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Dedication

For Kate & Caroline





A Note on Timing

As you’ve already been told in the fine print above all the copyright information, this book is a work of fiction. However, many people, places, and things mentioned throughout are very real—particularly the movies. Because I’ve been so flagrant in my blending of the real and not real, I should probably mention that I’ve taken some liberties with timing. I tried to make things chronologically accurate, but sometimes things just don’t line up right, and so you’re forced to blur the edges a little. I appreciate your understanding.

—M.N.





Contents

Cover


Title Page


Dedication




A Note on Timing


Part I


Chapter 1


Chapter 2


Chapter 3


Chapter 4


Chapter 5


Chapter 6


Chapter 7


Chapter 8


Chapter 9


Part II


Chapter 10


Chapter 11


Chapter 12


Chapter 13


Chapter 14


Chapter 15


Chapter 16


Chapter 17


Chapter 18


Chapter 19


Chapter 20


Part III


Chapter 21


Chapter 22


Chapter 23


Chapter 24


Chapter 25


Chapter 26


Chapter 27


Chapter 28


Chapter 29


Chapter 30


Chapter 31


Chapter 32


Part IV


Chapter 33


Chapter 34


Chapter 35


Chapter 36


Chapter 37


Chapter 38


Chapter 39


Chapter 40


Epilogue




Acknowledgments


P.S. Insights, Interviews & More . . .


About the Author


Meet Matthew Norman


About the Book


This Book May or May Not Be Completely Autobiographical


A Conversation with Matthew Norman


Read On


Have You Read?


Credits


Copyright


About the Publisher






Part I





Chapter 1

I splash cold water on my face.

This is what men in movies do when they’re about to fly off the handle, when shit is getting out of control. I do this sometimes. I react to things based on what characters in movies would do. That’s kind of ironic, considering I’ve always thought of myself as a book person.

At least I think that’s ironic. That word gets misused a lot.

The water isn’t refreshing like it’s supposed to be. It’s ice-cold and I gasp. As it swirls into a little cyclone on its way down the drain, I look in the mirror, ashamed and angry at myself.

There’s something wrong. With my penis.

It’s been an unpredictable thing for a while now, my shlong, all flighty and unreliable like some stoner uncle who shows up hammered at Thanksgiving and forgets your name.

The guy I see in the mirror, Tom Violet, the same lanky, moody bastard I’ve been looking at for almost thirty-six years now, looks ... old. The fact that I’m naked certainly isn’t helping. Like most men who are not Brad Pitt, I could do without the sight of my own nudity. Back in the day I was a long-distance runner, all streamlined and put together. Now I’m flabby-thin, the way a fat guy might look after a year in an internment camp. Worse, the hair on my chest is overgrown and dark against my pale skin and I wonder if I should be one of those guys who shaves his chest. Maybe that would help.

Of course it wouldn’t help. That’s not the problem. The problem, still, is my broken wang.

I look at it in the mirror, really look at it, and it, too, appears ashamed. It’s shriveled up into itself, like an infant’s thingy. I close my eyes and touch it, and then I squeeze it, just to try to get something going. I think of my wife. She’s lying in bed, not twenty feet away, in a red thing from Victoria’s Secret—just “a fun little thing” she picked up. I actually think that’s the problem. Lingerie screams of effort. It screams of forced intimacy and the fact that we both know she’s probably ovulating. We did the math this week. What I need to do is to sneak up on sex. For some strange reason, thinking about getting an erection makes it fucking impossible to get an erection. I tried to explain this to Anna a few weeks ago, but she didn’t get it. I don’t blame her. It’s a very abstract concept.

Maybe it’s the economy. Personal and global financial ruin could cause boner problems, right?

Sadly, no. This all started happening before the world ended. I’ll have to come up with another excuse.

And so I stroke on, like a fool, like a caged monkey masturbating in front of a horrified troop of Cub Scouts at the zoo. There’s a sensation, like a phantom tingling somewhere in my stomach, but then there’s nothing again, and I begin to think about the cruelties of aging. In my carefree youth, sitting in Catholic school, I couldn’t go more than twenty minutes without popping a painful, trouser-lifting boner. Now, with the prospect of actual sex in the other room, I’ve got nothing. Zilch.

How many perfectly good hard-ons have I wasted in my short, stupid life? Hundreds? Probably thousands if you count college. It’s just not fair.

