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A Note to Readers

While abandoned subway tunnels do exist in Manhattan, there are none beneath the West 4th Street Station.

Please don’t go looking.







Chapter 1

Café tables crowded the narrow sidewalk, so close to the curb that Henry felt the wind of passing trucks. He took the side facing oncoming traffic and waited for Molly to sit. Within the hour, a migrating songbird weighing less than an ounce would upend his life… but that agent of destiny was still nine miles north, winging over a lumber yard in Yonkers, so the date began normally enough.

“About coffee,” he ventured, fingering the napkin. “When I was growing up, all the adults drank it and none of us kids understood why. I still don’t. Does any hot beverage count, for a coffee date?”

“I think we can define the term broadly.” Molly tipped her chair sideways to let a busboy with an armful of plates slide through, and held up a cautionary finger. “Coffee will not be required, as long as you have a tantalizing, mysterious past involving unspecified heroism. Or a hot air balloon! Do you have a hot air balloon?”

“I do not,” he confessed. “It’s the parking. You move to Manhattan, you give up your dirigible.” She laughed and his heart spun around.

When the waiter arrived, Molly beat him to the punch. “I will have a latte, please, and one biscotto. Is that the singular? And Henry here wants Darjeeling tea, but bring us a cup of black coffee too, on the side.” Before Henry could object, she waved him off. “Let’s see! Maybe today’s the day you get your Grownup Card.”

The waiter nodded, perhaps grateful for a customer who didn’t waffle, and retreated.

In short order they dispensed with jobs, apartments, upbringing, hobbies, and the mayoral race that neither was paying attention to yet. Henry tried to remind himself that no relationships, and only one second date, had ever ensued from his co-worker Jackie’s relentless matchmaking. Still, here was Molly twenty minutes later, leaning across the table and using his coffee—or what was left after two brave sips—to finger-paint on the paper placemat. She seemed in no rush. Henry admired her sepia-toned hippo and sketched a dive-bombing kingfisher with one tine of his fork. The couple at the next table applauded both efforts.

“The Rambles?” he suggested a few minutes later, as they walked east toward Central Park. In the angled September sunlight, even the trash cans along West 104th Street looked jaunty.

“The Rambles are way down thataway.” Molly flung a hand off to the right. “Where’s your geography? Anyway, they’re always mobbed. I like the Ravine.”

Henry hadn’t heard of the Ravine and admitted it.

“Oh man! It’s the wild bit. Like, big trees. Honestly, it’s impossible to believe you’re still in Manhattan. We have to go. And we can play my game.”

The rules of Molly’s game, clarified as they crossed the avenue and entered the park, were straightforward: Player A strolls along with their eyes shut while Player B shadows them silently, offering the bare minimum of guidance to keep the walker on the path. As a joke, Henry immediately set off at a brisk tempo, midtown commuter speed—but apparently this was a standard variation, as it provoked no response. So he kept marching blindly up the hill: five, six, seven strides, and a few more. Still nothing from his guide.

Is she matching me step for step, he wondered, or trailing behind? Surely she wouldn’t let me crash into a tree. He almost lost confidence and faltered… then steeled himself: this is a test. Pass the damn test.

“A bit left,” she murmured, very close to his ear. He was startled but pivoted accordingly. The air felt different here in the park, with traffic noise fading behind them and leaves rustling above. Henry sensed it on his face, clean and aromatic, as he plowed forward like a ship pushing through water.

“Sharp right.” Her voice was now ahead of him. He wheeled rightward and she yelped. “Left! I mean left!”

His eyes popped open and his hands rose to fend off the linden branch eleven inches from his nose. Molly was laughing even before his fingers touched the bark, and she trotted back.

“I’m so sorry! Honestly, Henry, that was a genuine brain fart. Oh man, you’ll never play my games again!”

He laughed too, still coming down from the liberating thrill of the brief, blinkered walk. “I’m good!” The hand on his shoulder was a natural enough gesture to accompany her apology, but he tingled nonetheless.

“You do not lie, that’s a cool game. Exciting at the end too.”

She beamed. “Right?”

They stood on a macadam path dappled with fallen leaves and autumn sunlight. Massive tree trunks surrounded them, grander than the thin-limbed shade trees that lined the streets of the city proper. The competition for space and light was palpable—it felt like a proper forest, as if he’d hiked thirty miles north while his eyes were closed, rather than a hundred feet. And they had it all to themselves. Is this really me, he thought? Cautious, deferential Henry, standing here in the woods with this lovely, funny, irrepressible woman? The loneliness of the past three years seemed distant, like the faint twinge of an old injury.

“My turn. Revenge would be too predictable, so you can’t run me into a tree.”

She set off at a good clip and he trotted to catch up. The scrape of his soles on the ground felt intrusive, so he lightened his step and tried to move silently, positioning himself six feet ahead on the opposite side of the path. With Molly’s eyes shut, he could study her face directly—no need to blush and drop his gaze, no snatching of quick glimpses. She had balanced, proportional features, with vibrant skin and light brown hair swept behind her ears. “Pretty” was too ordinary a word, or insufficient at least: it was a uniquely open, honest face, whose unguardedness would stand out in any city. He tried to remember if her eyes were blue or brown. Then he registered, belatedly, why the question remained unanswered: she was sauntering along with such confidence, he’d forgotten the game.

“Slight right!” he blurted as her left foot landed halfway off the paved path. She grinned, thumbed her nose at him, and adjusted course. But her eyes never opened.

At the fork he hung back, by courteous habit, before realizing the decision was up to him. He glanced rightward: a shadier route, with a tempting curve. “Sixty degrees right.”

She paused, hauled an imaginary ship’s wheel around, and set off at approximately the right angle. Leaves crunched underfoot. “The path less taken,” she noted.

Twigs swayed down and briefly ruffled Henry’s sandy hair; the breeze, unexpected here in the woods, felt soothing. A flash of yellow caught his eye. He scanned and saw nothing, then spotted it again: a small bird, perched delicately on a branch about four feet above the ground and eyeing them watchfully. The top of the bird’s head was gray, but its neck and body glowed brilliantly yellow. Jet-black stripes trailed across its chest like an elegant cravat that had come undone.

“Stop a moment,” he said quietly. Molly paused a few feet away, freezing her arms in mid-swing. “Forward very softly, just two steps or so.” She smiled and followed suit. “Turn to your left, twenty degrees. Open your eyes.”

She did and her mouth dropped open in silent delight. They both held very still while the bird examined them. It was only six or seven feet away, balanced on the bobbing needles of a cedar.

“That color!” Molly whispered.

Henry nodded. “Look at the black stripe across the eyes. Like the masked villain in a superhero movie.”

“A tiny villain,” she agreed. “But good-looking.”

“Magnolia Warbler, I think.” He was confident in the identification, but didn’t want to sound like a show-off.

Molly, however, was charmed. “Oh, I knew you’d be the type who knows!” Henry ducked his head, embarrassed. “Are they native here?”

“They migrate. This one’s probably heading to Cuba, or even Guatemala. Could have started up in Maine.”

“Damn,” Molly said, impressed. “That is a long flight for little wings.”

The warbler hopped lightly to a lower branch and considered them with alert black eyes. Then it tipped its head back, fluffed the feathers around its neck, and snapped, “Fuck off!”

Henry jumped.

“I mean it.” The warbler’s voice was small but clear. “Fuck. Off. This here’s my turf today.”

Henry looked to his right, then left, whipping his head around so fast a muscle twanged in his neck. Where could the sound be coming from? It was a timbre he’d never heard before, liquid vowels with tiny, clicky consonants dropped in. Like whistled speech.

“Oh my gosh,” Molly cooed. “The song! It’s perfect.”

“Fuck the fuck off! Fuck off-off-off!” insisted the warbler.

“Can you tell if that’s a courtship song, or territorial, or something?”

Henry looked at her, startled. Did she not hear the cursing? But she was entranced by the bird. The warbler swore, “Jesus Christ!” Molly lifted her head and shut her eyes to listen, with a smile.

“Pure beauty, either way,” she decided. “I had a white noise machine when I first moved here—you know, to help you sleep—which was all birdsong. But it’s not the same.”

Henry refocused on the warbler, who stared him down malevolently. Behind the bird, bare tree trunks stretched into the distance. There was no one in sight. And nobody behind them, when he checked. Here in the woods it was just him, Molly, and this foul-mouthed Magnolia Warbler.

“Dude,” complained the warbler. “Are you deaf? Back, the Fuck, Off!”

Henry shut his eyes. I’m going crazy, he thought. I’m hallucinating. What kind of tea was that?

The warbler offered a final, dismissive “Asshole!” before darting up into the tree and out of sight.

“Magnolia Warbler,” Molly recited, practicing. “Magnolia Warbler. Safe flight, little dude! Saludos a Cuba!” She tucked an arm affectionately through Henry’s elbow and steered them both back down the path. “Now my day is complete,” she said happily.

Henry walked, stunned. What the hell just happened? He needed to sit down, catch his breath, joggle his brain back and forth to rerun the memory. But he couldn’t, because Molly was immediately onto the next game.

“Stand still,” she instructed. Then she began walking in circles around him, patting his head and saying, “Duck, duck, duck, duck, duck…”

She paused in front. “Most people think this isn’t a two-person game. But why not?” He tried to smile.

“Goose!” she chortled, and dodged behind him. Instinctively he thrust a hand out and caught her trailing wrist.

“Ah, ya got me,” she said, gracefully capitulating. “Your turn.”

Pause. “Did…” he began, then trailed off.

“Duck,” she reminded him. She planted her feet and gazed forward along the path, waiting expectantly.

Henry did the only thing he could: “Duck, duck, duck…”

At least this gave him a moment to collect his thoughts. Clearly—obviously—he didn’t just hear a Magnolia Warbler swear at them. He couldn’t have. Molly hadn’t noticed anything, after all. He needed to shake the delusion off for now, put it on the shelf for later pondering.

But the inexplicable moment put a clunk in his rhythm as they wound their way along the stream, past the Huddlestone Arch with its massive boulders, and around the Great Hill. At one point, midway through the tale of his first and worst job interview, he realized there was no punchline. Or at least none that would amuse anyone outside the field of informatics. He stuttered, tried to recover, and then aborted.

“You know, I’ve just remembered that this”—unable to find the right word, he gesticulated with annoyance at his own mouth—“is a lame story. I wish I could give you those two minutes back.”

Molly patted him on the shoulder. “Henry, my friend, we all have our lame stories. The ones we launch into before remembering they have no point.” She tapped on her scalp with stiff fingers, curled like a pianist. “In my brain, they get misfiled in ‘Anecdotes, Guaranteed to Amuse, Trot Out for Any Occasion’—I’m always finding shaggy dogs up there but never manage to refile them properly.”

Henry smiled gratefully. “It’s like the front of the story is so appealing, you forget to check out the back side.”

“There are people like that too,” she mused.

They were approaching the edge of the park now. On the other side of the low stone wall an M10 bus was pulling away from the curb, ignoring the older Asian-American woman who bustled toward it with a laundry cart of groceries, shouting, “Hold up, hold up!” Two food carts were stationed just north of the bus stop, one serving halal food and the other pretzels. Pedestrians streamed in both directions, flowing around each other without breaking stride or making eye contact.

“Well,” said Molly brightly, “this is me!” She gave him a peck on the cheek before he quite realized the date was ending. “This was fun, Henry! You are a sweet guy, just like Jackie said.”

He scrambled for words, but what came out was: “You too!”

“Excellent! We are two sweet guys!” Molly celebrated. Henry winced and was about to try again, but she said, “Oh, here we go,” and stepped into a taxi that had just disgorged its previous passengers.

She leaned out the open door. “Are you heading downtown?”

For a moment, he was tempted to lie, and hop into the cab to savor a few more minutes in her ebullient company. He could always catch the subway back north. But the clamor of street noise, all the busy, impatient energy of the populace that now engulfed them, somehow compressed his spirit back into its usual, careful, passive mode. His heart shouted, “Just jump in!” but what he said aloud was, “I’m uptown,” cocking his head regretfully to the right.

“Uptown Boy,” Molly sang, and her fingers fluttered a wave as the taxi pulled away.

He gazed after the retreating cab for a moment, as the glow faded and the usual self-protective pessimism settled back around his shoulders, insulating him. This was great, he thought, but dude: she’s out of your league. Don’t delude yourself. Don’t taint the memory by hoping for more.

As he turned to walk north, a pigeon swooped over his head, perilously close, and with a start he remembered the warbler. Already, unconsciously, he’d convinced himself it hadn’t happened. Some explanation would eventually present itself—hallucinations are real, after all. Then, bemused at his own mental phrasing, he amended: hallucinations are a real phenomenon, which some people experience. A topic to bring up with Murray, his therapist, with whom he rarely had interesting symptoms to share.

Do any warblers learn words, like budgies or parrots? Could it have been an escaped pet?

