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			The man who smiles when things go wrong has thought of someone to blame it on.

			—Robert Bloch

		

	
		
			NELL SULLIVAN WAS a mouse.

			A square.

			A big fat nobody.

			Sitting at her desk with her head bowed and her gaze fixed on the keys of her IBM Selectric, she didn’t need to glance at the clock to know the hour had arrived. She’d been ticking away the seconds until quitting time in her head—one Mississippi, two—having spent the last five minutes putting her desk in order, the same as always. Never making small talk. Not once looking up.

			She squared her typewriter so it lined up with the edge of her desk, fanned out the pencils in her smiley-face mug like the feathers of a peacock. Have a nice day! Even the heavy glass ashtray she’d never used was meticulously placed at the corner, leaving exactly two inches around two of its four sides. Smoking, in Barrett’s opinion, was a sin reserved for the weak. But Barrett’s opinion didn’t matter to the staff of Rambert & Bertram. Every desk in the office sported the same ashtray, as if inviting the devil to mingle within the office pool. Nell had considered removing the ashtray from her desk, if only to tell Barrett that she had. Heeding his warning would make him happy. Not happy enough to spur conversation . . . but the act was rebellious, one that the other secretaries would notice. And while Nell dreamed of being “one of the girls,” she was no dummy.

			Everyone knew Nell was a drag. She’d been thinking about taking up smoking for that very reason. Maybe a few puffs would make her cool like all the other girls. The ones who congregated around the water cooler, the lunch area, and on the crowded sidewalk outside the building’s revolving doors. If Nell started smoking, she’d have a reason to stand around right along with them. She’d breathe the noxious fumes while listening to cabbies honk their horns. Watch hundreds of busy businesspeople march through intersections—men in pressed suits, women with their hair done up and their lips painted red. She’d inhale exhaust-laced nicotine five days a week if it meant fitting in . . . even a little.

			But Barrett . . .

			Her attention flicked to the ashtray. A sliver of sun shone there, lighting it up like a firework, turning cheap glass into crystal. She looked away, stared down at the extension buttons numbered one through seven beneath the dial pad of her office phone.

			Rambert and Bertram, how may I direct your call? One moment, please. 

			Rambert and Bertram, how may I direct your call? One moment, please. 

			Rambert and . . .

			Her coworkers, having suppressed their desire for socialization since lunch, were bubbling over with pent-up energy. They’d abandon their desks the moment the clock ticked away the last seconds of 4:59 p.m. Their voices would rise above the din of dwindling telephone conversations and the muffled blare of New York City rush hour. Five o’clock: when the people Nell wished to be a part of were at their most glorious. Excited for happy-hour cocktails. For evening reunions with husbands, boyfriends, fleeting lovers. It was the hour that reminded Nell just how little she was like them. Because no matter how hard a good Irish Catholic girl prayed, God wasn’t in the business of granting good looks or social grace or—dare she even think it—the burst of passion associated with a one-night stand. Twenty-two years old and Nell had more in common with the Virgin Mary than she did with any girl on the inbound call-center floor.

			Five o’clock. The girls unraveled in front of their typewriters. Some fell back in their desk chairs with muffled moans. Others pulled bobby pins from their hair and shook out their tresses in cascading waves. Nell never had much success in getting her dull hair to look remotely as good. She’d watched the Breck commercials, bought the shampoos and conditioners and dry oils that Farrah Fawcett swore by. It broke the bank, but she purchased them anyway, hiding them in her bedroom where Barrett wouldn’t look. She didn’t dare speak of her silly, girlish desires. He’d strike them down with a single dubious look of irritation, a look that always made her feel as stupid as she knew she was.

			Brigitte Bardot.

			Jacqueline Bisset.

			Like she had any chance of that.

			Don’t think about it, she told herself, purging her mind of the thought as she straightened her sweater, grabbed her purse, and rose from her desk. With her head bowed, she made a beeline for the elevator and, coincidentally, for Mary Ann Thomas as well.

			Hail Mary, full of grace.

			Mary Ann was the girl. The goddess. The gold standard. The perfect brand of slender, graceful in the way she carried herself up and down the call-center floor. Her calf muscles were smooth and powerful beneath the hem of her Halston skirt. Her hair, freshly bleached from a light chestnut to an almost shocking white, rested on the shoulders of her tunic blouse in buoyant waves. Mary Ann’s red pumps—red for sexy, for dangerous—were a proverbial stop sign: back away, forget about it. Girls like Mary Ann Thomas didn’t cavort with people like Nell.

