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 One day, the women were

gone.
It was … an opportunity.





 1



Timmy’s

crying woke him up. Or maybe it was Tommy’s crying. Diane could

always tell which one it was, but he never could. Even though there

were two years between them.


“Diane!” he called out to her. With annoyance. She must

already be up, he thought, because she wasn’t in the bed beside

him. Though, since they’d had an argument the night

before—correction, another argument—that didn’t surprise him. She

was spending more nights in the boys’ room these days. He’d told

her that’s why she couldn’t leave. Because of the boys. He hadn’t

meant it to come out like they were holding her hostage. But it

did. He sometimes wondered if that’s why he’d pushed her to have

kids. To make sure she didn’t leave. Because, truthfully, he didn’t

really—oh he loved them, of course, they were his kids, but

…


“Diane!” he called out again, more loudly. The other one had

started crying as well.


“Mommy …”


“Mommy!”


He

groaned, then got up. It was time anyway. He glanced at the clock

on the night table. Shit! Past time! No, no, no, he muttered as he

raced to the shower, he couldn’t be late today, he was presenting

his report to the Board at ten. He’d been working on it all week …

Diane usually woke him—where the hell was she?


On his

way to the bathroom, he saw that she wasn’t in the boys’ room.

Timmy and Tommy were there, wailing away, but Diane was nowhere to

be seen.


“Diane!” he yelled. Damn it! He went into the room, picked

Timmy up out of his crib, and started jostling him, trying to make

him stop crying.


“Shh, it’s okay, Daddy’s here …”


“Where’s Mommy?” Tommy whined. “I want Mommy!”


He

carried Timmy out with him, Tommy close on his heels, glanced in

the bathroom, then went downstairs. No Diane. Had she left after

all? She would’ve gone to her parents’ place. He didn’t see a note,

but he was sure there would be one. A long, scathing analysis of

each of his many faults. A protracted description about how she was

unhappy, unfulfilled, and—


At the moment, he had more pressing concerns.

He’d

have to get the

boys ready and take them to daycare.


He

returned to the boys’ room, and started to—truthfully, he didn’t

know their routine. He changed Timmy’s diaper. He helped Tommy go

potty. He dressed them. He fed them. He dressed them again. It was

all very difficult. Apparently he wasn’t doing anything

right.


“Juice!” Timmy had insisted.


“Okay, here you go,” Andrew poured some juice into Timmy’s

sippy cup and gave it to him. Timmy threw the cup onto the floor,

and the juice seeped out.


“Timmy!” He yelled at him then reached for a tea towel to wipe

it up. Timmy started crying. Again.


“Sorry, Daddy’s sorry,” he said, taking a cursory swipe at

the spill, then lifting him out of his chair. Where the

hell

was

Diane?


“Why isn’t Mommy here?” Tommy asked.


“I don’t know.”


“Why?”


Andrew

ignored him.


“When’s Mommy coming home?” Tommy tried a different approach.

And then, for good measure, wandered over to the stove.


“I don’t know, Tommy. Please sit and eat your cereal,” Andrew

said. He’d put Timmy back in his chair and was wrestling with the

coffee maker.


“Don’t want to.” He ran his little fingers over the knobs.

Andrew pulled him away and forced him into his chair. How was he

supposed to take a shower let alone make a cup of coffee? He

couldn’t turn his back on them for a minute …


“Eat!” He’d had enough. It was eight-thirty

already.


“No!” Tommy threw his spoon onto the floor. And then his bowl

of cereal.


By nine

o’clock, Andrew was finally ready to leave the apartment. He’d

managed a two-minute shower, but not a shave. And not a cup of

coffee. He put Timmy into the stroller, grabbed his laptop case,

then went out the door to the elevator, making sure that Tommy was

following. He bumped the door in his rush, and Timmy started crying

again. Down the hallway, into the elevator—no, Tommy refused to get

in. He seemed to have developed a fear of elevators that Andrew

knew nothing about. So Andrew pushed the button to keep the doors

open, set his laptop case onto the elevator floor beside the

stroller, then went back out to pick him up.


