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If the meeting had been any more excruciatingly boring, Jennifer was pretty sure her soul would have sublimated up from the hair follicles of her scalp, transubstantiated into the refrigerated air of the office, and been recycled into . . . she didn’t know: Accounting up on the fourteenth floor? The parking garage under the building?

It would have been an improvement.

For the last two hours, all the section heads had been delivering reports in response to the latest update, and all the other section heads were pinching the tops of their thighs or squeezing that tender webbing between their thumbs and index fingers, all while maintaining a pleasant, attentive, “professional” mien—this is the job. If you can’t fake it, you don’t make it.

Jennifer had presented second, her slides all working as she’d practiced—dominoes falling to her steady narration—but coming down from that adrenaline spike, she was washed out and weak.

Maybe that was why she saw what she saw? Her usual defenses were down?

Aside from her, there were fourteen other section heads arrayed around the oblong conference table, two or three junior associates “swimming in the big pool,” and, on Zoom because it was a Friday, Sharon, her yellow legal pad of doom tilted up so nobody could see the checkmarks or X’s she was recording. “R. Lewis,” as he insisted on being called, claimed to be able to watch Sharon’s arm motion closely enough to tell whether she was reacting favorably or not, but Jennifer had a hard time trusting anyone who wasn’t yet thirty but went by their first initial.

R. Lewis wasn’t as wet behind the ears as Gracie, though. There were practically still tags on the power suit Jennifer was pretty sure Gracie’s parents had taken her shopping for.

And . . . it was sort of Gracie’s fault that Jennifer saw what she saw.

No: it was completely her fault.

Because slideshows were so, in Gracie’s shiny new MBA tone, “predictable,” Gracie made hers more dynamic by swirling dramatically up from her chair to lower the blackout shades on the wraparound windows, staring everyone down while those hidden motors whirred, her index finger somehow finding the right switch—someone usually had to call Custodial to get the room lit up the right way, and more often than not, Custodial had to consult the manual.

Either Gracie had that manual in her head, or she didn’t know how contrary that bank of switches could be.

“Now,” she continued from her new and surprising station by the door, “each time the navigation pane on the landing page is rearranged, we’re basically pushing our subscribers out into the void with no controls, stranding them somewhere a lot like—”

She finished her sentence by killing the lights, presumably to show all these section heads that “void,” because of course none of them had the imagination to see this “lost-ness” she was claiming could negatively impact customer—thus, client—satisfaction.

In previous meetings she’d been invited to, Gracie had pulled other stunts—a tray of Styrofoam coffee cups everyone was supposed to drink from without peeking under the lid, a magazine flapped with tabs to be passed around like a script, so everyone could read their marked lines—so Jennifer should have been ready for this next escalation.

She wasn’t.

When the light sucked back into its bulbs and the blackout shades finally tapped down, their little motors now deafeningly silent, she drew in an involuntary breath. She’d never been in the Indigo Room when it was inky dark like this. The only hints of light now were a thin line of late-afternoon sun alongside one of the shades and two smudges of yellowy-white above the door’s hinges. And of course Sharon’s face on the television screen. She was leaning in to her camera, looking for all her section heads.

For Jennifer, it was as if gravity had been turned off—the void indeed. She felt like she could float out over the table, a dirigible with no controls, tapping into another section head, similarly adrift.

If this was what the users on the site were experiencing, then . . . Yes, Gracie, Jennifer said inside. We get it.

Across from her, someone, probably Charles, who had seen it all across the last forty years, chuckled. Not at the experience, but, Jennifer guessed, about how “dynamic” Gracie was trying to make her presentation.

“Okay already,” someone from the head of the table said, and the tone of his voice—it was Ted, of course it was Ted—told Jennifer he was sitting straight-backed, the palms of his hands pressed onto the mahogany tabletop.

Jennifer looked into the darkness around the table, just for the chance of catching someone’s eye about this, confirming what they all knew was coming: Sharon’s right elbow moving in the undeniable shape of an X, one big enough to include Gracie’s next performance review. Which was when Jennifer saw what she saw: the distinct silhouette of Anna, from Marketing. Anna was stationed at the opposite, far corner of the conference table, and she wasn’t clutching onto her armrests like would have made sense, and she wasn’t craning her head around to try to peer through the darkness either.

Technically, she couldn’t crane her head around.

She had no head at all. That crack of light coming in from the window perfectly bisected the space where Anna’s head should have been.

“Where’s—where’s her head!” Jennifer heard herself not so much asking as demanding.

When Anna’s shoulders adjusted in response to Jennifer’s question, as if her missing eyes were coming over to fix Jennifer in their penetrating gaze, it unnerved Jennifer enough that she pushed back sharply from the table—distance, distance, she had to be far from this dangerous thing happening here.