It didn’t happen, he told his brain sternly. Leave it alone. Leave it for Murray. He banked left and trotted down the stairs into the subway at 110th Street.

[image: ]
As always, the last few steps toward Henry’s building brought a sense of relief. The modest third-floor walk-up he shared with his housemate, Yaryk, was the only place he felt truly at ease. He liked sitting on his own frayed, moss-green couch, in the company of familiar books and plates and towels; they gave him a sense of belonging. Life anywhere else in the city required breathing borrowed air, occupying temporary space, infringing on someone’s territory. Yaryk, who’d arrived from Belarus with only a suitcase, waxed enthusiastic about every new lamp, bookcase, or kitchen implement Henry introduced, so he could furnish the apartment according to his own taste. Yaryk’s away ’til Tuesday, he reminded himself: gotta feed the fish.

He passed through the dimly lit lobby and took the stairs two at a time, feeling youthful. The warmth of the date was coming back—little snatches of conversation, funny moments he could rerun and chuckle at again. And Molly’s spur-of-every-moment joy, her cockeyed, sideways amusement at… well, everything. Her playfulness had released him in a way he hadn’t felt for ages.

As he unlocked and pushed through the apartment door, he heard a voice from the living room, faintly accented. Was Yaryk home early, the trip canceled?

“May jackals pick over the putrid scraps of flesh on your scattered bones!” the voice intoned, with somber gravity. “May all future generations lament your foul deeds, curse your inheritance, and eradicate your memory.”

“Yaryk?” Henry called.

Another voice replied, cold and judgmental. “Your words are but dust, pulled apart and scattered by the meanest of breezes. Fair nature itself abhors you, a miscegenation, a blot upon evolution.”

Henry locked the door behind him and furrowed his brow. Had Yaryk brought a friend home? Or left the radio on? He turned the corner into the living room while the first voice was sneering, “Pah! From some fetid crevice you arose, and will ignominiously return… yet find even there no welcome.”

There was nobody in the room. His morning tea mug sat, forgotten, on the coffee table, next to the pile of New Yorker magazines he never kept pace with. The radio was off. The window was shut. He scanned around, but nothing was out of place: mismatched bookcases, venetian blinds, woven chenille sofa, faded sky-blue papasan chair, two framed prints, a rustic mirror made from a reclaimed window frame, tan-on-white swirly carpet. No voices—in fact, hardly any noise at all; this was the selling point of the apartment, which faced an inner courtyard rather than the street. He stood in the center of the room and slowly rotated, yet all looked normal.

A small, hard kernel of worry made itself known in his chest. That’s twice in one day, he thought. More hallucinations. Am I safe? Who do you call when this happens?

He sat on the edge of the couch, back straight, listening intently. Nothing to hear. Nobody in the apartment, no other source of sound… which meant, again, he must have imagined it. And he was hungry.

Stick to routine, he thought uneasily. Sometimes, symptoms present and fade away with no cause ever identified. Report the aberrations to Murray tomorrow, but keep your body healthy in the meantime. Which means dinner.

He stood and headed toward the kitchen, then paused to scold himself aloud: “Henry, you forget your manners! First feed those who can’t feed themselves.”

Yaryk’s pair of betta fish, one resplendent blue and the other a fiery orange, waited in two separate half-globes mounted diagonally on the wall about eighteen inches apart. They couldn’t be housed in the same tank, Yaryk had explained, as they were aggressive. Otherwise, they were very low-maintenance pets: sprinkle a few flakes of food every day, trade in fresh water once a week, that was all.

Henry had felt uneasy when they arrived—it seemed unkind to confine any living thing in such a small space—but Yaryk assured him the pet store clerk gave a full briefing and recommended this setup. And it was diverting, even meditative, to watch the fish as they explored their humble domains. They were like pure color brought to life, oversized fins and spectacular fantails rippling like the drapes and folds of an elegant evening gown.

He dropped a pinch of food in the upper tank for the blue fish, whom his roommate had named Lazavik after a whip-wielding figure from Belarusian folklore. Lazavik darted to the surface, gulped a flake, peered down at his neighbor Dzedka (another folk name), and proclaimed in a prim, tenory voice: “These blessings fall upon me to confirm the rightness of my path; your bowl is as dry and empty as your heart.”

Henry froze.

Dzedka looked up and retorted, “The nutritious grain which passes through you becomes a foul dropping, bespoiling your tank; so it is with all things unlucky enough to touch your accursed flesh.” His tiny lips moved almost imperceptibly, yet the enunciation was edged and precise.

Henry felt light-headed, and sat on the floor before he could faint.

The fish were silent. Dzedka swam gently to and fro; Lazavik nibbled another flake.

Henry covered his face, pressing fingertips tightly into his forehead, and issued a muffled “Jesus.” He sat that way for a full minute, breathing unsteadily and trying to think, but his mind remained blank—as if he’d sent back a query, a memory call, and the internal librarian returned with empty hands and a shrug. He dropped his arms and hugged himself.

This is mental illness, he thought. Vaguely he remembered that schizophrenia could manifest late, even in your twenties. Yet wouldn’t there be warning signs, clues in advance? Although he’d been a sensitive child with easily bruised feelings, and had grown into a reflective, shy adult, he’d never had cause to fear for his fundamental sanity. Nor had his therapist ever intimated such a concern.

He peeked between his fingers at Dzedka, the orange fish, hanging motionless in the water just below Henry’s eye level. “You’re a fish,” Henry told him accusingly, but felt foolish as soon as the words came out. Now he was remonstrating with marine life: surely another troubling sign.

If Dzedka heard Henry’s complaint, he didn’t respond. He twisted halfway toward the window, then rippled and abruptly pointed up toward Lazavik. “May boils scar you,” he called across to the other tank, “and pestilence trouble your eyes, and thorns prick your feet at every turn.”

He doesn’t even have feet, Henry thought. Neither do you. And jeez, why do they hate each other so much? Then he grimaced and shook his head as if trying to dislodge a fly: this is a delusion, it’s not real. He slapped his cheeks a few times and stood up. He dropped four flakes of betta mix into Dzedka’s tank. They floated on the surface, then disappeared one by one as the orange fish darted upward in repeated lunges. Lazavik, his meal already finished, was gazing in the other direction, fins and tail only occasionally flickering.

Henry returned the betta food packet to the shelf, backed away slowly, and went into the kitchen to feed himself.







Chapter 2

Henry didn’t fall asleep easily. His mind caromed between unsettling lines of thought. There was the worrisome possibility of insanity, but he was also distressed by… well, how angry they all were! That Magnolia Warbler, whose glowing plumage darted joy into the heart of every birder who spotted him—such a gorgeous bird, spluttering with foul-mouthed fury? And Lazavik and Dzedka: trapped in an eternal duel like two characters in a Beckett play, unable to attack or retreat, channeling their hatred into baroque oaths which they flung like spears back and forth… how could these beautiful life-forms harbor such bitterness and loathing?

But wait. Now he was embracing the figments as real—surely an escalation of delusion. It’s one thing to hear voices in your head, but quite another to conclude your fish are actually trading smackdowns. Jesus Christ.

Then again… if it wasn’t the animals, where was all this anger coming from? Were there hidden pockets of rage in his own brain? Was he on the verge of snapping?

After an hour of this seesawing he finally slipped into unconsciousness, abruptly, as if some deep part of his brain had pulled the emergency cord to protect essential machinery.

He slept without dreams and woke up at the usual time. For a while he lay, mind pleasantly vacant, blinking at the small trapezoid of sunlight that splashed across his closet door like a carelessly tacked-up poster. This bedroom, the smaller of the two, received direct sunlight for only eighty minutes a day. Henry could have negotiated for the larger room where Yaryk slept, or proposed an uneven split of the rent, but he’d done neither. Whenever life presented a smaller, less desirable option—the narrower seat, the broken candy cane, the inconvenient time slot—Henry promptly chose it so no one else would have to. It was his way, he told himself, of pouring kindness into the world. But these small courtesies were rarely noticed, and (as Murray observed) such deference was self-serving too: it allowed him to forestall even the briefest hint of conflict, any momentary clash of desire with another soul.

Still, eighty minutes of morning sun was pretty good for Manhattan. Henry smiled sleepily at the bright closet door, and recalled with a bigger smile his unexpectedly long and playful coffee date yesterday… and then he remembered the hostile Magnolia Warbler and the bickering betta fish and jerked up, wide awake and ashen. The date was still replaying in his mind but he brushed it reluctantly aside. Even if lighthearted, witty, carefree Molly were a genuine romantic prospect—and she’s not, he admonished himself: that walk in the park was surely just charity, a favor for Jackie—she would never date a man descending into madness.

Fortunately today was Monday, which was Murray Day. “O Therapist,” he murmured. “Into your hands, I commend my sanity.” He got dressed, washed his face (faintly surprised his features revealed no change—wouldn’t madness show?), and walked through the living room. Lazavik and Dzedka floated peaceably, each in his own half-globe, exactly like the decorative fish they were supposed to be. Maybe it was only a blip, he thought hopefully—a few hours of auditory hallucinations? He tipped an imaginary hat in their direction as he headed out.

The commute downtown and the workday were blessedly uneventful until midafternoon, when Jackie cornered him in the copy room with a sly grin.

“So: youse got news, right?”

Henry blushed. “It was really nice. Thanks for setting that up, Jackie.”

“Aaaand…?” The word curled upward. She raised her eyebrows and coyly pursed her lips as if preparing to receive a major announcement of the good kind. Jackie often seemed to be playing a part in a community theater production, with ostentatiously large gestures visible from the cheap seats.

Henry wasn’t sure what was expected here. Was she asking… if they’d kissed? The preposterousness of that stopped him completely.

“C’mon!” She laughed, and punched his arm. “Did the birds sing, and glittery rainbows arch over your heads, and heavenly hosts sing Alleluia? She’s fabulous, isn’t she? And you’re perfect for each other.”

Henry didn’t hear most of that; he was stuck on the birds. For a wild moment he wondered if Jackie knew about the warbler—or had even orchestrated it, a practical joke?—and then realized it was just her usual florid style. He mustered up a grin.

“Seriously, Jackie: she’s hilarious… and way out of my league, as you must know. But it was a really fun time.”

“Hey, hey!” she objected. “Don’t short-sell my merchandise: you’re a catch, for the right girl. Cute even, except—” She interrupted herself to take two steps back, squinting, then strode forward and leaned unnervingly far into his personal space, before settling back with a disapproving cluck. “Yeah. You’re good at short range—nice eyes especially, kind-soul eyes—but nobody gets that close until it’s a done deal. So it doesn’t help. The ideal FBP for dating is five to fifteen feet.”

“FBP?” He felt flustered by the scrutiny, and even more by the compliment.

“Focal beauty point. How far away you’re hottest. You peak at eighteen inches, max. Maybe we need side-by-side dates, ski lifts and such—I’ll work on that.”

She turned and crossed her arms sternly at the photocopier, which was uttering a plaintive cry for help. “What have you choked on now, you silly machine?”

Henry escaped.
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There were two ways to get to Murray: the B train underground, or the M7 bus above. Henry preferred the bus although it was slower. Subway cars, especially at rush hour, got so crowded that his fellow New Yorkers were transformed into automatons, each soul vanishing into some distant interior place to protect themselves from any hint of intimacy with the strangers crushed up against them. You could sense the withdrawal in their inert, unseeing eyes. Henry found it disquieting, like some future dystopia in which our protagonist is surrounded by humans in suspended animation—not quite dead, but with only a few living cells preserved deep within. So when time allowed, he took the bus.

The wait was also more pleasant at the bus stop than on a dingy subway platform, inhaling stale air and watching rats skitter across the tracks. Up here, he could appreciate baby twins sailing past in grand double-wide strollers, sales clerks rearranging a shop window, taxis shouldering each other aside to reach the next fare, a lovingly tended (albeit probably illegal) flowerbox of chrysanthemums and trailing vinca on the fire escape across the way—always something new.

Today’s entertainment was a woman sitting on an incongruous lawn chair by the worn-down marble steps of her apartment building, reading a paperback with a thermos by her side. It was another warm September day, when suburbanites might relax outside on their decks: why not declare this a deck too? Henry took a seat on the bench under the bus shelter and admired her shameless appropriation of the sidewalk. She looked to be in her late forties, wearing a print dress and a floppy straw hat to keep the sun out of her eyes.

Two dogs arrived from the right, towing their owner up the street as he thumbed his phone. They were on long, retractable leashes, which granted more latitude for independent exploration, and the smaller one sniffed at the woman’s shoes.

“Well, hi there!” she said, peering over the top of her book. She proffered a hand for the dog to smell and gave him a scratch on the head.

Henry abruptly remembered the cursing warbler and Yaryk’s fish, and eyed the dog suspiciously. But he simply sat, eyes half-closed in appreciation of the scratch, tail twitching: an ordinary terrier. The other dog paused to mark a parking meter and their owner slowed to a stop. He finished his text, looked up, and smiled vaguely at the stranger in the lawn chair petting his dog. Henry’s shoulders untensed.