Finally, I turn off the faucet and give up. In the silent bathroom, I give my lifeless manhood one last pleading look and then open the door.

Anna is still in her Victoria’s Secret thing, but she’s de-sexed it a little by putting on her reading glasses. She’s stretched out on our bed reading a New Yorker by the light of one of the candles she’s set up. I’ve been trying to jerk myself back to life. She’s been reading “Talk of the Town.”

The stereo is still on, too. It’s playing some CD of classical music fused with nature sounds. It’s supposed to be relaxing or soothing or God knows what. But, of course, it’s just more effort, more unnatural things added to what’s supposed to be the most natural thing in the world.

Our dog, Hank, is skilled at sensing anxiety in a room. He’s sitting on the floor on one of his dog mats. He’s one of those dogs that always seems to be bracing himself for the worst.

Anna smiles and sits up. “Hi,” she says. Her legs on our powder blue sheets are long and toned and treadmill-ready. She’s beautiful, my wife, I recognize this, but my body is somehow rejecting this fact along with all of its sexual implications. If the nineteen-year-old version of Tom Violet were here in this room, he’d slap the thirty-five-year-old version of Tom Violet across the face in utter disgust.

Three nights ago, after our last failed attempt at this, I woke up in the middle of the night to Anna moaning quietly next to me. At first I didn’t know what was going on, and then I realized that she was having a sex dream. In eight years of sleeping beside her nightly, I’d never heard anything like that. As I listened to her whisper her way toward a soft, muted little orgasm, I realized that we had a real problem.

I put on a pair of boxers and slide into bed next to her. She rolls over onto her side and looks at me. Her small breasts are vivid against all that silk or satin or whatever those things from Victoria’s Secret are made out of. “You OK?” she asks. Her voice has taken on this funerallike tone, which feels absurd and completely accurate.

I sigh and listen to the music and the sound of some whale or dolphin in the ocean. “No,” I say. “I’m obviously not.”

“It’s not a big deal, you know. It ... happens.”

This is what women say in these scenes to the men they love. Her eyes and her face are sweet and concerned for me, but there’s enough tension in her voice to know that she’s just reading from the script. It might not have been a big deal the first time, or even the sixth time, but it’s a big deal now, and I wonder what the man in her head looked like who inspired those little noises the other night. Like me with a shaved chest, perhaps—or, at the very least, like me with a fully functioning penis?

“I don’t know what’s the matter with me.”

She takes off her glasses and sets them on the nightstand. Over the sheets, she rubs my knee, and then she inches a little closer. “Maybe you’re just—” but she leaves this hanging. Like me, she doesn’t seem to know exactly what it is that I am. I look down at her feet, and her toenails are painted red. This is something new for her. Her feet are typically very functional things, but lately they’re lotioned and cared for. This simple act of pure femininity would probably be enough to turn the nineteen-year-old version of Tom Violet into a sex-crazed idiot. But here I am, dejected and lustless.

I don’t want to talk about my penis, but I don’t want to blow out the candles and roll over, either. I’m vulnerable, yet simultaneously guarded. I want Anna to hold me and tell me that she loves me, but I also want to sleep in the guest room. I’m like a six-foot-tall version of my own flaccid dick, wanting yet pulling away from my only real ally in the world.

Anna’s an optimist, though, to the bitter end, and so she forges on. Like her ancestors, great, blond Swedes from Nebraska, she’ll continue plowing long-dead fields, even as the locusts converge.

“We haven’t been to the Caribbean in a while,” she says gently, smiling at me. Her face goes flush.

“Anna,” I say, but then I stop. She’s right. We haven’t.

“Maybe that’s where we should go then,” she says, and then she tucks her hair behind each ear. “You like it there, right?”

Two days after we were married, we were on our way to the Caribbean, stuck in the very back row of some medium-size plane from Washington, D.C. We’d had drinks at the airport bar and wine after takeoff. The alcohol, the altitude, and the weird joy of it all were enough to motivate my wife to go down on me as the cabin lights dimmed and a rerun of Frasier came on the little drop-down televisions.

She kisses my neck and then my chest and then my stomach, working her way downward. My heart is running and I’m nostalgic as I touch the back of her head. “Just relax,” she whispers.

