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      To Mindy, who tends to her family as she tends to her garden—
with great love, ceaseless devotion, and unflagging enthusiasm.
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      ATTICA


      I spend five days a week teaching English at East Bennington High and two nights a week teaching English at Attica State Prison.

         Which is to say, I spend my time conjugating verbs for delinquents and dangling participles for convicts. One class feeling

         like they’re in prison and the other class actually being in one.

      


      On the Attica evenings, I eat an early dinner with my wife and two children. I kiss my wife and teenage daughter goodbye and

         give my four-year-old son a piggyback ride to the front door. I gently put him down, kiss his soft brow, and promise to look

         in on him when I get home.

      


      I enter my eight-year-old Dodge Neon still surrounded in a halo of emotional well-being.


      By the time I pass through the metal detector at Attica Prison, it’s gone.


      Maybe it’s the brass plaque prominently displayed on the wall of the visitors room. “Dedicated to the Correction Officers

         who died in the Attica riots,” it says. There is no plaque for the prisoners who died.

      


      I have only recently begun teaching there, and I can’t quite decide who’s scarier—the Attica prisoners or the corrections

         officers who guard them. Possibly the corrections officers.

      


      It’s clear they don’t like me much. They consider me a luxury item, like cable TV, something the prisoners did nothing to

         deserve. The brainchild of some liberal in Albany, who’s never had a shiv stuck in his ribs or feces thrown in his face, who’s

         never had to peel a tattooed carcass off a blood-soaked floor swimming with AIDS.

      


      They greet me with barely disguised contempt. It’s the PHD, they mumble. “Pathetic Homo Douchebag,” one of them scrawled on

         the wall of the visitors bathroom.

      


      I forgive them.


      They are the outnumbered occupiers of an enslaved population seething with hatred. To survive this hate, they must hate back.

         They are not allowed to carry guns, so they arm themselves with attitude.

      


      As for the prisoners who attend my class, they are strangely docile. Many of them the unfortunate victims of the draconian

         Rockefeller drug laws that treat small purchases of cocaine like violent felonies. They mostly look bewildered.

      


      Now and then, I give them writing assignments. Write something, I say. Anything. Anything that interests you.


      I used to have them read their work in class. Until one convict, a sloe-eyed black named Benjamin Washington, read what sounded

         like gibberish. It was gibberish, and the other convicts laughed at him. Benjamin took offense at this and later knifed one of them in the back

         over a breakfast of watery scrambled eggs and burnt toast.

      


      I decided on anonymity there and then.


      They write what interests them and send it up to the desk unsigned. I read it out loud and nobody knows who wrote what. The

         writer knows; that’s good enough.

      


      One day, though, I asked them to write something that would interest me. The story of them. How they got here, for instance,

         to Mr. Widdoes’s English class in the rec room at Attica State Prison. If they wanted to be writers, I told them, start with

         the writer.

      


      It might be enlightening, I thought, maybe even cathartic. It might be more interesting than the story “Tiny the Butterfly,”

         a recent effort from … well, I don’t know, do I? Tiny brought color and beauty to a weed-strewn lot in the projects until

         he was, unfortunately, crushed like a bug by the local crank dealer. Tiny, it was explained at the bottom of the page, was cymbollic.

      


      I gave out the assignment on Thursday; by next Tuesday the papers were scattered across my desk. I read them aloud in no particular

         order. The first story about an innocent man being framed for armed robbery. The second story about an innocent man being

         framed for possession of illegal narcotics. The third story about an innocent man being framed …

      


      So maybe it wasn’t that enlightening.


      But then.


      Another story. Hardly a story at all (although it had a title); a kind of introduction to a story. An invitation to one, really.


      About another innocent man.


      Who walked on the train one day to go to work.


      When something happened.


   

      DERAILED


      The morning Charles met Lucinda, it took him several moments after he first opened his eyes to remember why he liked keeping

         them closed.

      


      Then his daughter, Anna, called him from the hallway and he thought: Oh yeah.

      


      She needed lunch money, a note for the gym teacher, and help with a book report that was due yesterday.


      Not in that order.


      In a dazzling feat of juggling, he managed all three between showering, shaving, and getting dressed. He had to. His wife,

         Deanna, had already left for her job at P.S. 183, leaving him solely in charge.

      


      When he made it downstairs he noticed Anna’s blood meter and a used syringe on the kitchen counter.


      Anna had made him late.


      When he got to the station, his train had already left—he could hear a faint rumble as it retreated into the distance.


      By the time the next train pulled in, the platform had been repopulated by an entirely new cast of commuters. He knew most of

         the 8:43 crowd by sight, but this was the 9:05, so he was in alien territory.

      


      He found a seat all by himself and immediately dived into the sports pages.


      It was November. Baseball had slipped away with another championship for the home team. Basketball was just revving up, football

         already promising a year of abject misery.

      


      This is the way he remained for the next twenty minutes or so: head down, eyes forward, brain dead—awash in meaningless stats

         he could reel off like his Social Security number, numbers he could recite in his sleep, and sometimes did, if only to keep

         himself from reciting other numbers.

      


      Which numbers were those?


      Well, the numbers on Anna’s blood meter, for example.


      Numbers that were increasingly and alarmingly sky high.


      Anna had suffered with juvenile diabetes for over eight years.


      Anna wasn’t doing well.


      So all things being equal, he preferred a number like 3.25. Roger-the-Rocket-Clemens’s league-leading ERA this past season.