“What’s this handsome fellow’s name?” the woman asked.

“George II.”

“Ooh, royalty!” She wriggled, as if to sit up properly in accordance with court etiquette. The dog owner obligingly chuckled. The dog rubbed his head against the woman’s knee and sat by her side, mouth slightly open, tongue hanging loose. His tail thumped on the sidewalk.

“I have a knack with animals,” the woman confided. She gave the dog another scratch, this one under his chin; he craned his long nose upward and pressed into it. “They’re just drawn to me.”

“I can see that!”

“This one’s a sweetie. Aren’t you a sweetheart? Aren’t you?”

“You get a whiff of this chick?” the terrier muttered gruffly to the other dog, a Labrador. “Jesus, change your underwear!” Even at a distance, his voice was adenoidal and truculent, like a sports fan calling in to the station.

Henry sat up. The Labrador finished peeing, looked over at the woman, and rested on his haunches. “They get like that,” he said philosophically. “The older ones are the worst. This one uses homeopathic deodorants in lieu of showering.”

“Yeah, that’s clear,” the terrier said. “Decent scratcher, but that stench would make me retch.” He gave her hand a perfunctory lick and trotted forward.

“Long live the king!” the woman called after him.

“Have a good one.” The dog owner nodded to the woman and followed the terrier. The Labrador snuffled around the base of the bus shelter as his leash extended, and finally loped after the other two.

The woman smiled at Henry, who sat with one hand clapped over his mouth and the other clenched by his side. “I have a knack with animals,” she explained again.

At that moment the M7 bus pulled to the curb. Henry scrambled to his feet, dug in his pocket for the MetroCard, and stepped aboard.
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Murray was running late, as he often did; Henry was the last appointment every Monday. He didn’t mind, although he never knew what to do when the previous client finally emerged from their therapy session. Do you nod and smile to forgive the delay? Or studiously avoid eye contact to preserve the illusion of privacy? He sat in the waiting room and held one of the Field & Stream magazines as a prop, in case he needed to appear absorbed.

These weekly appointments with Murray had been sparked by a breakup three years earlier. It was the gentlest of mutual separations, with constant reassurances on both sides, followed by several weeks of check-in calls until they petered out. Denise had more experience with ending relationships, so Henry let her take the lead and she conducted herself honorably enough. It shouldn’t have been as painful as it was. Yet something in his spirit wouldn’t let the emotional bruises fade; it felt (as he explained to Murray during their first session) like he was banging the same part of his soul on the same table leg every day, an ache constantly renewed. Murray laughed at the image, which made Henry glad, and they settled into a weekly routine which, like the doomed relationship that had launched it, trundled along patiently and went nowhere.

Murray’s inner office was reasonably soundproof, but toward the end of the current session, a large guffaw could be heard through the door—whether from therapist or patient wasn’t clear. Henry stretched his chin upward and self-consciously adjusted his collar. We never have that much fun, he reflected wistfully, before pushing the thought away. In their early days he’d worried about whether Murray liked him, but after five months of exploring that topic together, he came to understand that therapy was a professional relationship: it was not a friendship, and would never resemble one.

So it was jarring when the door finally opened, mid-chuckle, and the previous patient bounced out delivering one last riff (which Henry couldn’t quite make out) to Murray, who stood by the doorframe to see him off. Murray chortled and wiped his eyes as if he’d been busting a gut for half an hour. He ended with a sigh and a thump on the back. “But seriously, Lamar: keep an eye on that. I’ll see you next week.”

“You too, homie.” Lamar snapped his fingers, using both hands, and double-pointed at Henry with a grin. “Party time!”

Henry coughed, for lack of anything better to say.

“Henry?” Murray said with his professional tone, gesturing into the office.

How do you even start, Henry wondered as he settled into his chair. Over the years, their therapy routine had locked into an unchanging format: Murray led off with a broad question, Henry requested clarification, Murray rephrased but kept it vague and open-ended, Henry dutifully summarized his week (still unsure if he was on the right track) until it seemed Murray was satisfied, and then Murray held forth about syndromes that might be indicated. Henry did his best to embrace every new diagnosis, from social anxiety disorder to OCD to dysthymia to conflict aversion neurosis, but couldn’t help wondering if Murray’s confident pronouncements—each displacing its predecessor—weren’t inspired more by his own recent professional reading than anything observed during their sessions. Maybe Murray just switched to diagnostic musing when he couldn’t bear another minute of Henry’s mopey recitation.

Today, though, for the first time in a long while, Henry had a genuine issue he wanted to address, something more concrete and immediate than any speculative disorder. He waited patiently through Murray’s opening salvo and then said, “If you don’t mind, could we hold off on that? Because I have a question today. Something’s been happening and it worries me.”

Murray raised his eyebrows, crossed one knee over the other, and settled back in his burgundy chair. “Do you really need any new worries, Henry?” He had a thin face and rimless glasses, which he rarely wore, using them primarily as a prop for gesticulating. His work attire never varied: khaki pants, woven leather belt, and an oxford shirt with a pattern that wasn’t quite subtle enough—you could never pair a tie with one of Murray’s shirts. A sports jacket was slung casually over the back of his chair. It had hung in the same position for years.

Henry laughed politely. “I know, I know. I am a symphony of worries, as you often say. But this one is new. I’ve been, um… hearing voices.”

Murray was gazing out the window. After a moment came the reply, one of his stock responses: “Okay, tell me more.”

“A bird in the park…” Henry trailed off. Was there any way to phrase this without getting hustled off in a straitjacket?

“A bird in the park,” Murray repeated. He made a note in his notebook.

“Not just the bird—also my housemate’s fish, and today two dogs. The thing is, Murray: I hear them talking. I hear animals talking. Complaining, mostly. It started yesterday.”

“What do these animals complain about, Henry?”

“Like if someone gets too close, or there’s a bad smell, or… well, anything. They’re so hostile! The fish, you should hear them: they just hurl long-winded insults, damning each other’s very existence. They’re in separate tanks, two smaller tanks, because they’re betta fish and territorial. But they can see each other.”

Murray nodded thoughtfully. “An interesting reflection of your own anxieties, isn’t it? Living in a small apartment where you try to block the city out, unsure of your own attractiveness, avoiding conflict, yadda yadda.”

Henry paused, nonplussed. “Well, I guess so.” He rubbed his knee and studied the painting behind Murray’s ear, an Albert Bierstadt print of a western scene. The intended subject was a waterfall glittering in a patch of afternoon sun, but Henry’s eye invariably strayed above and beyond the cataract to the highest, farthest mountain in Bierstadt’s background, faint and washed out, its summit almost blending into the cloud: week after week, that mountaintop felt like the safest place to look. “Today, though,” he continued, not moving his gaze from the peak, “for once, I’m not talking about my anxieties. It’s these voices. Why do I hear animals talking? Am I—”

He broke off to compose himself. It was easy to pose the question in his head, but nerve-wracking to finally ask a professional.

Finally he said quietly: “Should I be worried for my sanity?”

Murray tapped his folded glasses on his stomach and considered. “There’s nothing really new here,” he suggested at last. “If you think about it, it’s the same complex of issues as always. All those elements of city life for which you feel maladapted: personal space, competition, attractiveness. They’ve been central to our discussions since we first started working together.”

“But this, though,” Henry objected. “I never heard animals talk before.”

“Well, that’ll be this week’s metaphor,” Murray said soothingly. “And next week you’ll find another. Aren’t they all just ways of avoiding the need to address loneliness directly?”

“Except… it’s not a metaphor. I hear animals. They talk to each other, and to me. Real words and sentences; it all feels totally real.”

“It is real!” Murray agreed. “These are real issues, worth spending time with. You’re not alone in feeling this way, and you shouldn’t downplay the importance of your own feelings.”

“Well, yes but—Murray, they even cuss! That warbler in the park: I lost track of his F-bombs.”

Murray nodded sagely. “Your feelings are strong, like anyone else’s, but you’ve never felt they merited full expression—that you are worthy of being heard. This warbler gives you that permission.”

It went on like this until the end of the fifty-minute session—or rather, the forty-three-minute session, due to their late start. Henry always kept an eye on the clock and made sure to stand up at 6:20 on the dot, hoping Murray might note his courtesy and strive for equal punctuality at the front end.

“This was good!” Murray pronounced, setting his notebook aside. “Making progress. Same time next week?”

“Of course,” Henry said, polite as always.
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When he got home, the apartment felt empty and tense. Henry was used to sharing the kitchen with his housemate, who could be counted on to fill their evenings with enthusiastic chatter: a stalled elevator at work, an outlandish outfit seen on the subway, the latest horrors from Central Europe. (Even the latter seemed less grim when delivered in Yaryk’s cheerful, animated tone, perhaps because he tried out new words before grasping their subtleties: “The politicians, Henry, they are molesting my people! They molest my dear father every day!”)

Without Yaryk’s prattle, the walls seemed to amplify every small, lonely sound: the shoes dropped by the hallway door (silence, silence)… the fork clinking on the plate during his stir-fried dinner-for-one (silence, silence)… the sudden roughness of his own cleared throat (silence, etc.). He thought about calling his sister down in Baltimore to report on the date with Molly—she was in college, highly social and always nagging him to get out more—but they hid nothing from each other, and those animal hallucinations still felt too new and worrying to talk about.

Throughout the evening he was unconsciously braced for any further outbursts from Lazavik or Dzedka, yet the living room quiet remained uninterrupted. The betta fish had accepted their own meals without comment and now floated in their tanks, elegant and serene, by all appearances at peace with the world and each other. Henry hadn’t heard a peep since the previous afternoon. Still, he kept stealing anxious looks in their direction, and couldn’t concentrate on the New Yorker in front of him. It was from last March anyway.

“Let’s work this out,” he decided, slinging the magazine back onto the coffee table. By habit, Henry talked through all problems aloud, a holdover from his previous studio apartment days. Whether that was a sign of slipping mental stability was something he’d never thought to worry about.

He ticked items off on his fingers.

“One: no weirdness before yesterday.” He pondered.

“Two: no other unusual symptoms, physical or mental. Everything feels pretty normal.”

“Three: Murray seemed unconcerned. But also didn’t get it, maybe.”

“Four…” Long pause. No fours came to mind.

His gaze fell on the fish again. Dzedka was facing the window. Their existence, he thought: how small must a brain be to tolerate such a life, so restricted and monotonous? He imagined how the living room would look from their inside-the-tank perspective. Blurry and indistinct, no doubt. To them, he mused, that blur represents the outmost boundary of knowledge, the farthest stretches of the known universe.

“I’m not insane,” he suggested experimentally. Immediately it felt like the right conclusion, as if a bell had rung and the debate was settled, though he couldn’t say why. Maybe it was simply the angry intensity of all the animal rants—that spitting-mad warbler with his sailor vocabulary, the ferociously feuding fish, those two contemptuous dogs. He’d lived with himself for twenty-eight years, and never once had his gentle brain dished up such vitriol. “Only one alternative,” he reasoned: “If these aren’t my thoughts… they’re theirs.”

“Bilge,” inserted Dzedka.

Henry wasn’t even surprised this time. All he felt was a resigned, weary acceptance.

“Dzedka, was that to me? Do you disagree?”

The possibility of two-way communication, of birds and dogs and fish understanding his human speech, hadn’t occurred to Henry until just now. The whole phenomenon was starting to feel like science, an unexpected development to be explored methodically.

“Bilge!” Dzedka repeated, more forcefully.

“Okay. Which part?”

“BILGE ALONE runs through your veins,” the fish declaimed in a stentorian voice. Apparently he’d just been winding up for the next insult. “Bilge, the sour jetsam, the very essence of corruption and decay. The urine of queasy, terrified sailors, the rotting scraps spurned even by ship dogs, the detritus which sinks to the lowest level of the barque, all tossed by the waves into a noxious porridge of pestilence… this, and nothing more than this, is the family bloodline you inexplicably cherish.”

Lazavik didn’t reply right away. Perhaps he was daunted by the sheer scale of the oath lobbed his way.

Henry sat back with a complicated mix of emotions. He felt confirmed in his conviction that the voices were genuine, and relieved to be sane. He was sobered by the sudden, awesome significance of his life. He was distressed by the downright nastiness of the animal kingdom—at least, those representatives thus far overheard.

And he felt sorry for Lazavik. How do you top that?







Chapter 3

In the morning, there was a roach in the bathroom.

Henry was not usually disquieted by roaches. He accepted their occasional intrusions as a constant of city life, the price you pay for stacking humans and their kitchens on top of each other. But today, when the roach on the white tile by the baseboard caught his eye, he watched with trepidation. Was it going to share its own wretched take on the world? He shuddered to imagine the weltschmerz of a cockroach.

