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To Max and Jed. Duh.





one | A MYSTERIOUS ENVELOPE



JENNIFER SHARPE HAD ALWAYS dreamed of being two people. She had dreamed of being two people when she was a little girl and wanted to be both a stay-at-home mom and the president of the United States when she grew up. She had felt like two people in junior high, when adolescent-girl hormones could send her from the top of the world to the bottom in ten seconds flat. But she had never needed to be two people, or even three, as badly as she did when she woke up one day (or so it seemed) to find herself a thirty-nine-year-old divorced mother of two with a laughable amount of child support, a high-stress, full-time job that didn’t pay enough to cover the child care it required, and a cat that constantly threw up on the couch.


It was hard to understand how this had happened.


Jennifer tried to understand it as she prepared dinner (it was a stretch to call boiling pasta and heating up chicken nuggets cooking) while coaching her older son, Julien, through his math homework while his little brother, Jack, repeatedly hit him over the head with an inflatable hammer until she grabbed it, put it up on the highest bookshelf, and sent him to his room wailing. She tried to understand it after the boys fell asleep—sometimes as late as ten o’clock when they were particularly reluctant for the day to end and, in truth, she didn’t want them to go to bed, either, because her evening time with them was so precious—poured herself a glass of wine, cleaned up cat vomit, and answered e-mail until crawling into bed to read for ten minutes of “me” time. She tried to understand it when she had to drop her boys off with her out-of-work-actor ex-husband every Saturday for his one night a week with them—a night that, even after a year, she still felt he didn’t deserve, since for the first two years after the divorce he’d sometimes gone months without seeing them— and observed that he had gotten a very obvious eye lift, which was apparently more important to him than contributing to Julien’s guitar lessons. And she tried to understand it when she arrived for her job as executive vice president for community programs and development at the New York City Housing Authority each morning and confronted a mountain of paperwork only an eighteen-armed, multi-brained superhero could ever make disappear. Fourteen years before, she had been an attractive, accomplished, fresh-faced business school graduate with a hot boyfriend who was starring in a TV pilot. Now she was struggling to keep her bathtub clean.


Somewhere there is a woman, Jennifer had written in a recent e-mail to her best friend, Vinita, also a working— though semi-happily married—mother of three, who, at thirty-nine, has multiple children who play multiple instruments and multiple sports and excel in multiple subjects, who also runs multiple businesses, sits on multiple charitable boards, and can do multiple sit-ups. Thinking of the slew of books and articles she could never stop herself from reading by women who had it all, humble-bragging about the difficulties of having it all, she’d ruefully gone on: I, on the other hand, can only do one sit-up and hold down one job (just barely), and yesterday I tried to register Jack, who plays zero sports, for winter soccer, only to be told I was multiple months too late. Vinita, whom Jennifer had known since college, had written back immediately: Show me that woman, she replied, and I will give her multiple kicks to the ass.


Jennifer had appreciated the sisterly support. But part of her had had a hard time laughing about it. This woman was out there. How did Jennifer know it? Because every day, as she vainly attempted to keep up with her, Jennifer was pretty sure she was the one whose ass was getting a kicking.


TUESDAY, SEPTEMBER 24, began like any other day in Jennifer’s life since she and Norman had split up. At 6:45 a.m., her Mr. Coffee programmable coffeemaker, the reigning love of her life, began to burble, emitting piquant caffeinated smells from its perch on a barstool next to the sofa bed she slept on that, when fully deployed, occupied 75 percent of the living room of her apartment. With a groan and a stretch, Jennifer swiveled into an upright position, stood up, and made her way down the hallway to the bathroom, where she stripped off her favorite Beatles Revolver T-shirt and pajama bottoms and stepped into the shower. The water pressure was low again, and the shampoo in her hair dripped down her face at the pace of sludge as she stood beneath the trickle flowing weakly from the nozzle. Just as she was beginning to come to, she heard the tap of little-boy feet and smiled. Julien.


“Hey, Mom,” he said from outside the shower curtain in his eight-going-on-fourteen, offhandedly cool manner. Whatever happened to “Mommy”? she thought. “Can I play a game on your phone?”


“Julien,” she said, pulling the curtain back sharply and sticking her head out, shampoo foam still clinging to her nose, “this cannot be an every-morning thing! If you play, your brother is going to want to play, and you know it’s impossible to get him out of the house in the mornings anyway—”


“But, Mom, I already practiced guitar for twenty minutes and Jack is still asleep and yesterday you said I could if I practiced guitar and did all of my homework but then you came home late again so I haven’t played on your phone for, like, two whole days! Please! Please?” Julien’s speech had almost instantly taken on the pressurized whine that made Jennifer’s teeth ache with irritation. But her chest had tightened sharply when she’d heard Julien say he’d been up even earlier than she had, practicing. She worried about his intensity, his inability to relax sometimes, to give himself a break. She’d been the same way when she was a little girl and wasn’t much better about it now.


“I practiced for thirty minutes yesterday,” he said, switching from entreaty to reproach. “Are you sure you can’t come to my recital?”


Jennifer shook her head sadly. Julien’s guitar recital was at four o’clock that afternoon. Four o’clock on a weekday. How was any working parent supposed to swing that? She wanted to say as much, but Julien would have protested, because while she’d always been a working mom, until a few months ago she’d been a working mom who could attend afternoon guitar recitals. In fact, her old boss at the New York City Housing Authority had recruited her from a much more lucrative career in management consulting largely by promising her precisely that kind of flexibility. But NYCHA had recently been taken over by a new chairman, handpicked by the mayor as part of his plan to impose a “private-sector work ethic” onto every branch of city government. Which meant that for months now, leaving work for things like music recitals and even Jack’s speech-therapy appointments had been next to impossible.


“Please can I play on your phone, Mommy?” Julien asked again, smiling at her hopefully. Mommy. That did it.


“Okay,” she said. As his lean, shirtless, little-boy body zipped out the door, she called after him, “But only for ten minutes!”


Alone again in the underwhelming shower, Jennifer looked a little longingly at the space where he’d stood. Then she pulled the curtain closed and began to scrub at the lingering suds in her hair. It was time to wake up for real and tackle the day.