      Or twenty-two—there was a good round number. Latrell Sprewell’s current points per game, accumulated, dreadlocks flying, for

         the New York Knicks.

      


      Numbers he could look at without once feeling sick.


      The train lurched, stopped.


      They were somewhere between stations—dun-colored ranch houses on either side of the track. It suddenly occurred to him that

         even though he’d ridden this train more times than he cared to remember, he couldn’t describe a single neighborhood it passed

         through. Somewhere along the way to middle age, he’d stopped looking out windows.

      


      He burrowed back into the newspaper.


      It was at that exact moment, somewhere between Steve Serby’s column on the state of the instant replay rule and Michael Strahan’s

         lamentation on his diminishing sack total, that it happened.

      


      Later he would wonder what exactly had made him look up again at that precise moment in time.


      He would ask himself over and over what would have happened if he hadn’t. He would torture himself with all the permutations,

         the what ifs and what thens and what nows.

      


      But he did look up.


      The 9:05 from Babylon to Penn Station kept going. Merrick to Freeport to Baldwin to Rockville Centre. Lynbrook to Jamaica

         to Forest Hills to Penn.

      


      But Charles clearly and spectacularly derailed.


   

      ATTICA


      Two nights later after dinner, my four-year-old climbed onto my lap and demanded I do treasure hunt on his back.

      


      “We’re going on a treasure hunt,” I whispered as I traced little steps up and down his spine. “X marks the spot …” as he squirmed and giggled. He smelled of shampoo and candy and Play-Doh, the scent that was clearly and

         uniquely him.

      


      “To get to the treasure, you take big steps and little steps,” I murmured, and when I finished he asked me where this treasure

         was exactly, and I answered him on cue. This, after all, was our routine.

      


      “Right here,” I said. And hugged him.


      My wife smiled at us from the other side of the table.


      When I kissed them all good-bye, I lingered before stepping out into the driveway. As if I were attempting to soak up enough

         good vibes to last me through the night, straight through the redbrick archway of Attica and into the fetid rec room. Like

         a magic aura that might protect me from harm.

      


      “Be careful,” my wife said from the front door.


      *   *    *


      When I went through the metal detector, it went off like an air raid siren.


      I’d forgotten to take my house keys out of my pocket.


      “Hey, Yobwoc,” the CO said while patting me down. “Keys are like … metal.” Yobwoc was Cowboy backward and stood for Young

         Obnoxious Bastard We Often Con.

      


      PHD was just one of my monikers here.


      “Sorry,” I said, “forgot.”


      As soon as I entered the classroom, I could see there was another piece of the story waiting for me at my desk. Eleven pages,

         neatly printed.

      


      Yes, I thought. The story is just getting started.

      


      Other sections soon followed like clockwork.


      From that first day on, there would be another piece of the story waiting for me every time I entered the classroom.


      Sometimes just a page or two—sometimes what would constitute several chapters. Placed flat on my desk and all, like the first

         one, unsigned. The story unfolding piecemeal, like a daytime serial you just can’t pull your eyes away from. After all, it

         would end up containing all the staples of soap opera—sex, lies, and tragedy.

      


      I didn’t read these installments to my class. I understood they were solely for me now. Me and, of course, the writer.


      Speaking of which.


      There were twenty-nine students in my class.


      Eighteen blacks, six Hispanics, five pale-as-ghosts Caucasians.


      I was reasonably sure that none of them had ever ridden the 9:05 to Pennsylvania Station.


      So where was he?


   

      DERAILED TWO


      An expanse of thigh—that’s all at first.

      


      But not just any thigh. A thigh taut, smooth, and toned, a thigh that had obviously spent some time on the treadmill, sheathed

         by a fashionably short skirt made even shorter by the position of the legs. Casually crossed at the knees. All in all, a skirt

         length that he’d have to say fell somewhere between sexiness and sluttiness, not exactly one or the other, therefore both.

      


      This is what Charles saw when he looked up.


      He could just make out a black high-heeled pump jutting out into the aisle, barely swinging with the motion of the train.

         He was directly facing her, his seat backward to the city-bound direction of the train car. But she was blocked by the front

         page of The New York Times, and even if she wasn’t blocked by the day’s alarming if familiar headline—mid-east burning—he hadn’t yet looked up toward her face, only peripherally. Instead he was focusing on that thigh and hoping against hope

         she wouldn’t turn out to be beautiful.

      


      She was.


      He’d been debating his next move: whether to turn back to his sports stats, for instance, whether to stare out the grime-streaked

         window, or scan the bank and airline ads lining each side of the car, when he simply threw caution to the wind and peeked.

         Just as The New York Times strategically lowered, finally revealing the face he’d been so hesitant to look at.

      


      Yes, she was beautiful.

      


      Her eyes.


      They were kind of spectacular. Wide and doe shaped and the very definition of tenderness. Full, pouting lips she was ever

         so slightly biting down on. Her hair? Soft enough to cocoon himself in and never, ever, come out.

      


      He’d been hoping she’d be homely or interesting or simply cute. Not a chance. She was undeniably magnificent.


      And that was a problem, because he was kind of vulnerable these days. Dreaming of a kind of alternate universe.


      In this alternate universe, he wasn’t married and his kid wasn’t sick, because he didn’t have any kids. Things were always

         looking up there; the world was his oyster.