Yet the creature remained silent, antennae slightly waving. As Henry stood to flush the toilet, it skittered rapidly under the vanity and disappeared. “Go,” Henry said, relieved. “Live your best bug life.” Maybe his unexpected, unwanted gift didn’t extend to the insect kingdom. Jesus, imagine the racket. Or what if it was plants—grass shrieking as the lawnmower drew near, flowers making sexy talk? Things could be worse.

Already, he was coming to embrace this strange new reality, to map out its parameters and adapt. Life brings changes, often unwelcome ones, which must be accommodated. He’d done it before. If there was one trick Henry knew, it was how to contort his routine around a new obstacle, or absorb a new sorrow. The razing of his childhood playground to check for asbestos that was never found… those three successive high school crushes who dated his best friend Josh instead… that first year in Queens, living with a boarded-up window (the sole source of fresh air for his studio apartment) while the landlord feuded with their insurance company about repairs. What can you do? You lower your expectations, again and again, and cope.
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At the office, the first person he saw was Jackie—who immediately splayed both hands flat on her desk, stretched her eyes wide, and stage-whispered, “WE gotta TALK!”

Henry answered in a normal voice. “Okay. Something with the Fordham account?”

“NOW!” she insisted. She flipped a thumb over her shoulder toward the small balcony, frequented primarily by smokers, at the end of the hallway. Henry’s heart suddenly fluttered. Was this about work, or Molly?

Five minutes later, armed with tea, he lingered by the hallway door until he caught Jackie’s eye at her cubicle. She laid a finger alongside her nose and gave a small, meaningful nod. He stepped onto the balcony—blessedly smoke-free at the moment—where she joined him a couple of minutes later.

“What’s up?”

“Henry. HENRY!” she reproached. “Are you not on Facebook? Or Snap? Or Instagram or X or anything?”

He blinked. “Um… no.”

“Because Molly is trying to FRIEND you, and she can’t FRIEND you if you are a ghost! Are you dead or something?”

“Oh,” Henry said. Traffic noise floated up from the street, seven stories below and around the corner. This balcony, a glorified fire escape really, was stapled onto the north side of the building; it offered a grand vista of water towers and HVAC vents on the neighboring roofs.

Jackie clapped a hand to her forehead, eyes shut, and shook her head. “Mary and Joseph and all the damn sheep,” she moaned. She grabbed him by the shoulders and lectured him. “Work with me, Henry. To be social, one must be on Social Media. That’s where the word comes from, right?”

“Which word?”

“SOCIAL! As in, having a social life. Which leads to romance, which leads to marriage, which leads to sweet little Henries in a baby carriage. But you gotta let me help you.”

“I tried it for a while.” He felt defensive. “It just made me too sad. Everyone’s like a stock photo version of themselves. And it’s—”

She interrupted, laying a finger gently across his lips. “Save it. I get it. It’s part of your sweet, sensitive, analog charm, and I shouldn’t mess with that. How do we work around it, though?”

The swift reversal was dizzying. Henry rested one hip against the balcony railing, but the minimal strip of metal did not inspire confidence so he stood up straight again.

“Why would—” He switched course. “So you talked with Molly? What did she say about our, um…” The word “date” felt presumptuous somehow. Meeting? Encounter?

“I did,” Jackie said solemnly. “She had a Good Time. And that is a Good Sign. So how do we build on that, if not on the world’s most widely used social platforms?”

“Well… people didn’t always socialize online. Couldn’t we just, you know—have more coffee?” A tiny bean of hope sprouted in his chest.

“Yes, yes.” She waved her hand impatiently, leaned her back against the brickwork of the building, and pondered the uninspiring view with her arms crossed. “That’s the goal, that’s the payoff, but there are steps to take, you know? We need a game plan here.”

A pigeon fluttered down, orange claws outstretched, and landed on the far corner of the railing. Oh Jesus, thought Henry. Not now. The pigeon took a couple of hops in their direction and opened its beak—but then the hallway door pushed open and startled it into flight. Henry’s eyes automatically tracked the bird as it swooped in a catenary curve down and across the gap, alighting two stories below on the rusty beige fire escape of the opposite building. An older man stepped through the doorway behind them, already fumbling with a lighter and turning to shield his cigarette from the wind. Henry politely nodded, but Jackie frowned. She was enjoying herself and wanted more time for this strategy council.

“To Be Continued,” she said significantly to Henry, tilting her head toward the newcomer with an oh-well shrug.

“Of course.” He held the door open as she stepped inside.
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Dodging pigeon opinions wasn’t as easy in the tiny, half-block park where Henry took his lunch. This triangle of trees and benches was their food court, a constantly refreshed buffet of dropped pizza rinds and dribbles of ice cream and unfinished chicken avocado wraps chucked toward (though not always into) a trash can. Supplementing this menu were the pigeon-feeders, usually older men, who sat on benches flicking bits of balled-up bread onto the path and quickly attracting a cluster of birds. Watching the commotion, Henry sometimes wondered if the hobby’s true appeal lay in that temporary sense of careless wealth and largesse, a king tossing scraps to his starving peasantry simply to watch them scrabble and claw at each other as they competed for every tiny morsel. Did these benefactors really set out to sate a few hungry pigeons? Or to gather whole flocks of supplicants, a larger population than the bread supply could possibly nourish, and admire the scuffles that broke out?

Today his favorite bench was free, but an elderly couple were approaching down the path and maybe they’d want to sit in the shade. Henry took the nearer one instead, and squinted as the sun glared off his foil-wrapped sandwich. He bit into the roast-beef-on-whole-wheat, chewed three times, and stopped. This used to be a cow, he thought.

Vegetarianism had tempted Henry in college, yet the qualifying options in the dining hall were so dismal that he ducked the moral/environmental questions and continued eating the same foods his parents had always fed him. In his mind, the two concepts—Animals and Meat—remained safely distinct. Animals were furry and mobile; they mooed or chirped or wagged their tails; you saw them a lot in the countryside. Meat was an edible substance wrapped in plastic, or presented on a plate, or folded (as today) into a sandwich bought from a food truck on a city street. It was easy to sidestep any correspondence between the two.

But this was a cow, he thought again. His jaw, puzzled by the inactivity, moved once more for another chew. He swallowed. Would this cow, if they’d met, have shared her innermost thoughts and aspirations?

“Goddamn it,” he said, dropping the hand with the sandwich to his lap. A passing mother with her toddler frowned at him, but he didn’t notice. Now a pigeon glided over his shoulder, so close he felt the breeze from its wings, and landed on the pavement three feet away. It turned and eyed his sandwich appraisingly.

“In the wild,” Henry pointed out to the pigeon, “you’d have zero chance of bringing down this prey. How can you have any appetite for cow meat?”

A second pigeon emerged from below the bench, brushing against his ankles and startling him. This one, like many in the city, was deformed: its left claw was missing, and it hopped forward lopsidedly like a pirate with a pegleg. Yet it moved without fear.

“Pssst,” it whispered to the first pigeon, who ignored it.

Pegleg tried again. “Yo, I’ll hook you up. You need fries?” His voice was gravelly, a smoker’s voice, like someone who needed to clear their throat but never did.

“Fuck outta here,” the first pigeon growled.

“Hot dog? Sushi? I got you covered, my friend.” The dealer hopped closer, briefly blocking the first pigeon’s view of Henry’s sandwich. There was a short kerfuffle, wings flailing, and the new arrival backed off a foot or so.

“C’mon, man, you know why you came,” he wheedled. “Let’s do business, let’s do the thing. I gots whatever you need.”

More flapping: the first pigeon was having none of this. Henry drew his legs in to avoid getting sideswiped.

“I do just fine,” the first pigeon muttered. “I’m clean. Fuck off.”

“Right. You’re clean, I’m clean, we’re all clean. Let’s celebrate with some friiiiiies!” He drew the last word out, a deliciously naughty proposal.

“You see this guy? That sandwich, he’s done with it. That’s a whole sandwich. And I need you? Get the fuck out, go push your fries on some squabs. Degenerate freak.” Pigeon one advanced threateningly.

The pegleg awkwardly lofted himself into the air, grunting, “Fine, fine!” He fluttered to a low-hanging branch and perched momentarily. “You’ll be back. No more discounts, though,” he taunted, and flew off.

Henry wrapped the remainder of his sandwich and put it in the bag. The remaining pigeon watched him balefully.

“Nah,” Henry told him. “A pox on both your nests.”

“Epoxy what now?” This voice, definitely human, came from behind. Henry jumped, to the extent a man can jump while seated; the pigeon cursed and took to the air while Jackie swung around the far end of the bench.

“I hope you’re done chatting with ghosts because I need to vent.”

He twisted toward her, mind desperately racing to concoct a cover story. But Jackie was in full office-rage mode, collapsing onto the wooden slats with a frustrated thump, and had already forgotten his odd soliloquy. She heaved a theatrical sigh and twisted her head sharply toward him. “Brace yourself.”

“I’m all ears,” he said. “Topic A, I assume?”

“As always. Would you like to know how we can 10x-our-receivables, and monetize-the-intangible, and make-hay-with-low-hanging-fruit-by-pushing-envelopes? Arghh!” She shook her hands despairingly toward the heavens. “Meanwhile Wilfred nods away, grinning like a bobblehead, while this babbling toddler monopolizes twenty minutes of the meeting. Do you think HR would mind if I put a pacifier in Jayden’s mouth, to keep it busy?”

“There’s a thought,” Henry said diplomatically. Jayden, the newest member of their team, was an ingratiating, ambitious twenty-four-year-old whose bloviations were a daily trial.

“I try to find zen, I really do. But the word ‘homicide’ keeps popping to mind, and there are so many heavy objects conveniently within arm’s reach. Is it always wrong?”

“It’s always wrong,” Henry confirmed, and she sighed.

“Okay, okay. Let it go… let it go…” She squeezed her eyes shut and waggled stiff fingers toward her forehead, as if casting a spell. “We should talk about you, instead. That’s more fun. I mean, you as pertains to Molly.”

Henry would be happy to talk all day about Molly, but felt self-conscious. “Or you,” he pointed out. “What’s up in your dating world? What happened to that one guy, the freelancer?”

“Ugggggghh. Don’t even.” She stabbed her finger abruptly toward one of the nearby office buildings, and then another. “Would you like to know how many sufficiently romantic men are up there? Or there? Or anywhere?” She flung her hand dismissively, taking in the whole southern end of Manhattan island. “Guess. Give me a number.”

“Uh—”

“NOT ENOUGH!” she bellowed. A bike messenger swerved, startled, and turned his head to remonstrate, but she shut him down with a fierce I-dare-you glare. He reconsidered and rode meekly away.

“I’m old-school, okay? I want flowers and hand-kissing and doors opened. All readily available in the nineteenth century, dammit. When that dating app launches, I’m there.”

“Time-travel dating?”

“Why not? Did you expect self-driving taxis ten years ago?”

Henry nodded. “Okay. If I meet anyone from the past, I’ll definitely hook you up.”

“Yeah, not too far in the past though. I like clothes and plumbing.”

“Noted.”

“So. Molly. Molly and Henry.” She savored the words. “It has a nice ring, doesn’t it? Trochees are always compatible.”

“Hmm… Ricky and Lucy, okay. Harry and Sally… Ellen and Portia… Lizzie and Darcy… hey, you might be onto something. Jackie and—oh no, alliteration too: Jayden?”

She punched him, hard, in the arm. “Die. Now.”

“Fair. Before I do, though: Can I ask how you and Molly know each other? Like, how you met in the first place?”

“Self-defense.”

He raised an eyebrow. “She attacked you?”

“Self-defense class,” she clarified. “We were hitting each other and hit it off, so we hit the bars afterward.”

“When was this?”

“Oh, years ago.” Jackie waved vaguely. “I’ve been trying to marry her off ever since. Did you know she’s a muckety-muck at work? She’ll never tell you that, but she is. Oh shit! I’m on a call five minutes ago—byeeeeee!!”

She vaulted off the bench and was fifteen feet away by the last word. Henry practiced trochees for a self-indulgent moment, and then followed.
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In the office, after guiltily burying his uneaten sandwich in the copy room trash can, he googled “squab.”

“A young, unfledged pigeon,” he read. “A baby domestic pigeon, typically under four weeks old.”

Okay, that confirmed it. The animals were using words he didn’t even know. Clearly they spoke for themselves, and weren’t a projection of his mind.
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Rain was threatening when he stepped out of the building at 5:15, so he jogged to the subway entrance and ducked inside moments before the first fat drops fell. On the platform, two flights lower, he could hear it drumming now, little columns of rainfall appeared wherever a street grate opened over the tracks. It triggered a memory from midsummer, when the afternoon sun was high in the sky and those same columns were made of sunlight.

Successfully dodging the rain had exhausted the day’s karma: he arrived at the B/D level just as a northbound train pulled away. The platform was deserted so he walked to the far end and sat on a bench. He pulled a discarded newspaper toward him. It was in Korean. He sighed and leaned back.

Below and behind him, an edged, whiny voice that could only be a rat complained, “The eyeballs were already gone when I got there. Fucking hell, my favorite part.”