Each morning in the shower, Jennifer composed two mental to-do lists, one for work and one for home. These lists corresponded to her two jobs, first as a city employee and second as personal assistant, cruise director, and waitress (or so motherhood seemed, at times) to young masters Julien and Jack Bideau. Some part of her felt she had the order wrong— shouldn’t her first checklist be her mommy to-dos and her second checklist be her work to-dos? But the reality was that while work demanded her full attention in order for her to stay employed, playdates, field trips, and pizza days were things she worked hard to stay abreast of but often just plain screwed up, and there was no boss to reprimand her when she did. Jennifer wished her longtime babysitter, Melissa, would make the home to-do list her own, fulfilling a dearly held fantasy Jennifer had of a babysitter who ran her household with the military precision of a housekeeper from a Masterpiece Theatre series. But Melissa was a well-meaning twenty-something who had come to work for Jennifer because she lacked direction in life, and she never even did the dishes.


As she began to compile her lists, Jennifer’s brain soon began to scramble. Did the boys have playdates? Did Melissa have to leave early today? What was her first meeting at work? Who was she supposed to call, what was she supposed to order online (a new pair of soccer cleats, supplies for a school project, groceries?), who had she said she would have lunch with, and what time was the spin class she wanted to at least pretend to intend to attend? Jennifer turned off the shower and stepped onto the bath mat. There was only one remedy for the all-too-familiar anxiety that had overtaken her, as it did most mornings: her phone. Or, more specifically, the calendar on her phone, which, with its assiduously kept lists and color-coded entries, was the scaffolding that supported the fragile, absurdly complex, always-near-collapse structure that was her life.


“Julien!” she shouted, mentally adding wash the towels to her “home” list as she pulled a damp, faintly sour one from the rack. “I need my phone!”


“I can’t find it!” he yelled back.


Towel wrapped around her head, body still dripping, Jennifer froze like an animal, her ears pricked up, her mind racing. Julien couldn’t find her phone? Julien could always find her phone. She always kept her phone on the end table next to the couch. She always looked at it before she went to sleep. But last night she had fallen asleep with the television on after having finished half—okay, three-quarters—of a bottle of wine. (She’d decided to have more “me” time, as though becoming steadily less conscious while watching Gilmore Girls on Netflix was treating herself somehow.) Her phone was her life. Her life was in her phone. How could she not know if it was there?


Jennifer dressed quickly and walked into the living room. She found Julien determinedly searching the crevices of the creaking sofa bed. She began searching, too, starting with her briefcase and moving on to every counter and surface she could imagine leaving her phone on, but came up empty every time. She soon confirmed that it was in none of the usual places in the boys’ room (under the bunk beds, next to Julien’s clock radio) or her bathroom (back of the toilet, next to her toothbrush), either. As she reentered the living room empty-handed, Jennifer’s heart sank. When was the last time she’d had it? She’d gotten home late the night before and had had to rush through the evening routine with the boys, so she hadn’t checked her phone then. Vinita had called her on her landline. And after she’d hung up with Vinita, there’d been the wine, the TV, and the sleep. It wasn’t at work, she knew, because she’d texted Melissa from the cab she’d taken in her rush to get home.


It was gone. She was sure of it. She’d lost her phone once before—about as expensive a mistake as you could make, aside from dropping a diamond ring down a grate—and even with the free upgrade she’d had coming, it had cost her $300 to replace. She didn’t want to think about what it was going to cost her to replace it now.


Julien was tugging at her sleeve. Crouching down, she took him by the shoulders and looked him in the eye. “I must have dropped it somewhere,” she told him. He let out a cry. “It’s a phone!” she said, attempting to be the grown-up, though she couldn’t help adding, “And losing it is much worse for me than it is for you.”


Julien raised his eyebrows skeptically, like, Really? She raised her eyebrows back at him. Really. “Sorry, Mom,” he said. “Can I have gum on the way to school?”


“No,” she answered. Jennifer sat back on her heels. The battery on her dirt-cheap cordless landline was dead (she’d left it off the charger, naturally, after hanging up with Vinita), so she couldn’t even try calling her phone until she got to work. She sighed. But part of her wondered, would a morning without her phone be so bad? Yes her phone kept her life together. But sometimes its chimes, pings and never-ending emails weighed on her like a digital ball and chain.


Suddenly, Julien pointed to her laptop on the kitchen table. “Did you try that thing?” he asked.


“What thing?”


“That thing we installed last time. Find My Phone.”


Find My Phone! How could she have been so stupid? Jennifer got quickly to her feet, trying not to be too hopeful but hopeful all the same, ran over to the table, sat down, and booted up her laptop.


She typed the URL and logged in. Julien stood expectantly at her side. A big green button appeared: FIND MY PHONE. Most likely her phone was somewhere in Queens, being prepped for sale on Canal Street, she thought, having been hocked by her opportunistic cab driver. (Bastard!) But it was worth a try. She clicked. She watched the wheel spin. LOCATING …


A map appeared, and on it a blue dot. Jennifer did a double take. The dot was at 270 West Eleventh Street. “That’s our address!” Julien cried. “It’s here!”


Could it be? She had looked everywhere, and she could find a Lego head in a box of Playmobil. Maybe she had dropped it in the lobby?


Just then Jack came stumbling in, half crying. “Mama,” he said, climbing into her lap and rubbing his eyes. “Do I have school today?” Jack asked this every morning. Unlike his older brother, who had celebrated the first time he’d had “real” homework (though he was now considerably less enamored), Jack liked to cuddle, sleep in, and wear pajamas to the park. “Yes, darling,” she said. Glancing at the time on her computer, she saw that it was already seven fifteen. To get both boys to their respective schools and her to work on time, they had to be out the door by 7:40 sharp—a departure time that was quickly receding from the realm of possibility.


“Play the sound, Mom,” Julien said, reaching over her to the trackpad. He clicked the button that read PLAY SOUND. “Do you hear anything?” he asked. She didn’t.


“Do you want to play a game?” Jennifer asked Jack, nudging him off her lap. “We need to listen for a sound coming from Mommy’s phone so we can find it!”


“You wost your phone again!” Jack cried.


“Lost,” Jennifer corrected him, deliberately pronouncing the L. Correcting Jack’s speech, which she, Jack’s speech therapist, and his preschool teacher worried over constantly these days, had become so automatic she probably would have done it even if he were saying, “Wook out!” as a steel beam fell on her head.


“Llllost,” Jack repeated, pressing his tongue dutifully against the top of his palate.