At the

parking lot level, he managed to push the stroller out of the

elevator without setting Tommy down. As soon as the doors closed,

he realized he’d forgotten his laptop. Shit! He pressed the button

immediately, but someone else must’ve beaten him to it. He waited

anxiously, watching the floor indicators light up as the elevator

ascended, stopped at the sixth floor, then started re-descending.

It stopped again, at the lobby level—damn it, was some good

Samaritan taking his laptop to the ‘Lost and Found’? Better that

than stealing it, but—   When the doors opened, he

was relieved to see that it was exactly where he’d left

it.


After

putting the two boys into their car seats—almost a five-minute

ordeal—Andrew drove out and into the street.


At the

first stoplight, he called Sharon, his assistant, to let her know

he was running late. There was no answer.


At the

second stoplight, he called her again. Still no answer. Where the

hell was she? He called general reception instead. Brittany or

Brianna or whatever could get a message to Sharon. Again, no

answer. What the hell? Was she too busy sitting there filing her

nails? Actually, he thought a little shamefacedly, he’d never seen

her sitting there filing her nails … He tossed the phone onto the

passenger seat in disgust, then saw it slide off the seat and out

of reach. Damn it!


“Where’s Mommy?” Tommy asked again.


“I don’t know!” Andrew said, again. “She went to

Grammy’s.”


“Why?”


Andrew

ignored him. Again.


He was

surprised to see some sort of traffic jam in the daycare parking

lot. Since he was so late, he’d expected an empty lot. He figured

all the moms would have been there and gone already. But no, the

lot was a mess, with cars haphazardly pulled up around the door.

And all he saw were dads.


Andrew

slapped the steering wheel in frustration as he pulled up behind

the part that most looked like a line. He didn’t have time for this

today! He had An Important Meeting to get to!


He

watched with some confusion as men got out of their cars, stomped

to the door, kids in tow, only to stomp back to their cars,

gesticulating and shouting at other men. After a few minutes,

during which the car in front of him hadn’t moved at all, hadn’t

been able to move, Andrew got out to see what the trouble

was.


“Fucking bitches musta gone on strike or something!” a man

with a huge belly said. It occurred to Andrew, for the first time,

to wonder whose kids his kids were playing with every day

…


“Hey!” another one said sharply. “I’ll thank you for watching

your language in front of my three-year old!” He put his arms

protectively around a little red-haired boy.


“I’m jus’ sayin’—”


“I heard what you were jus’ sayin’,” the other man mocked,

“and I doubt that’s true. I doubt the women even know each

other.”


Was

everyone’s wife gone? Is that what had happened? Or was the guy

just talking about the daycare staff—


“Wouldn’t they though?” a bearded man spoke up. “Know each

other? I mean, if it’s always our wives who drop off our kids …” he

trailed off. A strike didn’t seem plausible, but …


“My wife has no reason to go on strike,” the

watch-your-language man said. Smugly, Andrew thought. And, given

that, probably incorrectly.


“Is there no one here?” Andrew asked then, walking up to try the door.

As if he was the only one with brains enough to have thought to do

that.


The door

was locked. Of course.


Andrew

stood around for another minute, trying to figure it out, but then

decided there was no more information to be had, so he went back to

his car. He’d have to take the boys to work with him.


He’d

never realized until that day that whoever designed revolving doors

must not have had kids.


Then,

after struggling with yet another elevator, he saw that Sharon

wasn’t at her desk. Damn it! He’d intended to ask her to get him a

cup of coffee.


He started to detour to the small lunch room at the end of

the hall, but then realized he couldn’t manage the stroller, his

laptop case, and a cup of coffee.


So first

he got the kids settled into his office, more or less. It was

quarter to ten.


“Daddy’s going to get a cup of coffee,” he told Tommy. “Watch

your brother, okay? I’ll be back in a minute.”


As he

rushed out and down the hall, ignoring Timmy’s wail as he

disappeared, he saw Matthew come out of the lunch room, coffee cup

in hand. Great!


The

coffee pot was empty.


