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CHAPTER ONE


          

          
            MY CURATED LIFE

          

        

      

    

    
      It was a Tuesday, two weeks into April, and I was standing at the edge of the kitchen in our Naperville home. To my left, Ellen moved between the refrigerator and the island. She wore a navy cardigan over a white blouse, her movements efficient, rehearsed. She placed a carton of orange juice on the counter next to the bowls. Next to her, Chloe sat on a high stool, swinging her legs, a spoon halfway to her mouth. Sam sat beside her, staring at a tablet propped against the fruit bowl. The stainless steel Viking refrigerator hummed a low, constant note. The beige tiles gleamed under the recessed LED lighting.

      It looked exactly like a brochure.

      I lifted the carafe of coffee and poured the black liquid into my mug. I took a sip. The taste was sharp, chemical, and entirely utilitarian. I swallowed the bitterness without wincing. It served a purpose. It woke the system. Romanticizing the morning brew belonged to people who needed to find joy in the mundane. I required only fuel.

      I watched them. Ellen said something to Chloe about a permission slip. Chloe nodded, mouth full of cereal. Sam tapped his screen.

      Do they know their lines? Of course they do. I paid for the script.

      The scene possessed a terrifying symmetry. The granite island, expansive and cold, separated me from them. It cost twelve thousand dollars. The edges were sharp enough to bruise a hip if you walked into them too fast. Behind Ellen, the six-burner range sat pristine and largely unused, a monument to culinary ambition that existed solely for the appraisal value. We bought these things, these industrial-grade tools, to heat up frozen nuggets and boil pasta.

      I looked at the refrigerator again. Sub-Zero. A brand name meant to convey status, capability, and preservation. It was a metal box. A very expensive metal box that kept our organic milk cold.

      "Warren?" Ellen’s voice cut through the hum.

      I looked at her. "Hm?"

      "Did you sign the form for Sam’s camp? The deadline is Thursday."

      "I signed it last night," I said. "It’s on the desk in the study."

      "Great. Thanks." She turned back to the lunchboxes.

      Her tone was light, professional. We were partners in the business of raising children. I looked at Sam. He was six. He had jam on his cheek. He was talking now, something about a level he couldn't beat, his voice a high-pitched modulation that drifted in and out of my focus.

      I tuned the frequency down. His words became a rhythmic pattern of sound, devoid of semantic meaning. Yap, yap, yap. Background radiation.

      You would buy this. If you were standing here, looking at me in my pressed Oxford shirt, holding my mug, looking at my beautiful family, you would buy the suit and the smile. Everyone buys the suit. It is the easiest transaction in the world because people want to believe the marketing. They want to believe that the man in the corner house with the silver Audi and the manicured lawn is exactly who he says he is.

      I set my mug down on a slate coaster.

      My mind is not a home. It is a compound. There is the front lawn, manicured and public, where I wave to the neighbors. There is the living room, where I play the father. And then there are the lower levels. The reinforced concrete basements. The rooms with the heavy locks where I keep the things that actually matter.

      I picked up a bagel from the wire basket. I tore a piece off. I chewed slowly.

      The dough was dense. My jaw worked the resistance. One chew. Two. Three.

      In forty-eight hours, I would be in Houston.

      The thought hit me with a surge of dopamine that I carefully kept off my face. I swallowed the bread. It sat heavy in my throat. I took another bite. The chewing masked the anticipation. I focused on the mechanical action of my teeth grinding the wheat while my brain projected images of the motel onto the stainless steel surface of the toaster.

      "I have to run," I announced.

      "Okay," Ellen said. She offered her cheek. I kissed it. It felt dry and smelled of face cream. "Have a safe flight tomorrow? Are you driving in today?"

      "Driving in today. Flight’s early Thursday."

      "Right. Sorry. Thursday. Love you."

      "Love you," I said.

      The words slid out comfortably. Muscle memory.

      I walked to the garage, the door sealing the house behind me with a solid thud.

      Inside my silver Audi Q7, the environment shifted. The leather seat molded to my back. I pressed the ignition, and the dashboard lit up, a constellation of digital controls. I backed out of the driveway, the sensors beeping to warn me of obstacles I already knew weren't there.

      I navigated the winding streets of our town. The houses rolled past, large beige boxes with three-car garages and perfectly mulched flower beds, endless variations on a theme of safety and boredom, the streets curving gently to discourage speed and encourage complacency, a labyrinth of comfort designed to keep the world out and the residents sedated.

      I merged onto I-88.

      The engine roared. I pressed the accelerator. The lane markers blurred into a single white line. The suburbs receded. The suffocation lifted. Speed replaced stasis. The gray skyline of Chicago rose in the distance, a jagged graph of ambition.

      I drove fast.
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        * * *

      

      The Code Frontier offices occupied the twenty-second floor of a glass tower that looked like a jagged shard of ice stuck into the city's chest. My office had a door. It was frosted glass, offering the illusion of privacy while maintaining the corporate mandate of transparency.

      I stood at my standing desk, the surface white and sterile. On the dual monitors, the slide deck for "Algorithmic Brand Loyalty" waited for my review.

      I clicked through the data.

      Consumer retention rates. Psychographic profiling. Trigger events.

      Marketing is hunting. It is the identification of a need, the isolation of the target, and the precise application of pressure to force a submission. We call it "conversion." We call it "capturing the market." We use violent verbs because the act is predatory. I am very good at my job because I understand the prey. I understand that people want to be told what to want. They crave the structure of desire.

      I adjusted the font size on a bullet point about emotional leverage.