      


      So he didn’t want the woman reading The New York Times to be beautiful. Because that was like peeking into the doorway of this alternate universe of his, at the hostess beckoning him to come inside and put his feet up on the couch, and everyone knew alternate universes were for kids and sci-fi

         nuts.

      


      They didn’t exist.


      “Ticket.” The conductor was standing over him and demanding something. What did he want? Couldn’t he see he was busy defining

         the limitations of his life?

      


      “Ticket,” he repeated.


      It was Monday, and Charles had forgotten to actually walk into the station and purchase his weekly ticket. The time change

         had thrown him off, and here he was, ticketless in front of strangers.

      


      “Forgot to buy one,” he said.


      “Okay,” the conductor said.


      “See, I didn’t realize it was Monday.”


      “Fine.”


      Another thing had just occurred to Charles. On Mondays he stopped at the station ATM to take out money he then used to purchase

         the weekly ticket. Money he also used to get through the week. Money he didn’t, at the moment, have.

      


      “That’s nine dollars,” the conductor said.


      Like most couples these days, Charles and Deanna lived on the ATM plan, which doled out cash like a trust fund lawyer—a bit

         at a time. Charles’s wallet had been in its usual Monday morning location, opened on the kitchen counter, where Deanna had

         no doubt scoured it for loose cash before going off to work. There was nothing in it.

      


      “Nine dollars,” the conductor said, this time impatiently. No doubt about it; the man was getting antsy.


      Charles looked through his wallet anyway. There was always the chance he was wrong, that somewhere in there was a forgotten

         twenty tucked away between business cards and six-year-old photos. Besides, looking through your wallet was what you were

         supposed to do when someone was asking you for money.

      


      Which someone was. Repeatedly.


      “Look, you’re holding up the whole train,” he said. “Nine dollars.”

      


      “I don’t seem …” continuing the facade, sifting through slips of wrinkled receipts and trying not to show his embarrassment

         at being caught penniless in a train of well-to-do commuters.

      


      “You got it or don’t you?” the conductor said.


      “If you just give me a minute …”


      “Here,” someone said. “I’ll pay for him.”


      It was her.


      Holding up a ten-dollar bill and showing him a smile that completely threatened his equilibrium.


   

      DERAILED THREE


      Of all the things they talked about—and they talked about all sorts of things—there was one thing they didn’t talk about.

      


      Commuting to work? Yes.


      I was thinking the other day, she said, that if the U.S. government was run like the Long Island Rail Road, we’d all be in trouble. And then I realized that maybe

            it is, and we are.


      The weather? Of course.


      Fall’s my favorite season, she said. But where did it go?


      Baltimore, Charles answered.

      


      Jobs? Absolutely.


      I write commercials, Charles said. I’m a creative director.


      I cheat clients, she said. I’m a broker. After which she added: Just kidding.


      Restaurants dined in … colleges attended … favorite movies. All spoken of, discussed, mentioned.


      Just not marriages.


      Marriages, the plural, because she wore a wedding band on her left ring finger.


      Maybe marriage wasn’t considered an appropriate topic when flirting. If flirting was what they were doing, of course. Charles

         wasn’t sure; he was kind of rusty at it and had never been particularly at ease with women to begin with.

      


      But as soon as she’d pressed the ten-dollar bill into the conductor’s hand, Charles protesting all the while—Don’t be silly, you don’t have to do that—as soon as the conductor gave her one dollar in return, Charles still protesting—No, really, this is totally unnecessary—he’d gotten up and sat in the empty seat next to her. Why not—wasn’t it the polite thing to do when someone helped you out?

         Even someone who looked like her?

      


      Her thighs shifted to accommodate him. Even with his eyes glued to her heartbreaking face, he’d managed to notice the movement

         of her legs, a memory that stayed with him as he spoke to her about the banal, trivial, and superfluous—a good name, he thought,

         for a law firm specializing in personal injury suits.

      


      He asked her, for example, which brokerage house she worked for. Morgan Stanley, she answered. And how long she’d been there. Eight years. And where she’d worked before that.

      


      McDonald’s she said.

      


      My high school job.


      She was just a little younger than he was, she was reminding him. Just in case he hadn’t noticed.


      He had. In fact, he was trying to think of just the right word for her eyes and thought it was probably luminous. Yeah, luminous was just about perfect.

      


      “I’ll give you your money back as soon as we get to Penn Station,” he said, suddenly remembering he was in her debt.


      “Tomorrow’s fine,” she said. “Ten percent interest, of course.”


      “I’ve never met a woman loan shark before. Do you break legs, too?”


      “Just balls,” she said.


      Yes, he guessed they were flirting after all. And he didn’t seem half-bad at it, either. Maybe it was like riding a bicycle or having sex, in that

         you never actually forgot how. Although it was possible Deanna and he had.


      “Is this your usual train?” he asked her.


      “Why?”


      “So I know how to give you your money back.”


      “Forget about it. It’s nine dollars. I think I’ll survive.”


      “No. I’ve got to give it back to you—I’d feel ethically impugned if I didn’t.”


      “Impugned? Well, I wouldn’t want you to feel impugned. By the way, is that an actual word?”

      


      Charles blushed. “I think so. I saw it in a crossword puzzle once, so it must be.”


      Which got them onto a discussion about what else? Crossword puzzles. She liked them—he didn’t.