“Shhh,” Julien said impatiently. “Be quiet.” Julien began canvassing the living room, tiptoeing around it like Elmer Fudd in hunting season. Jack followed suit. Jennifer walked down the hallway into the boys’ room but heard nothing but the sound of her children, fighting in the living room over who would get to play on it first once the phone was found. They were making such a racket she couldn’t hear herself think, let alone hear her phone if it were bleating for help.


“Enough!” Jennifer barked, walking back into the living room. “Jack, get dressed! Julien, pack up your homework!”


The boys skedaddled posthaste. The room was quiet at last. Alone, Jennifer held her breath and listened. This time she heard something. Faint but distinct, it was a reverberating chime, like a prolonged submarine ping. Following the sound of it, she found herself hunching down in front of her own front door. The muffled ping was coming from the other side.


Jennifer fumbled with the locks, then flung the door open and looked down. To her astonishment, a heavy, cream-colored envelope lay at her feet. FOR MS. JENNIFER SHARPE, 270 West 11th Street, Apt. 19A, New York, New York, 10014. There was no postmark and no return address. Jennifer bent down and picked up the envelope. The lettering was extravagant, like a wedding invitation, though on closer inspection she could see it wasn’t handwritten but had been printed somehow. She turned the envelope over and opened it, careful not to let the elegant object tear. Its interior was lined with what looked like gold leaf. Her phone, its chiming beacon still sounding, was tucked inside.


It was all Jennifer could do not to kiss it. Sliding her thumb across her phone’s smooth face, she silenced the chiming sound and allowed herself a moment of delicious relief, which was immediately interrupted by the boys, who’d heard the pinging and come barreling down the hall, lunging over each other for the phone. Jennifer was about to tell them to shut up and put their shoes on (though not in so many words), when she saw something strange on her home screen: an envelope, the same creamy color as the envelope her phone had been in moments before, addressed in the same elaborate, formal font, to her.


By now the boys were practically climbing up her legs. “Quiet!” she said. It was like screaming into the wind. “Quiet!” she roared. Startled, the boys exchanged a glance.


“What is it, Mama?” asked Jack, who had not made it past striped socks and a Green Lantern T-shirt in his interrupted efforts to get dressed.


Jennifer, not answering, tapped the envelope once with her thumb. It opened, and a piece of stationery glided out. She had just begun to register that a message was written on it when, at a volume Jennifer had not thought her phone capable of, a clear, ringing female voice filled the room. “Dear Ms. Sharpe,” it began. The boys’ eyes went wide. “As you have undoubtedly deduced, your phone came to be in my possession last night. I am sorry not to have returned it to you immediately, but the hour was very late.” Jennifer turned her phone over and around, as though its exterior might provide some clue to the adventures it had been through during the night. Her boys stared too. The voice, sonorous and precise, had established a commanding presence in their little living room.


“I have taken a small liberty, however,” the voice continued. “I am an inventor, of sorts, and I have been working on an application designed, I now realize, precisely for a person such as you. Last night, in a fit of inspiration, I installed this application on your phone.” Upon hearing this, Jennifer held her phone away from her body. The boys took several steps back as well.


“It really is quite a miraculous application; I’m sure you will agree! A word of warning, however. If you choose to use it, please contact me first. It is a very powerful technology and requires some instruction if it is to be used safely. Again, please accept my apologies for any inconvenience this may have caused. I hope to hear from you soon. Ta-ta for now! Sincerely, Dr. Diane Sexton.” The message ceased its methodical scroll, slipped back into its envelope, and vanished.


“Whoa,” Julien said.


“Double whoa,” Jennifer agreed. Then she looked at the time: 7:29. Seven twenty-nine!


Snapping out of the spell that had temporarily ensnared them, Jennifer knelt to activate her two still-somewhat-stupefied sons. “Seven twenty-nine!” she cried. “Julien, put on your shoes! Jack, pants, now!”


The boys scattered with shouts of assent, though Jennifer knew she’d soon be in Jack’s room, ensuring the execution of the pants portion of his ensemble. Jennifer quickly crossed to the kitchen and threw turkey slices, an applesauce, and a squeezie yogurt into Jack’s Scooby-Doo lunch box (Julien ate lunch at school), then grabbed two breakfast bars for the boys to eat on the train. Gathering her own things, she ran through her mental checklist, grabbing each item as she thought of it: laptop, notebook, lipstick, wallet, keys, phone. Phone.


She smiled. How lucky to have it back, she thought, as she slipped its slim frame into her coat pocket, the feel of it in her hand as gratifying as a shot of dopamine. The circumstances of its return could hardly have been stranger, to be sure. But it had been returned to her, and for now that was all she needed to know.





two | WORK



THE BOYS GOT TO school on time, but not early enough for Jennifer to get to work when she was supposed to, which, in the new regime, was punishable by public humiliation by staff meeting. And so she was running through a fine fall mist, laptop bag slapping awkwardly against her left hip, the band that held her thick, shoulder-length brown hair sliding steadily downward toward the tip of her ponytail as her chunky heels clomped along the concrete.


This happened more often than she liked to admit: not “running” to an appointment or to work or to the boys’ schools in the metaphorical sense, but literally running, without a moment to spare. In the not-so-distant past, the only time Jennifer had run anywhere had been when she was training for a marathon. (Had that really been her, in a pre-baby, pre-divorce life, sailing through Central Park in a jog bra with the slightest hint of a six-pack?) Arriving at the offices of the New York City Housing Authority at 250 Broadway, Jennifer stopped to catch her breath at last and, producing a Kleenex, dabbed at the sweat stippling her forehead. As she stepped into the hustle and bustle of the building’s vast lobby, however, taking her place among the ranks of neatly dressed adults holding cups of coffee and swiping ID badges one after the next at the turnstiles next to the elevator banks, nary a child or sippy cup in sight, her frantic dash gave way to a sense of purposeful calm. In the morning, work was a refuge. By the end of the day, she longed for home.


Riding up the elevator to her office on the twentieth floor, Jennifer shifted her focus entirely to her job, which, for all its headaches and despite her new boss, she loved. She had a boggling number of things to do, but it’s morning! she reminded herself. Anything was possible.


Then the elevator doors opened and Jennifer saw her eager, easily flustered, and very young assistant, Tim, standing there, evidently waiting for her. This had never happened before. She was a city employee, not Anna Wintour. But there he was, holding his phone and gesturing at her with it in a faintly accusatory way.


“Is your phone on?” he asked.