I close my eyes as she goes about the little routine of swirling kisses and harmless bites.

Then she puts me in her mouth and I hold my breath and concentrate on the rush of sensations. I think of dirty, pornographic things and grit my teeth. I think of swimsuit issues and those creepy phone sex commercials that come on when you can’t sleep. A minute later, I should be as hard as that stupid, ungrateful thirteen-year-old looking down white blouses in Catholic school. But I’m not—not even close.

“Anna,” I say.

“Just relax.” She draws the word out, trying to hypnotize my penis. I’m determined to will an erection out of thin air, so I squeeze my eyes shut and concentrate some more. Aside from the lovely wetness of Anna’s mouth, though, there’s only this odd, rubbery little thing that I’ve somehow become.

I say her name again, but she doesn’t stop. It’s so small in her mouth and I feel a fresh wave of that awful humiliation that sent me scrambling to the bathroom ten minutes ago.

“Anna, please!”

Finally, she pulls away, startled, and I cover my stupid penis.

“I’m sorry. I can’t. Shit. I just ... I’m sorry.”

She wipes her mouth and lies down again to stare at the ceiling. “Tom,” she says. But before she can say anything else, there’s a knock at our door, three small taps.

“Mommy? Daddy?”

Anna sits up and shakes out her hair. “I locked the door,” she whispers, and that somehow makes it even more embarrassing. She’s planned all of this down to the finest details. I briefly wonder if our daughter has been listening to this entire episode, and if so, how badly will she be scarred? I wish I could sink down into this mattress and disappear.

“Mommy? Daddy? Can I come in? Please! Pleeeassse!” She sounds scared.

Anna takes a breath and clears her throat—a mother again. She hops up and opens the door and Allie runs into the room, her eyes noisy and wide. “You guys,” she says.

“What’s up, Allie-Cat?” I say.

Her lower lip is shaking. “There’s a burglar downstairs.”

“A what? No, baby. You’re just dreami—”

“Nu-uhh. It’s not a dream.” She’s on my side of the bed clutching our comforter, and Anna crouches beside her, smoothing her wild bed-head. “He’s taking away all of our stuff. He’s stealing it. I can hear him. And then he’s gonna try to hurt us because robbers can’t leave witnesses. If they do then we’ll be able to pick them out in that room with the glass.”

Thank you, Law & Order reruns.

“Sweetie,” I say, but then Hank stands up, the shittiest watchdog in North America, and growls at the door. There are footsteps and then rustling, and my daughter is right. There’s somebody downstairs.

“See,” she says. Tears are about to spill from wide eyes. “I told you.”

“Shit,” I whisper.

I wonder what someone does in a situation like this—all those actors in movies. And then for a moment I do absolutely nothing, as if the situation might simply resolve itself while the three of us sit here in this bedroom breathing. Then I realize that despite what both of them must suspect about me and my abilities as a man, Anna and Allie are looking at me. They’re waiting for me to do something. Waiting for me to protect them. Even Hank is looking at me now, perfectly still, the rigid statue of an ugly little dog.

“OK,” I say, which seems like a good place to start. “You guys stay here. I’m gonna go check it out.”

God help us.





Chapter 2

I creep down the stairs holding my nine-iron, which is the best weapon I can come up with. This seems like a better option than Anna’s hair dryer or, for that matter, it’s better than leaping from our bathroom window and fleeing off into the night by myself. I’ve got some clothes on now, a T-shirt and pajama pants, and Anna is at the top of the stairs in her sexy outfit with her cell phone.

“Who is it?” she whispers. Apparently she believes that I can see through walls and ceilings.

I’m nervous, but, more than that, I’m annoyed with the cosmic order of things because there isn’t an adult here to take care of this—a real adult, instead of an impostor like me. At this moment, I’m clearly fooling no one.

At the bottom of the stairs I turn through the entryway. Our front door is standing open, but it’s unscathed, and I wonder if I’ve forgotten to lock it. After all, this pretty much has to be my fault, the violent death of my family and the theft of our meager possessions and DVD collection. The refrigerator is open and there are bottles clanking. Our house is long and narrow, and so I can see through its length all the way into the kitchen where there’s a man rummaging through drawers. Despite the drama and this idiotic golf club, I take a breath and relax. There’s the familiar shock of graying hair and the tweed blazer that should have gone to Goodwill years ago. This burglar who has frightened the women in my life and exposed my questionable status as the man of this house is Curtis Violet, my stupid father, and he’s pouring himself a glass of wine.