			But Nell didn’t stop. She couldn’t. Mary Ann was in her path, chatting away, surrounded by a group of women not quite as pretty as her, but pretty enough for Nell to fantasize about just the same.

			Nell’s heart leaped into her throat when Mary Ann made eye contact. Nell forced a smile, a victory for a girl who could hardly hold a conversation; a tiny win for someone whose reflex was to pull her shoulders up to her ears and look away.

			Mary Ann wasn’t impressed by Nell’s weary triumph. She narrowed her eyes and returned Nell’s smile by way of a sarcastic red-lipsticked grin.

			“A little warm, Nell?” Mary Ann asked, her tone tinged with disgust, dripping with sarcasm. Dripping much like the sweat that was already starting to bead up along Nell’s hairline.

			It was hot—the hottest summer on record in what felt like forever. So hot most people walked around half-naked, in search of relief from the heat. But not Nell. She wore her grandma’s Aran sweater like a pregnant girl trying to fool her mother. She needed to lose a few pounds, sure that every single girl in the office was keenly aware of that fact. Every sideways glance convinced her all the more.

			“Gross.” Mary Anne uttered the word beneath her breath, but Nell heard it as clear as a Chinese gong.

			Hope splintered into anger.

			A flash of pain lit up behind her eyes. The seed of another migraine.

			Floozy, she thought. Tramp.

			She stopped in front of the elevator, her gaze fixed on the glowing button beside the polished steel doors. Those doors cast back a vague reflection—featureless, little more than the shade of Nell’s dark-brown hair and taupe bell-bottomed slacks.

			Librarian, the voice of reason chimed in. Plain Jane. Old maid. Timid white-bread mouse.

			Anything Nell could fault Mary Ann for, Mary Ann could fire right back. Which was why Nell never stood up for herself in any situation. Whatever she could say about others, they could say about her twenty times worse.

			The elevator dinged above Nell’s head. The doors yawned open. She shuffled inside, pressed herself against the corner, watched chunky heels and wedge sandals congregate around her penny loafers, which were missing the pennies. Even a bit of shiny copper was too flashy for Barrett’s taste.

			Too poor to afford them, she’d heard a girl say on one of her first days there.

			Maybe if she didn’t spend her entire paycheck at McDonald’s, suggested another.

			Stupid bitches, Nell had thought. She hadn’t been to McDonald’s in years.

			After overhearing that particular conversation, Nell had considered quitting this job the way she had left all the others. But she was determined to push herself to be better, to be less of a hermit, to be more like Barrett, her confident and artistic older sibling. He was sure to find the perfect girl, and then who would she have? Nobody. She’d be left to weep herself to sleep in her crooked shoebox of an apartment. Hey, look, Brooklyn, Nell’s crying again.

			Of course, Barrett insisted she was crazy, that he’d never leave, that he couldn’t. He’d leave her sunshine-yellow notes around the house:

			I love you, Nell.

			You’re my best friend, don’t forget.

			Our blood is our bond.

			But his promises made no difference. His love for her was keeping him in place, but a grown man could only love his sister so much. Someday, his affectations would take him in a different direction, and that’s when the notes would change.

			Gotta go, found someone else.

			Sorry Sis, but you know how it is.

			The elevator reeked of day-old hair bleach. It plunged to the ground floor, taking Nell’s stomach with it. Nobody spoke to her. Nobody glanced her way. They turned their bodies so that not a single one of them faced her. She was invisible as they chattered among themselves, not an arm’s length away. They talked about a new dress shop opening up on Fifth. Code, Nell was sure, for how great they’d look in their new frocks, while she was doomed to live out her life in ugly bell-bottoms and boatneck shirts.

			Nobody mentioned Sam.