“Of course it is … oh, Fahrvergnügen!” she exclaimed, pulling a face and grr-ing with frustration. Tim made a face, too, though it was more of an eye roll. (He had never gotten used to the array of curse-word substitutes she had adopted since she’d had children.) She pulled out her phone and found it was set to silent—she must have forgotten to switch the sound back on after her last meeting yesterday. There were at least six messages from Tim from the last half hour, stacked up like little green planks eating up the surface of the screen.


“Bill is waiting for you,” Tim said as they began to walk toward her office. “He says he e-mailed you last night? There’s somebody here; she’s been here since eight thirty.”


“Who?” Jennifer asked.


Tim pulled up an e-mail on his phone. “Alicia Richardson?”


“Alicia Richardson? What’s she doing here?” Jennifer hadn’t seen Alicia Richardson in years. A former high school principal who had turned around one of the worst-performing schools in Brooklyn, Alicia had been running education programming for the department when Jennifer came on board. The two of them had overlapped only briefly, but it had been long enough for Alicia to make clear just how unimpressed she was with Jennifer’s credentials. “That MBA,” Alicia had once acidly informed her, “is about as relevant to what we’re doing here as an astronaut suit.” Alicia had left soon after to become a superintendent at a district in Brooklyn.


Once in Jennifer’s modest office, which had just enough room for her desk and a single chair for visitors sandwiched between the wall and a bookcase, Tim managed to sit down across from her, long legs bent, knees grazing the edge of Jennifer’s desk. Jennifer woke up her computer and began scanning her inbox for Bill’s e-mail.


“Don’t forget to punch in,” Tim said with singsong sarcasm.


“Oh, for Pete’s sake!” Jennifer said, minimizing her e-mail and opening up the Employee Time Clock application Bill had imposed upon them during his first week as department head. A window popped up. You’re late, it read. “I know,” she muttered. Then another message popped up. An IM from Bill. Please join me in my office. Meeting with Alicia Richardson as per my e-mail last night.


Barely suppressing a groan, Jennifer grabbed a legal pad and a pen and stood up. Tim stood too. “Remember how it used to be?” he asked, following her out into the hallway, his wide, bony shoulders slumping. “When it was just you and me, and I didn’t have to pick up anybody’s dry cleaning?”


Jennifer, despite her rush, stopped and put a hand on Tim’s arm. She knew that in many ways he’d gotten the rawest deal when Bill had taken over, having gone from being Jennifer’s assistant—doing grunt work, yes, but plenty of meaningful work too—to being Jennifer’s and Bill’s, which had turned out to mean mostly Bill’s, whose “private-sector work ethic” had come complete with the expectation that his underlings would serve him in the style to which he had become accustomed.


“It’s going to get better,” she reassured him, squeezing his elbow and feeling, as she often did, as though he were one of her boys too. But as she went walk-running down the hallway, late for a meeting she hadn’t even known was happening until ten minutes ago, Jennifer knew he didn’t believe it.


Why should he, when she didn’t either?


BILL TRUITT HAD NOT been on the job long, but his office, with its cool gray carpet, big glass desk, and fragrant, hotel-size arrangement of lilies, was much more like the offices of the powerful men Jennifer remembered from her years as a management consultant than the dingy government offices she’d grown used to. (She couldn’t imagine how he’d purged that old-government-office-building smell so fast. Maybe it was the lilies.) On the walls hung what Jennifer and Tim privately referred to as Bill’s Wall of Fame: photos of him with a who’s who of wealthy New York, many of the photos prominently featuring Mayor Fitch. They were an odd couple, Bill, the African American former all-American football player and New York real estate heir, and Mayor Fitch, the fair-skinned, thin-lipped managerial numbers type who never got a tan and played golf only because he had to. Being fellow members of the .01 percent, however, with multiple homes, wives with staffs, and children in the Ivy Leagues, had apparently closed some of the gaps that undoubtedly still existed between them.


After a light tap, Jennifer pushed the door open, and as she walked in, Alicia Richardson stood to greet her. Jennifer had almost forgotten how elegant and striking Alicia was. Her light brown curls were close-cropped as perfectly as Viola Davis’s at the Oscars, and she was wearing one of her signature cream-colored suits, its ivory sheen offsetting her mocha-colored skin. Alicia had always made Jennifer feel like she was wearing mom jeans to a cocktail party. Their eyes met, and despite herself Jennifer felt her body zip up and stiffen. Alicia, however, didn’t blink. She even looked somewhat smug. Which was alarming.


“Jennifer,” Alicia said, offering her hand and smiling. “It’s good to see you again.”


The three of them exchanged the necessary pleasantries and then sat down. Outside the window, the 110-story building that Bill’s company, Bill Truitt Enterprises, had completed just before his appointment as NYCHA’s head dominated the skyline. Bill had proudly pointed it out to Jennifer during their first meeting at his office, but despite the macho posturing (what better than a 110-story dick planted right outside the window to set the proper tone with new employees?), that meeting had been a good one. For a few weeks after his appointment, in fact, Jennifer had thought Bill Truitt was the best thing that had ever happened to her. Almost every day now, she tried to remind herself of this fact: that Bill Truitt—along with a portion of the $300 million of federal stimulus money the new mayor had used his business contacts to extract from a Republican-controlled Congress for NYCHA—was responsible for reviving the project dearest to her heart, one she’d invested so much in that it had almost been like a third baby: a new kind of community center she called It Takes a Village.


The concept for It Takes a Village was simple. When she’d first begun working at NYCHA, Jennifer had observed (as many had before her) that one of the biggest problems low-income-housing residents had in getting ahead, or even just in managing their lives, was wasted time. There was no central place where they could get job training and pay the rent; pick up assistance checks and get child care; get matched with the best-suited nonprofit resources for their needs and meet with their social worker too. Everything was scattered, and everything took forever. From this problem the solution of It Takes a Village was born: a community center that would house under one roof outposts for all the agencies, services, and resources residents needed, government and nongovern-ment alike. After years of work, both designing the center and lining up the necessary support from private foundations and government agencies, Jennifer had finally completed a request for proposal for contractors to bid on building the flagship site. Just as the RFP was about to go out, however, the economy crashed. Jennifer still remembered standing in her office when the news of a citywide freeze on new projects came down, and the feeling of her heart breaking. The funding drought after that had been so severe that Jennifer had ceased to consider It Takes a Village a dream deferred. Instead it had been a dream DOA.