Henry cast an eye down through the slats. Sure enough, two rats were huddled by the central cement pillar of the bench, taking cover behind a discarded Starbucks cup. Oh god, I don’t want to hear this, he thought. If that pigeon had an ugly soul…

The second rat just grunted.

“How about you? When’d you get there?”

“Still warm.” This rat, fatter than the first, never shifted his gaze from the far wall across the tracks. His timbre was lower and raspy, as if filtered through garbage—more vocal fry than tone. Long whiskers vibrated with each word.

“Damn!” said the first, impressed.

“I’m always early. I got sources.”

Good lord, had they just eaten a fellow rat? Henry’s stomach twisted.

“I used to, but the D train got him.”

“Heh. Heh heh,” snorted the larger one. “You get to watch?”

“Nah, my luck, I missed it. And it was good, like a squelch, they said.” Pause. “I miss the guy, though.”

“Might be another nosh-up Friday,” the fat one allowed, graciously. “They usually come in twos when they do. Freshest in the morning.”

The station was filling up quickly with rush hour commuters, and Henry could make out no more of the rat conversation. He was relieved.

The most distressing thing about this new gift was the disillusionment. Henry could no longer preserve the consoling belief that malice was a uniquely human phenomenon, the occasional and unfortunate side effect of intelligence, with nature as a counterbalancing realm of restorative beauty. Now it appeared that cruelty, selfishness, and schadenfreude were equally ubiquitous in the animal kingdom. Contemplating the scale of malevolence in the world—the unkindness he personally witnessed in his own orbit, multiplied by the eight billion people he abstractly knew existed—had more than once brought Henry to despair. That grim planetary statistic had just increased exponentially.

By the time the B train arrived, the rats had left, slinking into whatever dank conduits got them from place to place. Or maybe they’d gone back for seconds, gnawing on their dead friend. Henry shook himself as he stepped onto the train, but the gruesome image trailed him aboard.

Wait. How did that rat know there’d be another fresh corpse Friday morning?

Just as that question popped into his mind, a woman about his age leapt up and held back the closing doors for an older Filipino man approaching with his guide dog and a cane. The man used his cane to confirm that the doors were open and stepped aboard without acknowledging the woman.

Henry, still puzzling over the rat’s ominous prediction, belatedly realized the sightless man wouldn’t have registered her kindness, so he nodded and smiled to thank her on the older man’s behalf.

“Would you like a seat?” he added to the newcomer, speaking a notch louder than necessary. Why was he raising his voice? Was it like catching someone’s eye, but with volume?

“Thanks. I’m okay.” The man found the vertical pole in the center of the train, wrapped one elbow around it, and deftly folded up his cane. The dog, sensing his immediate task accomplished, sat down.

Henry felt a wave of affection for this dog, who’d safely navigated his human through the station’s turmoil: finally, an animal who wasn’t a jerk. The woman who’d held the door smiled at it too, but the dog maintained a professional detachment. He had a small sign on his halter which read, PLEASE DO NOT PET OR APPROACH ME. I AM WORKING.

Henry briefly imagined wearing such a sign himself, to forestall interruptions at the office. Would it keep colleagues like Jayden at bay?

“What’s your guide dog’s name?” the woman asked.

The blind man turned toward her, paused, and said, “Ezekiel.” Hearing his name, the dog’s ears flicked up, but settled again when no command followed.

“Oh, that’s ironic.”

“Why’s that?”

“Um.” Now she looked embarrassed. “Wasn’t Ezekiel himself… vision-impaired? I mean the one in the Bible.”

“Was he? Huh. I just liked the name.” The man scratched his chest. “The original Ezekiel was a blind guy?”

“I don’t completely remember, but I think he went blind at the end of his life.”

“Actually, not the one in the Bible,” another woman interjected. She was wearing a shawl and indeed holding a Bible, which she lifted in wry acknowledgment of the coincidence. “Two different Ezekiels. The blind one was later, sixth century or something.”

“I’ll be damned,” said the man. He tipped his head down toward the dog. “You going blind too, Ezekiel?”

Both women smiled at the dog. The woman with the Bible said, “You’re covered either way. The original one, the Old Testament prophet—he saw things nobody else could. The Visions of Ezekiel, they’re called. Maybe your dog here is named after that one, ’cause he sees things for you.”

“That works,” the man said amiably.

Ezekiel thumped his tail and said to no one in particular, “Ah, shit.”

Oh no. Reflexively, Henry checked the other faces. Nobody else seemed to notice the growled complaint. He looked back at the dog, who stood up for a moment, restless, and then—perhaps at some signal from the man—sank onto his haunches again.

“This goddamn train,” the dog grumbled. “Every day, the same shit.”

“He’s beautiful,” said the first woman. “A very good-looking fellow.”

The man nodded. “Thank you. We been together a long time.” A small backpack was slung over his shoulder, and Henry wondered if the man was coming from work or some other errand. He marveled at the daily bravery of any blind person in the city.

“I coulda done it,” Ezekiel groused. “That stick of gum tripped me up, but I can peg those smells and they know it. One misread and I’m busted from vice? Six years hanging out with this wet towel? That’s bullshit.”

The dog looked right at Henry, who felt self-conscious. He still couldn’t tell if the animals knew he understood them. Were they addressing him directly, or just thinking aloud?

“Heroin, meth, crack, reefer, edibles, smack, ludes, uppers, Mama Coca, and XTC. Nailed ’em. Fucking bullshit.”

The train shuddered to a stop, making everyone sway a little, and the doors opened. “This Seventh Avenue?” the blind man confirmed.

“Yes,” said the Bible lady. “God bless.”

“Thank you so much. Stand, Ezekiel. Let’s go.”

“Fuck you, Ray Charles.” But the dog stood and led the man out of the train car.

Henry felt deflated. Even Ezekiel? Were they all awful, every last one? Was all of gorgeous nature—the planet-hugging, ever-rippling blanket of living beauty—just a flimsy veneer concealing the ugliness of existence, every sentient being out for themselves?

The Bible lady went back to her reading and didn’t look up again.
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Yaryk’s plane was due to land at half past four, way out in Newark; he wouldn’t get to the apartment before six. Travel days left him weary, so Henry stopped at a fruit stand on 135th Street and bought three mangos as a little welcome-home gift.

Half a block from the apartment building, he ran into Mrs. Peabody from 4G. Mrs. Peabody had a first name, Genevieve, but she’d been a schoolteacher for so many years that she was accustomed to introducing herself with her last name, and everyone in the building went along: she was always Mrs. Peabody. Or, more often, “That goddamn Mrs. Peabody and her hellspawn,” the latter being the teacher’s endlessly yapping dog. The beast was the number one topic of discussion in the basement laundry room. In the farthest corners of the building, at any hour of day or night, the dog could be heard nagging Mrs. Peabody about lord knew what. “Even car alarms cycle off eventually,” a neighbor had groused.

Henry had heard the dog—and heard tirades about the dog—for several weeks before he ever saw it. The size was startling. How could so much grief emit from such a compact package?

This afternoon, though, Mrs. Peabody was trudging along solo. “No Gracie today?” Henry asked. “She gave you the day off?” The rain had stopped, and the concrete sidewalk looked freshly scrubbed; the linden tree which stretched its branches above them was laden with droplets.

Mrs. Peabody gave a sad smile. “Gracie’s at the vet, and they’re keeping her overnight. For observation.”

This news, if posted publicly, would be cause for celebration, but Henry swatted the thought away. She was clearly worried.

“I’m sorry to hear that.” He broke stride and came to a stop, the bag of mangos swinging by his knees. “They’re concerned about something?”

“She’s been tetchy recently, so I took her in. We thought it might be worms. That came back negative, so they’re running a bunch of other tests. Poor Gracie!” she mourned. “She’s never slept away from home before!”

We know, Henry thought. But what he said was, “Oh, I hope they figure it out!”

“Me too. It’ll be a lonely night.” She set off down the street. “Stay well, Henry.”

Like any good teacher, Mrs. Peabody remembered names and used them. Still, it always took Henry by surprise. He knew her name, of course, as a neighborhood celebrity—for reasons no one shared with her—but why would she bother to retain his?

In the apartment, he arranged the mangos in a blue bowl and set them on the kitchen table, where Yaryk would see them. Then he walked into the living room to feed the fish.

He hadn’t even sprinkled the first flake when Lazavik spoke up. “Malodorous and repugnant though you be, I am indebted to you for one thing: your cursed, unenviable existence serves as a sobering corrective to my own baser instincts.”

“Eh,” Henry said. “Kind of wordy, not as vivid as some. Six out of ten.”

Dzedka, after a pause, replied scornfully: “Of what value are your assessments? The mind from which they dribble is but three cells wide. And only two are functioning.”

“Wait. Was that to me?” Henry asked.

Dzedka was silent.

He ran the exchange back in his head. The line could have been a response to Lazavik too. Paranoia? He finished apportioning food and watched as they nibbled. When they weren’t tearing each other down, they were still quite pretty.
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Yaryk’s clean-shaven appearance, when he arrived, was the first surprise of the evening. He’d been proud of his beard—“A Van Dyke!” he once told Henry excitedly; “it seems in your country my beard has a label: I have been educated today!”—and Henry had never laid eyes on the chin behind it.

The newly shorn Yaryk seemed uncharacteristically subdued as he pushed through the door, but brightened up when he saw the lights on and Henry standing in the kitchen with a smile.

“Welcome back!”

“My friend, my chap!” Yaryk set down his bag and advanced with open arms for a quick chest-bump hug. “It is better thing to be home than packed into flying tubes. And mangos! Ah, you know your Yaryk.”

He picked up one of the mangos, hefted it shrewdly, sniffed, gave a slight squeeze, and announced: “Thursday. That will be our day for this mango.”

“How was the trip?” Henry knew the answer already, but routine was routine.

“I did not trip, I did not fall!” Yaryk chortled, as always. The simplest puns in English brought the Belarusian delight, since he encountered them for the first time as an adult, and a handful became jokes that he trotted out regularly. Henry could relate. From his own stumbling conversations in French on a weeklong service trip to Quebec City during college, he knew that any previously assembled sentence one could reuse was a relief. Stock humor and ritual exchanges gave the traveler’s tired brain a welcome stretch of fluidity: it was like a mental vacation to converse for a few precious seconds as effortlessly as in your own tongue. So he smiled at Yaryk’s recycled jokes with no impatience, and dutifully set them up when the opportunity arose.

The one topic Yaryk never discussed was what he actually did on his trips. Henry didn’t even know which city his housemate had just flown in from. In their early days he would pepper the returning adventurer with questions, out of genuine curiosity—anyone who traveled more than he did (which was practically everyone) was a source of vicarious excitement—but Yaryk’s deft deflections gradually made it clear he wasn’t inclined to share. It was work-related, that was all Henry knew.

“So,” he said when they sat at the kitchen table, “the beard! Did they take it from you at customs?”

“Ah.” Yaryk sadly stroked his chin. “Yes. Yes, the beards are no longer enabled. One must leave one’s beard in the tin—so many sad beards piled there, so many cold chins in the airplane.”

“It looks very distinguished,” Henry consoled him. “I am pleased to meet your chin at last.”

“Chin, meet Henry,” Yaryk intoned formally. “Henry, I am honored to present my chin.” He turned his face in profile, thrusting a strong jaw toward the refrigerator.

“But seriously: For romance? For convenience? You lost a bet?” Henry tipped his chair back, stretched across the counter, and flicked the switch on the kettle to boil water for tea. “Mr. Van Dyke was at least three years old, almost school age. Why now?”

From the next room came a cough. Henry froze, then darted an eye at Yaryk. If he’d heard, he didn’t react.

“In truth, my Mr. Van Dyke became an obstacle. And obstacles must be removed.”

“May bats shit upon your grave,” rumbled Dzedka’s voice, “until the streams of guano fill and obscure every serif of the inscriptions thereon.” He could be heard clearly in the kitchen, but Yaryk said nothing.

“Your fish,” Henry said cautiously. “They’re doing well.” He watched Yaryk’s face.

“I knew they would thrive under your tutelage! Lucky Lazavik! Desirable Dzedka! Four flakes each day?”

Lazavik chimed in: “May the acids of your gut revolt against their undeserving master, and dissolve you painfully from within.”

“Four flakes,” Henry confirmed. So Yaryk couldn’t hear them either, even in this quiet room. The gift—if it was a gift—was Henry’s alone.

“You are the kindest of wet nurses,” Yaryk said earnestly. “My gratitude is voluminous.”
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The second surprise, after Yaryk’s bare chin, was the email he found waiting on his laptop after brushing his teeth and settling into bed. It was from “MC_Nail@qmail.com,” who turned out to be Molly, and read, in its entirety:


Ha ha ha! I just got it.



Got what? Henry thought. The brevity was disappointing, but his heart somersaulted nonetheless. She’d cared enough to ask Jackie (presumably) for his email. Should he reply tonight? Or was that weird, at 11 p.m.?

