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CHAPTER ONE
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Sander opened his eyes and felt  around internally for his usual pains. Yes, they were there—the ache in his sixty-seven-year-old knees, gifted to him by his high-school job laying carpet. His arthritic fingers. The twist in his lower back that was aggravated by lifting objects, or sneezing, or moving, or not moving.


No one had ever told him that growing old would hurt so much.


He turned his head and allowed himself to believe that the mound of pillows on the other side of the mattress was the silhouette of his wife, slumbering peacefully. Alive. But he stared too long and another familiar pain, worse than all the others, joined him in the night. Barbara had been dead for more than two years.


He made his way to the bathroom, where it sometimes seemed he spent more of his time than he did sleeping. When he shuffled back to bed, something new bit at him from within, and he sat on the edge of the mattress, massaging the area just over his heart and frowning. “Never felt this one before,” he muttered.


His dog, Winstead, stirred on the floor, reacting to Sander’s voice by raising his head and staring into the gloom.


“Sort of a sharp, stabbing feeling,” Sander advised the dog.


Maybe Winstead heard something in Sander’s tones that alarmed him. At nine years old, he was senior for a wolfhound, so it was unusual that he roused himself and padded over to put his head on Sander’s thigh. Sander reached down and scratched his dog’s ear with a gentle finger, and Winstead leaned toward it with appreciation.


“Good boy,” Sander whispered. He drew in a breath and let it out in a long, contemplative sigh. “God, I miss her.” He glanced over at the row of pillows.


For a long time there was no sound but a quiet hum from the clock radio next to the bed.


“I wouldn’t do it any different,” Sander finally told his dog. “She got to stay at home, and she died in our bed, just the way she wanted. I never told her how much it was costing, the in-home care, or that I would have to sell the place once she was gone. She never would have allowed that.” He shifted his attentions to the dog’s other ear, and Winstead tilted that way. “I couldn’t let her die in a hospital room.”


After a long moment, Sander struggled out of the bed and sat in his big recliner, one of the few items of furniture that had made it when he moved in with his son’s family. He put his hand on his chest, taking deep, diagnostic breaths. Winstead went back to his dog bed and collapsed into it with a groan.


“Okay,” Sander said aloud. “This could be it.”


Winstead thumped his tail once, not understanding.
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The next morning Ello opened her grandfather’s door with her heart pounding. He hadn’t responded to her light tapping, and she was terrified he had Died In The Night and she would be the one to see it first.


Of all the emotions that had been rampaging through her system like drunk rioters since she’d turned thirteen—the fear, the anxiety, the angst, the rage—this was the worst. This  . . . dread. The worst, and the most common. She felt it about everything—school, her clothes, friends—everything.


One of her teachers had told her that it was normal, when your hormones decided to attack the host organism, to be riding “a roller coaster of emotions.” As if it were a joyride  . . . as if you could stop every so often for a hot dog and cotton candy. But that wasn’t how it felt   to Ello. If she were indeed trapped in some sort of demonic amusement park from the land of insanity, it wasn’t a roller coaster—it was a merry-go-round. Around and around she went, always the same ride, always a different horse.


Ello was carrying a tray with a cup of coffee, some perfectly fried eggs, toast, and a chicken sausage. This was what her Grandpa Sander consumed every morning of his life, brought to him by Ello as if she were a Servant In Her Own House. Only the breakfast meat changed, on the whim of the kitchen. The sausage looked disgusting.


She always felt phobic when she  knocked and opened  her grandfather’s door. This particular morning, Grandpa Sander sat slumped in his chair, with sallow skin and thin hair that had not seen the discipline of a comb for some time. To Ello, Sander’s birch-bark skin matched his hair, which matched his lips, which matched his teeth.


She knew she was supposed to love him because he was her grandfather, but most of the time, she could not.


And now the dread was all-consuming because he  wasn’t moving. His eyes weren’t completely shut either—Gross!—as if he’d passed away before he could fully close his lids. Ello stood perfectly still, wondering if this was the morning she’d always known would come. She glanced over at Winstead. Winstead also wasn’t moving, also didn’t appear to be breathing.


