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            Chapter One

            Tom, 6:20 a.m.

         

         They wanted to go to the playground. No, Tom told them, it was way too early for that, and besides, he wanted to show them something beautiful. Something they’d never seen before.

         Tom’s daughters, standing beside him on the porch, gave him skeptical looks.

         Sophie had been up since five. She found him on the couch, where he’d spent the night staring at the TV until he’d finally—seconds ago, it seemed—drifted off to sleep. Jolting awake, Tom had opened his eyes as her soft, damp hand landed on his face.

         “Daddy,” she’d said. “Wake up and play.”

         Minutes later, Ilona was running down the stairs, asking for paper and overturning a basket of crayons. The girls were three years old and had been up before dawn every day that week. Today, Tom decided, he would make the best of it. While Helen got a chance to recover from her late nights and deadlines, he would take their daughters out for a little adventure. So he made a quick breakfast. Got the girls dressed, crouching down to squeeze twin sets of feet into miniature sneakers. Bundled them in an extra layer, in case there was a breeze coming off the water. Before ushering them out the door, he left a note on the kitchen table: Taking the girls out! Back soon.

         And they were off. Next door, at Karl and Jackie’s house, a purple light glowed in the basement, where Jackie’s son, Nick, was probably listening to music and getting stoned. (Lucky Nick.) In the driveway, illuminated by a security light, was the old Chevy Nova that belonged to Nick’s girlfriend. There was a crumpled takeout bag in the passenger seat and a pack of cigarettes on the dashboard.

         Tom had once had a ’73 Nova. He’d loved that car.

         Of course, that was a lifetime ago. He unlocked the secondhand Ford Taurus wagon he’d bought when they moved out here. The girls climbed into the back. As he buckled them into their car seats, he gave them his brightest, most enthusiastic smile.

         “Ready?” he said. “We’d better hurry! We don’t want to miss it.”

         His daughters stared out at the dark sky and said nothing.

         
              

         

         There would be just enough time for them to get to the creek before they’d have to turn around and come back, so Tom could drop off the girls at home and then catch the 7:13 train to the city. He had to be in the newsroom by nine o’clock and not a minute later.

         But he wasn’t going to let that bother him right now. He was glad they were doing this, that he’d motivated himself. When he and Helen had first left the city for Devon, it was the kind of idea they’d talked about all the time. But the special excursions usually got pushed off, as the hours raced by in a blur. Not today. Today he would claim some freedom from all the ticking clocks. Before he dealt with his commute and work—and the anxieties that snuck up on him late at night, his thoughts spiraling until he was too exhausted to go up to the bedroom—he would enjoy this time with his daughters.

         Sophie and Ilona chattered away as he started to drive, finally struck by the novelty of being out so early. Up ahead, they could see headlights from commuters heading for the train station. After the morning rush, Tom knew, that avenue would be almost deserted.

         Out of habit, as he curved down Crescent Street, he scanned the yard of a rambling old mansion. The house’s former owner, a filmmaker desperate to return to Brooklyn, had struggled to find a buyer before she sold it that May at “a huge fucking loss.” Four months later, the couple who’d bought it still hadn’t moved in and were said to be having second thoughts. A hot summer with lots of rain had left the once-manicured yard overgrown and thick with weeds. Some of the neighbors complained, but Tom couldn’t help admiring the sunflowers that stood fourteen feet high, their bobble heads swaying, and the rosebushes that had grown to the size of small trees.

         In the chaos of the filmmaker’s move, her little white dog, Cotton Ball, had run off, and Tom had offered to keep an eye out for it. Even after all these months, he refused to believe it was hopeless.

         Ilona shrieked in the back. A stray cat was emerging from the tall grass.

         “Daddy!” she said. “That cat has four legs!”

         Tom was sure she’d seen four-legged cats before, but for the first time, she’d recognized the difference from their own, a rescue from a vet in Queens that had come with the name Pussyface.

         “It’s okay,” Tom said. “Most cats have four legs.” And so did Pussyface, until she fell from their bathroom window days after the move. That weekend, Helen had replaced every screen, even the ones that weren’t old and warped.

         The drive to the river was lined with ranch houses and modest colonials like their own, until it shifted, at Main Street, into a mile-long strip of nineteenth-century storefronts. At first, Tom hadn’t been all that excited about Devon. Helen, nostalgic for the tree-lined streets and quiet roads of her hometown outside of Boston, had brought all the enthusiasm. There was the river to the west, the creek to the east. “You can see mountains,” she’d said. And though parts of the town had a blighted, postindustrial look, she’d encouraged him to see the beauty of the old structures, like the graceful but dilapidated yellow-brick building that he and the girls were passing now.

         He stopped at a light. From the backseat came cries of excitement. On the other side of Main Street, between a gas station and the Key Food, a chain-link fence enclosed a small, half-finished playground.

         “There!” Ilona twisted in her seat, trying to get a better look. “Go to the playground!”