Easy to overthink this, he thought. Then it occurred to him he was thinking about overthinking—a recognition that was itself yet another meta-level—and he blinked in confusion. Ah heck.

“Some ITs take time to ripen,” he typed, and then deleted it

“It was an hour chock-full of ITs. Which one in particular?” Delete.

He stretched, craning his neck sideways toward the night outside. Across the dark courtyard and up a floor, he caught a glimpse of Mrs. Peabody sitting motionless by her window. She was facing away, but he recognized the sweater. Her gray hair was released from its usual pragmatic barrette and spilled vaguely across her shoulders. Maybe she was watching TV, but somehow he knew she wasn’t: The schoolteacher was just sitting with her loneliness in an uncharacteristically quiet apartment. The sadness he suddenly felt on her behalf was almost too much to bear. He turned back to the screen.


Glad there’s room in your day for three more HA’s!

I’ll keep pondering which ‘it’ set them off.



His finger hovered over the trackpad, then he looked away and clicked send.







Chapter 4

Wednesday mornings were devoted to all-staff meetings, generally a tedious affair. Today, however, looked promising: it was Bring-Your-Daughter-To-Work day, and Henry’s colleagues had dutifully provided three daughters, who now joined them at the conference table. Two were sisters, fourteen and eleven, with identical haircuts and voices. The other shyly disclosed that she was seven. Henry wondered how long the three of them would remain captivated by the exciting pace at Conger & Associates, in the thrilling, suspenseful world of Materials Informatics. No doubt some classmate was spending the day at her mom’s sports talent agency, hobnobbing with multimillionaires at Yankee Stadium; on behalf of these three yawning visitors, he resented that kid.

Still, from the adults’ perspective, their arrival was a boon. The presence of young observers pepped up the atmosphere, and Wilfred Conger (the junior founder of the firm, who chaired these meetings) seemed inclined, for once, to speed through weekly data points that would ordinarily be dissected for twenty interminable minutes. He wrapped up in record time, finishing with a chuckle: “But our guests don’t need to hear any more of this yada yada, do they! So, what questions do you girls have?”

There was silence while all three kids tried to dematerialize. Henry’s immediate supervisor, Eleanor, who had brought the seven-year-old, quickly swept the meeting along.

“On track with our benchmarks, then!” she proclaimed. “Well done, everyone. Wilfred, I do have a question about Fordham, though…”

Slowly, distrustfully, the girls reassembled their atoms.

After the meeting, Eleanor button-holed Henry in the hallway, having parked her daughter temporarily at the water fountain.

“Henry, I need to ask a favor,” she began. “Remember those S.O.B.’s at PG&E?”

Henry did remember the S.O.B.’s at PG&E.

“I got a call from them this morning, which I need to return. There will be swearing.” She eyed her daughter, who was experimenting to see how high the arc of water could reach. “I’m all for exposing our daughters to the rough-and-tumble of the workplace, but… well, in stages.”

Henry nodded. He could see where this was going.

“I know this is wildly outside your job description, but would you be willing to entertain Ava for five minutes while I defend our company’s good name and integrity?”

“Of course,” he replied bravely. “Glad to help.” He threw what he hoped was a cheerful, avuncular smile in Ava’s direction, though she was facing the other way.

“It will free me up to express our point of view clearly.”

“Say no more.” Jesus, what do you do with a seven-year-old in an office, miles from any swings or slides? He hadn’t babysat since high school, and that was only his little sister. Maybe Ava would take the lead.

“You’re a champ, Henry!” Eleanor sang, bringing a hand to her chest and tapping twice. She turned to her daughter. “Avie, Mommy has to make a phone call now. This is Henry; he’s going to show you his desk and all the things he does!”

Ava contemplated her mother solemnly before turning to examine Henry. He felt nervous, as if on a job interview. (It occurred to him that Ava’s mom had conducted his last actual interview, four years earlier.) After some reflection, the girl decided, “Okay.” And thrust a hand up for Henry to take.

That was unexpected. Her hand was still damp from the water fountain, but the gesture was charming nonetheless. When Jackie saw them walking together across the office, Henry stooping slightly to keep Ava’s small hand in his, she formed her lips into an “oo” shape and drew a heart in the air with two index fingers.

At his cubicle, Henry installed Ava in his chair and pumped it up to the highest seat position. He switched on the desk lamp, handed her a pen, and said, “Okay, now you’re at work! You have a pen, and you have a desk, and you have a light. What else are you gonna need?”

Ava pondered for a moment. “A phone.”

He slid his desk phone over, quietly unplugging the wire from the back as he did so.

“And?”

“Scissors.”

Henry hesitated, but figured seven-year-olds are probably scissor-certified. And he’d be right here. He produced his pair from the upper drawer and placed them next to the phone.

“And?”

“Hold on,” Ava said. “I have to take this call.” She picked up the dead phone handset and said, “Yes?… Uh-huh… Uh-huh… That’d be good… Oh, what a shame!… Okay, bye!” She pressed four carefully selected buttons and hung up.

“Now I need paper,” she announced.

“Definitely, paper.” Henry took three sheets out of his printer tray and laid them formally in front of her.

“Now we have to make our sign. What’s your name?”

“My name is Henry.”

“How do you spell that?”

“How do you think?”

She pulled the pen to her chest, thinking. “H?”

“Bingo.”

“E?”

“You’re on fire.”

“You tell me the rest,” she decided, so he did.

On the page, she drew a sign which read:


HENRY AND AVA

VETTERININARY



“Are we veterinarians?” Henry asked, surprised.

She nodded earnestly. “There’s lots of sick animals. We have to fix them.”

“Okay. Sign me up.”

Ava drew four vertical lines with a rhombus on top, which Henry figured was the examination table. “Today we have a sick bird. You draw the bird.” She slid him the second sheet of paper.

“What kind of bird?” He found another pen in the drawer.

“A sick bird.”

Henry wasn’t a confident artist, but he could draw birds. He was relieved she hadn’t asked for a horse. He drew a seagull, drooping its head, with X’s for eyes.

“That’s a good bird!” Ava exclaimed. Henry was amused by the genuine pride which welled up in his chest. “And it has to tell us what’s wrong.”

She drew a big speech bubble.

Oh no, Henry thought.

“So? What’s the bird complaining about?” she prodded.

He stifled the memory of the warbler, and wrote: “I ate too many fish!” in the speech bubble.

Ava read it aloud. “Oh, so he has a sore tummy? We can fix that!” She took the scissors and carefully cut around the bird. She laid the sore seagull gently on the paper examination table, and went back for his speech bubble.

Shifting his weight, Henry realized they had an audience. Eleanor had finished her profane call and was watching them with a small smile on her face, while Jackie and another co-worker hovered nearby.

“Henry, you are a true star. Ava, shall we go to my office now?”

“We’re not finished.” Ava didn’t look up.

Eleanor seemed flustered, so Henry brought her up to speed. “This bird needs medical attention. But it’s a very quick procedure.”

Ava peered up at him. “Do you know how to fix the bird?”

“Yes. All this bird needs is some broccoli. Can you draw some broccoli in its tummy?”

“Of course! You’re right. Broccoli. I can draw that.”

Eleanor took a step closer. “Should we draw the broccoli at my desk?”

“It’s dangerous to move her,” Ava said. “Her tummy hurts.” She carefully drew a stalk of broccoli, or perhaps a mushroom cloud, inside the seagull’s midsection. Henry leaned over and added another speech bubble: “All better! Thank you, Dr. Ava!”

“And Dr. Henry,” Ava insisted, adding him in. Then she stood up and declared to her mother, “Work is fun!”

Eleanor smiled gratefully at Henry and laid a hand on Ava’s shoulder, but the little girl wasn’t done. She turned to Henry and said in her small, earnest voice, “Lots of animals are broken. It’s hard to be an animal.”

Henry swallowed. “I’m glad we could help this one.”

“Don’t forget.” Ava tucked their veterinary clinic and the recuperating seagull under her elbow and followed her mother away.

[image: ]
Eleven email messages were waiting when Henry flicked on his computer, but the first priority was chair readjustment. The seat had arrived earlier than expected, giving him a jolt; even his long legs dangled at that height. He went for one brief spin, enjoying the office view from Ava’s altitude, and then felt underneath for the lever to lower the seat. He pulled it upward, but nothing happened. Was it a twist? No, it didn’t seem to twist. Maybe you had to slide it outward a notch to unlock something?

There were no notches: the handle slid freely out of its slot and came away in his hand. Now he was holding a useless lever and feeling dumb while perched on an office chair the height of a kitchen stool. He slid off and knelt by the chair, lever in one hand, and rotated the seat to find the slot again.

“Jesus! You scared the shit out of me!” came a voice from above, on the far side of the chair. Henry glanced up and quickly rearranged his face into the genial expression he adopted with people he didn’t fully trust. “I thought that was a gun! Don’t go postal on me, Henry, there’s enough drama here already.”

Jayden Stroop, the office bane, loomed above Henry in an unbuttoned sports coat and shiny black turtleneck, one thumb tucked into his waistband. Henry slowly lowered the loaded lever and placed it on the seat of the chair, drawing his hand back with fingers ostentatiously splayed.

“They say it’s always the quiet ones, am I right?” Jayden laughed and Henry gave a tight smile. Who did that guttural laugh remind him of? Oh yes—the fatter of the cannibal rats, in the subway. He shivered at the memory.

“Now, youse be wondering why I trekked all the way over… ah, looky here!” The kid waved a rolled-up set of papers. “These just came in from Fordham. Monica has me covering the L&E desk today—I guess she liked my memo!—so I don’t have the bandwidth for a deep dive. I printed it out hoping you could take a squiz, and extract anything mission-critical?” He slapped the paper cylinder into his opposite palm, three quick taps, just this side of impatience.

Neither Monica nor anyone else liked Jayden’s memos, which were full of sweeping corporate strategy suggestions far above his pay grade, but the enthusiasm with which he churned them out seemed to impress the brass. In a weird way, his youth and inexperience were a plus: his frequent missteps were forgiven as the predictable byproduct of adolescent zeal, while any task done competently was overpraised in the spirit of good mentorship. Somehow, without revealing any particular giftedness, he had been marked as one to keep an eye on, a leader in the making.

Henry’s own task list was plenty long enough, and the weekly update from Fordham was most definitely Jayden’s responsibility, but there was no point pushing back.

“Sure. Just toss it there, while I fix this chair.”

Jayden tipped his head sideways as if noticing the chair for the first time. “They gave you a bar stool!” he protested. “A little help up the corporate ladder?” He bopped Henry affectionately on the head with the cylinder of papers and balanced it, standing on end, in the dead center of Henry’s desk. “Gotta run. Thanks for this. Laters!”

Henry watched him walk jauntily away and reminded himself: it’s hard to be an animal.
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Five additional emails had dropped into his inbox during the chair repair and his conversation with Jayden, for a total of sixteen. None were from MC_Nail. He didn’t realize he’d allowed himself hope until he registered the disappointment. One subject line (“Your Cats Are Talking to You!”) leapt out and momentarily alarmed him, but it was just a spam advertisement for cat food. Do they really prefer chicken-n-liver? I could probably find out now, he mused while deleting the message. New gig: market-testing for Purina.

By the close of the workday, any career shift might have felt welcome. Jayden’s inexplicably powerful jerk magic successfully flipped the switch for the rest of Henry’s afternoon, and a parade of unrelated irritants accompanied the tedious Fordham paperwork: untraceable jam in the copier, screen frozen during a twenty-minute system update, paper towels tauntingly visible yet irretrievable in the bathroom dispenser, and two separate games of phone tag with no resolution. All this plus a wholly unprovoked spasm in his left shoulder, which left a lingering ache. At five thirty he gave the day up as a loss and headed toward the subway.

Naturally, he stepped onto the platform just after a B train’s doors bonged shut. The train slid sideways until it ran out of cars, the last few disembarking passengers floated up the escalator, and Henry trudged to the end of the platform and sat on the bench. The information board helpfully shared that the next four trains were “Delay” minutes away.

Twelve minutes into the wait, grumpily rehashing his hijacked workday, he heard a skittering sound down on the tracks. He was still the lone passenger at this far end of the station. The scrabbling stopped, then started up again, now behind him and considerably closer. How does a rat even get up here, he wondered, traveling from the rail bed to the elevated platform? There were no steps, and it was too far to jump. He peeked under the bench and saw a grate, presumably for water runoff. Maybe the ducts curve around to drain onto the track, he theorized, and vermin use it as their own Lincoln Tunnel.

He never saw the rats directly this time; their voices simply echoed in the drainpipe.

“I’m telling ya, it’s a regular thing. Every month or so.”

“No way. No way we should get so lucky. Where they from, anyway?”

Pause, and then a third voice spoke up, deeper and raspier than the others. “Dragged in. Late late. Takes two or three of them; they don’t say nothin’.” This one sounded familiar.