			Nell kept her head down as she spilled onto the street, marching toward the subway station and the train that would take her home. She waited on the platform among a sea of professionals, art students, musicians, and homeless. She watched a group of tall black kids occupying too much space in the crowded terminal. They were taking turns spinning a basketball on the tips of their fingers. They dribbled it on the concrete, tossed it back and forth while ignoring the stares and snorts and high-brow eye-rolling of people “just trying to get home.” Nell admired people like those basketball boys—guys who did what they wanted to do no matter how unbecoming it was to others. She inched closer to the group, taking small sidesteps to the left to close the distance. Maybe if she got close enough, a little of their unabashed passion would rub off on her. Perhaps touching that basketball, even if it was by walking into its path during a pass, would transfer some of that confident magic from them to her.

			The B train arrived before she could get close enough.

			Folks crammed into the cars and scrambled for available seats. Straphangers grabbed dirty strips of plastic and leaned into the upsurge of speed. Nell pressed herself into a straight-backed seat between an old Hasidic Jew and a fat man in a tiny damp suit. Both were as sweaty as she was. Both smelled like they’d been slathered in cumin and sea salt.

			Nell dipped into her purse and pulled a stick of Doublemint gum from its slim, green pack. She popped the gum into her mouth, then hovered the silver wrapper in front of her nose, inhaling peppermint to cut through their stink. She concentrated on the graffiti that covered the walls, some of it etched into the plexiglass of the car like a patchwork quilt. Most of it was unreadable—nothing but a bunch of loops and swirls and vaguely distinguishable lettering. Some was more distinct.

			REBEL SCUM.

			FUCK DISCO.

			YOU AIN’T SHIT, CORPRIT MAN.

			NEW YORK IS DEAD.

			The train screamed through the underground. The fat man and his tiny suit got off at Herald Square. The Hasid rode on to West 4th Street.

			Nell sped toward King’s Highway station. The side of an abandoned factory flashed a piece of urban art she read a dozen times a week: WHEREVER YOU GO, THERE YOU’LL BE.

			She shuffled off the train behind a string of blacks and Latinos, the only white girl dumb or crazy or poor enough to live in this part of Brooklyn. Pulling her shoulders up to her ears, she braced herself for the routine dose of harassment.

			“Hey, bibliotecaria!” A Puerto Rican bicycle gang circled in the street just beyond the station like a wake of vultures. “Hey, you got any good books?” She didn’t dare look right at them, but she knew their voices well. There were five of them, shirtless due to the heat wave. They rode bikes too small for their gangly legs. They wore shabby Dr. Js on their feet, the white leather tattered by pedal spikes. They bothered her despite their lack of ammunition, because really, what did they want from a girl like her anyway? Once, she had told Barrett she’d give them something to remember her by, but her brother had shot her a look she had easily deciphered. Don’t. It would only make it worse. And of course, he was right. Fighting back would only make them bite harder.

			“Hey, hey, bibliotecaria!” There was out-and-out mirth in her assailant’s voice. “I heard about this book, it’s called the Karma Sutra.” More laughter. Nell clamped her jaw tight and hastened her steps. “You wanna come back with us to our place? Wanna teach us the ancient Chinese art of fucking?” An eruption of chortles, of boys speaking in fast, clipped Spanish behind her.

			She balled her hands into fists and continued to march, a trickle of sweat sending a maddening tickle down her spine.

			“Hey, don’t get mad.” One of them cruised next to her on his tiny single-speed bike.

			“Hey, Marco, you better shut up, man,” another advised. “You’re too loud, ey. You gotta be quiet in the library.”

			They burst into another fit of cackling, but they stopped trailing her down East 16th Street. By the time she turned onto Quentin Road, they were gone.

			“It’s Kama Sutra,” she hissed beneath her breath. “And it’s not Chinese, you morons. Why don’t you go make out with your cunt girlfriends?” She muttered the question, the hushed profanity tasting sweet on her tongue. She pictured their leader canoodling with some Spanish girl just before taking a bullet to the head. That was why Mary Ann Thomas had bleached her hair from chestnut to white. It was why the entire call-center floor reeked of ammonia. Blond hair was one of the few lines of defense a girl had against the .44 Caliber Killer, the one that called himself the Son of Sam. He had sent a letter to the Daily News only a few weeks before.

			HELLO FROM THE GUTTERS OF NYC! 

			Nell had read that letter, unable to shake the strange itch of envy. It was a letter written by someone who had had enough. Someone who had been pushed too far; shoved right over the line of civility and onto a path of blood-soaked freedom.

			Uninhibited liberation.

			A personal renaissance.