         Sophie didn’t seem so sure. “That where we going?”

         They’d never taken the girls to that playground. Helen preferred the one behind the middle school, where there were trees and sprinklers. Though no matter where they took the girls, they often felt out of place, even after two years here. He was forty-two and Helen had just turned forty. In Devon, unlike their old Queens neighborhood, he seldom saw middle-aged men wearing baby carriers or weathered moms chasing after toddlers, calling out for little Caspar and Django, Theo and Cleo, Eero and Oona and Esmé. Here in Devon were the names of Tom’s childhood. His daughters’ preschool had a Mike, a Dave, and two Jessicas. He’d even made the acquaintance of a little Tom and a little Helen.

         Ilona gave a soft kick to the back of his seat.

         “Playground now!”

         He looked at the playground. It was just a fenced-in lot with a jungle gym and a pair of benches separated by a thin-limbed tree. Not a bad place, really, though it looked so abandoned it was hard to imagine kids playing there.

         A woman came out from the gas station next to the playground. She began sweeping the sidewalk, though the breeze was working against her. Her broom made soft brushing sounds against the pavement. At this hour, on this dark stretch of Main, there were no other sounds.

         
              

         

         Even on a weekday afternoon, Devon was a town where you could walk down a street and hear only your own footsteps. Sometimes, Helen told him, she saw the same few faces all day long, at the bakery and market and preschool. That didn’t bother her. But nothing in Tom’s childhood, in a working-class neighborhood in Philadelphia, had prepared him for streets so achingly quiet that he would brace himself, on alert for a scraping of shoes or a squealing of tires to break the silence.

         Two years ago, they’d celebrated their good luck. Here was a place with potential, where they could afford a home. “That should have told us something,” Helen said later. In the Hudson Valley, but farther out than most commuters were willing to manage—ninety-five minutes to Grand Central. A former mill town, now an exurb, as their real estate agent had put it. Plans were in the works for the vacant warehouses. Some of those buildings were nothing but brick shells with shattered plate-glass windows, open to the sky and shot through with tree branches. But the developers were going to do something with them.

         On their first trip out here, he’d browsed in the used bookstore; Helen wandered along the little street of art galleries. There was a dive bar, a nice bar, and a vegetarian restaurant. Even the stores that sold bespoke denim and artisanal fennel products had seemed like a good sign. “There are things to buy,” Helen joked. “People will come!” Many of those businesses were gone now. But we’ll always have the dive bar, Tom would tell Helen, and smile.

         Most days, he could believe that their gamble would pay off, that he and Helen hadn’t made a huge mistake. He hoped he was right, because they couldn’t afford to get out. Not now, at least. They’d stretched themselves far too thin for their down payment, buying at the height of the market, right before it tanked. And then came those months when he was out of a job and desperate to find another. Even now that he was at the newswire and Helen was doing contract work for her old boss, they had no room for error. An unexpected bill or a single missed paycheck would send them into a tailspin.

         Helen blamed herself, he knew. She’d fallen for the house and the town. But hearing her talk about it—how Devon might look in just a few years, with the way things keep going up, as everyone liked to tell them—he had fallen for it too.

         He’d owed her that, at least. And so he would tell her, We had big hopes and bad timing. That’s all.

         
              

         

         A horn blared. Two sharp blasts, followed by an outraged, prolonged honk that made Tom jump in his seat.

         “Drive, Daddy!” the girls yelled. “Drive!”

         The horn blasted again behind him. He blinked at the green light.

         “Daddy!”

         He drove. After he swerved past a trashcan left in the street, he glanced in the mirror at the driver behind him. She was a square-jawed blonde with three kids jostling in the back. When he stopped at the next light, she pulled alongside him, pausing to glare at him before racing away on Commercial Street.

         Tom passed a hand over his eyes.

         “Daddy’s sleeping,” Sophie said.

         “No, honey. I’m awake.” He smiled at her over his shoulder. “Almost there.”

         He turned his attention back to the street, focused now and determined to stay that way for the duration of their daybreak mission.

         
              

         

         It had become a problem lately.

         Not even lately—ever since the girls had been born. And others were beginning to notice. One moment, he would be absorbed in his day, his thoughts clear as he carried out his tasks at home or at work, and an instant later he would find himself distracted by the simplest of things. It could be anything: an old man scratching a lottery ticket. A passenger on the train whistling softly out of tune. A woman sweeping against the wind.

         The next thing he knew, he would be zoned out. Hypnotized. And he would slip away. Nothing, none of his problems—not even his failures—could reach him.

         It never lasted long. All at once, everything would come rushing back. And he would realize he wasn’t slipping away, exactly. He was sinking. But for those few moments he was outside of time, outside of himself. It was a way he hadn’t felt in many years. Since he was a kid, maybe.