Maybe they were both dead. Maybe Ello was dead.


Would that be so bad? If she were dead, she wouldn’t have to go to school and face the impossible, grinding pressure of eighth grade. She wouldn’t have to endure the humiliation anymore. She could ascend to heaven with this platter of eggs as her offering and be escorted back to sixth grade, the last time she was truly happy, when all of her friends adored her and her boyfriend had bought her a Valentine’s Day card with a chocolate heart before she  broke up with him.


She heard the thunder of her brothers hitting the hallway like Santa Claus falling off the roof. In mere moments, the twins would either blow  by the open doorway or veer  in to inflict their havoc on Grandpa. They always did this, always woke up simultaneously, as if shocked awake by the same bolt of lightning.


Their choice today was Sander’s bedroom. Garrett and Ewan, three-year-old identical twins, somehow made running into the room sound like a collision.


Grandpa reacted as if he’d been hit with a taser, all four of his limbs spasming as Garrett leapt into his lap. Winstead jerked in sympathetic detonation.


Ello decided that the old man was not dead.


“Which one are you?” Grandpa Sander inquired in a voice that did not sound as if he really cared about the answer.


“That’s Garrett,” Ello reminded him, setting the meal on the serving table next to the recliner.


“Cudory cad dah wee wowo!” Garrett shouted.


Sander frowned in disapproving noncomprehension.


“He says good morning, Grandpa, and he wants you to read him a story,” Ello advised.


Ewan picked up a dog toy—a red rubber ball—and, yelling “Wenked!” threw it seemingly at random with all the propulsion his little arm could manage. It  knocked down a framed photograph, like in one of those carnival games where you throw a ball at a stuffed clown, then bounced and landed with a muffled thud in the center of Grandpa’s bed. Winstead flicked a single ear to signal that, under other circumstances, he might have been interested in this violent treatment of what was, after all, his toy.


Not for the first time, Ello wondered why the ball was red. She had learned at school that canines cannot see the color red at all. It seemed a cruel joke to play on a dog, much as her parents were playing a cruel joke on her, making her live here and do chores and go to school when She Had Never Asked To Be Born.


“Well, go away, Garrett,” Grandpa instructed.


Ello smirked. As if it were that easy. As if the twins hadn’t come breaking into their lives like axe murderers entering a farmhouse. “Okay, boys, go get your breakfast,” she suggested.


The boys did leave, not so much because they were told to—they never did anything they were told to—but because the word “breakfast” reminded them that there was food to be flung at each other. They left at a sprint, but Ello lingered for a moment. As her father had mandated, she asked her grandfather if he needed anything.


Grandpa sourly regarded the plate next to his chair. “I don’t seem to have much of an appetite this morning,” he confessed. This was pretty much what he said every morning, so Ello did not respond.


God, she hated living here!


“Okay, goodbye,” she said after a dismal moment.


The merry-go-round. Same place, same people, same conversation. The carousel horse of dread had bucked her off once Grandpa opened his eyes. Now Ello was riding the dour horse of apathy. Next would come breakfast, then school, then home, then repeat. It Was Pointless.
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The scent of sausage was so joyously thick on the air that Winstead was lifted out of bed and dragged across the room by it. He sat with all the good dog he could muster, focused on his person, who for some reason didn’t respond by tossing chunks of food. Winstead could catch treats thrown in his direction—it was his special skill.


He thought of his person as “Daddy.” That’s what he had been taught from the time he was a puppy. “Go to Daddy! Come to Mommy! Give Daddy a kiss!”


By staring relentlessly, Winstead forced  Daddy  to  lift his eyes. Excitement coursed through the dog; surely now they’d share this tantalizing meal.


Daddy raised his fork.


Yes!


He cut into the meat, releasing billows of delicious odors that rose from his plate like a flock of birds.


Yes!


He smiled at Winstead. “What, you want some of this?”