“Jen?” Ted said from what sounded like far away, and in the instant before Gracie finally found the light switch for the sconces on the wall, delivering the meeting back to some semblance of backlit reality, Jennifer saw Ted in silhouette as well, his hands flat on the table exactly as she’d thought, except . . .

Except his right arm ended at the forearm?

Jennifer pushed back farther and stood, her chair clattering into the wall, and instead of looking back at everyone looking at her, she was making sure her own hands were still on her wrists, and touching her jaw to be sure of her head.

And then she finally had to face the silenced room.

“You—you—” she managed to get out, first to Ted, both his palms still pressed into the table, and then to Anna, who was staring directly into Jennifer’s soul, it felt like. With eyes in their normal place.

“No, her head, your head, it was gone, it wasn’t—” Jennifer sputtered, feeling for the wall behind her but not finding anything so solid.

Everyone in the meeting was watching this display. This collapse.

“Excuse me, Jen?” Anna said ever so politely.

Jennifer looked around to the rest of the section heads, because she couldn’t be the only one to have seen what just happened.

“Too early for Scotch?” Charles said, thankfully drawing some attention away from Jennifer.

“Sometimes when one pupil dilates slower than the other,” someone else offered, as if everyone could complete that possibility on their own.

Jennifer was shaking her head no, though.

“Ms. Hokeah?” Sharon said through the overhead speakers, and the Zoom connection was off enough that Sharon’s mouth and her words were slightly out of sync.

It was enough to push Jennifer over some ledge within herself. One she’d evidently been teetering on.

“It’s just, when she turned out the lights—” she said, her breath deeper than she wanted it to be, which is when Gracie did the last thing Jennifer would have expected from a junior associate: she stepped in front of Jennifer, the section head here, the one losing it on a Friday afternoon, and looked up at the screen, at Sharon.

“It’s not her fault,” Gracie said, her voice cracking in the process. “It’s me, I did it, ma’am, it was stupid, I should have—I’m so sorry . . .”

She looked back to Jennifer, her face imploring and already wet—tears come so easy at that age—and then she shook her head no as if telling herself not to make this worse.

“No, it’s—” Jennifer said.

Gracie was already rushing out of the room, though.

“Well,” Ted said, clapping his leather binder shut with the finality of a judge’s gavel, ending the meeting, and when everyone looked up to Sharon on-screen to confirm this, Sharon was frozen, a digital mural of herself, already pixelating.

Jennifer nodded yes, yes, this was over, so over, and she was the first to the door, the second to the ladies’ room down the hall: Gracie was already there, blubbering over a sink, her breath shallow and fast. Her anxiety meds or whatever she’d been trying to take were spilled all over the counter.

“I ruined it, I ruined it all!” she was saying, hitting the sides of her head with the heels of her hands. “It was—it was supposed to . . .”

Jennifer put her hand to Gracie’s shoulder and Gracie flinched away, busied herself trying to collect her pills.

“I should have known, I should have—” Gracie was saying then, suddenly hugging Jennifer, clinging to her like a child. “Of course, after your . . . your ex. That you would still be, you know, jumpy.”

Everyone still remembered Jonathan’s heart scare during the power outage at the Christmas party last year, Jennifer knew, and the news that that congenital defect might be passed on.

“Oh!” Gracie said, when Jennifer’s phone in the inside pocket of her blazer buzzed a certain pattern she’d assigned to only one contact.

“Speaking of,” Jennifer said, waggling the phone between them in order to end this awkward hug.

It was Jonathan.
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Down in the lobby, Jennifer pled with Jonathan that she couldn’t take Cole, not on this of all afternoons, not with the whole office watching her, but Jonathan was already peeved from the school calling him when Jennifer hadn’t shown. Jennifer wanted to push back on this, but, sure enough, in the shaky elevator down, she’d had four voicemails from Cole’s school to delete, each less patient than the last, this not being the first time Cole had been “abandoned” like this at parent pickup.

“What about that Scotch?” Charles said from the doorway to Jennifer’s office, waggling his coffee cup like he was already starting.

“I wish,” Jennifer said, spreading paper towels on her desk so the crumbs from Cole’s afternoon snack wouldn’t leave oily spots.

“Wish what?” Cole asked.

Jennifer made eyes to Charles, Charles did that “falling away, tilting into the sea” thing he always made his exits with, and Jennifer was on crumb patrol for the next ten minutes, until Ted—of course Ted—sauntered by, his body language suggesting he was using his cup of coffee like a dowsing rod, helplessly following where it led.

To Jennifer’s office.

“You good?” he asked.