         But like a kid, he was losing things. The twenty-dollar bill that Helen’s mom had given him, during her last visit, to buy the girls some drawing paper. His credit card. His wedding ring. (Helen hadn’t noticed yet, and he hadn’t told her.) There were also the small mistakes, the lapses of judgment. Like the ticket he’d gotten earlier that week for parking too close to a fire hydrant. And then losing that ticket on his way home from the train station.

         So he was making mistakes and couldn’t afford them. If he’d learned anything these last few years, it was that the slightest misstep could screw up everything. But the more he tried to concentrate, the more he wanted to drift.

         Like last night, when he was supposed to be setting up the morning coffee but instead was staring out the window at the neighbors’ backyards. Butch, who lived two doors down, had just come out of his garage. He spent most of his days in there, when he wasn’t working on his meticulously landscaped garden.

         Butch was glowering up at the sky in his muscle T-shirt and basketball shorts. But something about the set of his shoulders, the almost-proud look on his face, made Tom think it had been a good day. That Butch was getting somewhere, wherever that was.

         Tom wanted to believe that. He was rooting for him, his vaguely hostile, barely civil neighbor.

         “Are you okay?” Helen said. “What are you looking at?”

         He hadn’t realized she’d come into the kitchen. It must have looked like he was staring at his reflection in the window.

         “Nothing,” he said. “I’m fine. Maybe I need more sleep. But I’m fine.”

         
              

         

         Farther down Main, they drove past minimarts, a New Age shop, and a former warehouse that had been divided into retail spaces, with signs for imaginary wine bars and upscale clothing stores. So far, only two storefronts had been rented: to a pet-supplies shop and a Laundromat, both Coming Soon!

         After a few last blocks, they came to the old railroad station, out of use for decades. Tom pulled over. There was no sidewalk here, just a strip of grass that bordered the street. A few paces away, past the rusted tracks, was the brush- and tree-covered slope that led down to the creek.

         “Here we are,” Tom said. He could hear the rushing of the water. “And just in time.”

         He got out and released the girls from their car seats, eager to get them to the water before the sunrise. But Sophie bent down to press her hands against the tracks. Ilona stomped in the wood chips and weeds, filling her shoes with dirt. As Tom waited for them, he was struck by how green everything was, even now—the vines and grass and even the water. Though tomorrow was the first day of fall, there wasn’t a hint of leaves changing. The air was soft and damp.

         About twenty feet north of where they stood, the creek dropped sharply and came crashing over the rocks.

         “That’s a waterfall,” Tom said. “You’ve never seen one before. Want to get a better look?”

         When they’d come up for the closing on the house, he and Helen had climbed down the three crumbling steps to sit on the concrete platform at the edge of the falls, surrounded by all of that green. They’d gazed across the water at the brick warehouses and graffiti-covered foundry and the peak of Mount Cavan in the distance. Recently Helen had started coming back on her own. Sometimes she would spend an entire weekend afternoon wandering around the empty buildings. Taking photographs, painting watercolors. “Relax,” she told him. “I’m not doing anything crazy.”

         They’d never come back together or taken the girls to the creek. But if Sophie and Ilona thought this was something special, they gave no indication. Light was beginning to hit the water, turning its smooth surface before the falls a deep bottle green.

         “See the sky?” Tom said. “The pink and yellow? That’s the sunrise.”

         He’d imagined doing this all summer long—taking his daughters out to see the sunrise over the water. As he led them closer to the falls, he pointed out the purple and yellow wildflowers and the shallow pool at the creek’s edge that was covered with tiny, lime-green leaves. But they just wanted to stop and pull up weeds. He found a flat patch of grass and swept away rocks and twigs so that the girls could plop down on either side of him. He stretched, his bones creaking, while they sat with the perfect posture of little children. Sophie had blue eyes and sandy hair, like him; Ilona was long and lean, with dark eyes and hair, like her mother. Together they looked down at the bricks and slabs of slate that lined the banks of the creek. They could walk right down there if they wanted to, pick their way through the wet reeds and muddy puddles to the rocks at the water’s edge.

         And if he were alone, maybe he would.

         The sky brightened. As the water turned from green to gold, Tom was reminded of how lucky he was, and he told himself that it would all work out. He could almost picture a time when at least some parts of his life were simpler, when he didn’t feel pulled in so many directions. If only he could figure out how to get there.

         His phone buzzed. Sophie and Ilona scrambled onto his lap, wanting to talk to Mommy.

         “It’s only a text.” He reached into his pocket. “Not a call.”

         They sank back, disappointed. At three years old, they already knew the difference.

         Stop by at lunch? Important. 

         His daughters were watching him. Until the phone disappeared, nothing else would interest them.

         Sure, he texted back. A moment later, he added, Everything OK?

         Everything’s great.

         “What Mommy say?” Sophie asked.

         “Not Mommy.” He put a hand on her back. “Just work.”

         Tom deleted the messages. The girls stared at him, their faces taking on almost identical looks of curiosity. He felt his pulse accelerating under their gaze. He needed to distract them.

         “See that?” He pointed south, where the creek passed under East Street. “That bridge goes over the water.”