Time to roll out another trick. Winstead lowered his body to the floor, lying down in such a worthy fashion that he knew a piece of sausage would be the next item of business.


Yes!


Winstead snagged the chunk of meat and gulped it down so quickly he didn’t have much of a chance to taste it. Now he stared again, waiting for an encore.


“Sometimes I think you’re the only one left who loves me, Winstead,” Daddy whispered.


Something in the voice, in the unknown words, broke Winstead’s maniacal focus on the sausage. He’d heard that tone so often, lately. . . . When he pressed his body against Daddy’s leg, he felt the mood radiating down the hand that momentarily stroked his head. Sadness. Daddy was sad, and Winstead couldn’t seem to change that, no matter how good a dog he tried to be.
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Juliana watched without comment as Ewan regarded his plastic fork with a devilish expression on his face. She knew exactly what was happening: her son was drawing a connection between the soft tines of his breakfast cutlery and some portion of his brother’s anatomy. In a moment, Ewan would turn to his twin and stab something. The damage would mostly be to Juliana’s eardrums as Garrett howled in protest, then escalated the conflict with a plateful of food heaved at Ewan’s face.


“Ewan,” Juliana warned, “don’t you dare do anything with that fork besides use it to put scrambled eggs in your mouth.”


Ewan’s expression was one of frank assessment.  How  had she known?


Garrett was trying to squish his breakfast into a stegosaurus. “Garrett, stop playing with your food and eat it,” Juliana instructed.


Garrett affected deafness and kept molding  his  eggs with Jurassic intent, his brother gazing on malevolently.


“What would happen,” Juliana asked herself, idly and aloud, “if I just let them go ahead and kill each other?”


Would she be implicated in the crime? How could she have known—what reasonable mother would ever suspect that her sons harbored such homicidal designs toward each other?


You could plead insanity, her lawyer brain advised. People who talked to themselves were insane, right? Since they’d begun having children, Juliana had been chatting out loud to no one but her own self. Probably because she yearned so desperately to speak to an adult.


She sighed. A few days ago, she had wandered into the kitchen and found Ewan helping Garrett climb up on the counter to retrieve a chef’s knife from its wooden block. They’d both giggled insanely when she  admonished them.  It was interesting that Ewan would participate so willingly in his own evisceration. Or maybe it wasn’t that. Maybe they were planning to kill their parents,  take  the  family car, and drive south from Traverse City to Miami Beach for spring break.


“Good morning, Ello,” Juliana greeted her daughter as she shuffled into the kitchen. Like all girls her age, Ello had mastered the art of walking without picking her feet up off the floor. Conserving energy, Juliana supposed, for the next teenage tantrum.


Ello sat at the table without saying anything and dug methodically into her eggs. She pushed the sausage away with a look of utter scorn. She was going through a vegetarian phase, except for eggs, except for dairy products, except for steak.


“So, Ello,” Juliana began.


Ello looked up with cold eyes and gave Juliana a sour, head-to-toe assessment. Ello was examining her mother’s body, lingering on the post-pregnancy “orchestra and balcony,” as Juliana’s mother liked to say, and apparently finding fault with all she surveyed. To be fair, Juliana had given herself the same look that very morning—a critical examination in the mirror of what had happened to her once-taut physique since the twins had blown up her body from the inside and then so overtaken her daily schedule that she hadn’t been to a gym in three years. Juliana used to hit the beach in a bikini. Then a one-piece. Next time she’d probably wear a tracksuit. Was that it? Was that why Ello was regarding her with such distaste?


Juliana decided to push past her daughter’s contempt. “I have some news.”


Ello went back to her eggs to demonstrate her lack of caring, and Ewan tried to slug his brother with a sippy cup. Garrett didn’t even look up from his breakfast-based dinosaur project.


“Stop it, boys,” Juliana commanded automatically. She uttered this phrase so often that she should put it on a T-shirt, on a bumper sticker, on her headstone. “Ello, do  you want to hear?” she prodded, because the expression on Ello’s face was so blank it wasn’t even clear she understood the language her mother was using.