			She shoved her hands into the pockets of her sweater, felt the soft edges of one of Barrett’s crumpled notes.

			Ignore them. Don’t start trouble.

			Reaching her row-house apartment on Quentin Road, she climbed up the crumbling concrete steps and pushed open the front door. She had two keys on her vinyl Snoopy key ring. One for the building’s front door. The other was for the apartment. But the front door had been kicked in more than six months before, either by police or a drunk resident who had misplaced his key. Most days the front door flapped open and closed like a kid’s loose tooth. People came and went at all hours, whether they lived there or not. Homeless men had taken to sleeping in the front hall, sometimes blocking the stairs Nell had to take to get to her floor. Sometimes, when she arrived home late, she’d hear people having sex behind the stairwell—women moaning daddy and baby while men puffed You like that? like locomotives. It turned her stomach, and yet, those were the nights she couldn’t help herself. She’d wake up early the next morning and run to King’s Chapel to pray, unable to shake the smell of her own body on her hands, no matter how hard she scrubbed them with Borax and bleach.

			Filthy pig. 

			Nasty whale.

			Today, there were a couple of kids playing jacks in the lobby. Their clothes were dirty and half-soaked, most likely from a romp around a curbside fire hydrant. Nell gave them a faint smile, but they only stared with their wide, stupid eyes. Tempted to ask them what the hell they were looking at, she started up the stairs instead. She paused on the second-story landing to catch her breath, then continued to the third floor. Barrett would be waiting for her behind their dead-bolted apartment door.

			Barrett didn’t work, but Nell didn’t resent him for it. His joblessness had been her idea. He was creative, had a passion for books and words. He was a writer, and someday he’d be in print. Nell would make sure of it, even though he never let her read a single sentence he wrote.

			“Barrett?” Nell stepped inside the apartment, then fastened all three dead-bolt locks behind her. The place was little more than a handful of walls, thin enough for both of them to know everything about their neighbors without ever meeting them face-to-face. Yellowed wallpaper was peeling away in places like blistered skin. The ceiling was pockmarked with stains from where the upstairs neighbor’s kids regularly flooded the kitchen and bathroom. The floor, while hardwood, was so warped it was next to impossible to keep the secondhand kitchen table level. Nell had shoved two old paperbacks beneath one of the legs to keep it from leaning too far to the right. Lady Chatterley and Father Lankester Merrin were doing their best to keep plates and silverware in place. And the rest of the furniture wasn’t any better. All of it had come from the Salvation Army. All of it needed some sort of support.

			But despite the old furnishings and dilapidated state, the place was spotless. It held an air of scruffy hipness that lent it an almost cute quality, from Nell’s potted ferns balanced on the windowsills to the miniature herb garden on the fire escape. There were always two settings on that shabby kitchen table. Matching place mats and plates surrounded a small vase of the cheapest flowers the market had been selling on shopping day. Usually they were carnations, and Nell didn’t mind that one bit. Carnations lasted a long time, sometimes over a week if she kept the water fresh. Plain but hearty, just like her.

			She dropped her keys into a little bowl on a side table next to the door, slid her purse off her shoulder, and shrugged out of her sweater, then folded it into fourths. When she peeked into his bedroom, Barrett was nowhere to be found. Nell frowned at that, picturing him wandering the streets of Sheepshead Bay, looking for someone more exciting than her. If that was what Barrett wanted, he was likely to find it anywhere but here, in their sorry excuse of a home.

			“You’ll be back.” She murmured the reassurance to herself. Peeling the wet back of her shirt away from her skin, she stepped into the kitchenette and tied on her ruffle-trimmed apron with a sigh. Barrett would be back. He never strayed for long. Men were predictable. As soon as they got hungry, they came scratching at the door.

			.   .   .

			She tried to wait up for Barrett the night before. But after an hour of reading C. S. Lewis’s Screwtape Letters with Beary—her teddy bear—she couldn’t keep her eyes open. Barrett had always hated Beary’s name. Even as a boy he’d complained that it was uncreative, that it sounded too much like his name, but Nell hadn’t cared. She liked that it sounded like her big brother’s moniker. And so Beary had stayed Beary, now her only surviving childhood memento. Sometimes, it seemed, her only friend.

			Hours later, she woke with her favorite book strewn across the floor. Beary was stuffed beneath her pillow, and the apartment was silent. Her brother’s absence hung like a storm cloud over her head.