         “Want to see the bridge!”

         He had to get them home. But for the first time his daughters looked excited to be there. He was determined to make this a happy memory for them somehow.

         “All right.” Tom pulled himself up from the grass. They would have to move fast. “We’ll take a very quick look. Hold my hand.”

         He led them back over the tracks and down the strip of grass. At the bridge, they watched the water course over the rocks. They crossed the narrow street to see the southern view, where the creek cut between wooded banks, opening up as it approached the old mills.

         Here Sophie and Ilona began to squirm and twist, straining to get closer to the guardrails. Ilona, who was prone to sudden movements, was putting all of her strength into wrestling free from his grasp.

         “Time to go,” he said, his anxiety rising.

         Sophie turned immediately and tried to tug him down the sidewalk. Ilona made a last protest, a lunge toward the guardrails that sucked the air out of Tom’s chest. She managed to get herself between two of the rails, her head and shoulders suspended over the water. Holding tight, his heart racing, he maneuvered her back beside him.

         Ilona never missed a chance to flirt with danger, and it terrified him. It was what he’d seen in Helen lately, with her solitary painting trips in desolate areas. That summer, she’d also started running in the early hours of night, leaving a little later each time. Unlike him, she didn’t read the crime reports in the local paper. “I like running after the sun’s gone down,” she told him. “I’ll be fine.” She’d never been a worrier, but now she seemed immune to fear. At times he wondered whether she was testing her own limits or testing his.

         Tom was leading his daughters back up East Street to the car when Ilona came to a halt.

         “Potty!” she said.

         Before Tom could tighten his grip on her hand, she slipped away and ran through an open gate to an empty lot behind a warehouse. She stopped in a stretch of gravel that served as a parking lot and shimmied back and forth, pushing her pants down to her ankles.

         Fortunately, there was no one in sight. Beyond the gravel, the lot was overgrown with weeds and brush. Tom hurried after her, towing Sophie behind him.

         “Okay,” he said. It was too late to stop her. “Just make it fast.”

         He checked the time. If this took any longer, he would miss his train. Lights were coming on in the warehouse windows. On the other side of the lot was an old shack, so neglected it was hard to believe it was still standing. Tom glanced at the heap of scrap metal and junk not far from where they stood, an unsteady pile of broken chairs, an old plastic tub, what looked like a tricycle. Why had he dragged the girls out here? If he weren’t counting the seconds until Ilona pulled up her pants, trying not to let the tension show on his face, he might have laughed at himself for bringing his daughters to this place.

         While he was checking his phone again, Sophie darted from his side. She was heading for the shattered glass—it looked like someone had intentionally smashed a large mirror—that was strewn across the gravel a short distance away. In a voice so loud he hardly recognized it as his own, Tom shouted at her.

         “No! Don’t touch that!”

         He caught her by the arm. Sophie burst into tears and whirled to face him. Had she ever been afraid of him before? But he couldn’t wonder about that, because now Ilona had noticed the junk pile. Sticking out from the splintered wood and jagged metal was an old toy stroller. She ran for it.

         Pulling Sophie with him, he raced for Ilona. His phone buzzed with another message. The train! he thought. I am going to miss the train. Around him, the tears were in full force: frightened from Sophie, hot and angry from Ilona as he steered her away from the stroller. Tom looked up. A man in work boots and dust-covered jeans had stopped outside the gate and was watching him. Watching him struggle with his crying daughters in a lot behind a warehouse. With a hard look of appraisal that said he saw Tom for what he was—an interloper from the city who couldn’t control his own kids—the man shook his head and walked on.

         Tom led his daughters to the car. If they remembered anything from this morning, he realized, it wouldn’t be the sunrise or the waterfall. It would be these moments: how he’d scared them, how they’d cried as he hauled them to the street. And though he told himself it was a small thing, that there would be so many times to make it up to them, his heart sank.

         Sophie’s tears were unstoppable. Ilona managed to belt out a few words between furious sobs.

         “Don’t want to be here!” she cried out. “Want to go home!”

         He had been sinking for years now, really. One of these days, he would go under.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

            Helen, 8:30 a.m.

         

         Jab, hook, kick.

         This was the best point of the workout, when her muscles were sore but not yet stinging, and energy flowed through her—out of her—each time her fists and feet connected with the heavy bag. Helen breathed hard, no longer bothered by the smell of sweat and disinfectant that hit her as soon as she entered Joe’s gym.

         Sick kick. Knee to groin.

         Joe was across the room, working with the real fighters: the young guy with cornrows, the older tattooed guy, and the South Asian girl who had massive, built-up shoulders and kept her hair shaved on the sides, the rest tied in a short ponytail. Helen didn’t know their names or what they did when they weren’t training. She’d only crossed paths once with any of them outside the gym—that time she saw the girl at the Key Food, talking on her cell in a soft, airy voice that seemed left over from some previous life. Helen had turned down the produce aisle, slipping away before she could be seen.