They’d hired on in the same quarter fifteen years ago, so had seen all the same seismic shifts in the company, and as a result had a sort of confidence between them, even if that never quite rose to actual socialization, Ted styling himself a climber, a future partner, Jennifer mostly just trying to hold on through divorce and moving and childcare and parenting.

However, during their time moving through the same office, they’d developed a sort of shorthand that never threatened intimacy. Jennifer used it now, tracing a fast X in the air—Sharon’s presumed judgment—which told Ted that this was not the best Friday afternoon of Jennifer’s career, or life.

Ted nodded dourly and kept strolling, following his cup of coffee to less stressful pastures.

“Mommy is sorry,” Jennifer leaned down to tell Cole for, now, the third time. “It’s her fault, isn’t it? She would never leave you alone like that on purpose. You know that, don’t you? You’re the most important thing to me.”

Cole was in second grade, and Jonathan’s therapist had suggested that, because Cole was the youngest in his class, it might be best to hold him back, let him be more with his age-group. Jennifer’s therapist, being imaginary, bucked against this in the strongest possible terms, as she and Jennifer both had great confidence in Cole’s potential.

“Hawkrider took her shoes off,” Cole said back to her like confessing something he’d rather not have to.

Ms. Harkrider, his homeroom teacher.

“When class was over?” Jennifer asked, keeping her tone easy.

Cole thought about it, nodded, then looked away, crumbs trailing down his chin, launching off the front of his shirt, landing in Jennifer’s inbox for contracts.

“Her feet probably just hurt,” Jennifer told Cole. “Mommies are like that, from standing all day.”

“She’s a teacher, not a mommy,” Cole mumbled.

Jennifer countered with—her voice still insistently cheery—“I’m an analyst and a mommy, aren’t I?”

Cole narrowed his eyes like he was considering that, but then Jennifer realized he was watching something—someone.

Jennifer turned, tracked, and it was R. Lewis, just ducking below the half wall of a cubicle, an . . . an executioner’s hood pulled over his head?

She winced, leaned back in her chair.

No, not a hood. A black tote bag. They were left over from the last marketing push, had been practically littering the office for the past three months. The bag was meant to disappear R. Lewis’s head, Jennifer knew.

Great. Wonderful.

Also: real mature, “R.” Lewis.

He’d see how funny it was on his next performance review, wouldn’t he?

Bribing Cole with a treat from the vending machine, letting him push the buttons himself, she actually got almost a whole fifteen minutes of work done before the atmosphere in the office changed.

In college, Jennifer’s work-study had been staffing a cavernous copier room, moving requests from one tray to another, refilling toners, dealing with jams—pure monotony. But there had been enough machines giving off heat that the room had to be especially refrigerated—she wore a parka and ski socks for her shifts—and the doors sealed tight enough that it created a positive-pressure situation, like Jennifer might need a decompression chamber on entry and exit.

Hiding in a back corner with her homework, she could always sense when someone came into her space. The air pressure would shift just slightly.

It’s what she was feeling right now: a subtle shift in the atmosphere.

Except . . . it was more a murmuring, a nervousness.

“Stay, stay,” she intoned down to Cole, so he would stay seated while she stood to see better. This being the age of office shooters, you had to be vigilant. Especially with Cole here. For his safety first, of course, first and always, but because, right now, she was sort of “ahead” of Jonathan in the Don’t Endanger Cole divorced-parents game, her not having been born with that heart deformity the pediatrician said Cole could have inherited, or . . . could have gotten lucky on, only time would tell.

“Mom?” Cole said, looking up to her from Jennifer’s phone screen.

“Just keep playing, hun,” Jennifer assured him, and then her face went cold and hot at the same time.

There was definitely a wave of something rippling across the twelfth floor, which they all knew was actually the thirteenth floor.

It was . . . no, no, please. Really?

There was a distinctive, outdated hairstyle skating just above the level of the staff’s cubicles, like a leopard stalking through a town of meerkats, each of them standing stock still, ready to dive into their hidey-holes, wriggle down to safety.

A . . . a short leopard.

One who hadn’t come in on a Friday for at least a decade, her weekends all being three days long—something she’d earned.

Ted, pivoting into his office, flared his eyes to Jennifer about this.

Sharon.
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Three times Jennifer called Jonathan, willing to trade whatever privileges if he could just spirit Cole away from the office this afternoon, but when he kept not picking up, all Jennifer could do was send three desperate texts, the last one regrettably threatening, and probably a screencap already, to be used as evidence in any later court proceedings.

What else could she do, though?

Sharon had let it be known in one of her famous memos that neither children nor pets were beneficial to the productivity of a working office, which is what she wanted everyone in this office to be: productive.