			When Nell woke for work, Barrett’s empty dinner plate was on the kitchen table, the only sign she had of his return. But when she searched the rooms for him, he was still missing.

			She stood in the kitchenette with her arms wound across her chest, staring at his dirty dishes with a sense of doom. There was an early morning argument happening in front of the building. A drunk woman screaming don’t touch me at her stumbling boyfriend. The yelling did little to soothe Nell’s frayed nerves.

			She twisted away from the kitchen table—a sorry old thing that looked like it had been salvaged from a down-and-out diner. Its rounded corners and chrome trim made her think of I Love Lucy and Leave It to Beaver, of retro soda fountains and perfect families living in perfect neighborhoods inside their mother’s old black-and-white TV. That memory was the reason Nell had splurged on the red-topped table in the first place. It didn’t match a thing in the apartment, and it was overpriced for what it was, especially because it was missing its matching chairs. But she had bought it with a fleeting hope. Maybe if she stuck that bit of Americana in the center of her apartment, a bit of that vintage happiness would transpose itself into her own life. It was why she kept the little vase of carnations in perpetual bloom, why she fixed dinner every evening despite her long workday. The whole thing had been a stupid idea, a ridiculous childlike notion.

			Nell didn’t want to accept it, but the reality of it was becoming harder to shake. They could have moved into a pastel-painted house on Magnolia Lane in a perfect little town a million miles from Brooklyn, but things would stay the same. Barrett would always hate their mother. He’d always wander and never speak. Nothing would ever be perfect, no matter how hard Nell tried. Not after what Faye Sullivan had done.

			Pressing her hands to her face, Nell took a deep breath, familiar pain blooming at the back of her brain. She tried not to imagine her sibling, carousing in the seedy streets of New York City or living it up while “You Should Be Dancing” pumped through club speakers. She tried not to picture him as one of the men who took women behind staircases of unlocked buildings, pressing them up against the wall. Most days, Nell thanked God she had a brother like Barrett, but there were the occasional moments . . . moments when she wished they were only friends.

			Roommates that could fall in love.

			Fall into bed.

			Fall into a life beyond what they had.

			It was a temptation she had repressed for years. A desire she didn’t dare put into words. When she heard those couples behind the stairwell, her stomach soured and twisted into a fist. But not before she saw a flash of her own face pulled into a grimace of lust. Not before she imagined his hands, his hands, drawing across the naked flesh of her well-rounded hips.

			She squeezed her eyes shut against the thought, gritted her teeth, and exhaled a quiet, abhorrent bleat deep in her throat. When her hands fell away from her face, Barrett stood not three feet from the apartment door. He had a way of sneaking up on her. Nell may have been a mouse in appearance, but Barrett had her beat when it came to silence.

			“B-Barrett.” His name was a faltering greeting. “You scared me.”

			He raised his eyebrows at her, but didn’t speak. Of course not. Had he said a word, Nell would have fallen right over, maybe even fainted from shock.

			That was the thing about Barrett.

			He hadn’t spoken since he was six years old.

			“Where were you?” Nell asked. She tightened the belt of her robe, scowled at his dirty dishes. “I waited all night. I was worried. You could have at least cleaned up after yourself, instead of leaving it for me.”

			Barrett gave her a level look, one that suggested that she had far more pressing issues to worry about. He reached for one of the many pads of paper strewn about the apartment and scribbled something down.

			What time is it?

			“Oh, damn,” she hissed. “I’m going to miss the train!” She rushed past him fast enough to catch her shoulder on the doorframe. When she appeared from the bathroom smelling of soap, her hair still sopping wet, Barrett was lounging in his tattered wingback. He was reading Robert Louis Stevenson again. Barrett was a little rock-and-roll with his surfer-like Leif Garrett hair, a little intellectual with his forever-pensive expression. Far too cool to be her biological sibling. Way too smart to stick around. He didn’t raise his eyes from his book to acknowledge her exit, only lifted an arm with two fingers held aloft in a lazy peace sign.

			Later, dude.

			She rolled her eyes and triple-locked the door behind her, hoping it would keep him from disappearing again.

			.   .   .