      She could make it through Monday’s with both eyes closed. He needed both eyes and a piece of brain he didn’t possess. The one that provided focus and fortitude. His brain liked to

         roam around a little too much to sit down and figure out a five-letter word for … say … sadness. All right, all right, so that was an easy one. Grief. That place where his brain insisted on spending so much of its time these days. Where it had set up house and resolutely

         refused to budge. Except, of course, when it was imagining that alternate world of his, where he could flirt with green-eyed

         women he’d just met not five minutes before.

      


      They kept talking about other mostly inconsequential things. The conversation a little like the train itself, moving along

         at a nice, easy clip, if briefly stopping here and there to pick up some new topic of discussion before gathering steam once

         again. And then suddenly they were under the East River and almost there.

      


      “Well, I’m lucky you were here today,” he said, entombed in darkness as the fluorescent train lights flickered off and all

         he could see was the vague shape of her body. It seemed like he’d just got on, like he’d just been asked for nine dollars

         he didn’t have, and she’d just untangled her thighs and paid for him.

      


      “Tell you what,” he said. “Take the same train tomorrow and I’ll pay you back then.”


      “You’ve got a date,” she said.


      For the rest of the day, even after he’d shaken her hand goodbye and watched as she disappeared into the Penn Station crowd,

         after he’d waited ten minutes for a cab uptown and was greeted with his boss, Eliot, telling him to brace himself just two

         feet into the office, he’d think about her choice of words.

      


      She could’ve said fine, sure, meet you tomorrow. She could’ve said good idea. Or bad idea. Or just mail it to me.

      


      But she’d said: You’ve got a date.


      Her name was Lucinda.


   

      DERAILED FOUR


      Something was up.

      


      Eliot informed him their credit card client was coming in to speak with them. Or, more likely, to scream at them.


      Blown deadlines, poor tracking studies, unresponsive account executives—they could take their pick.


      Even though the actual reason was the same reason it always was these days.


      The economy.


      Business simply wasn’t good; there was too much competition, too many clients with too many options. Groveling was in, integrity

         out.

      


      This was going to be a visit to the principal’s office, a sit-down with Dad, an audience with the IRS. Where he’d have to

         stand and assume the position and say thank you, sir, too.

      


      One look at Ellen Weischler’s sour expression when he walked into the conference room pretty much confirmed this.


      She looked as if she’d just tasted curdled milk or sniffed something odious. He knew what, too. The last commercial they’d done for her company was a triumph of mediocrity.

      


      Badly cast, badly written, and badly received. It didn’t matter that they’d recommended another one to them. That they’d begged

         and pleaded and, yes, even groveled in an attempt to get them to choose a different board. It didn’t even matter that the

         first cut of the commercial had been almost good—clever, even hip—until the client, Ellen in particular, had meddled with

         it, changing copy, changing shots, each succeeding cut more bland than the previous one, until they’d ended up with the current

         dog wagging its tail five times a day on network buys across the country. It didn’t matter because it was their spot, and the buck—or to be perfectly accurate, the 17 percent commission on the $130 million account—stopped there.

      


      There being, of course, Charles.

      


      He greeted Ellen with a chaste kiss on one cheek he thought better of halfway into his lean—thinking you should probably shake

         hands with she who was about to deck you.

      


      “So … ,” Ellen said when they’d all taken their seats. All being Charles, Eliot, two account people—Mo and Lo—and Ellen and

         hers. So, the way Charles’s mother used to say it when she’d found a Playboy under his bed. So. A so that demanded explanation and certainly contrition.

      


      “I guess you’re not here to raise our commission,” Charles said. He’d meant it as a joke, of course, only no one laughed.

         Ellen’s expression stayed sour; if anything, she looked worse than before.

      


      “We have some serious issues,” Ellen said.


      We have some serious issues, too. We don’t like you telling us what to do all the time. We don’t like being repudiated, belittled,

            ignored, screamed at. We actually don’t like sour expressions. This is what Charles wanted to say.

      


      What he actually said was: “I understand.” And he said it with a hangdog expression he was perfecting to the point of artistry.


      “It seems like we talk and talk but no one listens,” Ellen said.


      “Well, we—”


      “This is just what I mean. Listen to me. Then speak.”

      


      It occurred to Charles that Ellen had transcended angry and gone straight to rude. That if she were an acquaintance, he would

         have already walked out of the room. That if she were a client worth significantly less than $130 million, he would’ve told

         her to take a hike.

      


      “Of course,” Charles said.


      “We all agree on a strategy. We all sign off on it. And then you consistently go off in other directions.”


      Those directions being wit, humor, entertainment value, and anything else that actually might make a consumer sit up and watch.


      “This last commercial is a case in point.”


      Yes, it is.


      “We agreed on a board. We said it was going to be done in a certain way. Then you send us a cut that’s nothing like what we

         agreed to. With all this New York humor in it.”

      


      If she’d uttered a profanity, c—t, say, she couldn’t have looked more distasteful.


      “Well, as you know, we’re always trying to make it—”


      “I said listen.”

      


      She’d definitely entered rude and might actually be edging into humiliating. Charles wondered if this was something one was capable of recovering from.

      


      “We have to send cut after cut back to you just in order to get it to the board we originally bought in the first place.”

         She paused and looked down at the table.

      


      Charles didn’t like that pause.


      It wasn’t a pause that was finally inviting a response. It wasn’t even a pause meant to let her catch her breath. It was a

         pause that portended something worse than what preceded it. The kind of pause he’d seen from girlfriends before they dropped

         the ax and dashed all hope. From unscrupulous salesmen about to get to the fine print. From emergency room interns about to

         tell you exactly what’s wrong with your daughter.