“Jesus Christ, Dad.”

He spins around smiling and nearly spills his wine. “This is the only red you seem to have. I’ve never heard of it. Is it any good?”

“Have you ever heard of a doorbell?”

“I have. It’s a fantastic invention. Yours, though, doesn’t appear to be loud enough.”

As I close and lock our front door, I think of Anna’s sexifying music/animal sounds and the rushing of the sink and the deafness of impotence. I didn’t hear the doorbell, and so my dad let himself in. He has his own keys, because, technically speaking, this is his house.

“Well, you’re lucky I don’t have a gun then,” I say.

“I think we all are, son. You and I aren’t the sort of men who should be armed. Oh, you’re not still playing with those old Callaways, are you? Let me get you the new PING irons. Pure graphite. You’ll never hit a ball straighter, my hand to God.”

He plays golf about twice a year, badly, so I ignore his bullshit. From upstairs, Anna yells down, welcoming Curtis as if it’s the middle of the afternoon.

“Hi sweetie,” he tells the ceiling. “Sorry to barge in.”

He pours me a glass of wine, which is no easy feat considering he’s obviously drunk. His overnight bag is sitting on the kitchen table, but I ignore it, certain that I’ll be hearing about it soon enough. He gives me a lurid smile and his eyes are red and a little glassy. “I wasn’t interrupting anything, was I?”

“No, Dad, not tonight.”

We’ve exchanged a few phone calls and an e-mail here and there, but I haven’t seen him in a month or so, and when I flip on another light I see that the time hasn’t been kind. He hasn’t shaved in a while and he’s lost some weight. Some men can pull off a few days without shaving, but it tends to make Curtis look like a domestic terrorist.

With the coast now clear, the dog storms the kitchen with gusto, completing a quick victory lap and then landing at Curtis’s feet. He’s leery of strangers, this little dog, but he’s hopelessly devoted to the people he knows. His weird, curly little tail is wagging in a blur.

“Well hi there, Hanky Panky.” As he crouches to pet my dog, Curtis has to catch himself on the counter to keep from pitching forward onto the floor.

“You’re drunk, Dad,” I say.

“I very well might be. But I’m not afraid to be drunker. In fact, I’m determined.” Hank rolls over, flashing some skin, and my dad laughs.

I take a long sip of my wine, which is ridiculous on a random weeknight. Or maybe it isn’t. Maybe alcohol is exactly what I need—buckets of it.

“Have you talked to your mother lately? How’s she’s doing?”

This is my dad’s default question, one asked simply to fill space in a room. Whenever he asks, I consider asking him why he’s so much more interested now than he was during the handful of years they were married three decades ago. But I never do. “Not bad. She’s teaching Catcher in the Rye again this year. I guess her kids love it.”

Curtis shakes his head. “Well of course they do, Tommy. The only people who can actually get through that self-indulgent tripe without throwing up are teenagers and the criminally insane.”

Thankfully Anna and Allie arrive to save me from my dad’s lecture on Salinger’s shortcomings. Allie is in Sesame Street pajamas and Anna has changed to shorts and a T-shirt. In her glasses and sensible sleepwear, she’s the bookish version of the sultry harlot I failed only moments ago, and her mere presence embarrasses me.

Allie crashes into her grandpa’s trousers, wrapping her arms around his legs.

“Well there’s the prettiest girl in town.”

“I thought you were a burglar, Grandpa. I got scared because you were either going to take us hostage or shoot us.”

“Well, you should be scared. I am a burglar.”

“Burglars wear masks,” she says.

“I left it in the car. It’s very itchy. I never said I was good at being a burglar.”

Anna notices the overnight bag on the kitchen table and gives me a look. I shrug just enough to tell her that I have no idea and then she rolls her eyes at my perpetual lack of knowledge. It’s the silent language of marriage.

My dad sets Allie on one of the stools along our counter and touches the top of her head. “So tell me, Allie. Would you like a glass of wine? Or maybe a cigar? I’m buying.”

She finds this hilarious, and her laughter fills our little kitchen.

“It’s very late, sweetie,” says Anna. “How about you go back to bed?”