That was, until Bill Truitt, builder of big things, came on board and Jennifer decided to take a chance and show him the old RFP. To her delight, he loved it. It Takes a Village, with its proposed partnerships between government agencies and private foundations, and its artist’s renderings of what the center might look like, combined his twin loves of building and social entrepreneurship. It would, he said, be his legacy. Bill’s ties to the mayor made securing a portion of the federal stimulus funds easy, though Bill had made it clear that would be the only easy thing about it. “This federal money shouldn’t be making anybody feel that things are going to get cushy now,” Bill had told her and Tim sternly, as if they were a couple of lazy babies. “The city is still broke, and all of us have to do more with less. That means longer hours, more efficiency, and more accountability in this office for your time. Having worked in the private sector, Jennifer, you know what I mean.”


She did. But it was one thing to put in an eighty-hour workweek for a job that paid better than most; it was another to do it for a job that paid considerably less. The prospect of finally seeing the center built, after so many years of waiting, had kept her going thus far, but she still hadn’t been working the hours Bill expected, something the tattletale Employee Time Clock never let her forget.


Sitting down, Jennifer noticed that Alicia was holding a copy of the original proposal for It Takes a Village in her hands. Jennifer’s stomach clenched. She was about to ask to what she owed the pleasure, when Bill turned toward his wall, took a photo down from it, and, giving Alicia a wink, pushed it across his desk, gesturing for Jennifer to look. It was picture of a very young Alicia, in a cap and gown, standing next to a very old Bill, with salt-and-pepper hair.


“My father, Bill Senior,” Bill said, “with one of the first graduates of the BTE for Good Foundation’s scholarship program, Alicia L. Richardson.” Jennifer peered at the photo with as much cheerful interest as she could muster. “You two already know each other, right?” Bill asked as he hung the photo back up on the wall.


“Yes,” Jennifer said. “Alicia was here when I started seven years ago. How inspiring about your father, and about the scholarship. Wow!”


Bill smiled. Alicia smiled. Jennifer smiled. She wished she’d had time to read that e-mail. “So, Jennifer,” Bill began, leaning back in the black, throne-like Eames office chair he had purchased to replace his subpar city-issued seat. “You know I hold you in the highest regard. It Takes a Village is the most exciting thing happening at NYCHA right now, and we have you to thank for it. But frankly, things just aren’t moving fast enough.”


“We are right on schedule,” Jennifer said, “according to the plan you and I formulated when—”


Bill cut her off with a wave of his hand. “I want to open the flagship center one year from now. Two years is too long. We should be breaking ground soon, not having another damn residents’ meeting.” Jennifer was about to object, when Bill sat up and placed both elbows on his desk, clasping his hands in front of him. “I’ve built shopping malls in less time than we’ve allotted to build this center. I’m not saying it’s your fault. I think you need some additional help. Which is why Alicia is here. Alicia has been the superintendent over at District Thirteen for several years now, which of course is the district where the center will be built. She grew up in the Marcy Houses. Grew up there and got out! She knows the community, and she’s a leader.”


Jennifer tried not to blanch. What was Bill saying? Was he going to put Alicia in charge of It Takes a Village? From the way Alicia was nodding and smiling, clucking modestly as Bill sang her praises, it appeared he was about to do exactly that.


“I think what Bill is trying to say, Jennifer,” Alicia said, turning to her and speaking in the firm but friendly tones of the high school principal she had once been, “is that since Binnie Freeman left, you haven’t had someone in the department with a history and track record with the community, something I can bring to the table as the public face of the project.” It was true that Jennifer was an outsider, with her white suburban upbringing and her formerly white-shoe career. Binnie, her former boss and mentor, had been the one with a history with the community. But she had been with the department seven years now, and It Takes a Village was hers, body and soul. The idea of being demoted to some kind of behind-the-scenes brain-on-a-stick, good for nothing but number crunching and spreadsheets while none other than Alicia Richardson took the credit for her hard work, was devastating. “To begin with—and Bill agrees with me on this— we ought to change the name. I came up with One Stop.”


“Doesn’t that take some of the poetry out of it?” Jennifer asked.


“It helps if the residents understand what it is,” Alicia responded. Jennifer somehow managed a tight-lipped smile before turning back to Bill. When she did, however, she was surprised to discover that he was now fixing Alicia with the same sober, tough-love expression he’d trained on Jennifer just moments ago.


“When we first discussed this a few weeks ago, Alicia, we talked about your coming on as the head of this project.” Alicia nodded. “But since then,” he continued, “I’ve reconsidered.” Jennifer now had the pleasure of watching the smugness drain right out of Alicia’s face. “After careful review, I’ve decided that the best thing would be for you and Jennifer to serve as co-heads of One Stop. You will manage the residents and community partnerships, and Jennifer will head strategy and interagency planning.”


There was a pause you could have parked a car in. Then Alicia and Jennifer both began to talk at once.


“Hold on a minute, now,” Bill said. “You don’t even know the whole offer yet!” Opening a file drawer, he produced two sets of blue-backed contracts. “I thought you might not like the cohead idea, Alicia. And, Jennifer, to be honest, I’ve been concerned about your level of commitment. So I decided to do a little innovating of my own. To sweeten the pot for both of you.” Bill passed a contract to each of them.


“Because this is a public-private partnership,” he continued, “it’s possible for me to allocate some additional cash to staff costs from the private-foundation side. If you can meet the milestones set out here over the next twelve months,” he said, “you’ll be given a cash bonus of five thousand dollars per quarter, provided by BTE for Good.” Bill sat back again, clearly relishing having leaped from the Grinch to Santa Claus in a single bound.


Jennifer couldn’t believe her ears. A $20,000 bonus in a single year? With that, she could put something away for the boys’ college fund. She could pay off her credit card bills. She could even, she thought, take her sons on a real vacation. (Or maybe just pay off her credit card bills.) With what was effectively a $20,000 raise, she could breathe a little easier— financially, anyway—for the first time since she and Norman had split.


“It isn’t charity,” Bill added. “If you fail to meet your quarterly milestones, you’ll be let go. Simple as that.”


Alicia was looking over the contract, brows knit. Jennifer began to scan hers too. Twenty thousand dollars was a lot of money, but at a glance, Jennifer could see that if she accepted these terms, she’d pay for every penny.


“This is a lot to take in,” Jennifer said, looking up at Bill. “I’m sure Alicia will also need some time to review it.”


Alicia nodded once, already standing.