“Hey!” he called after him.


“What?”


“You took the last cup!”


“Your point?”


“You should have started another pot!”


“Not my job,” he smiled.


“Well, whose job is it?” Andrew asked. “Who made the cup you

have?”


Matthew

shrugged.


“I did,” Kyle said, coming into the room. “Jackass!” he called

after Matthew.


“Listen,” Andrew started, “could you make another pot? I’ve

got my kids in my office—”


“Me too,” Kyle said curtly as he quickly tossed the used

filter into the garbage and reached into the cupboard for another

one. “We’re going to run out of these before the end of the day,”

he noted. “Could you take care of that?”


“Okay,” Andrew had to say, as he watched Kyle measure coffee

into the new filter then set it to percolate.


“Thanks,” he added, nodding to the gurgling pot. “Ten

minutes?”


“Be gone then, come back in five,” he said grimly as he

left.


Andrew

returned to his office, relieved to see the boys still there and

out of mischief. More or less. Timmy had stopped crying and was

still in his stroller, but he was struggling with the straps. Tommy

was spinning around in Andrew’s chair.


He

lifted Tommy up out of the chair and set him onto the carpeted

floor beside Timmy. As an afterthought, he tossed him a pencil and

… a handful of his business cards. He’d find something better later

… “Can you make some pictures? Daddy has to work.”


“Why?”


Andrew

sat down to take a breath, glancing at his watch. Ten minutes. The

meeting started in ten minutes. He opened his laptop and turned it

on.


Richard,

his boss, sauntered in. “Andrew, my boy …”


Andrew

tensed. He hated when Richard called him that. He was thirty-five

for god’s sake. And Richard wasn’t that much older. Fifty,

tops.


“It seems there’s some sort of problem with the ladies, and

I’m sure it’s nothing,” he waved his hand dismissively, “but we

need you to answer the phones today.”


“What?” Andrew looked at him in disbelief. He was a Project

Manager. He had a university degree for god’s sake. And he wanted

him to answer phones? He couldn’t be serious.


“But I have the meeting with the Board—”


“Not to worry, I’ll take care of that for you, if you’ll just

give me your report,” Richard said smoothly.


And let

him take the credit? No way. But Richard was staring at him.

Waiting. Apparently he had no choice.


“Okay, I’ll just get Sharon to—”


“Sharon’s not here. Weren’t you listening? None of the women

are here.”


“What?” Andrew said again. But he’d intended to ask Sharon to

look after his kids while he was at the meeting. She’d had kids of

her own—no, maybe she hadn’t—now that he thought about it, he

couldn’t remember seeing any pictures on her desk—in any case, she

was no Brittany or Brianna, with whom he’d never leave his kids.

Sharon was older and far more responsible; in fact, she had been

the one who’d trained him when he first came to the

company.


“None of the women are here?” Andrew stared out the window,

trying to make sense of it.


“Your report?” Richard was waiting.


“Oh—”


“Andrew,” he said, with such exasperation, “what seems to be the

problem?”


Seems to

be. As if there really wasn’t any problem. Did he do that on

purpose? My boy. Seems to be.


“Sharon has it. I mean, I have it,” he glanced at his laptop,

“but she was going to format it and …” Make it all neat and tidy.

She did that with all of his reports.


“We don’t have time for that now, just give me what you’ve

got.”


Andrew

opened the report. He was about to hit ‘Print’ but … it looked so …

incompetent.


“Can’t we just reschedule?” he asked hopefully.


“No, the Board needs to see the numbers now,” Richard said

impatiently. “Just print it and I’ll be on my way.”


Sighing,

he pressed ‘Print’ and they both went to the printer. A dotted

triangle was flashing. No report was forthcoming.


“Did you press ‘Print’?” Richard asked,

patronizingly.


“Yes, I pressed ‘Print’!” Andrew said angrily.


“I don’t have time for this,” Richard said with disgust a

moment later, as if the failing printer was Andrew’s fault. “Put

the report on a flash drive, then get to the phones.” They’d been

ringing since Richard had shown up. Since before he’d shown up,

actually.