“Are you going to be here tomorrow, Grandpa? You should have a sleepover party!”

“My plan is to go wherever the night takes me, darling,” he says, and then he tips his glass.

“Allie,” says Anna. She’s stern now.

Our daughter looks at me, hoping that I’ve got some sort of veto power here, but she quickly resigns herself to defeat and begins a slow march up the stairs.

“I’ll come tuck you in soon, honey,” I say. “And no spying. Lights out.”

I can see by her expression that she’ll do whatever she damn well pleases until she hears me coming up the stairs. By now she’s old enough to know that we’re not going to beat her, so she’s pretty much got the run of the place.

When she’s gone, Curtis turns his attention to the wine, sniffing the rim of his glass like we’re in the south of France. “Is this from one of those little vineyards in Virginia—over in the sticks?”

“I have no idea, Dad. I bought it at the Giant because I like the picture on the label.”

He squints at a cartoon kangaroo bounding across the bottle. “You’re right. It’s cute, isn’t?”

“So, are you just dropping by, Curtis?” asks Anna.

I could have stood here all night sipping wine without asking him what he was doing here, but my wife has gone and blown it, and for some reason I feel like we’ve just lost a battle of wills. Women don’t understand these things. The bag itself was really just a prop to get one of us to ask him if he’s OK.

Classic Curtis Violet.

He sees his opening, of course, and embraces it. “Not exactly. I have some news. A lot of news, as a matter of fact.” He looks out from our kitchen at the rest of our ground floor, assessing things. We still hardly have any furniture, and most of what we do have was put together by me, incompetently, from a box.

“What is it?” asks Anna.

“Well, first off, I’m sad to report that Ashley has asked me to move out. Well, to be more clear, she did more than ask. She was pretty adamant about it. You know how she can be.”

“Oh, Curtis. That’s terrible.”

“What happened this time, Dad?”

Anna’s glare is sharp and sudden. Perhaps “this time” wasn’t completely necessary, but it’s late and I’ve had a shitty night.

He returns to the morose study of our kitchen, touching a shriveling orange that’s sitting on our countertop. “A lot of things, I guess.”

Anna pours herself a glass of wine, too, and I sip my own, and now we’re both drinking, waiting to see what my father has done now.

“It’s a little embarrassing. But I’ve become involved with someone else,” he says. “Another woman. I didn’t intend for it to happen. It just did. It was an accident. It’s something I simply couldn’t control.”

“Of course,” I say.

Anna touches his shoulder, giving it a little squeeze. The fact that she can be acting both surprised and concerned by this inevitability is worthy of an award from the Screen Actors Guild.

He frowns, showing a row of deep-set lines above his eyebrows. He’s about to say something, but suddenly he’s gotten distracted. “Anna, dear, my God. What have you done? You look absolutely wonderful.”

My wife blushes and tugs at the bottom of her old T-shirt. “Oh, shut up,” she says.

“No, I will not shut up. I’ve never seen you like this. You didn’t have surgery, did you? You’re too young for surgery.”

“I wish. That’d be a lot easier. The gym, five days a week. It was a New Year’s resolution.” She pats my stomach. “Actually, it was our New Year’s resolution.”

“Well,” he says, “it seems one of you is more committed than the other. I urge you to keep it up. You’re doing mankind a great service. Look at your calf muscles. I didn’t even know that calves could look like—”

“What’s your other news, Dad?” I ask.

“What?”

“You said you had a lot of news. So far you’ve just told us one thing.”

“Thank you, Tommy, you’re right. I have some gifts for the two of you.” He sets his wine down and digs around in his overnight bag for a while, finally removing a bright yellow T-shirt. Across the chest it reads, “WWCVD.” Beneath that, “What Would Curtis Violet Do?”

“What does it mean?” Anna asks.

“I’m not entirely sure. One of my Advanced Fiction students came up with it. I guess he made dozens of them, and he’s been selling them around campus. Apparently it’s a satire on some religious saying, ‘What Would Jesus Do?’ I guess when Republicans or God people are confronted with a challenge or some sort of existential dilemma, they’re supposed to think about what Jesus would do and then use that as a guide. I thought you might like one.”

“Of course,” I say. “I don’t see how comparing yourself to Jesus could cause any problems.”