      


      “I think maybe we need a change of direction,” she looked up and said.


      Now what did that mean? Other than something bad. Was it possible she was firing the agency?


      Charles looked over at Eliot, who, strangely enough, was looking down at the table now, too.


      Then he understood.


      Ellen wasn’t firing the agency.


      Ellen was firing him.


      Off the account. Ten years, forty-five commercials, not an insignificant number of industry awards—it didn’t matter.


      The answer was no. You couldn’t recover from this. Eliot could, but he couldn’t. And it seemed to him that Eliot must’ve known,

         too. You don’t take a step like this without informing someone in advance.

      


      Et tu, Brute?


      No one was speaking. The pause wasn’t merely pregnant, it was pregnant with triplets—angry, bawling ones; something Charles

         was scared he himself was about to start doing—just lay his head on the table and begin crying. He didn’t need a mirror to

         know he was turning bloodred. He didn’t need a psychiatrist to know his self-esteem had taken a mortal hit.

      


      Ellen cleared her throat. That’s it. After repeatedly admonishing him for speaking out of turn, she was waiting for him to

         say something after all. She was waiting for his resignation speech.

      


      “You don’t want me on the business anymore.”


      He’d meant it to sound emotionless and maybe even slightly defiant. But he’d failed. It sounded whiny and defensive, maybe

         even pathetic.

      


      “We certainly appreciate all the great things you’ve done,” she began. Then he kind of tuned out. He was thinking that a ballsy

         company, a ballsy president, might’ve stood up to them—said we pick who works on your business here, and Charles is the guy. Maybe. If the account were

         less significant, if business were better, if they all weren’t spending so much time on their knees.

      


      But Eliot was still staring down at the table, doodling now as a way to give him something to do while Charles was being publicly

         eviscerated. Or perhaps he was just doing the math—$130 million versus Charles Schine—and coming up with the same answer every

         time.

      


      Charles didn’t let her finish.


      “It’s been fun,” he said, finally striking the right note, he thought. World-weary cynicism with a touch of noblesse oblige.


      He exited the conference room engulfed in a kind of hot haze; it felt like walking out of a steamroom.


      And into an entirely different climate. Word had spread. He could see it on their faces, and they could see it on his. He

         barely acknowledged his secretary, walked into his office, shut the door.

      


      Later, after everything fell apart for him, it would be hard to remember that it all began this morning.


      In this way.


      As for now, he sat behind closed doors and wondered whether Lucinda would be on the train tomorrow.


   

      DERAILED FIVE


      She wasn’t.

      


      He took the same train, stood on the very same spot on the platform.


      He walked the train from car to car—first back, then forward—scanning each face the way people do in airports when they’re

         expecting relatives from overseas. Faces they know but don’t know, but long to know now.

      


      “Remember the woman who bailed me out yesterday?” he asked the conductor. “Have you seen her?”


      “What are you talking about?” The conductor didn’t remember him, didn’t remember her, didn’t remember the incident. Maybe

         he was used to berating commuters on a regular basis; yesterday’s drama wasn’t worthy of recall.

      


      “Never mind,” Charles said.


      She wasn’t there.


      He was a little amazed that it mattered to him. That it mattered to the point where he’d walked the cars like a rousted homeless

         man seeking warmth. Who was she, anyway, but a married woman he’d harmlessly flirted with on the way to work? And that’s what

         made it harmless—that they hadn’t done it again. So why exactly was he looking for her?

      


      Well, because he wanted to talk, maybe. About this and that and the other thing. About what happened to him at the office

         yesterday, for instance.

      


      He hadn’t been able to tell Deanna.


      He was all ready to. Honest.


      “How was work today?” she’d asked him at dinner.


      A perfectly legitimate question, the question, in fact, he’d been waiting for. Only Deanna had looked tired and worried—she’d

         been peering into Anna’s blood sugar journal when he walked into the kitchen.

      


      So Charles had said: “Work’s fine.”


      And that was it for talk about the office.


      When Anna first got sick, they’d talked of nothing else. Until it became apparent what the future held for her, and then they’d

         stopped talking about it. Because to talk about it was to acknowledge it.

      


      Then they created a whole canon of things they were not to talk to each other about. Anna’s future career plans, for example. Any article in Diabetes Today involving loss of limbs. Any bad news in general. Because complaining about something other than Anna diminished Anna.

      


      “I was monitored by Mrs. Jeffries today,” Deanna said. Mrs. Jeffries was her school principal.


      “How did it go?”


      “Fine. Pretty much. You know she always throws a fit if I deviate from accepted lesson plans.”


      “So did you?”


      “Yes. But the composition I gave out was ‘Why we like our principal.’ So she couldn’t really complain, could she?”


      Charles laughed. And thought how that was something they used to do a lot of. The laughing Schines. And he looked at his wife

         and thought, Yes, she’s still beautiful.


      Dirty blond hair—with a little help from Clairol, maybe—tousled and curly and barely constrained by a white elastic headband;

         dark brown eyes that never looked at him without at least a modicum of love. Only there were tired lines radiating out from

         the corners of those eyes, as if tears had cut actual tracks into the surface of her skin. Like those lines crisscrossing

         NASA photographs of Mars—dry riverbeds, the astronomers explain, where torrents of water once surged across the now dead landscape. Which is sometimes the way he

         thought about Deanna—all cried out.

