lotus position. “Probably. Women like it, and the side effects are minimal.”


She filled the prescription that day. Two years later, she was still on it, having upped gradually from twenty-five to a hundred fifty milligrams a day. She wanted to be the best at everything she tried, including motherhood, and felt that if the pills took the edge off and made her a more normal mom, it was silly not to take them. Besides, it was only for the wonder years. Once Orion was six or seven, she’d wean off.


Because of the pills, she had never again called Orion a motherfucker, but she had also become unable to orgasm. After discovering the side effect, she had switched temporarily to Wellbutrin and then Effexor, but Wellbutrin gave her headaches and Effexor made her put on weight, so eventually, she returned to Zoloft.


Ever since then, in bed with Stuart, she had been faking it. She was pretty sure he didn’t suspect—she was an expert at faking, having done it for years with Sean Penn—but the deception made her anxious, and the anxiety made her needy. Because she was keeping a secret from him, she feared that he would find out and see her as less of a woman.


These days she didn’t trust Stuart, didn’t feel safe around him. Either she snapped at him for small slights or asked him constantly if he loved her. Ever since he starred in Doug Liman’s hit Rolfers, a science-fiction fantasy about interdimensional time travel, he’d been in hot demand for action films. He was gone a lot, shooting in Baton Rouge or Bulgaria, and his absences made her feel vulnerable and alone.


As she watched Stuart caress, and then shake and sniff a honeydew melon, she was not sure what was wrong with her that she could not muster that level of enthusiasm for anything. This was another downside of Zoloft. It took the edge off, but the highs were lower, too. Even shopping excited her less than it used to. In the early days of her marriage, she’d go to Madison Avenue and buy bags full of Sonia Rykiel and Chloé, delighting in her finds. Now she shopped and was already bored with the purchases by the time they were delivered.


Stuart was always telling her how grateful she should be to have money, a career, and a family who loved her. It was the humble Aussie side of him—he felt lucky about his own career because he’d grown up a punk-rock surfer in South Sydney—but she didn’t relate.


Despite his fame, he was genuine. This made Melora jealous. He could make himself at home in almost any situation, while she tended to skulk in the corner of the room. People stuck to Stuart but wanted to get away from her, and this embarrassed her. You couldn’t be a power couple if only one of you had any power.


Many nights they socialized separately, because she found it so unbearable to have to talk to people she didn’t know. When they did go out together, they often fought, and then he would accuse her of ruining his night. If they were really unlucky, a paparazzo would snap a photo and the next day the tabloids would say they were on the rocks.


When they met on Poses, Melora had been focused and ambitious. For the three months of shooting in the West Village and Astoria, she, Stuart, and the crew guys would play poker and tell dirty jokes; that was how the two of them began flirting in the first place.


But these days she never laughed. She resisted sex and even his frequent offers to go down on her, because it depressed her so much to have to fake it. The only sexual act she enjoyed with him was anal-bead play; in submission, she found the thrill that sex had otherwise lost.


They were in the express checkout line now, having said goodbye to Shivan, who wanted to keep shopping. Suddenly, Maggie Gyllenhaal strode toward them, pushing Ramona in a Maclaren. “Stuart!” she said, hugging him. “Thank you so much for turning us on to this place.” Stuart and Maggie had worked together on a Sundance indie about nurses in an inner-city ER and stayed in touch. Had the two of them done it on Sirens? Was this Maggie’s way of rubbing it in Melora’s face?


“You know Melora?” Stuart said to Maggie.


The women nodded. “We met at the Costume Institute Ball last year,” said Melora.


“That’s right,” said Maggie. “So nice to see you again.” And then she widened her eyes, bowed her head in what Melora could not tell was genuine or manufactured deference, and said, “I don’t think I told you that night how much I love your work.”
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