			She reached Rambert & Bertram a half hour late; a reason to panic for any employee, but an absolute nightmare for a girl who tried to blend into the beige carpet and potted plants. The elevator spit her out into an incessant ringing of telephones and chipper please holds. Mary Ann Thomas glanced up from her typewriter. Her upper lip curled over her teeth just enough to suggest a sneer, as though some unspoken hope of Nell quitting her job had been dashed onto the rocks of reality. Mary Ann shot a look at Adriana Esposito, who sat to her right, as if to say Are you seeing this? Adriana was a beautiful girl, but she wasn’t quite as pretty as Mary Ann. None of Mary Ann’s friends were. Nell was fairly certain that if Mary Ann ever crossed paths with a better-looking woman, that girl would be found dead in a gutter the next afternoon.

			A crime of passion.

			Jealousy.

			Maybe revenge.

			Adriana was Mary Ann’s best friend. Her right hand. A henchgirl if there ever was one. As soon as Mary Ann gave her a nod, Adriana lifted her hands from the keys of her typewriter. She rose from her seat and glided across the office floor as graceful as she’d seen Michael Jackson dance across Johnny Carson’s stage. A seed of panic bloomed in Nell’s stomach as she watched Adriana shimmy toward their supervisor’s door. Nell’s attention bounced back to Mary Ann’s desk, but Mary Ann had turned her back, busy transcribing handwritten notes onto official letterhead.

			Oh God. 

			The words wheeled their way through Nell’s head.

			Oh God shit goddamnit oh God.

			A flash of pain. A wince between beats of her heart.

			She marched down the center aisle of desks as fast as she could, just short of falling into a full run. She shoved her purse into the little cabinet attached to her desk, tore off the Selectric’s cover and shoved it into the compartment along with her things. Snatching up her coffee mug, she pulled her sweater tight across her chest and made for the break room. It was against her better judgment. Logic said to sit down and get to work, but Barrett would have suggested otherwise. Act natural, he would have written. Maybe if she at least looked like she’d been there for a while, Misters Rambert and Bertram would let her tardiness slide—not that she’d ever met them. Men like those spent their days on the golf course, not in a city dying of heatstroke.

			No matter how many times Nell had considered quitting this job, she needed it to pay the rent. Without it, she and Barrett would be sleeping in the ground-floor hallway along with the drifters. Barrett would have to find a job—but how? No matter how smart or good-looking he was, he didn’t speak, only wrote notes on his little yellow pad. Maybe a night stocker at a grocery store or a mechanic at a tire shop . . . a job that didn’t require him to talk to anyone, to interact with customers. And once he did find a place to work, he wouldn’t have time for his writing. That was something Nell wasn’t sure he’d ever forgive her for. Her quitting this job would mean him quitting on his dreams. And then there was the fact that he’d be pulling an eight-hour shift—that was eight hours of him realizing how much better the world was without her in it. Without his sister. The girl who had cost him everything.

			Nell’s hands trembled as she reached for the coffeepot, splashing brew into her Mr. Topsy-Turvy mug. Only three minutes into her shift and she was already sweating beneath the wool knit of her sweater. She stared at the orange bean of a character as she chewed on her bottom lip, wondering what she’d do if the boss sent her home early with an empty Xerox box full of her things. She’d think up an excuse. Something that would make her supervisor, Harriet Lamont, think twice before terminating her. Something that Nell couldn’t have prevented. An accident. No, worse. Much worse. A death. Someone had thrown themselves in front of the B train, took a flying leap right off the platform and onto the rails. She’d seen it with her own two eyes. It was like something out of a nightmare. She doubted she’d ever sleep again.

			Someone stepped into the break room.

			Nell started, turned to see Adriana standing in the doorway. She shot Nell a smile, only making Nell want to scratch her eyes out that much more. She imagined Adriana sinking to her knees, her hands clasped over her bloodied face, crying out in agony while Nell casually walked back to her desk, took a seat, and began her day’s work with blood beneath her nails.

			A mauling. A vicious attack on the train. You should have seen it. I hardly made it in to work at all.

			“Lamont wants to see you,” Adriana said.

			Nell stood silent, picturing Adriana flattened against the third rail. Her body bloodied. Her arms severed. Her guts strewn across a subway platform. People standing around, laughing, laughing because, man, that Adriana Esposito was a bitch.