“But that’s not all.” He’s on too much of a roll now to be baited by sarcasm. Next he takes out a thick, hardcover book. There’s a black-and-white picture of a much younger version of my dad on the cover. He’s sitting at his old typewriter, a sweater around his shoulders, looking all square-jawed and WASPy. I’ve seen it many times—it’s The Stories of Curtis Violet.

“Dad, we’ve got like five copies of that.”

“But look, I’ve signed it for you.”

On the title page, I see that he’s written: To my son and his beautiful wife—Curtis. Next to his name, he’s drawn his trademark violet, twisting and looping through his messy script.

“Thanks. But you signed the other ones, too.”

“Oh, I know, Tommy. But I thought you might like another one. I imagine they’re going to be pretty valuable someday. Maybe you can sell it and buy some furniture.”

He’s smiling at us in his academic way, and beneath the bloodshot eyes and the patchy growth of hobo beard, I see a familiar arrogance, one I haven’t seen in a while. “OK, Dad, I’ll bite. Why’s that?”

“I’m no expert, but from what I’ve seen online, signed first editions of Pulitzer Prize winners can bring in a lot of money.”

Anna gasps into her hands and a chilly path of goose bumps runs up my arms like electricity. “You’re kidding me,” I say.

“Sonya called this morning. A lovely surprise, at long last.”

Anna hugs/tackles him laughing and they nearly fall over the kitchen table together. “I thought Nicholas Zuckerman was gonna get it again this year,” I say. “That’s what everyone was saying.”

With my wife in his arms, Curtis Violet rolls his eyes like he’s smarter than all of us combined. “Don’t be an ass, Tommy. That boring old Jew couldn’t write his way out of a paper bag.”

It’s easy for me sometimes to forget who my father is, especially when he shows up drunk and reeking of pot. But the world has a way of continuing to remind me.

“We need another drink,” my wife says. She’s smiling and a little flushed. It reminds me of the first time she met him, back when we’d just started seeing each other. I was so ridiculously in love with her then after six dates that I pretended not to notice how flustered she got when he kissed her hand.

“I agree,” says Curtis. “I don’t think this one bottle is going to do it, though. What else do we have in here, Tommy? You don’t have any dingo champagne do you? Koala, maybe?”





Chapter 3

It’s nearly 1 a.m. by the time I manage to get my dad settled in our office/extra bedroom. We hug, but we’re both a little drunk, and so we almost fall down. “I’ve missed you guys, Tommy,” he says. Alcohol has always brought out the many different sides of Curtis Violet, and tonight he’s sentimental.

“Where the hell have you been, anyway?” I ask.

“Here and there,” he says. “New York mostly. But I’m here now. I’ll just stay for a night or so, if that’s OK? Maybe I can spend some time with Allie tomorrow. That might be fun. What kind of things does she like to do?”

“She’s got school tomorrow.”

“School? What? She’s like four years old.”

“Close, Dad. She’s seven.”

As promised, I look in on Allie before heading to bed. I find her half dozing against a stuffed panda the size of an acoustic guitar. Her reading lamp is on, a picture book across her chest. It’s about a boy who helps a lost penguin get back to the North Pole. It’s one of those books that if you read in a certain mood you’ll end up whimpering in front of your confused daughter like a mental patient. She senses me there at the door and cracks her eyes. “Hi, Daddy.”

“What are you doing up? It’s tomorrow already.”

“Is Grandpa still here?”

“Yep.”

“I don’t like his beard. It makes him look like an old man.”

“I agree.”

She pauses, thinking for a moment. “How come Ashley doesn’t want to live with him anymore?”

I suspect she’s been spying after all. “Well, sweetie, your Grandpa Curtis can be ... an emotionally tiring man. It kinda wears some people down after a while. Especially his wives.”

“Are they gonna get divorced, do you think? Grandpa’s been divorced a lot, hasn’t he?”

“I think he’s going for a record.”

She looks at her hands, playing a silent tune with fingers. “Can I tell you a secret?” she says. “I don’t like Ashley very much. She’s not very nice to me.”

I pull the covers up over her chest. “Well then, you’re definitely your mother’s daughter.”

“I’m your daughter, too.”

“That you are,” I say, turning off her lamp. With just the nightlight in the corner, the room is all shadows. I stand up to leave her, but I’m not sure I want to yet. There are responsibilities outside this little yellow room that I’m not quite ready for.