Andrew

returned to his office and a few moments later reluctantly handed

Richard a flash drive.


Richard

turned and only then noticed Andrew’s kids in the

corner.


“What are those?” he asked coldly.


Andrew

stared at him. With a look of incomprehension on his face that

could only be said to match that on his boss’s face.


“Kids,” he replied. “My kids, Timothy and Thomas.”


“And you brought them here to work with you because

…”


“My wife—”


He waved

his hand. Didn’t want to hear it.


“Make other arrangements,” was all he said. “And get to those

phones.”


Again, Andrew just stared at him, as he sauntered out.

With his report.


“And see to the printer, would you?” Richard called

back.


If

Andrew had had a slammable door, he would’ve slammed it after

Richard. Instead, he simply picked up Timmy, mercifully quiet all

this time, and put out his hand for Tommy.


There

was no real place for the kids to settle in the reception area. It

was open concept, with no corner. It wasn’t even carpeted. Andrew

went back to his office for the stroller. There was no way Timmy

would be content to sit in his stroller for very long, but what

alternative did he have? Maybe he’d fall asleep. He lifted Tommy

back into his desk chair and pulled it along behind him, awkwardly

manoeuvring it around the counter.


Now

what? He opened the top drawer of the receptionist’s desk, found a

couple highlighters, then went to the printer for some blank sheets

of paper.


“Can you make some more pictures while Daddy works?” he said

to Tommy, thinking to clear a bit of space on the receptionist’s

desk. But no, that looked impossible. He looked around, then

grabbed a clipboard from the counter top, put the blank sheets of

paper on top of what looked like a sign-in sheet, and handed it to

Tommy.


“All set?”


Tommy

nodded. Morosely.


“Will somebody please answer those goddamned phones?” Matthew stuck his

head out his door as Andrew sat down at the desk.


He

picked up the ringing phone.


“Hello?”


He heard

nothing. The line was dead. No, it kept ringing. He pushed the

flashing red button labelled ‘1’.


“Hello?”


“Hello—   Is this Stride

Enterprises?”


“Yes.” He’d just noticed that there was a column of such

buttons, labelled 1-5. There were five lines? He had to answer five

phones?


“May I speak to Mr. Belsen?”


“Um, just a minute.”


Andrew

looked around for some sort of directory. There, pinned to the

fabric of the reception divider right in front of him. When he

reached out to run his finger down the list, it fluttered off the

divider. Which, he realized, wasn’t really made for stuff to be

pinned onto. Whose bright idea was that? It should be cork board or

something. The list had fluttered between the divider and the desk,

onto the floor. Damn it! He had to get onto his hands and knees and

crawl under the desk to reach it. Tommy eagerly helped. And got his

hands covered in something black. Timmy started crying. He wanted

to get in on the fun.


Andrew

crawled back out, put the list onto the desk, got Timmy out of his

stroller, sat back down at the desk, and started bouncing him on

his knee to make him stop crying. Jealous, Tommy tried to climb

climbed onto Andrew’s lap as well.


“Damn it, Tommy!” He’d gotten the black stuff all over

Andrew’s white shirt. Tommy started to tear up, and Andrew,

immediately remorseful and not wanting two crying kids, pulled Tommy’s chair as close

to him as possible and did make room on the desk for his drawing. “There.

Better?” Tommy nodded. And wiped at his eyes.


Andrew

scanned the list. Mr. Belsen was at extension 522. He pressed 5-2-2

on the phone. Nothing seemed to happen.


“Hello?”


“Hello?”


“Is this Mr. Belsen?”


“No, just a minute, I’ll try again.”


He

pressed the lit button to put the caller on hold. The light went

off.


“Hello?”


He’d

disconnected the call.


He put

Timmy back into the stroller and started opening the desk drawers

to look for some sort of operating manual. And maybe some tissue to

wipe Tommy’s hands. No such luck. He was about to take him to the

washroom when the phone rang again.


“Daddy, I wanna go home now.” Tommy had had enough of drawing

pictures.