Garrett smashed his stegosaurus’s head with a  closed fist, sending a splatter of eggs over both boys.


“Sure,” Ello admitted begrudgingly.


“It came over the parental portal this morning. They fixed the flood damage in the girls’ locker room. So be sure to take your stuff today. Gym class is back on.”


Ello had long ago mastered the dead stare, revealing nothing of the once-joyous little girl who Juliana fervently prayed still inhabited some part of her soul. Juliana assumed Ello liked gym class—who didn’t?—so she wasn’t expecting any particular reaction out of her daughter.


Instead, Ello rocked in her chair, widened her eyes, and took in a shocked breath. “No!” she wailed. “No. I can’t. No. I can’t. No.”


Juliana was puzzled. “What do you mean, you can’t? Can’t what?”


“I mean I can’t!” she shouted, leaping to her feet. “Nobody cares about me in this family. This is the worst day of my life!”


Ello ran from the room as if pursued by vampires, her mouth set in a silent scream. Juliana calmly poured herself a cup of coffee. Obviously, something huge was going on with Ello, something to do with gym class.


Juliana wondered what it could possibly be.









CHAPTER TWO
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Juliana was industriously cleaning  Garrett’s  breakfast off of Ewan’s face when her husband entered the kitchen.


“I just passed your daughter in the hallway,” he declared.


“My daughter,” Juliana repeated, so he knew she understood the significance. She stepped to the stove and began assembling Hunter’s breakfast while he poured himself coffee, his agitation visible in the way he sloshed the black liquid into the cup and onto the counter.


“She’s wearing more makeup than a beauty contestant,” Hunter asserted heatedly, his message clear: You’re the mother. Do something. Prevent puberty.


“Use the sponge on the counter,” Juliana instructed him.


Hunter responded with a confused look—how was that what they were talking about?


Juliana nodded at the spill. “To soak that up,” she elaborated helpfully.


“We can’t let her go to school like that,” Hunter insisted. “She’ll get kicked out. We’ll be charged with harboring a menace to society.”


“No, she will not be kicked out,” Juliana replied. She gave up on trying to wipe Garrett’s face completely clean and released him so that he could rocket off to join his brother in destroying whatever they were destroying that morning. “It’s just lip gloss.”


“She has eye black. And you can’t see the freckles on her cheeks. She’s pasted some kind of—of paste over them.”


“All the girls in her grade look like that, Hunter. That’s  all they do, all day long, is put on makeup.”


“Then how do they get it off their faces?” Hunter demanded. “With steel wool? A sandblaster? I don’t think the fact that ‘all the other girls look like that’ is an excuse.”


“You are laying down the law,” Juliana observed.


Hunter stubbornly stuck his chin out.


“Drawing a line in the sand,” she continued. “Coming back with your shield, or on it.”


He threw up his hands. “Okay, what?”


Juliana set her husband’s breakfast down in front of him with a tolerant expression. “I’ve learned to fight the battles that are important, Hunter, and otherwise just let things go. Ello won’t always put on so much makeup, I promise. Right now, she wants to look exactly like every other girl in her grade. When she gets to high school and sees the older girls, she’ll want to look like them.”


He sighed. “I just miss our little girl. Isn’t there some sort of pill we can give her so that she goes back to being how she was?” Hunter obviously meant to be kidding, but his face reflected real bewilderment that the child in bunny slippers who used to crawl in his lap for a story now acted as if everything about her father burned her like acid.


“If it makes you feel any better, she treats me even worse,” Juliana informed him. “You get to escape to your job every day, while I’m stuck here with the twins, and when Ello gets home  . . .” Juliana’s words jammed in her throat. She hadn’t meant to get started on this.


Not yet.
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Ello stood in her room, leaning forward slightly, staring at her face in the mirror. She hated every single aspect of everything she saw. She had inherited her mother’s Brazilian features, but without the extra melanin to have it all make sense. Instead, God’s perverse joke had been to paint her skin in the same pale, soulless vanilla that her father’s people had brought over with them on some boat from some place where everyone looked disgustingly the same.