			Nell lifted her mug from the counter and ducked around Adriana on her way to the supervisor’s office, as though stepping into Lamont’s office was no big deal. She even murmured a “thanks” to the girl who’d turned her in. A criminal showing appreciation to her own executioner. A Salem witch filling her own pockets with stones.

			How many more for me to hit bottom?

			How many licks did it take for the Son of Sam to snap? 

			“The world,” Nell whispered to herself, “may never know.” A ghost of a smile caught at the corner of her mouth, but it disappeared just as quickly as it came.

			Harriet Lamont was intimidating. She sat behind a large desk surrounded by so many plants that it made Nell think of Vietnam. And in that jungle, Harriet Lamont was the tiger, ready to pounce on any girl not pulling her weight. Nell hovered in the door while Lamont finished up a call.

			“Well, I don’t care what you have to do, Dan.” She spoke into the receiver. Powerful. Confident. “Just fix it.” It was the way an important person ended a phone call—with a demand and an aggravated hang up. Lamont shot a look toward the office door, steadied her eyes upon Nell, and cleared her throat. “Come in,” she said. “Close the door.”

			Nell did as she was told, certain she was going to burst into sloppy tears long before she managed to take a seat in front of the boss’s desk. She didn’t give a damn about Lamont, really. But if she got fired, what would Barrett think? What would Barrett do?

			“You know we don’t tolerate tardiness around here,” Lamont said, her tone flat. She retrieved a cigarette out of a little silver case, stuck it between her red lips, then lit it with the crystal Ronson tabletop lighter when a cheap gas-station Bic would have done just fine.

			Nell said nothing. 

			“Right? ” Lamont was waiting for a response.

			“Yes,” Nell stammered.

			“Yes?” Lamont lowered her chin, giving Nell a look that, up until then, only Nell’s mother could have pulled off. It was stern, riddled with an impressive amount of impatience. Nurse Ratched. Cruella de Vil.

			“Yes,” Nell said, more quietly this time. “I’m sorry. I got stuck . . .”

			“Stuck.” Lamont seemed to grunt the word.

			“At the train station.”

			There was blood everywhere. Adriana was dead. I pushed her onto the—

			Lamont looked both unimpressed and unconvinced. She’d heard that line a million times. “And why should I care about that?” she asked. “If I cared every time one of my girls got stuck at the train station, there wouldn’t be anyone answering phones at R & B.”

			Nell peered down at her coffee mug. It was burning her hands, but she didn’t dare put it on Lamont’s desk. She sat there, clutching it as fiercely as she was clenching her teeth. Because how many Bics could Lamont have bought with the money she’d spent on that fancy lighter? Didn’t that giant varnished desk and having her name on the door make her feel important enough?

			“Look, Nell . . .” Lamont leaned back, took a puff of her cigarette. Sinner. “This is between you and me, okay? You aren’t like the other girls. I gotta say I appreciate that. Dare I say, I like it. God knows we need more girls like you around here. But I’m going to stop appreciating it if this happens again, you understand? If I let you slide, it makes me look bad, and I don’t like looking bad. I’ve got a job to do just like everyone else. Just like you.”

			What if Lamont said that, to keep her job, Nell had to smoke a cigarette? Had to light it with that fancy crystal thing too? What if, to keep her job, Nell had to compromise everything she stood for, everything she had promised Barrett she’d be? What if she had to become a Rambert & Bertram girl, like a Stepford Wife? Maybe that’s why all the girls were so goddamn cruel. Their hearts gone. Souls empty. Brains washed. Robots. Nothing but pretty, high heel–wearing, lipstick-smeared—

			“Hey.” Lamont snapped her fingers. “Earth to Nell.”

			Nell blinked.

			“Yes,” she murmured.

			“Yes,” Lamont echoed, dubious. She exhaled a stream of smoke while studying Nell from across her desk. “I know you don’t have many friends. None here, anyway.”

			Rub it in.

			“The girls here can be a little rough, but they aren’t all bad. Maybe reach out a bit more, try a little harder to make a connection.”

			A flash. A wince. Stress was bad for Nell’s headaches. She wouldn’t be surprised if she ended up nursing a migraine all night after this.

			“It would make things easier,” Lamont promised. “Don’t you think?”

			“Yes.” Nell wanted to disappear into the orange and brown weave of the chair beneath her. Disappear, but not before bringing her coffee cup down on top of Lamont’s skull first.