“Mommy said that you guys will never get a divorce. She said you love each other too much.”

“Oh yeah, when did she say that?”

In the dark I see the whites of her eyes as she thinks. “I don’t know. A while ago.”

“Well, she’s right. And we love you very much, too.”

She nods, acknowledging this fact politely. She’s very blasé about our love for her, which I suppose is a good thing. I can tell that she’s trying to come up with something to say, a topic to keep me here. She hates bedtime, and if it were up to her, she’d roam the house all night, a wide-eyed little girl specter fiddling with the television and reading about penguins. “Are you still writing your book, Daddy?” she asks.

“Shoosh, honey,” I say. “Remember what we said about Daddy’s book, right?”

“Yeah. It’s a secret book?” she whispers. “It’s a secret from Grandpa.”

“That’s right.”

“I can hear you typing sometimes after dinner. You’re a fast typer, you know. Does it have pictures in it? Your book?”

I’m walking backwards, inching away. “No. But maybe you can draw some for me.”

“Maybe. I’m pretty busy with school though. Are you as good a writer as Grandpa Curtis?”

“Good night, sweetie.”

“I bet you are. Probably even better. I bet you’re the best writer in the world.”

“Hey, thumbs aren’t for sucking, remember?”

She takes her hand from her mouth and hides it under the covers. “I wasn’t. I don’t do that anymore.”

“Don’t let the bedbugs bite.”

“Do bedbugs suck blood, like vampires?”

“Good night,” I say, closing the door behind me.

In our bedroom, Anna is lying beneath the covers, and I go look out our window at this street, tucked away in Georgetown. It’s a neighborhood that Anna and I would never be able to afford in real life. A few blocks over is the townhouse that John F. Kennedy lived in while he was here for law school. He probably couldn’t have afforded that house on his own, either, at least back then. Thank God for wealthy fathers.

In our thin little driveway sits my dad’s Porsche, parked at a drunken angle, one tire run up onto the grass. It’s the same silver 911 that he’s had since his third novel, The Time of Their Lives, won the National Book Award. It’s pristine and beautiful and subtle and classic and it elicits a physical response in me, like it always does, glowing in the streetlamps, watching the front of our house with its frog’s eyes. If a car can represent something, this one represents contradiction. For most of his life, my dad has been able to have any woman he wants. In response, he’s gone through as many as possible, betraying each for someone younger and more absurd. Conversely, for most of his life he’s been able to have any car he wants, too. In response, he’s remained married to this, a 1982 Porsche with a tricky clutch.

I can hardly blame him though. It’s as cool a car now as it was when I was a kid and he’d let me shift gears from the passenger seat as we cruised down the GW Parkway like we were being chased.

“Maybe you should get one of your own,” Anna says.

I strip back down to my boxers, and I feel all dreadful and ashamed again. “Maybe someday.”

For a while we lie together in silence. “The Pulitzer Prize,” I say, because that’s the first non-penis-related thing that comes to mind. Perhaps she was waiting for me to say something, because the moment I do, she rolls on top of me, her strong legs hugging me from either side. Her finger, more thoughtful than sexual, runs up my chest, stopping firmly on my mouth. “Hush,” she says. Anna’s hair falls, hanging down from the sides of her face. “I ran six miles on the treadmill today, you know.” She takes my hand and sets it on her left thigh, which is smooth and long. Her muscle is grainy and hard just below the skin. “And then I did my abs class. Look.” She slides her T-shirt up, stopping below her breasts, and there’s her bare stomach. “Do you like it?”

“You know that I think you’re beautiful,” I say. “I think maybe there’s just, I don’t know, something wrong with it.”

“Or maybe there’s something wrong with this.” She taps my forehead between my eyebrows. I can smell the slightest traces of wine on her breath. She has questions for me, I can see them scrolling across her eyes like a teleprompter, but she doesn’t ask them. She doesn’t ask why things are difficult now when they weren’t before, or if I realize that by tomorrow she won’t be ovulating because that strange biological little window will have closed again.

“Maybe,” I say.

She touches my forehead again, more tenderly this time, pushing my hair away. “Sometimes I wish I could see in there. I just wish I knew what you were thinking.”

I ease her off of me, and she settles back under the covers. No you don’t, I think, and we turn our backs on each other for the night.






End of sample
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