Her distaste also applied to everything below her neck. Especially below the neck. She took in all her flaws, all  of the intolerables that she dragged around with her, the Worst Body Ever, and turned away in disgust. This morning she had resentfully appraised her mother, who was still thin and sexy despite childbirth, making Ello feel like a walrus in comparison to the supermodel cooking breakfast. Her mom was old. It was So Unfair.


On the dresser beneath the mirror stood her trophies from ice dancing, which she had been doing since she was seven years old. In fifth grade, she had competed with other girls from all over the region and won, her father yelling and whistling as she glided out to accept her trophy. Then every other girl received the exact same trophy, which meant there was no point in trying hard at anything.


Ello reached for the drab, baggy sweater that had exemplified her style since before summer vacation. The shapeless garment draped her in featureless folds, exactly how she wanted. No one could see anything below her shoulders except her feet.


Not for the first time that week, or even that morning, Ello glanced at the framed photo montage that had replaced her unicorn poster a year ago. A birthday gift from her best friend, each photograph featuring only the two of them, Brittne and Ello, mostly selfies, all laughing, smiling, happy happy happy.


Brittne. She was the center of Ello’s universe. The largest brown eyes of any human on the planet, perfect smile, hair blond and straight and flowing. Brittne’s parents personified the word “average” in every apparent way, yet their daughter could silence a room by walking into it. At thirteen. But Brittne loved Ello and Ello loved her and the two were inseparable. Brittne was the only reason Ello was alive.


She turned back to the mirror. “Ugh,” she pronounced, eloquently summing up how she felt about everything. How was she going to survive gym class?


Utter Disaster.
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Grunting because the thing was so heavy, Sander pulled the urn off the shelf in the bathroom closet. He kept it up so high to prevent the twins from taking it down and scattering their grandmother’s ashes all over the living room.


Barbara was taking powerful occupation of his thoughts this morning—probably because of the chest pains in the night that had led him to believe he was having a heart attack, an event he viewed with ambivalence. He set the urn on the vanity and regarded the bright turquoise finish with irony. His wife had always loved southwestern-style jewelry, and would have been delighted, but she was inside it and he was outside, loathing how the color jammed a cheerful mood into a somber purpose. When they cremated Sander, they’d probably put his incinerated remains into a dull metal box, because that represented who he’d been ever since the light of his life was extinguished.


“I will see you again soon, darling,” Sander whispered. He silenced his breathing, listening for a response from beyond the urn, but heard only the sound of Winstead scratching his ear.
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Juliana sympathetically watched Hunter’s stress crackle through him like an electric current, manifesting in the agitation with which he chopped up his scrambled eggs.


“So this is like the most important meeting of my whole career,” he fretted. “Mrs. O’Brien and I haven’t spoken much about the new installation, but now she wants a full briefing. Now. When we’re, like, T-minus five.”


Juliana assessed her husband. “And is that what you’re wearing?” she asked blandly.


Hunter jerked  his head up in alarm. “What? What do  you mean?”


Juliana gave him a kind smile. “Maybe that tie doesn’t go so well with that shirt,” she suggested. “Let me get you something else.”


“Have you seen where I put my coffee cup?” he asked.


Juliana walked to the counter and retrieved it. She took a breath, steeling herself. “And don’t forget, we’re having lunch today.”


Well, he obviously had forgotten. He gave her a stricken look. “Oh.”


Juliana shook her head. “This has been on the calendar for a long time, Hunter,” she admonished. “We need to talk. It’s important.”


He stood and took his plate across the kitchen, setting it in the sink so that the housekeeping fairies could put it in the dishwasher for him. “I know,” he agreed, though it was obvious he did not know, had not a clue what she wanted to talk about, “but it’s just that this installation is running behind. This is huge, honey.”


“I know,” she responded. They said that to each other a lot, but did they “know”? Really?