She didn’t monitor breaks or lunches, trusted her people that much, but, she explained in an addendum to that memo, either everyone should have a dog and a child in the office, or no one should. Elsewise—one of her antique words—whether intentional or not, there would be the appearance of special privileges being afforded here, and also over there, yes? To say nothing of other people in the office being roped into child- and pet care. And then there were allergies and intolerances and liabilities to consider.

In short: Cole should not, not, not be here.

Especially when no way was Sharon here on usual rounds. This had to be her hands-on managerial response to the aborted meeting—her proving that no, a junior associate’s antics couldn’t derail the whole day’s productivity.

“Mommy?” Cole asked, looking up over Jennifer’s phone, his eyes zoned out, fixed on the afterimage of zombies or aliens.

Flash cards swept through Jennifer’s head: Cole stuffed in a supply closet with the light on; Cole crouched under an upturned trash can; the barista downstairs watching Cole for just two hours, for whatever cash Jennifer had in her purse.

All of these of course followed up immediately by Cole relaying them to Jonathan with a thrill, and Jonathan not even saying anything, just listening. Saving it all up.

Jennifer wished those lights in the Indigo Room had never come back up. They could all just be hiding in the darkness, conspiring that this was all a joke, that it required no hands-on response.

Thanks, Gracie.

And thanks to Anna and Ted too, for briefly not having had a head, a hand.

Which is when Jennifer saw R. Lewis with his bright-blue backpack hiked over the shoulder of his suit, his Wayfarers already on.

He was angling for the stairwell in his jaunty, age-would-never-touch-him way, angling there because the elevators had been untrustworthy all week—this morning Jennifer had had to stand in line to take the ride up to the office on the single working car, and when she came back up with Cole after meeting Jonathan and his withering gaze in the lobby, Cole had screeched with joy when the elevator juddered between floors.

Of course, as young and spry and basically stupid as R. Lewis was, he wouldn’t mind taking twelve flights of stairs down, probably wouldn’t even notice them under his wing tips. And, that backpack, seriously? Had he had it since junior high, what?

But never mind, Jennifer told herself, pushing up from her desk, her back straight with resolve.

She had one chance.

R. Lewis was fast-footing it past the second switchback of the stairwell when Jennifer leaned over to call him back. In this silo of cinder block, her voice was shrieky, and then it came back in a minor, desperate key.

Fine.

That was precisely the right key.

“I need you,” she hissed to R. Lewis after he’d bounced back up, his sporty sunglasses cocked up on his forehead.

“Me?” R. Lewis said.

“I have a trade to offer,” Jennifer said flat out, because there was no time for this. “Your performance review is coming up. You get all tens if you help me out, here.”

R. Lewis looked up into the dull whiteness above them like listening for someone else from the office, because this was definitely an illicit offer—not the kind you want overheard.

“But isn’t that—?” he leaned in to ask, letting Jennifer complete it herself.

“Okay, mostly tens,” she corrected, because everyone knew that tens across the board suggested a deal just like this. More believable was that there was room for improvement.

R. Lewis wasn’t stupid.

“Who I need to kill?” he asked with half a grin.

“My ex-husband,” Jennifer joked, then looked directly into R. Lewis’s eyes. “How are you with kids?”

“Better than Sir Ted or Master Charles, I imagine,” R. Lewis said, challenging her to let him poke fun at the people closer to her age.

Jennifer could only look away, take this.

[image: ]

By the time Sharon made it to Jennifer’s office, Cole was with R. Lewis somewhere far from Sharon’s path—that was part of the deal: if R. Lewis got caught babysitting, then all those tens would fizzle away.

R. Lewis had tried to assure Jennifer this would work by starting some story about hiding girls from the RA on the floor of his dorm, but Jennifer had held her hand up, didn’t want to know.

“He likes the cheese crackers,” she said, passing five vending machine dollars across in a wrinkled clump. “But he’s a kid, he can choke, so don’t leave him alone?”

“Cancún, here we come,” R. Lewis said, plucking the dollar bills like they were getaway money.

“And don’t . . . corrupt him,” Jennifer added, R. Lewis already backing away with Cole.

“Me?” R. Lewis said, and all Jennifer could do was give them her back, collect herself in the mirror of the ladies’ room, and then work diligently in her office, her desktop especially neat, her posture in her chair especially attentive, such that when Sharon was suddenly standing in the doorway, Jennifer could look up and grin with surprise at this unexpected visit.

“Sharon!” she said. “I didn’t expect you on a Friday!”

“Jennifer,” Sharon said back not nearly as chipper, and stepped in, evaluating Jennifer’s decor. Every other year all section heads got a few hundred dollars to redecorate, since “clients don’t want to step back into 2010.”