“We can’t go home yet, but soon okay?” Andrew said. “Draw

another picture?”


“I don’t want to!” He threw a highlighter onto the

floor.


“Tommy, please don’t do that, Daddy has to pick it up

now!”


Tommy

eagerly clambered out of the chair and started crawling under the

desk again.


“No, don’t, Tommy, it’s all dirty! Come on back up onto the

chair.”


The

phone was still ringing. He picked up the receiver and hit the

flashing red button.


“Hello?”


“You cut me off.”


“Sorry.”


“Is Mr. Belsen there or not?”


“I don’t know. I’m trying to connect you.”


“I don’t have all day.”


“Hey, I’m doing my best, okay? Our receptionist isn’t here

today and I’m filling in for her.”


“Well, how hard can it be?”


Andrew

pressed a button marked ‘Hold’ and then pressed 5-2-2 again. Still

nothing. He pressed the ‘Hold’ button again, hoping the person was

still there. Nothing. He pressed the ‘RLS’ button. What did that

stand for? Release? As in ‘release hold’? No, that didn’t make

sense. If you had several people on hold, how did it know which one

you wanted to release?


“Hello?”


“Hello, Mr. Belsen?”


“No, I’m still trying—”


“Oh for fuck’s sake!” the caller hung up.


“Same to you!” Andrew shouted in frustration.


Maybe there was a number to press before the in-office extensions, like the number

9 you’d press to get an outside line. During the course of the next

eight calls, he tried each one. None of them worked.


Then he

noticed the ‘TR’ button. ‘Transfer’? Had to be.


Timmy

started crying again. Andrew moved the stroller back and forth,

back and forth, but it was awkward handling the receiver and

buttons with just one hand. Tommy crawled out from under the desk

and started pressing the buttons on the phone.


“Tommy!” Andrew shoved him away.


“I want Mommy!” Tommy started to cry as well.

Understandably.


By the

time Andrew had a minute to get a cup of coffee, the pot was empty

again. Halfway through making another pot, the phone rang again. He

ran out to answer it. And this time hit ‘TR’ before he dialed the

extension number. Still didn’t work. Damn it! What the hell was he

doing wrong? Why couldn’t he do this?


Five

times he tried to deal with the printer. The first four times, the

phone rang before he was halfway across the reception space. The

fifth time, he’d opened it up—he’d figured out there were three

panels that opened: one on the top, one on the front, and one on

the back—but couldn’t see anything amiss. Anywhere.


Someone

came to stand beside him, several loose pages in his hand. He was a

little disconcerted to see Andrew at the machine, but then just

said, “Could you make ten copies of this when you get it

fixed?”


“What?”


“Ten copies. Thanks.” He set the pages on the table beside the

printer. Slash copier.


At lunch

time, he wanted—well, he wanted to go to lunch. He desperately

needed a break. He was hungry. And he still hadn’t gotten a cup of

coffee. Kyle was right. They’d run out of filters.


And he

had to do something with the boys. He’d forgotten Timmy’s diaper

bag. He hadn’t thought to bring any toys, any lunch … Of course, he

hadn’t known he’d have to bring them in to work …


He

popped his head into Simon’s office to ask if he’d watch the phones

for him.


“Sorry, no can do,” he gestured to his own kid, about ten,

sitting in the corner on the carpeted floor, playing videos games

on his tablet. Then turned back to the “Hot and Hard” website he’d

opened.


“Hey, Matthew,” Andrew stopped at the next open door. “Would

you mind covering me at reception for a few minutes? I’ve got to

get my kids some lunch—”


“Not my problem,” Matthew said, shaking his head. Why should

he pay the price for someone else’s choice? It was a choice, after all. To have

kids.


So

Andrew just left. Let the phones ring. Let them annoy everyone on

the floor. And if Richard found out, well, what was he supposed to

do, skip lunch?


Yes,

apparently. Richard told him as much when he returned. Two hours

later.


“If Brittany had pulled that stunt, she’d be fired on the

spot!” he thundered at him. Andrew didn’t care. One morning on the

job and already he was beyond caring.