Hunter absently set his coffee cup on the counter and left the room. Juliana waited patiently. After a minute or two, he poked his head back into the kitchen. “Did I leave my coffee in here?”


Juliana wordlessly handed him the cup, then turned to put his breakfast plate in the dishwasher. Her sigh was full and heavy. She’d prepared for this lunch the way she had once prepared for trial. Yet, despite her rehearsals, she felt filled with hesitation.


“How am I going to tell him?” she asked herself aloud.
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The twins were in their car seats, kicking their legs and babbling to each other. Juliana glanced up at her children in the rearview mirror. Ello was peering out the window, either moody or pretending to be moody. Garrett couldn’t manage to hit his brother with his tiny fist, so he threw a piece of cookie.


Ewan made an unintelligible remark, and the twins began laughing hilariously.


“What did he say?” Juliana asked her daughter,  the translator.


“He said Garrett just peed his pants,” Ello advised.


More raucous laughter.


“Well, did he?” Juliana asked.


“No way I’m checking that,” Ello answered with a  smile.


Juliana found herself marveling at how her daughter could go from being a wicked witch to a normal human being in seemingly no time at all. She decided not to mention it, for fear her daughter would transform back into The Creature Who Used To Be Normal.


Following the established routine, Juliana dropped Ello off at middle school first. Her daughter left the car with a slouch, telegraphing contempt. She made a beeline for the small, defensive cluster of almost-women chatting in front of the building.


“Those are the people,” Juliana murmured, “my daughter prefers over her own family.”


The leader of the pack had been Ello’s best friend since first grade: Brittne. Juliana did not trust the girl, had never trusted her since the day Brittne’s family moved into the house next door, back in their old neighborhood. When Juliana and Hunter bought their new house, Juliana had fantasized that Ello would make new friends, but all Ello ever talked about was Brittne.


The minivan dropped a wheel into a pothole with an artillery-level bang, startling the boys into silence. Juliana waited for the grinding vibration that would come with a blown tire. It didn’t come, but now she was ultra alert. Her eyes took in the dead vegetation that marked Michigan in late November; she blinked at the low, scudding clouds while waiting patiently at a stoplight. In the summer, this intersection was backed up for a quarter of a mile, but once the autumn leaves were flushed from the trees, everyone with money and any sense fled the state.


Next stop: preschool. Juliana parked her car and wrestled her sons out of the grip of their car seats. “Ready for school?” she asked them in a singsong voice, holding their hands and guiding them into the building. There were days when the boys arched their backs and screamed as if she were leading them into Alcatraz. And then there were days like this, when as soon as they could yank their hands away, they ran to a pack of boys who were whacking each other with Styrofoam bats.


Finally, Juliana was free. She smiled as she exultantly steered her minivan toward the store. “This is your relaxation time, your ‘me’ time: a trip to Target,” she announced to herself without irony.


Her minivan’s video screen lit up with an incoming call: Mrs. Espinoza. Juliana stared at the display, her heart pounding.


“Oh no. . . .”


She couldn’t let Mrs. Espinoza’s call roll to voicemail, so she thumbed the button on her steering wheel.


“Hello?” she answered, trying to sift the dread from her voice.


“Mrs. Goss?” Mrs. Espinoza’s voice inquired.


Though Mrs. Espinoza was from Honduras and Juliana was from Rio de Janeiro, and though they did not share a common language, Juliana had always felt that Mrs. Espinoza was her one secure ally in the world of tempers, timeouts, and laundry, laundry, laundry. But allies could be fickle, and Juliana always sensed that any ultimate betrayal would come in the form of a morning phone call from this woman.


Mrs. Espinoza was probably sick and wouldn’t be able to work today. Or she had won the lotto, or her husband had gotten a transfer—something. It would be something.


“I am driving my brother’s car,” Mrs. Espinoza informed Juliana. “My own car broke. Do I need to register with the preschool?”


Juliana nearly sobbed with relief. “No, you’ll be fine,”  she replied. “So, you can pick the twins up from their school today?”