“What can I do for you?” Jennifer asked, standing, her fingertips lightly to her desk.

“Can you meet in the client space in ten minutes?” Sharon said. “You already gave your report, so it’s about . . . we need a quorum for Ted’s and Allen’s.”

“And the rest of Gracie’s?” Jennifer asked. It felt bad, throwing this junior associate under the bus—aren’t women supposed to stand together?—but . . . Sharon wouldn’t even be here if not for Gracie’s stunt with the lights.

“Her too,” Sharon said, her tone more clipped.

“Not the Indigo?” Jennifer asked. That was where they always met.

“Custodial’s coming up to get the lights in there working,” Sharon said, her words pretty much dripping disappointment.

“Those lights, I know,” Jennifer said, slapping the leather cover of her meetings notebook closed and hugging it to her chest, ready to go.

“You don’t need to finish anything?” Sharon asked, nodding down to Jennifer’s monitor.

“Saved my progress already,” Jennifer said with an easy shrug, and held her other arm out, giving Sharon the door.

This day could actually be saved, maybe.

With the right attitude.
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“Where’s Robert?” Sharon asked outside the client space.

R. Lewis, Jennifer translated. Because of course Sharon wasn’t beholden to any stupid insistence on initials.

“Family thing, I believe,” Ted muttered, covering for his gender.

“Good, good, people should have families,” Sharon said, and that was almost comical, coming from her.

Jennifer was in danger of laughing, she realized.

“Shall we?” Ted, ever gallant, asked, holding the heavy door open for all, his right hand solid and real for that task.

The client space—technically, the Blue Room, everything on this floor color-coded so as to escape the “tyranny of enumeration”—was so thoroughly windowed that Jennifer felt the impulse to put sunglasses on. No blackout shades in here. No blinds at all, just transparency, which fosters trust, and signed contracts.

“I like these,” Anna said, bouncing in her chair.

Jennifer was watching her a bit too closely, she knew, but she had to be sure her head wasn’t going to tilt off, roll across the floor. She hadn’t realized that the earlier meeting was now part of her own personal trauma chorus, to be triggered again for . . . for forever, now?

Great. Wonderful.

“Is this everyone, then?” Sharon asked from the middle of the table.

“Gracie,” Jennifer realized out loud.

“Yeah, it is a little bright in here,” Charles said with a mischievous glint to his eyes.

“The rest of her report should be first,” Sharon said evenly, and, in response, everyone in the room made to stand, fulfill this implied order.

Ted, the most obedient, the best team player, was of course first to the door.

Jennifer settled back into her seat, and, moving on automatic, went to silence her phone then felt a moment of terror when she didn’t have it: What if Cole needed her?

But of course he was the one who still had it. And he was safe and good in some hidden part of the thirteenth floor.

She hoped this internal roller coaster wasn’t playing on her face.

“Well then,” Sharon said, looking around, waiting for one of her more socially capable employees to start a pleasant conversation—this was the client space, after all, and everyone needed to polish those skills. You never knew when a key player was going to be late for a signing and you had to keep the pitter-patter up.

“Plans for the weekend?” Jennifer said, addressing the table, putting no one on the spot, blah blah blah, they’d all clicked through the online training module.

“Weekend, what’s that?” Charles, the only one who could get away with something like this, said.

Sharon pursed her lips and dipped her chin to her chest.

“Oh, oh! There she is!” Anna squealed, jack-in-the-boxing up from her oh-so-bouncy seat.

They all turned and it was Gracie, zoetroping past slit window after slit window of the only somewhat solid interior wall of the client space, her pace brisk, her chin tucked into her chest as if she were telling herself to just keep putting one foot after the other, then repeat, repeat.

She was making her way toward the reception desk, after which: escape.

“I’ll get her!” Anna said, and was already doing it.

“Get Ted back, would you?” Sharon said to Jennifer and Jennifer alone, as if she knew about her and Ted’s rapport. “We don’t have all day, here.”

“Of course,” Jennifer said, sliding up and out, catching the door the moment before it would have shut.

Immediately, she heard Ted’s bass voice from . . . from the direction Anna was already headed, chasing Gracie. All Jennifer was missing to make today really great, she figured, was a red nose and crazy wig, so she could fit in with this clown parade.

All the same, she followed Anna.

“Gracie!” Anna called, her clip brisk, right hand raised like flagging a cab.

Ted, having seen Gracie as well and wanting to be the hero, was coming back, already skating past reception to catch Gracie at the elevators.

“Ted!” Jennifer called, she wasn’t sure exactly why, her pace now accelerated as well, her heels not meant for this.