When

he’d left for lunch, he’d driven around, looking in vain for a

park, for somewhere he could let the boys run around for a bit, but

nada. He passed twenty parking lots, but not one park.


He’d

also passed a great many designer and boutique stores, but

nothing—   He finally spotted a convenience store

tucked incongruously between a Gap and a Bath and Body Works, both

of which looked closed. In fact, many of the stores had looked

closed. Profits are going to take a nosedive, he noted idly, then

wondered when the women would be coming back. Where had they gone?

He hadn’t had any time to consider the larger problem, he realized

just then, with surprise. Well, he’d been busy with all the little

stuff. There was so much little stuff …


He

quickly bought some diapers, some wipes, a few sandwiches, a couple

juice boxes, and some cheap toys. He forgot to buy some coffee

filters.


On the

way back, he finally thought to call Diane’s parents’ place, just

in case. No answer.


The

two-hour lunch break had tired the boys enough for them to want to

nap, and Andrew had thought to bring the car blanket with him when

they returned to the office. He made a hidey hole for them under

his desk, laying the blanket onto the floor and then the seat

cushion from Sharon’s chair. He hoped it would suffice.

Fortunately, it did. The boys were asleep in minutes. Amazingly,

given the constant ringing of the phones.


By

mid-afternoon, Andrew figured out how to transfer a call. By

accident. He had to press ‘TR’ not only before he entered the

extension numbers, but also after he’d done so. He’d happened to do

that only because he was so harried, he’d forgotten whether he was

coming or going.


So he

was rather pleased with himself when the flashing red light of the

call he’d put on hold in order to transfer it to Mr. Lavigne, at

4-3-3, stopped flashing and went solid. Line 3 rang immediately. He

picked up the receiver.


“Hello?”


“I’m on a call!” Mr. Lavigne’s voice.


“Oh, excuse me—” Andrew quickly pressed the button for line

3.


“Hello?”


“Could you tell Jack Riley—”


“Hang on, I can transfer you—”


“No, I don’t want to talk with him. Just give him this

message, darlin’, can you do that?”


Andrew

stared at the receiver.


“You tell Jack that we’re good to go on the nineteenth at six,

I’ve got reservations at the Spear at seven, and he’d better come

prepared, you got that?”


Andrew

searched for a notepad and pen. “The nineteenth at—what was

that?”


At some

point, it occurred to him that if after a transfer the light kept

blinking, that meant no one was there. He assumed he was supposed

to go back on the call and take a message. Right. Like he was going

to do that. Like he could figure out how to do that. He tried once,

but apparently disconnected the call. Just as well. One of the

other lines rang.


When he

got home at six-thirty, he was exhausted. More exhausted than he’d

ever been at the end of the day. Timmy and Tommy were crying. Timmy

needed a change, Tommy’s hands were still black, they were both

hungry, they were both cranky—   But all Andrew

wanted to do was to take a long shower, then sit in front of the TV

with a bottle of beer, was that too much to ask? Yes. It was, if

you had a two-year-old and a four-year-old.


So he

changed Timmy, he cleaned Tommy’s hands, then made dinner. Of a

sort.


“Can we play dinosaurs now?” Tommy asked. “You

promised.”


“Can’t you just play quietly for a while,” Andrew begged,

“Daddy’s tired.”


“No, I want to play dinosaurs! DINOSAURS! DINOSAURS!” he

screamed.


Andrew

would have belted him one right then and there, but he was just …

too damned tired.


It was

eight-thirty by the time they were tucked in bed. One of them cried

himself to sleep.


Andrew

still had to make arrangements for his kids. He’d intended, at some

point during the day, to search online for other daycares or a

nanny or something, but he hadn’t managed to get to it. How could

the whole day go by without—he hadn’t even checked his email. Not

once. Usually, truth be told, he even had time to check the news

sites. And do a crossword.


As he

reached for his laptop, it suddenly dawned on him that it was

Friday. He had the whole weekend to make arrangements. Dead tired,

he went to bed. It was only nine o’clock.
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