“Dead already?”

“Yah, duh.”

Another pause, then something indistinct.

“Not always, but pretty close. I make a habit now, checking the alcoves on both sides. It’s not the B/D level; it’s the old one, farthest down.”

“Fuck me!” said the second voice with juvenile enthusiasm. “It’s like they’re setting up the buffet!”

“Yah,” said the deep voice. “I just wish they’d strip ’em first. The face goes like that, and I’m gettin’ too fat to go up and down those sleeves.” The voice was fading toward the end; the rats were en route to somewhere else.

Henry sat absolutely still.

Sleeves? Had that rat said “sleeves,” or did he mishear?

No, the word “strip” was mentioned too, which must mean clothes.

When the train arrived, Henry almost didn’t get up; he was still processing what he’d heard, rotating it every which way, feeling his skin start to crawl as he desperately hunted for any interpretation that didn’t horrify. The delayed train was crowded and it was a squeeze to fit aboard. He found himself on the car, hanging on to the overhead bar as it rattled into motion, with no memory of the transition.

Late at night, the deeper-voiced rat had said. Every month, dragged in by two or three others who didn’t speak. Dumped in an abandoned tunnel one level lower than the B/D. A rat buffet.

And the faces went quick so you had to go up the sleeves.

These rats… were not eating other rats.

Henry was intellectually aware that any large city has its criminal side. During his first summer of walking around in New York, he’d stayed hyper-conscious of his wallet pocket—he even stuffed a few small bills and expired credit cards into a second wallet, figuring he’d offer the decoy to any mugger. The opportunity never arose, and like most city residents, he grew gradually less apprehensive over the years. In his circle only two friends had ever been victims of crime, both minor burglaries while they were away from home: no muggings, no assaults. Occasionally a neighbor might gripe about package theft.

In the movies, of course, you had ruthless gang wars, and Mafia power struggles and international espionage and all that. But that was cinematic New York. This was West 4th Street, the mundane real-world station he passed through twice a day. Were there really human bodies below the tracks, feasted on by rats?

“DOOR, man!” blared a voice right in his ear.

Henry flinched and stepped aside for a small teenager, who wriggled past and leapt through the doors just as they closed, complaining, “Fuckin’ A, people deaf?” In a throwback moment, he reached to confirm the squareness of his wallet in the right back pocket—then was ashamed of himself: profile much?

Still, he was deeply unsettled. Maybe it was all rat bravado. Or… just maybe… someone was methodically disposing of murder victims beneath the West 4th Street Station. What do you do with information like that?

He imagined the conversation at a police station: “A rat told me there are dead bodies down there. No, not someone ratting—a real rat. The furry kind.”

There was no scenario in which that played out well for him, whether or not bodies were located in the end.

But he couldn’t let it go, could he? Corpses dragged down and left there on the gravel, in the dark… he swallowed and tried to shake off the image. If it was true, those people had simply disappeared, leaving behind families—children, even—who never knew their fate.

It had to be an anonymous tip, then. He remembered a public service ad which ran occasionally in the subway cars, something about tip lines, so he scanned above the seats on either side but saw only the usual: a check-cashing service, a tech school offering nighttime hours, “Join Me in Jamaica!” and a dermatologist promising clearer skin.

Okay. Google it when you get off the train.

And then: Jesus, is this really my life?
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“You have reached an anonymous tip line for the New York City Police Department. Please leave your detailed message after the tone. Be as specific as possible, as we will be unable to contact you for clarification. Your phone number will not be recorded, nor your identity disclosed.”

Henry stood with his back to a tree on the sidewalk. It was the third time he’d called, but each time another pedestrian walked by and he quietly disconnected. Now the street was finally empty, and he took a breath and began reciting the statement he’d worked out:


Today around 5:40 p.m., on the uptown B/D platform at West 4th Street, I overheard two voices discussing a body in the subway tunnels.

The corpse is apparently located in an “alcove” of an abandoned tunnel one level below the active track. They mentioned that other remains have been placed there in the past.

I hope this information is helpful.



He hung up, and then (though he wasn’t sure why) deleted the number from his outgoing call list.

So, what happened now? He pictured the harried city employee whose first task each morning was to slog through these anonymous recordings. Ten per day? A hundred? What percentage of tips were legit? His own was pretty hazy, he had to admit: “I heard a stranger mention a body, somewhere under the subway tracks.” Could have been an overheard joke. Hardly worth sending out the cavalry.

Of course, he’d also heard graphically detailed discussion about eating that body. But there didn’t seem any way to include that element without revealing his rodent sources, which would make the whole call sound unhinged. He sighed and turned toward home.

As he walked the final blocks to his apartment, every shadow seemed to shift ominously. He clocked approaching pedestrians half a block away and nervously scrutinized their gait and body language for any furtiveness. At twenty feet, seen clearly enough to dispel concern, they abruptly flipped from potential assailant to potential victim: how had this older, mustached, slow-moving man survived so many years in our perilous city? Did this woman with her shopping bag have a missing cousin, whose body was even now being gnawed away by rats? The vulnerability of humans, tender souls protected by two millimeters of skin, overcame him as never before.
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Yaryk was in the bathroom when Henry got upstairs. He remained there for a good ten minutes, presumably dabbing himself with his wide assortment of mysterious scented oils. If any of the bottles had a specific medicinal or therapeutic purpose, Henry had never been able to work it out: all the labels were in Cyrillic. Yaryk’s apothecary occupied the entire medicine cabinet, so Henry kept his toothbrush and toothpaste on a shelf in the shower.

As housemates go, however, Yaryk was ideal. He was unfailingly courteous and friendly, went to bed early, kept his stuff in his own room, shared groceries without nickel-and-diming, and never threw parties. Whatever social life he had took place elsewhere. Craigslist had brought the pair together originally for an apartment in Queens, where they settled into a domestic routine that allowed Yaryk to practice English and kept Henry’s loneliness at bay; they’d moved to a larger flat in Harlem two years ago. Yaryk’s job, which Henry vaguely understood to be connected to the Belarusian consulate, took him out of town fairly often, yet never for long.

He was also a decent cook. Tonight, he invited Henry to join him for machanka and kletski—pork stew and dumplings—but Henry begged off. Thus far he’d managed to avoid confronting the memory of yesterday’s roast beef sandwich, or probing the ramifications of his unexpected revulsion… still, he hadn’t eaten any meat either. No commitments for now: just keeping his options open.

Yaryk, however, was not so easily put off. “Henry,” he coaxed. “This machanka, it is not like you find in the airport or the prison. It is my uncle’s recipe, very good, very edible. The pork, it falls apart like mwah!” And he kissed his fingertips.

Henry felt embarrassed. “It smells so good, Yaryk. But I’ve already eaten.” His stomach growled in dismay, feeling misrepresented, but Yaryk didn’t hear it.

“Ah, this is misfortune. Still, true, okay”—Yaryk spread his hands as if judiciously acknowledging the opposing side of an argument—“the regrettable thing is, one cannot get the pigs here. Not the right pigs. Belarusian pigs, they are smarter, and smarter means juicier.”

“Smarter pigs taste better?” Henry asked, incredulous.

“Yes. It is known fact. Here, the pigs…” He winced and waggled his hand with a little shrug. “Not so smart. And not so juicy. So, I allow: this machanka is not one hundred percent, not like my uncle’s. Ninety-five percent—very good I make—but not one hundred percent. So maybe you are wise to delay. When you visit us in Belarus, my uncle will deflower you.”

Henry choked, then covered by turning it into a cough. The source of Yaryk’s malapropisms was the thesaurus he kept by the toilet for daily study. (“It is thrifty!” he explained to Henry. “I can evacuate and educate at simultaneous time.”) Each newly acquired synonym was taken for a test drive in the next day or two. Most of the Belarusian’s inapt substitutions could be deciphered right away, though some required contemplation and a few remained forever mysterious. Henry, feeling some responsibility as a native speaker, had tried for a while to gamely explain the finer nuances of English vocabulary, but Yaryk brushed him off with genial confidence: “When eggs are broken, the chicken lays two!” Meaning, as best Henry could grasp, that Yaryk preferred an organic approach of trial and error which would eventually lead to fluency.

“Yaryk,” he asked now, still mulling on the superior machanka in Belarus, “how do you assess the intelligence of a pig? Apart from killing and eating it, I mean.”

“You talk, of course!” Yaryk said earnestly. “You talk with the pig, and you see how he gets on.”

“Do all Belarusian farmers talk with their pigs?”

“Exactly,” Yaryk said, pleased. “And then their grades are posted at the supermarket. Like school grades.”

“Huh.” He reached, as he often did when at a loss, for a cup of tea.

“But the smartest animal, of course,” Yaryk mused, “is the rat.”

Henry paused. Yaryk, noticing his hesitation, insisted: “Do not gainsay! I watch them often, back in Minsk. Very smart. Rats, it is their city; we are the ones who infest their cities.”

“Do they…” He stopped. Maybe there was still a chance—a slim one—that he’d misconstrued the overheard conversation at West 4th Street. “Would a rat ever eat another rat?”

“My friend, with gusto they are chewing you, me, the mayor. But another rat?” He pondered. “Only in sorrow. Usually, no.”

Not the answer he wanted.







Chapter 5

It was hard to focus on breakfast the next morning, because Lazavik and Dzedka were at each other’s throats again. A new style, rapid-fire epithets tumbling over each other with no pause in between:

“Barbarian.”

“Clodhopper.”

“Draft-dodger.”

“Sniveling cur!”

“Pusillanimous poltroon!”

Henry didn’t even know what that meant. Where were these fish getting their vocabulary? Did they spend time with the bathroom thesaurus too?

“Go easy, guys,” he called out before leaving the apartment. The stream of invective continued without missing a beat.

As he pushed through the building doors downstairs and stepped onto the sidewalk, he confronted an unusual spectacle: two ambulances, sirens silent but lights still swirling, were double-parked by the curb. Or maybe one was a police vehicle, the boxy kind. A yellow cab was skewed slantwise in the middle of the street, next to which a cabbie was gesticulating at a policeman, pointing here and there and talking a mile a minute. The cop ignored him and wrote in his notebook. In front of the cab, two EMTs were hoisting someone onto a gurney. The someone was Mrs. Peabody.

Henry stood for a moment in shock, and then Mrs. Peabody caught sight of him. “Henry!” she cried, but the effort clearly hurt and she broke off with a faint moan.

The EMTs said, “Shh.” One gently rearranged her legs while the other bent down and fiddled with the wheels of the gurney.

Henry stepped off the curb. “Mrs. Peabody! Oh my gosh, what happened?”

“It’s nothing,” she said, wincing. “But—”

“It’s most definitely something,” said the standing EMT. “Probably four cracked ribs, we don’t know about your knees yet. Please stay still. Don’t talk.”

“Hush, young man,” Mrs. Peabody said sternly. She gritted her teeth and looked at Henry with clear eyes. “Gracie,” she managed. “I won’t be able to pick her up. Can you, will you? I don’t know who else to ask.”

Henry was still trying to process it all. “Did you—”

“She’s at the vet at Ninety-First and Columbus,” Mrs. Peabody went on. “Released at noon today. Can you get her? I’ll take her back as soon as I’m checked out.”

Henry said automatically, “Of course.” He tried to remember his schedule for the day.

“Do you have a phone? Of course he has a phone,” she answered herself impatiently. “Henry, I’d be so grateful if I could call later and make sure she’s okay.”

“Of course,” he said again. The EMTs finished strapping Mrs. Peabody down and wheeled her toward the open doors of the ambulance. The cabbie’s voice rose briefly, but the policeman cut him off with a sharp retort. A small crowd of onlookers was gathering on the other side of the street. Cars farther back at the intersection, impatient and unaware of the reason for the delay, were honking.

“What’s your number, Henry?” Mrs. Peabody raised her voice as the gurney’s legs folded against the ambulance bumper and the EMTs began sliding her in.

“It’s—” But he realized she had no way to write it down. “What hospital?” he said to the closer EMT.

“Mount Sinai,” she answered curtly, hands in constant motion. “Morningside.”

“I’ll phone there and leave my number,” he called to Mrs. Peabody, who nodded faintly as the ambulance doors shut. The siren brapped once and took up its usual caterwauling, painfully loud at close range, and with an alacrity that shouldn’t have been surprising the ambulance accelerated away.

The cabbie was now slumped against the hood of his taxi, hands thrust glumly into his pocket. Three policemen were conferring with each other. The situation felt unreal. Christ, Henry thought. My neighbor got run over by a car, right here in front of our building?

And then: twelve noon. How am I going to get back uptown at noon?
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The other question—which didn’t occur to him until he was sitting on the downtown B train, surrounded by other commuters with their thousand-mile stares—was where to park Gracie for the afternoon. He couldn’t bring a dog to his office, especially that dog; she would drive everyone nuts. And he was far too junior, with too much work on his docket, to take the afternoon off.