      


      After dinner they both went upstairs. Charles attempted to help Anna with her eighth-grade social homework—the separation

         of church and state, something she was trying to do with MTV tuned to the volume of excruciating.


      “What steps did the United States take to separate church and state?” Charles said, only he mouthed the words so that maybe

         Anna would get the point—that there should be a separation of homework and TV.

      


      She refused to take the hint. When he finally stood in front of the television so she’d stop sneaking peeks at Britney or

         Mandy or Christina and concentrate on the business at hand, she told him to move.

      


      “Sure,” he said. And jerked his arms and legs in a reasonable facsimile of the funky chicken. See, I’m moving.


      At least that elicited a smile, no small accomplishment from a thirteen-year-old daughter whose general demeanor ranged from

         sullen to dour. Then again, she had good cause.

      


      When he finished helping her, he gave her a kiss on the top of her head and she grunted something that sounded like Good night or Get lost.


      Then he entered his bedroom, where Deanna was lying under the covers and pretending to sleep.


      The next morning he ran into Eliot by the elevators. “Can I ask you something?” Charles said.


      “Sure.”


      “Did you know they were coming in to ask me off the business?”


      “I thought they came in to complain about the advertising. Asking you off the business was how they registered the seriousness of their complaint.”

      


      “I just wondered if you knew it was coming.”


      “Why?”


      “Why?”


      “Why do you want to know if I knew it was coming? What’s the difference, Charles? It was coming.”


      When the elevator doors opened, Mo was standing there with two legal pads and the new head creative on the business.


      “Going down?” she said.


   

      DERAILED SIX


      Lucinda,” he said. Or yelped.

      


      That’s what it sounded like to him—the noise a dog makes when its tail is stepped on.


      She was back on the train.


      He hadn’t seen her when he sat down; he’d opened his paper and immediately burrowed into the land of the Giants: “Coach Fassel

         lamented the lack of pressure by his front four this past Sunday… .”

      


      Then that black pump, the stiletto heel like a dagger aimed at his heart, as he looked up and bared his chest for the kill.


      “Lucinda …”


      A second later, that perfect face edging out into the aisle to peer at him, eyes sheathed in black-rimmed spectacles—she hadn’t worn glasses before, had she—followed by a full-wattage smile. No, more like one of those soft-glow bulbs, the kind of light that takes the edge off and

         makes everything look better than it actually is.

      


      And she said: “Hi.” Such a sweet “hi,” too, as genuine sounding as they come, a woman who seemed glad to see him. Even though

         she was four rows and three days away from their scheduled assignation.

      


      “Why don’t you come over here,” she whispered.


      Yes, why not.


      When he reached her, Lucinda pulled her impossibly long legs off to the side to let him pass.


      “Just in time,” she said. “I was ready to call the police and report the nine dollars stolen.”


      He smiled. “I looked all over for you the other day.”


      “I’ll bet,” she said.


      “No, really, I did.”


      “I was kidding, Charles.”

      


      “So was I,” he lied.


      “So,” she said, hand out, impeccably manicured fingernails polished bloodred, “pay up.”


      “Sure.” He reached for his wallet, opening it up to a picture of Anna and hiding it immediately, as if it were an admonishment

         he didn’t wish to hear. He placed a crisp ten-dollar bill in her hand, the tips of his fingers grazing her flesh, which felt

         slightly moist and hot.

      


      “Your daughter?” she said.


      He blushed, was sure he blushed, even as he answered, “Yep.”


      “How old?”


      “Too old.” The wise-guy-ish you-wouldn’t-believe-the-travails-of-fatherhood tone. The good-natured I love her and all, but I wouldn’t mind wringing her neck on occasion.


      “Tell me about it.”

      


      So she had children, too. Of course she did.


      “Daughters?” he asked.


      “One.”


      “All right, I showed you mine, now you show me yours.”


      She laughed. Score one for Charles, the cutup. Then she reached into her bag, one of those cavernous things you could’ve gone camping with if it wasn’t made of such obviously

         expensive leather. She fished out her wallet and flipped it open for him.

      


      A very photogenic little girl of about five, blond hair flying in all directions, caught in midair on a playground swing somewhere

         in the country, maybe. Freckle faced, knobby kneed, and sweet smiled.

      


      “She’s adorable,” he said, and meant it.


      “Thanks. I forget sometimes.” Mimicking his tone of parental weariness. “Yours looked lovely, too—what I could see of her.”


      “An angel,” he said, then immediately regretted his choice of words.


      The conductor asked them for their tickets. Charles was tempted to ask him if he remembered the woman now. After all, he was doing everything possible to sneak peeks at her legs.

      


      “Here,” she said to Charles after the conductor managed to pull himself away and move on. She’d put a dollar bill in his hand.


      “I thought I owed you interest,” he said.


      “I’ll let you slide. This time.”


      He wondered about this time.

      


      “I didn’t remember you with glasses,” he said.


      “Getting new contacts,” she said.


      “Oh. You look great in them, by the way.”


      “You think?”


      “Yeah.”


      “Not too serious for you.”


      “I like serious.”


      “Why’s that?”


      “Why do I like serious?”


      “Yes, Charles. Why do you like serious?”


      “Seriously … I don’t know.”


      She smiled. “You’re kind of funny, aren’t you?”


      “I try.”