She strode out onto the slick marble right when the one working elevator car dinged with arrival, the doors hissing open, Gracie sliding in before they were all the way open, even, and, with Gracie turned sideways to shimmy, to wriggle out of this terrible day, Jennifer could see the bright-white cables from the headphones Gracie wasn’t supposed to be wearing during working hours.

Her face was red and swollen from crying.

“We’re just in—” Jennifer raised her hand to announce, like neither Anna nor Ted knew this, like saying “the Blue Room” would somehow solve everything.

Ted had already stepped into the elevator with Gracie, though, was urgently punching a button, probably trying to keep the door open, and the way his other hand was gripped onto the back of Gracie’s elbow was weirdly paternal, felt like something HR was going to hear about—it was awkward enough that Jennifer stopped, wasn’t sure she wanted to have to be witness to this, as her name would then be on the report.

“No, no!” Anna said, punching both elevator buttons on the wall and starting to walk around, into the car as well.

Which was when the whole floor rose in a sudden judder.

That’s what it felt like to Jennifer, at least. It was harsh enough she bent her knees, lowering her center of gravity, her hands out for balance.

Of course the floor hadn’t shifted, though.

Just the elevator.

It had fallen six inches, maybe a foot.

Because of Jennifer’s angle, she could see the look of terror on Gracie’s face, and the look of annoyed consternation on Ted’s.

Anna slowed, looking around in wonder at this huge machinery not working as it always had, as it was supposed to, as they all trusted it to. Her hands thrust out to either side to catch the walls.

“Anna!” Jennifer shouted, actually shouted, and could tell that Anna heard and felt the urgency of this, could tell by the way her body stiffened, keeping her right where she was, partway onboard, neither in nor out.

Which was when the car dropped again, the cable above them finding more slack, some great wheel up there slipping a notch or two.

Ted, fast thinker that he was, shoved Anna back, out, to safety.

It worked . . . sort of.

Right at the moment Anna turned to look at Jennifer, the car fell all at once, farther than before, the top of the car catching Anna solidly in the forehead instead of clipping her head off entirely.

Ted had saved her.

At the cost of his right hand.

The elevator car snipped it off neatly at the forearm, left it trying to make a fist on the floor in front of the doors, just swishing shut as if this were another unremarkable Friday in a long line of unremarkable Fridays.

Jennifer surged forward, not to collect and preserve Ted’s severed hand—she couldn’t imagine touching it, couldn’t imagine it touching her back—but to try to catch Anna. She was teetering, she was wavering . . .

Jennifer cradled her unconscious form to the floor, the thin blood from the bridge of Anna’s nose soaking into Jennifer’s blazer and blouse.

Jennifer held her all the same, held her like she would Cole, the way you hold someone when you hurt for them. But she was looking across Anna, too. At the elevator doors neatly pressed into each other.

She was imagining Ted behind them, shaking his head no to her, and tracing an X in the air between them with what he had left of a forearm.
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Cole was the first place Jennifer ran after the medics gently took Anna from her.

He and R. Lewis were playing paper-football across the mahogany conference table of the still-dark Indigo Room, R. Lewis’s phone and Jennifer’s serving as their stadium lights, never mind battery life.

“What?” R. Lewis said, standing, seeing the emergency on Jennifer’s face.

Jennifer answered by rushing to Cole, hugging him tight enough and long enough that he finally started squirming. His breath smelled so perfect: cheese crackers. “Thank you,” she said up to R. Lewis, giving him elevens on his performance review now, elevens right across the board.

“Is that . . . ?” R. Lewis asked, touching his own cheek to show he meant Jennifer’s.

In response, she grubbed her phone up from the table and used the camera as a mirror.

Anna’s blood was smeared under her jawline on the left side. She wiped it with the sleeve of her blouse but that only smeared it worse.

R. Lewis was already rushing out to see what this was all about.

Ten minutes later, maybe only five, Cole was snoring lightly into Jennifer’s shoulder.

She gently arranged him on her coat behind her desk, smoothed his hair away from his eyes, kissed him long on the cheek, and told herself she could do this, she could go back to the elevators, see if this was over yet.

Hardly.

According to Charles, who was telling everyone this individually, as it was too early for jokes to the group, Ted and Gracie were in “Schrödinger’s Elevator Car,” neither alive nor dead—the emergency phone in there wasn’t working, and Gracie, for once, wasn’t using her cell.

As for Anna, she was also neither all the way alive nor all the way dead. The medics were, in Charles’s dour but also thrilled words, “very concerned” about her vitals, her lack of responsiveness.