“Of course,” Bill said, standing too. “But I think you’ll find it a very attractive proposal. An offer you can’t refuse, as they say.” As who says? Jennifer wanted to ask. Mob bosses? Coming around his desk, Bill joined the two of them, picking up the copy of the proposal for It Takes a Village—now called One Stop, apparently—that he kept on his desk.


“You know, Jennifer,” he said, “we never really talked about why I took this job. About why I’m taking time out from projects like that”—again with the goddamn skyscraper—“to work on a project like this.” Bill tapped the proposal’s cover. “Alicia knows,” he said, nodding toward her. Bill opened up the proposal to a dog-eared page: a photograph of Coco, a young single mother from the Whitman Houses, on a stoop with her three sons. Jennifer loved Coco. From the look on Bill’s face as he gazed at the photograph, Bill did too.


“I’m doing this for her,” Bill said. “No man in this picture. Just a single African American mom, buried in paperwork and government bureaucracy every time she tries to change her life, or even just get what she needs, stuck in a system that isn’t an opportunity but a trap.” Looking up, Bill met Jennifer’s eyes. Jennifer saw true feeling there, but she also saw a flash of the politician she suspected Bill aspired to be. “That was my grandmother, in public housing in 1950’s Chicago. And that,” he said, pointing to one of the little boys, “was my dad.”


At that, Alicia managed to look at Bill with some of her previous warmth. “Your father was a great man,” she said. Jennifer murmured her assent, though all she knew about Bill Truitt Sr. was that he was responsible for building the real estate company Bill Jr. had inherited, and that Bill, who had grown up summering in the Hamptons, knew about as much about growing up in the projects as she did. Bill, however, clearly pleased with his performance, set the proposal back down on his desk, solemnly thanked them both, and walked them to the door.


His proposition was straightforward, Jennifer thought. That was for sure. If she met the milestones, she’d put an extra $20,000 in the bank. If she didn’t, she’d be fired. High risk, high reward: a familiar tenet of the business world. As she shook Bill’s hand, however, and observed the thick, diamond-encrusted watch that always hung heavily from his wrist—a watch that cost more than she would earn that year by working herself to death—she couldn’t help thinking, Though while some of us are risking our rent, some of us aren’t even risking our Rolex.





three | WISHFUL THINKING



BACK IN HER OFFICE, Jennifer closed the door behind her and sat down, already weary. She had two hours to prepare for a noon meeting she should have spent twice as much time getting ready for. It would take her all day to answer the e-mails that had come in just since the night before. Placing the contract from Bill on her desk, she sighed. Melissa, her babysitter and life linchpin for so many years now, had recently done something about her lack-of-direction problem and enrolled in night school, and had suggested wanting to reduce her hours, a request Jennifer had already been unable to imagine accommodating. How could she work harder than she’d been working already? She couldn’t rely on Norman for anything more than his one day a week. And she had no family to call upon—not anymore.


A little more than a year ago, Jennifer had lost her mother to cancer. That was the blow she still couldn’t bear, the aching sadness and fear that woke her up in the night, the thing she never would have believed could happen. When she and Norman had split, her mother had begun traveling to the city every weekend from Rockland County, where Jennifer had grown up, to help her with the boys. For her mother, who had battled depression on and off her entire life, and whose marriage to Jennifer’s father had never been much more than tolerable, the boys were just the right kind of medicine. For Jennifer, having her mother’s help had felt like the difference between sinking and swimming. This had been especially true during the first two years after the divorce, when Norman had routinely disappeared at a moment’s notice, pursuing second-rate acting gigs or attending singles’ meditation retreats to help him “heal.” Having her mother around had meant that if Jennifer needed to go to a work conference or even get away for a few days at a spa with Vinita, the boys would be not only taken care of but also as happy as they were when they were with her. Having her mother around had meant that there was someone in the world she didn’t have to pay to take care of, much less love, her children. And having her mother around had meant she wasn’t alone. When her mother had died, it had been hard to feel anything but, and Norman’s reappearance a year ago as Saturday-night dad had done little to make her feel less so. To make matters worse, within months of her mother’s death her father had moved to Arizona with the hospice nurse who had cared for her mother when Jennifer couldn’t manage it anymore. Jennifer had never been close to her father, but she’d hoped that in the wake of her mother’s loss, her dad might stay close to her and the boys. Instead he’d gone west, and she’d been left feeling as if she had lost not just one parent, but two.


It takes a village, she thought. She could fit her village into a telephone booth. Her mind flashed to Julien’s face that morning when she’d told him she couldn’t come to his guitar recital. She’d hated having to tell him, again, that she couldn’t be there; she hated saying Mommy can’t come, Mommy has to work, Mommy wishes she could, but she can’t.


Jennifer gave her head a little shake and pinched herself. “Stop it!” she said out loud. She needed a laugh. Jennifer began to compose an e-mail to Vinita. She counted her lucky stars every day that the two of them had ended up living in the same neighborhood in New York (their kids even went to the same public school), though with Vinita raising three daughters under the age of ten and running her pediatrics practice in the West Village, too, the two women provided each other with moral support more than anything.


Somewhere there is a woman, Jennifer typed, who woke up this morning before her children did, practiced ashtanga yoga while standing on her head in a sweat lodge, showered and shaved her legs, prepared gluten-free pumpkin pancakes to usher in the fall season, and got her children and herself to school and to work on time. I, on the other hand, woke up in a sofa bed with an empty bottle of white wine rolling around under it, fed my kids breakfast bars on the train, and got to work so late I almost missed a meeting I didn’t even know was happening.


That, of course, was the least of her morning’s drama. Jennifer thought about losing her phone, the bizarre way she’d gotten it back, and the message from the woman who had returned it to her. In addition to the usual failures, she typed, which include the fact that I am missing Julien’s guitar recital today (again), I lost my phone last night and got it back with a weird message about some kind of miracle app. Jennifer paused, eyeing her phone on her desk. Call me?


She hit SEND. She picked up her phone. An app, the voice had said. She should look for it. If nothing else, it would be a diverting way to procrastinate. She’d just begun scrolling through the apps on her phone, however, when there was a knock at her door. Tim.


“How’d it go?” he asked, poking his head in.


“Alicia Richardson may be working here soon,” Jennifer said, “though it isn’t for sure yet.”


“Am I going to have to be her assistant too?” Tim asked, his voice rising. “Remember what Bill said when he started? That I was going to have to ‘expand’ to assist you both? I can’t just keep ‘expanding’! I’m a human being, not a rubber band!”