      They were passing Rockville Centre, the movie theater where he often took Deanna plainly visible from the train car. And for

         one surreal moment, he imagined he was looking out on his past life. That he was firmly ensconced in this new universe of

         his—snug as a bug in Charlesville. Just Lucinda and him, newly married and on their way to work. Still chitchatting about their recent honeymoon—where had they gone, exactly? Kaui—yes, two weeks at the posh Kaui Hilton. Already starting to think about having kids, too—after

         all, they weren’t getting any younger, were they? One of each, they’d decided, though it didn’t really matter. As long as

         they were, of course, healthy… .

      


      “Busy day today?” she asked him.


      “Busy? Sure.” Busy fending off disgruntled clients looking for his head and bosses looking to betray him. And for a second,

         he felt like telling her exactly what had been going on there and finding a nice soft spot on her shoulder to cry on.

      


      “Me too.”


      “What?”


      “It’s going to be a busy day for me, too.”


      “I imagine you’re getting a lot of angry calls these days.”


      “Well, if you consider death threats angry.”


      Charles smiled. “You’re kind of funny, too.”


      “You think?”


      “Yes. Clients must have loved you when times were good.”


      “Are you kidding? Then you weren’t making them enough money. They all had a cousin or brother-in-law or grandmother whose

         stock split sixty-four times. Why couldn’t I sell them one of those?”

      


      “Well, admit it. It was kind of like throwing darts.”


      “Sure. Now they’re throwing them at me.”


      He thought he detected the slightest accent. What, though?


      “Were you born in New York?” he asked her.


      “No, Texas. I was an army brat,” she said. “I grew up everywhere and nowhere.”


      “That must have been tough.” The usual platitude one was supposed to offer at that kind of statement, he guessed.


      “Well, your best friend changed identity just about every six months. On the other hand, it was kind of neat because you changed identity, too, if you wanted to. If you screwed up in Amarillo, they didn’t have to know about it in Sarasota. You

         were able to start clean.”

      


      “I can see the benefit of that,” Charles said. The man across from them was pretending to read the paper, but what he was

         actually doing was the very same thing the conductor had done. That is, taking every opportunity to stare at Lucinda’s thighs.

         Charles felt a certain pride of ownership—even if ownership consisted solely of the forty-five-minute ride into Penn Station.

      


      “Did that happen a lot?” Charles asked.


      “What?”


      “You screwing up?”


      “Once or twice,” she said. “I was rebelling against authority.”


      “Is that what you called it?”


      “No. That’s what they called it. I called it getting lit.”

      


      “Who’s they? Your parents?”


      “Yeah. And the army psychiatrist they made me go to.”


      “How was that?”


      “Have you ever met an army psychiatrist?”

      


      “General incompetence? Major malpractice? No.”


      She laughed. “See, I told you you were funny,” she said.


      Yes, an absolute laugh riot. “Maybe you wouldn’t mind calling my clients up and telling them that.”


      “Sure. How are things at the office?”

      


      “Fine.”


      “You said you were in what … advertising?”


      “Yes. Advertising.”


      “So? How is the ad biz these days?”


      “It has its good days and bad days.”


      “And … ?”


      “And … ?”


      “These are the bad days?”


      “Well, no one’s threatening to kill me.” No, just to demote him into insignificance.


      “Come on, I complain about my job—you complain about yours. Fair’s fair… .”


      And so, what the hell. He did tell her.


      Initially not intending to reveal much more than that he’d had a little trouble with a client, but once he started he found

         himself more or less unable to stop. Listening to himself spill out the details of office Sturm und Drang with genuine amazement

         at his utter lack of control. Seething Ellen Weischler. Backstabbing Eliot. The unfairness of it all.

      


      He supposed she could have stopped him at any point. She could have said enough, or do you really want to be telling me this,

         or even begun to laugh at him.

      


      She did none of those things, though. She listened. And when he finished, she said:


      “And they think brokers suck.”


      “I don’t know what made me tell you that,” he said. “Sorry.” Although he wasn’t, actually. Embarrassed? Sure. But at the same

         time purged. As if he’d finally thrown up last night’s rancid meal and could finally get back to the table.

      


      And then she did more than just listen to him. She reached out and massaged his right shoulder. More like a soft, soothing

         pat, a friendly rub, a supportive and sisterly squeeze.

      


      “Poor baby,” she said.


      And Charles couldn’t help thinking that certain clichés are belittled out of nothing but jealousy. Her touch felt electric, for instance. A cliché knocked as pure hokum by people unlucky enough not to be feeling it. Which, at any given moment, was

         most people. Because, well, her touch did feel electric; his body was suddenly humming like one of those power lines they string across the dry Kansas plains.

      


      They blew into the East River Tunnel—the tunnel of love, he thought—and for just a moment he was afraid he was going to lean over and do something stupid. That he’d end up being

         taken away in handcuffs for this stupid thing on the platform at Penn Station.

      


      Then something happened.


      The train car went pitch black, the lights zapping off as they always did when the train burrowed under the East River. It

         felt as if he were sitting in a darkened movie theater waiting for that phosphorescent glow to come rescue him. Or for something

         else to rescue him; he could smell her there in the darkness. Lilac and musk.

      


      And then her breath was by his ear, soft and humid. Her mouth was close enough to kiss as it whispered something into his

         ear.

      


      Then the lights blinked on, blinked off, and settled back into full ghostly fluorescence.


      Nothing had really changed.