         She worked on a move Joe had taught her last week—yank the attacker’s head down, then raise your knee in a kick—until her arms burned and her knees ached. She wiped her arm across her forehead and ran through the series again.

         Last winter, she’d seen a flyer on Main Street: INTENSE CARDIO, 5:30 A.M., ROOSEVELT GYM. The next morning, she dragged herself out of bed. “Who knows?” she told Tom. “Maybe I’ll meet some people.” She went over to the high school, only to find herself in a class with people she already knew—by sight, at least—from all the usual places: the playground, the school drop-offs, the organic bakery where everyone got their coffee. There was the mom who’d house-trained her chickens, which laid eggs on the couch and in the laundry basket. There was the man who spoke to his two-year-old daughter only in French, and to everyone else in a vaguely European accent, though it turned out he’d been born and raised in Michigan. And there was the pair of earnest young journalists who drove a great distance to their NPR jobs and who’d been introduced to her, more than once, as the town’s “public radio power couple.”

         Helen didn’t really mind any of those people; she even liked the radio couple. But all of them, and many others, liked to bring their kids to the class, despite the early hour. The babies would sleep in their convertible car seats, but the toddlers and bigger kids would spend the hour spiraling around the gym, chasing and shoving and tackling each other, until they collapsed, hungry and on the verge of meltdowns. During the floor exercises, she had to stay on guard against the four-year-old who liked to steal his dad’s weights and let them drop near other people’s mats. She spent most of her day with her own children. She needed time to herself—time when she could burn off energy.

         After a few weeks, she told Joe she was dropping out. “I’ve always been a runner,” she said. “Maybe I’m not cut out for group classes.” He’d looked her over, thought about it, and gave her the address of his own gym.

         Now, as often as she could, she’d drop the girls off at preschool and then head over to his one-room studio, reachable by an exterior stairwell behind a storefront on Main. In the group class, Joe had radiated warmth, with a positivity that seemed well intentioned but somehow off. In his gym, he seemed like a different person. Here, he was quiet and intense, though the way he interacted with everyone—his deliberate speech, his long silences—made her think this was no less of a performance. Even after all the time she’d spent in the gym these last few months, she knew almost nothing about him, and he knew almost nothing about her. But there were days, like today, when she thought they understood each other.

         Joe came up to her on his way back from the cooler.

         “You’re doing it wrong,” he said.

         Helen looked at him in the mirror. He was dressed in heavy sweatpants and the knit cap he’d worn all summer. He lifted her right arm.

         “Look,” he said. “You took the skin off.”

         She had been working on a left punch, followed by a right elbow. He showed her how to hit the bag without skinning herself, then moved on to the guy with the cornrows.

         She had a few minutes left. She did her push-ups and stretches and went back to the bag for a last round of punches and kicks, knowing she would pay for that later. She could feel it already, in her knees and her shins. But it felt so good to push herself, to see how far she could go. To exert a decisive force.

         Joe was watching her. He gave her what, for him, passed as a smile.

         “Better,” he said. “Keep breathing.”

         Helen caught a glimpse of her face in the mirror and remembered what the cashier in the organic bakery had said last year.

         “You all right?” the girl had asked, with a smile too caring to be genuine. “Sorry, you just look so angry. Like you want to hit somebody.”

         Helen had walked out and never gone back. She hadn’t always looked angry, she thought as she punched the bag.

         
              

         

         The call came on her cell as she parked in front of her house.

         “I hate to do this to you,” Ryan said, his voice muffled. “But Lou is breathing down my neck. It’s about that wrap deck for Mega Crux.”

         Helen checked her watch. By this time of the morning, she was usually in her home office, hard at work designing visuals for marketing campaigns to sell products with names like Iron Fuel, Molten Rage, and Jacked ’n Loaded.

         She’d worked on Mega Crux last night, returning to her computer right after the girls went to bed, but around midnight had decided to give her eyes a break, knowing she would work faster—and better—in the morning. She was still feeling the effects of the all-nighter she’d pulled on Wednesday, churning out revisions to a different assignment, only to find out the next morning that the project had been killed. (It wasn’t the first time something like that had happened. She’d lost track of how many late-night and weekend hours she’d spent on projects only to get an email the next day: Sorry. Guess we should have called you.) She hadn’t complained. How could she, when so many other graphic designers were desperately clinging to their jobs?

         “It’s almost done,” she said. “Seriously. You’ll have it in an hour.”

         “Ugh,” Ryan said. “This is the worst.” He dropped his voice to a whisper. “Lou just got a call from the client, and they’re changing everything. There’s new art, new slides, and now they’re sending us a video. And Lou needs to see it before he leaves tonight, because he wants to show it tomorrow morning at that conference in Pittsburgh.”

         “Tomorrow morning?” She couldn’t even keep track of how many assignments she’d pushed off, promising everyone that she’d get to their projects today, no worries, so she could spend yesterday working on the presentation for Lou. “That’s Saturday. He said he needed it by Monday.”