“Oh, yes, as regular,” Mrs. Espinoza  assured  her.


“Thank you. Thank you,” Juliana all but gushed. She did not say it, but if Mrs. Espinoza had asked for a million dollars, Juliana would have found a way to get the money. Plain, unmarked bills. No cops.


They hung up. Juliana had her list for Target and knew she would blow through it quickly. “Plenty of time to make your lunch with Hunter,” she told herself.


Her heart began pounding again.









CHAPTER THREE
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Winstead lay in his dog bed, a comfortable, pillow-based arrangement large enough for his huge, lanky frame. He had spent so much time lying in it that he could smell it as strongly as he could smell himself.


He had been aware of the house slowly draining of its occupants. First the man, Hunter, exited on a solo mission. Then the rest of everybody, a jumble of people-sounds as the mother,  Juliana, herded  her  pack out into the garage. Then some mechanical noises, and then nothing.


Daddy sat slumped in his chair, a book slack in his hands, his mouth open, his chest barely rising and falling. Though Daddy did not seem to be able to sleep much during the night, in the day he often lapsed into these moments of slumber, a steady whispering sound escaping from between his teeth.


Winstead felt aches in his joints and knew that his person suffered from the same—it was evident in the involuntary groans and gasps Daddy emitted when  struggling out  of bed.


Winstead was concerned for Daddy.  There  had been a time when his person would take Winstead for walks around the block and actively play on the floor with him.


Then something happened to Mommy, who had been taking a lot of naps and was tended to by people who smelled of sharp chemicals. Winstead couldn’t see her when it happened, but he registered Daddy’s sharp cries and frantically scratched at the door of the room where Mommy had been shut in. Finally the door opened and Daddy came out, collapsed with him on the floor, and pressed a wet face into Winstead’s fur. Whispering people slipped almost silently into the bedroom and later trundled Mommy’s smell away on a high, rolling bed.


It was a day Winstead would never forget, a day he would never understand.


Shortly after that, Daddy and Winstead moved here, a house with two young boys who yelled a lot, a nice girl who sometimes petted him, and two adults who seemed too busy to pay much attention to a dog.


Winstead and Daddy had lived in the new, louder house long enough for two winters to pass, and another was approaching. Winstead did not understand why they didn’t go back home, but Daddy was his everything, and as long as he was with Daddy, Winstead was happy, even though he knew Daddy was not. No matter how much Winstead loved his person, only Mommy could make Daddy happy. Often, as Winstead drifted off to sleep, he pictured Mommy at home, waiting for both of them to return.


Winstead inhaled, drawing in Daddy’s scent. It was familiar, strong and sour. When they lived in the other place with Mommy, Winstead usually detected the soft fragrance of her bathroom items on Daddy’s skin. Daddy was spending less and less time, though, getting wet and then dry in the bathroom. Less and less time doing anything at all. He was almost as motionless as Mommy had been toward the end.


Winstead’s musings caused a quick uptick in his concern for his person. Ignoring the protest from his knee joints, he rose from his bed, stretched with a groan, padded over to Daddy, and put his head in his person’s lap.


After a long internal struggle, Daddy finally opened his eyes. He seemed to search the room in confusion before settling his gaze on his dog. Winstead gave his tail a little wag.


“What is it, buddy?” Daddy asked. “You need to go out?”


Winstead knew what “go out” meant.


There was nothing the dog could do about it now; events had been set in motion. Daddy labored to his feet like a man weighed down by heavy blankets, finally setting his posture so that he could shuffle down the hallway. Winstead followed. Daddy proceeded to the sliding doors to the backyard and, grunting a little, wrestled one open. Cold air curled in, bringing fresh scents to Winstead’s nose.


“Okay,” Daddy urged, “go ahead.”


Winstead reluctantly stepped out into the yard. The grasses were matted and dead. Vast amounts of leaves had fallen and been blown away by men with buzzing apparatuses, so the dry-leaf smell was less sharp than before. Winstead trotted over to a bush and lifted his leg, looking back toward the glass doors. This had worked before: a quick lift of the leg, and then Daddy would open the slider and Winstead could race back in.