Jennifer chose not to respond, and Tim, chastened, switched back to business mode. “I came to check in with you about your schedule,” he said. “What do you have today?”


“Let me look,” Jennifer answered. She launched her calendar on her phone. And when she did, an unfamiliar screen appeared, filling the surface of her phone with a dark blue, velvety, starry sky. Jennifer blinked, caught in a cognitive double take. Is this it? she wondered. As well trained and habituated as a hamster when it came to navigating new apps, she was about to tap her screen, when, against the midnight-blue background, a sparkling wand appeared. Bright and white, it was very like the wand that the plump, grandmotherly fairy godmother in Cinderella wielded. Mesmerized, Jennifer stared as the wand began to move. Gracefully, at an almost leisurely pace, it spelled out the words Wishful Thinking. Below them materialized the most alluring tagline Jennifer had ever seen in her life: An App for Women Who Need to Be in More Than One Place at the Same Time.


This was it, Jennifer thought. Wishful Thinking was the miraculous app Dr. Diane Sexton had taken the liberty of installing on her phone.


She was about to flip it around, show the screen to Tim, and relate the whole story. But something stopped her.


“Give me a minute?” she asked, looking up at him. Nodding, Tim left. Alone again, Jennifer bit her lip and tentatively touched the wand hovering on her velvety-blue screen. Like a shot, her tiny office was filled with the ringing, resonant voice she’d heard earlier that morning.


“Have you ever needed to be in more than one place at the same time?” the voice asked. Obviously! Jennifer thought as she cranked down the volume, praying Tim hadn’t heard. “With Wishful Thinking, you can be. Simply enter the time, date, place, and Google Maps coordinates for the second appointment you wish to keep—the place you wish you could be—and through the magic of Wishful Thinking, you will be able to be in both places at once.” Then, on the screen, the word warning appeared. “This app utilizes a powerful technology,” the voice continued sternly. “Prior to use, please contact me, Dr. Diane Sexton, for further instructions.”


Dr. Diane Sexton’s name was hyperlinked. Jennifer’s finger was poised above it. Should she contact this woman? Or should she wipe the entire thing from her phone? Clearly, this was crazy. Dr. Diane Sexton was clearly crazy. Clearly (she found herself wanting to use the word clearly as often as possible), this was a lifestyle app, a game for desperately overtired and gullible women like her, and as soon as she typed Guitar recital, the West End School for Music and Art, 4:00 p.m., she would be delivered ads for children’s guitar lessons and the latest Dan Zanes album and invited to share her Wishful Thinking calendar with friends on Facebook, where they could all “wish” to be together in a virtual coffee shop and max out their credit cards buying imaginary lattes.


Which made it hard to understand why on earth she would e-mail a perfect stranger for “further instructions.” She had no idea who this woman was or what she was after. Typing a Wishful Thinking calendar entry, however, was tempting. An app that let a woman be in two places at the same time? It was mommy porn, to be sure. But she couldn’t see the harm in fantasizing.


A small white arrow pulsed in and out of view in the lower right-hand corner of the screen. She swiped it.


A window appeared: CREATE AN EVENT.


Guitar Recital, she typed. West End School for Music and Art, 55 Bethune Street, Tuesday, September 22, 4:00 p.m. to 5:00 p.m. After saying yes to the app’s request to use her current location and confirming the Google Maps coordinates for the West End School, she hit ENTER, and that was that. Her old, familiar calendar returned to the screen, with its legion of entries already eating up every minute of the day—but now with one intriguing addition: the midnight-blue Wishful Thinking entry pulsing subtly in and out of view, like a tactful dinner hostess hovering over the table without quite taking a seat.


Despite herself, Jennifer smiled. Guitar recital, 4:00 p.m. She knew it was impossible. But even though it was only wishful thinking, typing the details of Julien’s recital so confidently into her calendar had given her a distinct feeling of happiness. Closing her eyes for a moment, she imagined it: that she really could be in two places at the same time, both front and center at Julien’s concert and at the staff meeting scheduled for four o’clock that day, missing neither an occasion nor a beat. And for that fleeting feeling of transport, Jennifer permitted herself a moment of gratitude to the clearly crazy Dr. Diane Sexton.


IT WAS A LITTLE bit before four when, after an exhausting two-hour meeting, the majority of which involved Jennifer’s refereeing between an officer from the Administration for Children’s Services and a group of angry parents from the Walt Whitman Houses, Jennifer told Tim she was going downstairs to get a coffee. He reminded her—unnecessarily, as the Employee Time Clock periodically flashed reminders of department meetings—that the staff meeting had been pushed back to four thirty, then asked her to get him a skinny pumpkin-spice latte. Rather than immediately taking the elevator down, however, Jennifer walked to the stairwell. She was going to get coffee, but she needed to make a pit stop first. She was headed to her secret bathroom.


The secret bathroom was on the eighteenth floor. Two months ago, the tenant—a private company that did something in insurance—had filed bankruptcy and departed ignominiously, vacating the entire floor’s office space in less than a week. Jennifer still remembered watching as its employees glumly filled elevator after elevator, boxes and picture frames in hand. The first time she and Tim decided to walk down and see what it looked like, both of them found the vast, empty space depressing. But then Jennifer discovered something. While the offices on the eighteenth floor had been padlocked and papered over with threatening signs from creditors, the women’s bathroom had been left wide open and, better yet, relatively well kept. It had only taken a few goings-over with cleaning supplies brought from home for Jennifer, who hated to use the NYCHA bathrooms, where a private moment could turn into a chatty meet-and-greet and her colleagues routinely engaged in cross-stall conversation, to turn the secret bathroom into a sanctuary. Only Tim, who had been with her when she found it, and who she felt should know her whereabouts in the event of an emergency, knew of its existence.


And so, at 3:54 p.m., Jennifer was in the secret bathroom, doing her business. She was idly scrolling through New York Times articles on her phone when, noting that 4:00 p.m. was approaching, she decided to take a second look at her Wishful Thinking appointment.


It was easy to spot, in what she was coming to recognize as the app’s trademark midnight blue: Guitar Recital, West End School for Music and Art, 55 Bethune Street, Tuesday, September 22, 4:00 p.m. to 5:00 p.m. As before, it seemed to float above the screen like a mist, utterly distinct from the solid, color-coded calendar entries she was so used to seeing there: orange for work, green for home, baby blue for the boys’ school schedules, and on and on. As she turned her phone this way and that, the Wishful Thinking entry, Jennifer thought, was shimmering—that was the only word to describe it. Trying to understand how this effect was achieved, she brought her face closer and closer to the screen, eventually drawing so close her nose was practically touching its surface, when suddenly an earsplitting PING! nearly sent her down the plumbing.