         “He’s seeing the client. They’ve got a new campaign.” Ryan sighed into the phone. “I’m so sorry. For both of us! I’m doing eleven mock-ups. I’ll never get out of here.”

         In the background, she could hear Radio Jello, the late ’70s/early ’80s Internet radio station that Ryan liked. Back when they’d shared an office, they’d close the door and turn up the volume on particularly stressful days.

         Her phone buzzed. A text from the preschool. Reminder: No dance class today. Please be on time for pickup at noon. 

         She squeezed her keys in her hand to stop herself from cursing out loud. Dance class was only forty-five minutes, but she had been counting on it. Lately, even her daughters’ scheduling changes were always sneaking up on her.

         “Okay,” she said, her voice calm. “What time does Lou need to see Mega Crux?”

         “I’d show him something by four.” Ryan exhaled. “If not earlier! Check your email. It’s all in there.”

         
              

         

         Helen got out of her car. As she headed for her house, ready to plant herself at her desk and start pushing pixels, the door opened at Karl and Jackie’s. Jackie burst onto the porch with her coffee and cigarettes, caught sight of Helen, and turned on a bright smile.

         “Karl’s in his studio,” Jackie called to her. “He said you would come by.” She breezed over to her car in the driveway between their houses, popped the trunk, and put in a shopping bag filled with books. Jackie worked part-time as a teacher’s aide at the middle school and was always taking in donations. She blew out a puff of air, lifting her brown-going-gray bangs off her forehead, and circled around to the driver’s side. Before getting in, she looked at Helen. “You coming down with something? You’re all flushed.”

         Helen touched her face. Her skin was hot.

         “I’m fine,” she said. “Just getting back from the gym.”

         Jackie laughed, though with a sharpness that took Helen by surprise.

         “Of course you are. Anyway, he’s up there. Now don’t forget to let him pay you!”

         She was off before Helen could respond, honking her horn as she reversed out of the driveway.

         Pay you. Helen had felt bad about that ever since she’d offered to design the cover for Karl’s album. He’d been out of work for years. But when she tried to protest, Karl had laughed. “Our house is paid off. Our kids are grown. You’re doing me a favor.”

         Helen let herself into Karl and Jackie’s house. She could steal a few minutes—five minutes, tops—before she went home and tackled the latest changes. She stepped over the piles of shoes and flip-flops near the door and entered the clutter of the living room. Their home was a smaller, cozier version of the house she’d grown up in: wavy glass in the windows, hardwood floors that creaked with every footstep, furniture handed down from thrifty ancestors who’d never known the pleasure of flopping onto a couch or into a bed. But while her childhood home in Massachusetts had been spacious and spare, Karl and Jackie’s was crammed with knickknacks and photos, including a framed TIME magazine cover, hung over the mantel, of a soot-faced American soldier staring out at an Iraqi battle zone. Helen and Jackie didn’t talk politics. The one time the subject had come up, Jackie told her, “Look, I’m no birther. I believe that Obama was born in Hawaii. I just don’t think Hawaii really counts as part of America.”

         Helen’s phone buzzed, and before heading upstairs to find Karl, she checked the emails that had already come in. According to her contract, she could work whenever she wanted—no one cared, as long as she met her deadlines. On paper, it came out to three-quarters of the time she used to spend in the office, for half the pay. The extra hours she put in weren’t part of the deal. Still, she was lucky to have the job, and it wasn’t a bad gig. Back when she was starting out, she’d worked as an illustrator, freelancing for newspapers and designing book covers for small presses. But those jobs didn’t pay much, so she took on Web and video projects. After years of floating between temporary gigs, she’d jumped at the offer of a full-time job: marketing and promotions for a media conglomerate best known for its lad mags.

         Her title was art director and she did everything: animated videos, online sweepstakes, print ads. She obscured nipples and retouched “elephant flaps” on photos of models’ underarms—the folds of skin that, in real life, allowed people to move their arms. In recent years, the company had put more money into its fitness brands, selling training DVDs, vitamin supplements, and protein shakes. The Jacked ’n Loaded manager was so happy with her work that he’d signed her up for a free year of Jacked REloaded, delivered to her door.

         She did her best with every assignment; she was promoted and worked even harder. When she got pregnant and was ordered by her doctor to get more rest, she’d taken a break from work for the first time in years. She’d spent those weeks getting the place ready for the girls—and Tom had helped her, ordering and assembling everything they needed. He was always working, at home or in the office, and when he wasn’t working he was often distracted. It made sense, she supposed, with all the changes that were on the way back then, though that didn’t explain why he was still so distracted now.

         A few months after their daughters were born, as her maternity leave ended and she was getting ready to go back to the office—scrambling to hire a sitter, wondering if management would possibly consider a more flexible schedule or at least fewer late nights—she got a call from Lou, her boss.