      "Resource management," I whispered.

      A knock on the frosted glass.

      "Warren? You got a sec?"

      I looked up. Dave stood in the doorway, holding a ceramic mug that said World's Okayest Golfer. Sarah stood behind him, clutching a tablet.

      "Always," I said. I minimized the window with the data and locked the screen. I walked out to meet them, shedding the strategist, putting on the colleague.

      We walked to the breakroom. The fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, reflecting off the linoleum floor. The room smelled of burnt coffee and refrigerator ozone. A stupid, motivational poster on the far wall declared TEAMWORK: Together Everyone Achieves More over a picture of rowers in the mist.

      "Ready for Houston?" Dave asked, leaning against the counter.

      "Packed and prepped," I said. I selected a K-cup. French Roast. "Just going over the final deck."

      "You're going to kill it," Sarah said. She tapped her tablet. "Are you staying for the mixer on Saturday night?"

      "I think so," I said. "Depends on how the sessions go. You know how these things are. A lot of standing around talking about synergy."

      Dave laughed. "Better you than me. I've got the in-laws coming into town this weekend. Total nightmare."

      "Ouch," I said. "Good luck with that."

      "What about you?" Sarah asked. "Leaving Ellen and the kids for a few days must be tough. How's Sam doing? Still playing soccer?"

      Here is the opportunity. The script required a beat of paternal pride. A specific detail to ground the lie.

      "He is," I said, leaning back against the counter, holding the warm paper cup. "Actually, he scored his first goal of the season last weekend. It was incredible. Left foot, right past the goalie. The kid didn't even know how to celebrate, he just stood there looking shocked."

      "That's awesome," Dave said.

      "I bet you were going crazy on the sidelines," Sarah said.

      I hated soccer games. I hated the folding chairs, the parents shouting instructions they didn't understand, the endless, shapeless running of the children. I had spent the entire game checking emails and imagining the shape of the waiter's ass at the bistro where we had lunch afterward.

      "I was losing my mind," I said, grinning. "I think I embarrassed him. But you have to, right? That's the dad code."

      "Totally," Dave said. "My girls would kill me, but you gotta do it."

      "Exactly." I checked my watch. "I should get back to it. Want to make sure this presentation is perfect."

      "Go get 'em, Tiger," Dave said.

      I walked back down the hallway. The carpet dampened the sound of my footsteps. The lie sat comfortably in the air behind me, a smoke screen of wholesome suburban normalcy.
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        * * *

      

      I stopped at the restroom on the way back to my office.

      It was empty. The tiles were gray. The stalls were brushed steel.

      I walked to the sink and turned the faucet. The water ran cold. I washed my hands, scrubbing the knuckles, watching the soap foam and swirl down the drain. I dried them with a rough paper towel.

      I looked up at the mirror.

      The lighting here was harsh, unforgiving. It cast shadows under the eyes and highlighted the texture of the skin. I leaned in closer.

      I looked at the man in the glass. He was forty-five. He had a thick, soft neck and a face that people trusted. He looked like a Vice President of Strategic Marketing. He looked like a father who cheered at soccer games.

      I adjusted the knot of my silk tie. I centered it perfectly against the collar.

      I stared into my own pupils. Black holes in the center of the blue irises.

      I let the expression fall.

      The smile vanished. The brows flattened. The eyes went dead.

      My lips curled up at the corner. Just a fraction. A smirk.

      There he is.

      The man who knows that the motel he has booked has thin walls and stained sheets. The man who knows exactly what he is going to do with the first big, black dick he will see in Houston. The executive facade was a costume, a high-quality garment bag zipped over the reality.

      I was not a family man. I was a hungry whore in a suit.

      I winked at my reflection.

      Then I turned, opened the door, and walked back out into the fluorescent hum of the office.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          
            THE STUDY

          

        

      

    

    
      The house settled into the night, the downstairs lights extinguished one by one. Upstairs, Ellen had already retreated to the master suite, her nightly regimen of retinol and lavender mist signaling the end of her operational hours. I moved through the darkened living room, the plush carpet absorbing my footsteps, and crossed the threshold into the one room where the air didn't smell of lemon Pledge and domestic stagnation.

      My study.

      I closed the door. The bookshelves loomed over me, floor-to-ceiling sentinels packed with unread volumes of the usual classics. Moby Dick, The Great Gatsby, a pristine set of encyclopedias I purchased at an estate sale purely for the aesthetic of accumulated knowledge. I bought them to signal intellect to guests who never actually came in here, to project a depth I had no interest in actually possessing. They stood there on the shelves, stiff-spined and untouched, watching me like judgmental witnesses to the acts performed in their presence. I ignored them. Literature offered narratives of redemption and human connection; I required neither.

      The room compressed around me.

      My breathing shifted. The shallow, regulated inhalations of the family man deepened, becoming heavier, wetter. I could hear the air dragging through my nostrils, the sudden uptick in my heart rate thudding against my ribs.

      I engaged the lock.

      This was a custom installation, a heavy deadbolt I had insisted upon during the construction phase under the guise of securing sensitive client data. We hadn’t told the kids about it, and I had an easy enough override from the outside in case they somehow did lock themselves in. But from the inside, it provided solid protection enough, keeping them and the outside world away. My fingers gripped the cold brass turn-piece. I rotated it.

      Click.

      The sound was sharp, definitive. It severed the connection between the hallway and this sanctuary. On the other side of that wood, I was a father and a husband. On this side, I was something else entirely. Ellen believed I was reviewing quarterly reports, analyzing the Q2 projections for Code Frontier.
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