It didn’t matter to Jennifer. No, it did, Anna’s welfare and safety were paramount, of course, of course, but what she couldn’t stop dwelling on was that, at the meeting, for the briefest, most accidental instant in the Indigo Room, she had seen all this coming, hadn’t she? Both Anna’s head injury and Ted’s now-missing right hand, forever lost in a shadow bisecting his forearm.

It was why she was back now, instead of already gone with Cole.

She had to see. She had to know.

Through the heavy boots of all the first responders, she could see the black tote someone had thought to drape over Ted’s hand and wrist, as if to preserve its dignity.

“Got it, got it!” a fireman on his knees, his arm deep in the wall like birthing a calf, finally said in celebration.

On cue, two other firemen leaned into the pry bar they had in the outer elevator doors.

The firemen, Jennifer gathered, were bringing the elevator car back to the thirteenth floor. That was somehow safer than leaving it nearly to the twelfth.

Slowly, painfully but also delicately, not wanting to dislodge anything, they wrenched the inner doors of the car open.

The moment they parted, Gracie clambered through, spent and sobbing, the firemen dragging her, her whole front side slathered in blood, but she wouldn’t let go of Ted’s left hand.

Jennifer didn’t know she had pent-up emotions until they were coming out her eyes, gulping up her throat.

“Thank you,” she mumbled into the side of her fist, she wasn’t sure who to, exactly.

The whole office applauded when Ted finally clumped out onto the marble floor, rolled over onto his back, and held what was left of his right arm up, probably to keep the blood in. It was wrapped over and over with his jacket, with, Jennifer was pretty sure, Gracie’s bright-white headphone cables keeping it tight, and right then Jennifer forgave Gracie for the stunt with the lights, and for being so young and stupid as to always have to be plugged into her music.

“Take that, Schrödinger,” Charles said, the punchline he probably had cued up, was so pleased to get to use.

Jennifer pursed her lips, hated that her first response had been to laugh at this stupid joke.

Gracie and Ted were alive, though, weren’t they?

They should all be laughing.
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“Too tired to take the stairs, football star?” Jennifer said into Cole’s neck, and stood with him in her office, cradling his head like she used to when he was a baby, never mind the splotch of blood on the front of her blouse.

Cole opened his eyes once, twice, and on the third time he said in his groggy voice that he needed his football, his football.

Jennifer narrowed her eyes, looking around her office for if he’d brought one, and then: of course. The triangular paper one R. Lewis had folded for him.

“I can make you one at home?” she said, patting his hair down in back. “An even better one, with tape?”

Cole looked up to her with eyes about to cry, his lower lip already starting to shove forward.

“Okay, okay,” she said, which is what delivered them back to the Indigo Room.

It was just as dark as she knew it would be.

“We’ll find it,” she assured him, casing the shadowy floor, the water cooler gurgling, unseen.

“Over there,” Cole said, turning in her arms, and she finally had to set him down gently, so she could walk into that great darkness herself.

“Count!” she told him, faking that this was fun.

From Jonathan, she’d learned that Cole was much more pliable when he could be convinced he was playing a new game—that they were going for some record time, or seeing who could log the most red cars, or whatever. Jennifer had initially been concerned it would make Cole too competitive, that he was learning to base his self-worth on “winning,” but . . . maybe that was part of how boys were socialized? To stop the games might be to delay his development in some important fashion, so . . . just let things go on as if they were natural, because maybe they were.

And now she was contributing to that mindset, even.

But? They were winning, she told herself, coming around the long conference table. They still had all their hands, their heads. Most important, they were together, and Jonathan didn’t know about any of this, so far—win, win, win, big win.

“You were on this side?” Jennifer said back to Cole, and when she looked back to him, he was already surging forward for his chair, reinvigorated by being back on the field, as it were.

Jennifer flicked an eye up to the darkened screen, half expecting Sharon’s face to still be floating there, some god or cosmic entity sitting in judgment of all the gathered section heads.

“I hit it over there!” Cole said, leaning across the table to point.

Jennifer looked where he was so intently pointing, trying to shape her pupils into triangles to better find this lost football, and when she looked back to Cole, he was . . .

Gone?

The chair he had been in, too.

Jennifer rasped air in, her face both cold and hot, but then . . . thank you, thank you.

Cole’s slow cry filled the conference room.

He’d been so intent on leaning forward to point that the chair must have pushed out from under his feet and knees, delivering him immediately down to the hardwood.

Jennifer skidded on a hip across the tabletop, which she didn’t even know she could do—mom powers—came down already holding Cole to her, his chin on her shoulder.

Five minutes later, the football recovered—it was already a taped-together one—Cole was better. The fall had just been jarring, hadn’t done any real damage.

“We ready?” she asked, down at his level.

“Does Daddy know how to play footballs too?” he asked.