         “Wait…wait…I just gotta hit send.” Lou pounded on his keyboard. “Helen! Swing by tomorrow. I figured out a way to make this work for you.”

         The next day, she took the subway to the office, excited to be back on the busy streets, hopeful about what Lou might offer. He knew how many hours she put in, that he could always count on her to get the work done. She sat in his office, letting her cup of coffee cool in her hands while he gave her the news.

         “By the end of this week, half of these people will be out the door,” he said. “But I stepped in to save a job for you.”

         He wanted her to work on contract and off-site, for a lot less money. At first, as he urged her to take it, she couldn’t even register her shock or disappointment. All she could do was look back at him, calm, professional, revealing nothing.

         “Sorry, Helen,” Lou said. “I know it sucks.”

         She managed a smile.

         “It totally sucks,” she said. “But thanks. I’m sure it wasn’t easy.”

         “I know you, Helen. You’re like me—you’ve got to work. You’d go crazy if you had any free time on your hands.”

         “Well. I’m glad I won’t have to find out.”

         She got up, put on her coat, and said maybe it was for the best. After all, she’d been hoping for a way to spend more time with her daughters.

         “See,” Lou said. “That’s what I like about you.” He clapped her on the back as he walked her to the door. “You don’t let the turkeys get you down.”

         Back outside, she drifted along the Midtown streets, jostled by the crowds. At Grand Central, as she approached a stairwell that led down to the subway platform, a huge guy shoved past her. His bicep plowed into her shoulder, almost knocking her off her feet.

         Helen stared after him, immobilized by a sudden fury. It was like nothing she’d ever felt before, immediate in its intensity. As if it had been simmering for years. The guy who’d shoved her was stuck just a few steps below on the stairwell. There was nowhere he could go—there were too many people packed onto the stairs, marching shoulder to shoulder. Like a slow-motion stampede. Helen looked at him and thought of how much damage she could do if she pushed him. She imagined him falling down. Getting trampled, getting hurt. Maybe badly hurt. She pictured herself making that push, just enough to send him toppling forward, and then slipping away into the crowds. Hearing the shouts and screams and curses but not sticking around to witness the fallout.

         That was three years ago. She’d never said anything to Tom about that moment of anger. Or about any of the ones that followed. They became part of an ever-widening category of what she kept to herself.

         Like her little acts of rebellion. Stealing a few minutes away from her desk to drop by Karl’s house. Through the door to the basement she could hear Nick, Jackie’s son from her first marriage, and Monica, his girlfriend. They were laughing. A patchouli smell floated up the stairwell.

         Helen put her phone away. She knew she should just turn around and go home—she didn’t really have any time to spare, or steal—but the morning sun was coming through the wavy glass, and the patchouli was taking her back to high school. She could almost see the kids heading to the woods behind the parking lot, leaving a trail of smoke behind them.

         
              

         

         The door to Karl’s studio was open. He sat in front of his computer, headphones on, eyes closed, nodding to a slow beat.

         She knocked three times before he heard her.

         “Hey there, Helen.” He slid his headphones onto his shoulders. “Come on in.”

         It was a small room, just big enough for the old kitchen table that he used as a desk and a beat-up couch that until recently had lived in the basement. The walls were bare except for a few snapshots, including one of Karl’s adult children (like Jackie, he had an ex) and one of himself as a teenager, singing in a garage band, his feathered hair down to his shoulders, a slimmer, narrower version of himself. Helen took her usual spot on the couch, beneath the poster for the band he was in now, a bunch of middle-aged guys who played classic rock covers at Trax twice a month, with some grunge thrown in to satisfy the band’s slightly younger members.

         Last Sunday, when Jackie had invited Helen and Tom over for burgers and beer, Karl told them about something new he’d been working on, an album of his own music. He played a few tracks while Sophie and Ilona raided Nick’s old toys in the basement. Helen was surprised—it was the sort of downtempo electronica she listened to while she worked. The spacey beats helped her concentrate. “It’s great,” she told him, then added, “You need someone to design the cover?”

         He’d called last night, asking if she wanted to stop by and pick up a copy. Now he spun around in his seat and gave her a disc.

         “Let me know what you think,” he said. “I’m not sure about the fifth track. You’ll see what I mean.” There was a hint of a smile in his eyes. “You sure you have time to work on this?”

         “Sure,” Helen said. “As long as you’re not in a rush.”

         “No reason to hurry.” He opened his arms wide. “I’ve got plenty of time.”

         Until a few years ago, Karl had an IT job at a telecom across the river. Except for a short stretch at a record store and the occasional shift at the secondhand guitar shop on Main Street, he’d been out of work ever since.

         “Are you still looking?” Helen asked. “For a new job, I mean.”

         She wouldn’t normally ask such an abrupt personal question, but she felt comfortable with Karl. Over the past couple of years, his studio had become a second home to her, a refuge from the pressures and frustrations of her own desk.