			Yes, she thought. I’ve thought of that. I think of that every day, you condescending—

			But she cut herself off mid-thought. Because Lamont was, in her own convoluted way, trying to be helpful. Lamont wasn’t going to fire her, which she had all the right in the world to do. She wasn’t going to force Nell and Barrett out onto the street. Pathetic as it was, at that moment, Harriet Lamont was the closest thing Nell had to what might be considered a friend.

			Lamont sat quietly, as if waiting for Nell to say something, anything. When Nell failed to speak, Lamont shook her head and waved a hand at the door. “All right. Go on, get back to work,” she said. Nell rose, moved to the door. “But Nell . . .”

			She froze, the door ajar, the trill of telephones and the metallic clap of typewriter keys disrupting the hush that had fallen over the boss’s office.

			“I just want to make sure all my girls are happy here. I want you to be happy here.” Lamont gave her that stern, motherly look once more.

			Nell stared at her supervisor, her coffee mug continuing to scorch her hands.

			“All I’m saying is, if you don’t like the life you have, make the life you want.”

			Another zing of pain.

			“Yes, ma’am,” Nell whispered.

			“Don’t be late again.”

			“I won’t,” Nell said, her voice inaudible over the office din. She ducked out of Lamont’s office before the woman decided to say more. Nell knew she meant well, but all her advice had done was make Nell feel smaller than she already did. It had done little but make her want to rage.

			To tell Barrett and rage.

			.   .   .

			Nell couldn’t get Lamont’s hard-nosed advice out of her head. If you don’t like the life you have, make the life you want. There was no doubt in Nell’s mind that Harriet Lamont had done her share of clawing up the corporate ladder, and she’d made it. She was a big-time boss at Rambert & Bertram, keeping the place running while her bosses putted down a perfectly manicured green. Lamont was a woman who lived by her own advice, and she had a private office with a view of East 44th to prove it.

			Not that Nell wanted to be the boss of anyone. But the more Barrett went out, the lonelier and more desperate she felt. Barrett never revealed where he was going or where he had been. He never bothered to leave notes. Not even a simple Be back soon. He’d simply vanish like a ghost into the shadowed alleys of Brooklyn, then ignore her pointed questions when he returned.

			And yet, despite his secret rendezvous with . . . whomever, Barrett was the one who told her to stay away from others, to not get too close to anyone, to forget the idea of having friends and going out. Those things were for other people. People who smoked cigarettes on their lunch break and had sex in building entryways. People who weren’t like them—or at least not like her. He wrote long manifestos that he’d leave on her desk while she slept. Letters that, at times, spanned half a dozen pages. The world is poison—a lion waiting to devour innocence, a whore itching to spread her disease.

			Poetic.

			Hypocritical.

			Because despite his insistence that she stay in, he’d run off somewhere and do God only knew what. It seemed that his advice only applied to Nell, while he was free to do as he chose. It was enough to get the anxiety roiling around in her gut, the sizzle of another migraine popping behind the nerves of her eyes. If she continued to follow Barrett’s rules and Barrett continued to do his own thing, Nell would be left to fend for herself. It was as though he wanted her to be alone.

			Make the life you want.

			Nell frowned down at the keys of her typewriter. She couldn’t just sit back and let her world unravel. If Barrett left, if for some reason, one night, he didn’t come back, she would be the one to lose everything. Her brother. Her only friend. Her mind. With no one to talk to, no one to run to, she’d scream herself into an early coffin, cut her own throat—no, cut her own heart out, put herself down.

			If Barrett disappeared, Nell would have no one.

			Even their own mother was a ghost, despite being very much alive.

			Faye Sullivan was living somewhere in New Jersey. Nell guessed she was maybe only a mile or two from where she and Barrett had grown up as kids. But the last time their mother had moved, Barrett had burned the scrap of paper on which she’d written her new address. He had smirked as her phone number smoldered above the stove’s gas burner and left the ashes he’d smeared across the walls for Nell to clean. Their mother was perhaps little more than an hour-long train ride away, but to them she was lost, because Nell had allowed it. She’d let their mother slip out of their lives in exchange for the love of her brother. It had been years since they had heard anything from Faye, and in those years, Barrett was happier than he’d ever been. Without her, Barrett could be himself.
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