“Mommy knows how to make them!” Jennifer said, holding her fingers up into the necessary goalposts.

For seconds at a time now, she was starting to not be in that loop of Anna reeling away from the blow to her head, her body about to collapse. But, holding the door open for Cole to shuffle through, Jennifer did accidentally look back into the conference room.

Anna’s headless body was either sitting there in her chair, or Jennifer was remembering it having been there.

She let the heavy door’s big cylinder shush it shut, and saw herself here after hours, bashing at the windows with a chair, to let the light in permanently.

A thing she’d never do, of course.

But a girl can dream. Especially when it’s that or be stuck in a waking nightmare.
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When Jennifer opened the heavy door into the stairway, a custodian was smoking a cigarette there.

He waved the guilty smoke away, held the door for them, and Jennifer grinned complicitly, told him to have a good night.

Forty-eight steps down, by Cole’s out-loud count—could he maintain this good energy all the way to the ground?—Jennifer’s phone buzzed.

It was a text from Sharon, asking if she needed a car. It was the first ever text from Sharon.

Thanks, no! Jennifer replied, and swiped messages away, revealing . . .

Her camera roll?

Cole had been playing, great.

Walking and trying to count out loud with Cole, she checked her call log, and: of course. Cole had called Jonathan.

Great. Wonderful. Perfect.

Just what she needed, after the agreement they’d signed that guaranteed they would each have approval over any childcare situations.

But these were exigent circumstances. At least once Jennifer reordered the events of the afternoon the slightest bit, to make R. Lewis be an emergency babysitter while Jennifer gave her breathless statement to the insistent firemen.

Jonathan would never know. How would he? And, firemen surely could take statements, couldn’t they?

Jennifer shrugged, another single-mom victory under her belt, and, taking the switchback to keep descending, she clicked into the photos Cole was eating all her phone’s memory with.

What she expected to have to endure were the usual snapshots of the inside of his mouth, or his huge brown eye two inches from the front lens.

This was different, though.

Cole hadn’t taken these.

R. Lewis had.

Jennifer stopped, on alert.

Cole had opened her phone—he knew the code, they’d made a game of him learning it, for emergencies—meaning . . . meaning R. Lewis had had basically unmonitored access to her phone. When his generation could do things so quickly with one.

This day just kept getting better.

Jennifer swiped fast through the photos, knowing there wouldn’t be anything untoward but having to check anyway, until—

No.

Cole was on his knees in . . . in Anna’s chair.

Jennifer didn’t want to look, squinted her eyes as much as she could, half turning her face away, but finally she had to see.

His head—thank you thank you thank you—was exactly where it should be. His cute face, his perfect, intent little smile.

But.

There in his chest, unaccountably, as if he were a boy made from foam, there was a . . . a hole? It was the size of a grapefruit.

Behind it was that line of street light that now ran along one of the blackout shades, proving that this wasn’t a digital artifact due to dimness, proving that this wasn’t some image editing for laughs.

It was a hand-size tunnel passing right through where her son’s heart should have been.

He had inherited Jonathan’s condition, then.

Jennifer fell against the side wall of the stairs.

Jonathan had been diagnosed in his twenties, and the doctor had told him he was lucky, that if this had shown up when he’d been younger, neither of them would be sitting there talking about this. And then last year, when he’d nearly died during that blackout at the Christmas party . . .

“Oh!” Jennifer chirped out.

It was all she could articulate, all she could feel.

Her boy, her Cole.

She could still hear his footsteps ahead of her, descending, his voice counting each footfall with excitement, so he could win.

When Jennifer’s phone rang all at once in her hand, she flinched, fumbled it away from herself, listened to it cartwheeling down the stairs.

“Cole!” she called out, trying not to use a tone that would make him think he was in trouble, that might trip him up.

But a part of her she had never heard before whispered to her that . . . might that be easier for him, in the end? To crack his head open here, instead of going in a hospital room, tied to a machine he doesn’t understand, dying from a defect he can’t even pronounce?

Jennifer shook her head no, no, it wouldn’t be better, each second more with him would be precious, but she had now seen this in herself, too, and could never not see it, and would continue to have to see it each time Cole was playing near the street, each time he was eating grapes or a hot dog alone, each time he wanted to look over this or that high-up railing.

When she finally got to her newly shattered phone, which left an invisible sliver of glass in her thumb, it was Jonathan asking where she was, why she sounded funny.

“I don’t know, I don’t know!” she cried back to him, closing her eyes so tight, then opening them again.

All she did know was that her perfect little boy was scurrying away below her.

She dove after him, the concrete steps melting behind her two and three at a time, and after the second or third switchback, she stopped holding on to the handrail altogether.
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