         “Still looking?” Karl said. “I can’t say I’ve ever looked.” He leaned back in his chair. “I’ve got three-quarters of my pension and the health insurance. What I earn at the guitar store’s good enough for pocket money.”

         “That’s a pretty good deal,” she said. “For getting laid off.”

         “Oh, I wasn’t laid off. I was fired. Jackie never told you?”

         In all the time they’d spent together, the subject had never come up.

         “What happened?” she asked.

         He laughed, ran a hand through his hair.

         “I locked my boss in a supply closet. Not for too long. The janitor had him out of there in forty-five minutes.”

         She gave him a steady look.

         “You’re not kidding.”

         “Nope,” Karl said. “He was crazy, horrible to work for. Shit rolls downhill—that was his philosophy. He liked us to feel that every day could be our last. Anyway, he’d been hounding me all day, nagging about productivity and expenses. He sort of lost it when I asked for a box of staples. Said this would be my last pack, ever, and that if I wanted anything else, I’d have to go out and buy it myself. Finally he went into the closet to get the stupid staples, and I shut the door behind him and took the keys.” He gave her a somewhat regretful shrug. “Once I’d thought of it, it was hard to resist.”

         Helen knew that feeling. How many times had she come close to crossing a line since that incident in the subway station? If she ever decided to tell anyone, it would be Karl. He wouldn’t judge her, and might even understand.

         “What did you do?” she asked. “After you shut the door?”

         “Well, I was hungry. I’d been working all day without a break. So I hit the vending machine. Combos and a Fanta.”

         Helen smiled. She pictured Karl’s boss, spinning around in the sudden dark to rattle the doorknob.

         “Did he try to get out?”

         “He slammed against the door for a while,” Karl said. “Called me every name he could think of. He knew I was there. And you’d be surprised how many people walked by. A few of them more than once. I’d tossed the keys on a desk beside the door, in plain sight. And this was at the end of the day, when the whole staff was heading out, one after another. No one did a thing.” Karl grinned, remembering. “That made it worth it. Watching their faces as they kept moving, pretending not to hear him shouting in there, pounding on the door. I think the janitor would’ve left him in there, too, if I hadn’t been there to witness it.”

         Downstairs, the front door slammed. Nick and Monica were heading out, probably to their classes at the community college.

         “And you didn’t get in trouble for that?” Helen said. “I mean, besides losing the job.”

         “Not really. He threatened to press charges, but in the end I think he was too embarrassed. Jackie read me the riot act—said I’d have to sign up for anger-management classes or see a therapist, in case we got sued or something. So I did. It wasn’t bad. I mean, everyone could use a few hours with a shrink.” Karl’s screen had gone blank behind him. He tapped his keyboard. “And I was lucky. I had a great union lawyer. So now I can kick back, work on my music, work at the guitar store when they want me. It’s not bad at all.”

         Helen saw him in a new light. Here was someone who’d crossed the line and had no regrets. Her whole life, she’d never veered off course, never strayed from the path. A step too far, and she might not find her way back. But where had a life of the straight and narrow taken her?

         Her email gave another buzz, and she checked the time on her phone. She’d stayed longer than she’d planned. The stress must have shown on her face, because Karl was studying her.

         “I hope I didn’t freak you out,” he said.

         “Not at all. But I should go.” She got up. His studio was so much like her own office, a tiny room where she worked alone all day. “Though I am wondering why you have a toy AK-47.”

         “That’s a water gun,” he said. “Nick got it for me. For the squirrels.”

         She knew all about the squirrel problem. The gray squirrels had tried to chew through the screen of her office window. They liked to leap from the nearest branch to her windowsill, their nails clicking and scratching as they made their way to the roof, a sound that made Pussyface hiss at the ceiling.

         Karl picked up the water gun. It was a camouflage model, motorized and loaded. He aimed it out the window.

         “Check out the range on this thing,” he said. “I managed to hit one in Butch’s birdbath yesterday.”

         She joined Karl at the window. There weren’t any squirrels out, so he aimed down the length of his yard, hitting an azalea bush and sending a shower of pink petals to the grass.

         “Can I try it?”

         “Sure.”

         He gave it to her. Helen saw a branch shake on the nearest tree. She pulled the trigger and sent a squirrel running down the branch. The squirrel stopped, sat up on its hind legs, and stared at her. She fired again.

         “Take that, you fucker.”

         Karl laughed.

         “Yeah. I had a feeling you’d be into it.” He opened his closet. “You want my old one? Not as much power, but it does the trick.”

         “I can borrow it?”

         “It’s yours. Let me fill it up for you.”

         He came back with it. They kneeled side by side at the window.

         “I see one.”

         “Look, he’s got a nut. You want him?”

         “Got him.”

         Helen aimed, and the squirrel scurried down the tree, nut in mouth. She and Karl leaned out the window, firing their guns and drenching the nearest branches. They were still firing when Butch marched out of his garage and stared up at the trees, his eyes narrowed. They jumped away from the window before he could see them, laughing in the shadows.
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