      The unrepentant voyeur sitting directly across from them was still peeking at Lucinda’s thighs. The woman with varicose-veined

         legs was dozing across the aisle from them. There was the pinch-faced banker, the college kid slumped over his textbook, the

         court stenographer warily guarding her Teletype.

      


      Lucinda also looked just like she had before, turned face forward like everyone else.


      Wasn’t she turning back to her newspaper, checking the Amex and the Nasdaq and the overseas indexes and municipal bonds?


      He waited a while to see if she’d look over and resume speaking with him, then looked out the window, where they passed a

         massive billboard that said, “Lose Yourself in the Virgin Islands.”

      


      When the train settled into Penn Station, he asked her if they might have lunch sometime.


      You’re the sexiest man I’ve ever met.


      That’s what Lucinda whispered to him on the train.


   

      DERAILED SEVEN


      Okay,” Winston said, “okay. Seven players who hit forty or more home runs with eleven letters in their last name.”

      


      “Yastrzemski,” Charles answered, immediately going for the local boy made good, the BoSox star who’d been raised on a Long

         Island potato farm.

      


      “Okay,” Winston said. “That’s one.”


      Winston Boyko. Mailroom employee. Baseball fan. General raconteur.


      He’d been stepping into Charles’s office ever since he’d spied Charles in his faded Yankees T-shirt.


      Charles had asked him if he wanted anything, and he’d said, Yes, the starting lineup of the 1978 Yankees, including DH.


      Charles had gotten every one with the exception of Jim Spencer—first baseman—and that, more or less, had started a friendship.

         Of sorts.

      


      Charles couldn’t tell you where Winston lived or what his middle name was, or even if he had a girlfriend or wife. It was

         a let’s-talk-baseball-trivia kind of friendship, a relationship conducted in the ten minutes a day Winston delivered the mail—once

         in the morning, once in the afternoon.

      


      Right now, it was morning and Winston was grinning because Charles was having trouble coming up with any additions to the

         great Yaz.

      


      Killebrew—sorry, nine letters.

      


      Petrocelli—good guess, only ten.

      


      “How about you give me till this afternoon?” Charles asked.


      “You mean so you can look it up on-line and then pretend you didn’t?”


      “Yes.”


      “Okay,” Winston said, “sure.”


      Winston wasn’t your average mailroom employee. For one thing, he was white. For another thing, he was easily smart enough

         to be writing copy.

      


      Charles had wondered on more than one occasion why he’d ended up delivering office mail—but he’d never asked him. They weren’t

         that kind of buddies.

      


      On the other hand, you never knew. Wasn’t Winston looking at him with a hint of genuine concern?


      “You okay, chief?” he asked him.


      “Sure. I’m fine.”


      Only he wasn’t fine. He’d been handed a pain reliever account from Eliot, his boss and betrayer. By note, too—“Till something

         better comes along,” he’d written at the bottom of the page. Only when was that going to be?

      


      And he was thinking about what he was going to be doing for lunch today. Who he’d be having lunch with. The woman with the luminous eyes.

      


      And Charles thought: I have never cheated on Deanna.


      Not once.


      Not that he hadn’t been tempted here and there. Sorely tempted, sometimes experiencing actual physical symptoms not unlike

         the warning signs of a heart attack—a faint sweat, a dull ache in the chest, a slight nausea. It’s just that whenever he contemplated

         going further, he experienced the very same symptoms.

      


      Only worse.


      The problem was that he looked at infidelity pretty much the way he imagined Deanna did—not as a fling, but as a betrayal. And betrayal was the kind of word he associated with Benedict Arnold and the 1919 Black Sox. The kind of act that gets you

         either banned or executed. Besides, he was sure that he loved his wife. That he loved at least the constant unalterable presence

         of her.

      


      Then again, this was before life betrayed him. Before he started dreaming about life in a more Charles-friendly universe.

      


      “You look kind of sick,” Winston said. “I’m worried it might be contagious.”


      “It’s not.” You couldn’t catch what he had, could you?

      


      “That’s what Dick Lembergh said.”


      “Dick Lembergh? Who’s that?”


      “Nobody now. He’s dead.”

      


      “Thank you. That’s comforting,” Charles said.


      “I’ll give you a hint,” Winston said.


      “A hint?”

      


      “About the other six players. Three of them were American Leaguers.”


      “Why didn’t you say three of them were National Leaguers?”


      “Hey, you’re good.”

      


      Winston might not have a blue-collar mind, but he had a workingman’s body. That is, he looked like he could beat you up if

         he ever felt like it. He had a tattoo on his upper arm—AB, it said.

      


      A mistake I made, he’d once told Charles.

      


      Getting the tattoo?


      Nah. Dating that girl—Amanda Barnes. I like the tat.


      “By the way,” he said now, straightening up to leave, “I’m not a hundred percent sure if it’s seven players with eleven letters

         in their last names or eleven players with seven letters in their last names. A guy told it to me in a bar around two in the

         morning, so it’s anybody’s guess.”

      


      They met at an Italian restaurant on 56th and Eighth where it was reputed that Frank Sinatra used to eat on occasion.


      Lucinda was dressed for success—if success was making Charles’s eyes water with adoration and arousal. A silk V-neck blouse

         that didn’t hang, drape, or cover—it clung.


      Of course, it could have simply been nerves he was feeling. It was like having lunch with a supplier, neither one exactly

         sure what to expect.

      


      So Charles asked her what any friendly business acquaintance might ask another. What her husband did.
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