Not today. Daddy was staring at the back fence, as if there were squirrels there, which there were not—that was the first thing Winstead had checked. And then Daddy turned away and was swallowed up by the deeper recesses of the house.


Winstead sat. He liked it out here in the backyard, but he loved it so much more when Daddy came out with him.


But Daddy never did.


[image: image]


This is it, Hunter announced dramatically to himself.


Would  the suit impress  Mrs. O’Brien? Juliana seemed  to think so, but Hunter was dubious. His new boss was so hard to read. Thus far, he’d only interacted with her in the context of a larger meeting, with everyone there. The way she spent all of her time on sales and development told Hunter all he needed to know about her priorities. He had a multimillion-dollar redesign underway for the entire office, a project more than a year in the planning, and she’d never asked him a single thing about it.


But now they were about to have a face-to-face, prearranged, one-on-one exchange.


So many things could happen today. It could be, though the odds were against it, that Mrs. O’Brien would award Hunter the promotion he had been working so hard to secure. Maybe she wouldn’t need to wait for the installation to be complete; she might be persuaded by the sheer magnificence of the plan he had electronically forwarded to her. Hunter had  thought  of  everything  and  written  it  all down with color-coded priorities and dates. He knew  that people regarded him as scatterbrained (“dreamy,” Juliana insisted) but that was only in his personal life. His profession—managing what the four hundred employees probably thought of as the simple givens of an office building: the lights, supplies, elevators, admins—was plotted and documented and controlled. The company’s recent hiring boom had meant constantly shifting and restacking and cramming until, finally, something had to give, and Hunter’s proposal to refit the office with better, more space-efficient work surfaces had been approved because it was brilliant. His moving plan (a misnomer, because they were staying in the same place) proved he deserved that promotion. How could the company design, implement, and support their business software without him?


The soaring self-confidence deflated like a blown tire when he considered the alternative. So much was at stake with the moving plan that the meeting might be more along the  lines of an indictment. Even if everything went smoothly—and what ever did?—he could still end up as the fall guy for a project that admittedly had gone  a little over  budget.  Okay, a lot over budget.


That wasn’t Hunter’s fault. The previous boss, Mr. Park, had demanded a lot  of  fancy décor and installations that  did nothing to add efficiency or value to the operation, although it did make it look as if Mr. Park were an important man running a successful company. That didn’t matter now. The old boss was gone, Mrs. O’Brien was the new boss, and Hunter was the man straddling the two administrations with a set of decisions whose momentum could not be halted. The redesign was on track, and this train would either be a bullet or a wreck.


He stood for a moment outside Mrs. O’Brien’s office. On her first day here, she’d declared that, unlike her predecessor, she had an “open-door policy.”


As far as Hunter had observed, her door had been shut ever since.


He knocked and, upon summons, entered.


Hunter had practiced this moment in his mind. He needed to come in self-assured, uncowed, yet respectful of her position in the company. His plan had been to greet her with a cheerful, “Good morning, Mrs. O’Brien.”


Instead he said, “You wanted to see me?”


Lame.


“Please come in and shut the door,” Mrs. O’Brien suggested in an unreadable tone.


Hunter glanced around the office appraisingly. As was the case in nearly every executive office on this floor, Mrs. O’Brien’s desk was backed by a large hutch. She had decorated it with photographs, mostly of a boy. Hunter tracked the timeline from baby-age to the most recent, in which the smiling child seemed to be about Hunter’s daughter’s age.


Mrs. O’Brien flashed a smile. “I don’t know much about you, Hunter. I’ve been so busy trying to acquaint myself with the operations of our marketing and development processes that I simply haven’t had time.” She frowned. “The software engineers are not meeting their targets.” A wave of a hand. “We’ll talk about that in a minute. Meanwhile, why don’t you tell me about yourself.”
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