In a jam in every way, Jennifer did not even attempt to get off the toilet. To her surprise, in fact, she found that she was shaking. Surely she didn’t believe there was something to this craziness—that the app, after all, might be real. Taking a deep breath, she willed herself to look back down at her phone. And then she laughed. It was not a teleport or a wrinkle in time or even a message from Wishful Thinking that had caused her to startle like that. It was a plain old text message from Vinita. Ten years ago, text messages had seemed like magic. Now the familiar green thought bubble was as reassuring to her as buckwheat pancakes.


Hey J, the text began, got your email. Will def call later. Do NOT stress about recital. Yoga chick spent an hour this AM shitting out excess kale. xoxox, V. The text was punctuated by a very funny-looking emoticon of a tiny pink creature break-dancing, from a Japanese app Vinita was currently obsessed with.


Jennifer was typing yes call later when out rang another PING! This time she didn’t flinch. But this time her whole screen went midnight blue.


She froze. Slowly retracting her thumbs from text position, she cradled the phone in both hands. Then she watched, transfixed, as the gleaming white wand appeared. It hovered a moment on the screen and then, with the subtlest flick, freed itself of the constraints of two dimensions and rose out of her screen to hover above it in midair. Jennifer, suit pants still around her ankles, emitted the tiniest of gasps. The wand was in 3-D. She couldn’t help thinking that it was reveling in her amazement, pausing to twirl around. At last it tipped back slightly and then snapped forward, pricking the surface of her phone and sending its surface rippling. As the screen settled, these words emerged: Reminder: Guitar Recital, West End School for Music and Art, 55 Bethune Street, Tuesday, September 22, 4:00 p.m. to 5:00 p.m.


As clearly crazy as Dr. Diane Sexton was, Jennifer thought, she had to admire her style. Guitar Recital. She closed her eyes, and for a moment she was there, basking in the glow of her beautiful little boy. Once again, with its tasteful reminder—in 3-D, no less!—Wishful Thinking had briefly transported her from the city offices she’d ducked out of, with their stale smell of cheap mustard and decades-old carpet, to the place she dearly wished to be.


Remember! the reminder continued, the wand straightening up suddenly and assuming a crisp, authoritative air as it tapped each word of warning. At the appointed hour, find a place where you can travel unobserved. You must be physically in contact with your phone at both the beginning and the end of the appointment time. When your appointment has concluded, you will be transported back to the place and time where you began it. For further instructions, please contact Dr. Diane Sexton. Safe travels!


With that, the wand disappeared with a faint pop.


The spell broken, Jennifer let out an irritated sigh. A harrumph, more like it. Safe travels? Jennifer thought as she pulled up her pants. This lady really is batty.


At 3:58, however, Jennifer was standing with one hand on the bathroom door, staring at her phone.


She really should get going if she wanted to get coffee before the staff meeting, she thought. But still she stood unmoving. Was it possible? Could she “travel” to the West End School, go to Julien’s recital, then “travel” back to four o’clock in the secret bathroom, and no one would be the wiser?


Three fifty-nine.


Only one more minute. She was certainly unobserved. The staff meeting wasn’t for another half an hour. Her hand was on her phone.


Why not wait?


Then Jennifer did something silly. Clicking her heels together lightly, she shut her eyes like Dorothy and whispered a single word: “Julien.”


“Julien, Julien, Julien.”


Four o’clock.


Hand on her phone, Jennifer felt a jolt. A powerful jolt. And in an instant, a flash of heat emanated from where her fingertips touched her phone. For a moment her skin seemed to adhere to the surface of the now-superheated screen, as though the pads of her fingertips were welded there, but in the split second it took her mind to register the heat and send her hand the signal to pull away, the current spread and shot through the rest of her body. She was melting. Watching as her phone gave rise to a portal, a whirling tunnel materializing before her eyes like the narrow end of a tornado, Jennifer wanted to scream. But while her mind was one big, guttural cry for help, her mouth could not make a sound. Her hand and her phone were one now, and, even stranger, this was becoming true of the rest of her body too. It was as though she were being collapsed and drawn into a tiny point, sucked into a hole that was expanding, opening to take her in … and the hole was her phone. Her magical, marvelous smartphone, which, she thought, just as everything went black, was about to do her in completely.


* * *


IT STOPPED AS QUICKLY as it had begun.


Jennifer blinked. It was dark. The dark was so complete at first that she wondered, for a minute, if she had gotten lost somewhere in space. Her heart was ramming in her chest, and her armpits and the middle of her back were dripping with sweat. Her fingers were clenched so tightly around her phone, she was amazed that neither it nor her fingers had cracked in two. Despite the phone-related trauma she had just been put through, however, she was comforted to feel the device intact in her hand. For years she had reached instinctively for her phone whenever she felt scared, threatened, or lonely, searching it for the distraction, the connection, or the message that would calm her. The fact that her phone might now be the threat didn’t seem to matter. Or perhaps that was more than she was ready to think about.


The roaring in her ears was gradually beginning to subside. Jennifer, however, remained paralyzed.


PING!


Yelping with fear, she hurled the phone from her body, stumbling slightly and banging into something when she did, causing multiple objects to fall to the floor with a clatter.


Oh my God, she thought, what have I done? Shaking, she got down on her knees and began to search madly in the dark, groping desperately until she heard the ping again. Then she saw it: a faint glow emanating from under a set of what were apparently metal shelves. Reaching underneath them, she managed to make contact with her fingertips and drag her phone toward her, scraping a bit of skin off the top of her right hand as she did. Exhausted and shaking, she raised her phone hand—she was beginning to think of it as such—level with her face. And there it was, in that distinctive Wishful Thinking script: Guitar Recital, West End School for Music and Art, 55 Bethune Street, Tuesday, September 22, 4:00 p.m. to 5:00 p.m. Arrived.


Arrived?


The cool light from her awakened phone began to awaken her senses too. Slowly she started to look around. She was able to make out the outline of a door in front of her, fluorescent light visible around its edges, and there was something plastic and yellow next to her that moved a bit when she nudged it. A mop bucket? She put her phone in flashlight mode, swung it around to her left, and saw brooms and shelves full of cleaning equipment—some of which was now on the floor.
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