He was still pondering when he left the train at West 4th Street. As the crowd carried him along the platform, he glanced uneasily across the tracks toward the uptown side, the bench where he’d heard a trio of subway rats reminisce about delicious eyeballs. Was his call to the tip line definitely untraceable? Had any cops ventured into the tunnels to check out the tip? He was trying his hardest to keep the awfulness at arm’s length, but it kept circling back.

Both the convalescent dog and the carnivorous rats were bumped out of mind when he spotted Jayden Stroop on the escalator, twenty steps higher. He instinctively ducked… then felt ashamed. Don’t be a sixth-grader, he chided himself. The guy looked tired, just another weary commuter propping himself up on the escalator handrail. To see him outside the office somehow humanized the kid: he’s new in the city, and new to adult life, Henry reflected, watching from behind as they ascended—he’s faking it as a grownup, not very well, and he’s got no friends in the office because he puts everyone’s teeth on edge. It can’t be easy.

Henry remembered his own arrival in New York as a humbling succession of trimmed expectations, from those first giddy days as a wide-eyed recent graduate, full of education and ambition yet daunted by the scale of the city and its eye-popping rents, to the string of fruitless job interviews (seven all told) which undermined his confidence and shrank his aspirations, to the belated recognition that making friends and finding community would never again be as easy as it had been on a university campus. He compensated by throwing himself into the modest job he finally landed, and filling his weekends with solitary pursuits like birdwatching. (That particular hobby began as an effort to impress his ex-girlfriend’s mother, a lifelong birder. She came to adore him, as mothers usually did, but maternal advocacy wasn’t enough to tip the scales in his favor.)

When Jayden stopped at the landing to adjust his backpack, Henry caught up—or rather, the escalator swept him closer, with no option of pausing—so in the spirit of generous kinship he greeted his younger colleague with a smile.

“Jayden-Jayden.”

Jayden looked up, focused blankly on Henry for a moment, and then threw on the faux-jovial expression he wore around the office. “Henry, my man! Don’t tell me you’re a C-trainer too?”

“B,” Henry responded. “But the seats are no more comfortable.” They fell into step as they joined the river of pedestrians flowing down the sidewalk.

“So, you live where?” Jayden asked, then answered himself. “No, let me guess: Brighton Beach.”

“Other direction. Uptown.”

“Ooh, la-di-da!” crowed Jayden. “A Manhattan boy! They must be paying you well!”

Henry was nonplussed, but clarified: “Way uptown. Not so fancy. But we like it.”

“Oho, so there’s a we? I haven’t penetrated the New York dating scene yet. One thing at a time: get that career on fire. Beast mode!”

“Um…” Henry stepped over a discarded water bottle. “The ‘we’ is not a relationship—just my housemate, Yaryk.”

“No way. Yark yark!” Jayden cackled. “So if there’s no ‘we,’ then WE should hit the town sometime, right? A good wingman needs a good wingman—we can take turns. Where does the fresh blood gather?”

The conversation had turned nightmarish in only half a block. Henry remembered an uncharitable remark from a colleague—“That kid goes from zero to douche in 3.6 seconds”—but tried to shake it off. Still, the prospect of hitting the singles bars with this wannabe player was an unimaginable horror. He smiled awkwardly, trying to figure out how to deflect, but Jayden had moved on. Only two blocks left, mercifully.

“Anyway, I’m giving myself six months to get out of Bed-Stuy. I’m not the borough type,” he confided. “You know.”

Henry didn’t know, so he gave an indeterminate head waggle. The crowd on the sidewalk was funneled into a narrower lane as they approached the curb; he drew in one hip to avoid an overflowing trash can.

“It’s all part of the five-year plan. I’m all about plans. Oh, this is where I fuel up.” Jayden stopped abruptly at a food cart with NY’S BEST COFFEE printed on the side. “Hang tight a sec. Yo, my man!” he yipped at the vendor behind the window. “The usual, but pour it from the fresher carafe!”

The vendor looked at him stonily and said, “What’re you havin’?”

“The usual, bro!” Jayden tossed Henry a can-you-believe-this-joker grin. “Black coffee, and that donut you’ve been saving for me!”

The vendor shook his head and started filling a cup. Henry had dutifully paused but saw the opportunity to escape and seized it. “Jayden, I’m gonna head up—see you there?”

“Whoa, no patience!” Jayden complained. “Okay, okay. Good talk!”

Henry merged back into the flow of pedestrians and allowed himself to feel a wash of relief.
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Once in the office, he called Mount Sinai Hospital and waded through a series of patient but dim-witted virtual assistants, followed by two harried human receptionists, before reaching the emergency room. The brusque nurse on duty refused to confirm or deny whether Mrs. Genevieve Peabody was currently receiving care, so Henry left a hypothetical “If-This-Person-Exists, Please-Pass-On-My-Number” message, and left it at that. Next, he googled the vet’s office and called to inform them he’d be retrieving Gracie. The vet’s assistant sounded relieved.

He replaced the phone in its cradle and then paused, hand on the receiver. Did civic-mindedness oblige him to follow up with the police? Should he call the tip line again, to press them on the mysterious body in the subway tunnels? Or wait a couple of days?

That question was instantly forgotten when a new email popped up from MC_Nail. His spine tingled; the more realistic side of his brain yawned, stretched grumpily, and got ready to beat down false hopes.

The subject line read: “Old Old Old Music.”


Henry! Happy Thursday, and Baby Food Safety Month (or so my calendar claims).

Do you go to concerts?

Turns out my other friend named Henry is performing right near you today—Christopher St. & Hudson. Isn’t that, like, a frisbee toss from where you and Jackie work? I should have written earlier so you could bring a frisbee and test it out. Anyway, he plays an instrument he claims is called a theorbo and I don’t believe him. Very very old stuff. You should go! Here’s the link.

Bodaciously,

Molly

ps—what was that damn warbler called? Peach Cobbler or something like that? I was determined to remember and then didn’t.



The revelation of an existing Henry in Molly’s social circle was dispiriting: who’d have room for two? On the other hand, she did say “my other friend,” implying he’d made the cut. His heart leapt. His brain noted, sourly, that Molly had approximately four thousand friends, so the phrase shouldn’t be over-construed as a promising sign.

Regardless, he set to composing his reply right away, before even clicking the concert link. The choice of repertoire was unlikely to dim his immediate, blazing interest, after all. Getting the message short and casual took four drafts, but eventually he sent:


Peach Cobbler Warbler is a much better name than Magnolia; I’ll pass that along to the ornithology gods. Timely, too, as our friend is probably somewhere over Georgia by now.

I’m up for old music and dubious instruments. Are you going?



Seven entirely unproductive minutes later came the reply:


I wasn’t gonna, but maybe I should! Let me check something.



Now he couldn’t breathe. He took a walk to the water fountain and back. Jackie, on the phone at her desk, gave him a sharp look. Was it that obvious?

He sat down. Around him office noises crescendoed and faded. He googled “theorbo” and confirmed that such a thing did exist, yet still looked improbable, like a photoshopped lute with a wildly long neck and extra strings. How did anyone end up playing the theorbo, he wondered? The path from any familiar school instrument seemed circuitous. Henry himself had played the clarinet, but not since eighth grade.

He reread and savored Molly’s first email, and clicked on the link. The page title came up first: “Lunchtime Quick Breaks: Early Music Series,” and the blood drained out of him.

Shit. This wasn’t an evening concert after work. It was a matinee, a noontime recital. Meaning only two hours from now, when he was supposed to be uptown retrieving Gracie, Mrs. Peabody’s dog. If Molly rearranged her schedule and showed up…

How to beg off gracefully? The truth was probably best. As rapidly as he could, he wrote an email explaining the confusion and apologizing because he had to pick up his hospitalized neighbor’s small, yappy dog from the vet. He pressed send, hoping it would arrive quickly enough to excuse the discourtesy. As his finger came off the button, a reply from his earlier message came through:


Traded a favor and got coverage! See you at 12. Please walk with your eyes open; there’s traffic in those parts.



With his cancellation already winging toward her, there was nothing to be done. His heart said glumly, “Well, that scotches it. She’ll never invite you to anything again.” His mind replied, “Correct. That’s what I’ve been saying. Best to accept it and move on.” And a small voice, deep down in the selfish lizard part of his brain, quietly observed, “It’s not your dog.”

What? Henry paid attention to that.

“Ditch the dog; go on the date. What do you owe Gracie?”

It was a shameful thought, though sorely tempting. He didn’t owe Gracie anything… but he had promised Mrs. Peabody, and he couldn’t break that promise. The poor lady was lying in the hospital with cracked ribs, for gosh sake. At least she should know her dog was safely home. Henry turned to the lizard voice and said, “Back off,” and it did.

Then another message popped up from MC_Nail:


Oh, you’re such a mensch! I wish I had neighbors like you.

Actually, that sounds more fun than made-up instruments. Since I’m free now, can I tag along? I love vets’ offices; all the owners look like their pets. And I’m kind of yappy too, so Gracie and me would get along.



And there it was: a better date after all.
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In the floating delirium of seeing Molly again, for any date anywhere, Henry somehow failed to anticipate how many animals one is likely to encounter at a vet’s office.

They met at 14th Street, since Molly was coming from Brooklyn on the 2 train. It was a relief when she greeted him on the platform with a cheerful high five: he’d been bracing for a possible peck on the cheek. Even so, the brief moment of palm-to-palm contact was electric. Her hair was gathered in a loose bun today, a casual yet professional office look; its warm cinnamon color reminded him of a Savannah Sparrow’s plumage, rippling and shifting with the light—or was it closer to a Brown Shrike? (The latter lived in Asia, so he’d never seen one in person.) You’re staring, an inner voice remarked, so he looked away.

“Remind me,” she said as they boarded the train, “why this dog’s owner is hospitalized.”

“She got run over by a cab this morning.”

Molly double-took. “Wait, you’re serious? That really happens?”

“Apparently. It did to her, anyway. I didn’t see it, but I came out of the building just afterward—the ambulance was still there.” He winced, remembering Mrs. Peabody’s stifled moan as the EMTs shifted her legs onto the gurney.

Molly considered this. “I had always assumed,” she said slowly, “in my country girl naiveté, that cab drivers are too highly skilled and rigorously trained to actually hit people. I thought their style was to drive like banshees and make you believe they were gonna hit you. But not really do it.”

Henry nodded. “It’s a bit unreal. I’ve never known anyone who’s been run over before. Taxi or otherwise.”

“And she called out to you from her crumpled position on the pavement and croaked, ‘Henry, you’re my only hope, please look after Gracie’? In a trembling voice, while they hooked her to an IV?” She seemed thrilled by the dramatic tableau.

“Pretty much,” he admitted.

“Aw.” She gave him a punch in the upper arm. “You remain the nicest guy I know.”

He didn’t know what to say to that. Fortunately, Molly had just endured a biannual board meeting at the anti-poverty nonprofit where she worked, and regaled him with the trustees’ well-intentioned but clueless sanctimony for the next three stops. “Honestly, Henry,” she concluded. “Anyone who wants to do good in the world, run away. They are the worst!”

Now, as they approached the storefront veterinary office and Henry saw the sign with the name of the practice surrounded by cartoony outlines of cats, fish, dogs, birds, ferrets, hamsters, snakes, and a couple unidentifiable silhouettes, he realized—far too late—that this was a terrible idea.

Lots of animals, he remembered ruefully, are broken.

Stepping into the waiting room was like plunging into an elementary school gymnasium. The cacophony was staggering. Half a dozen owners sat in the waiting room with their noisily nervous pets, in cages or on leashes or just held in laps, while further animals expressed their anxiety at top volume from down the hall. Behind a counter sat two receptionists, unperturbed by all the tumult as they blithely sorted through files and took phone calls and processed payments. Maybe they’re deaf, thought Henry. One would have to be.

What Molly heard was a symphony of barks, yips, yowls, squeaks, growls, scratching, cage-rattling, and distant metallic clangs, the last presumably from patients being wrestled onto examination tables. She flinched, opened her eyes wide, and looked around with a grin. “This is wild!” she muttered, leaning close to Henry’s ear so he could hear. “Can you imagine working here? Those poor ladies!”

Henry nodded, trying to stay focused. A deep voice from another room was roaring, “You bitch! You fucking bitch, that HURTS! Touch me one more time and I swear I will bite your lips off.”

They made their way across the waiting room, circling around a cat on a leash who glared at Henry and wailed, “Ow! Ow! Ow! Ow! My stomach!”

Henry leaned across the counter and said to one of the receptionists, “Hi. I’m here to pick up Gracie? For Mrs. Peabody?”

She nodded but didn’t look up from her screen. Henry wasn’t sure if she’d processed the words or not.

“It’s her fault, this asshole woman!” insisted the cat. “Why does she feed me that dry-ass shit?”

“Gracie?” Henry said again to the receptionist.

“I just need to forward this over to the insurance company, and then I can get Gracie for you. The Siamese?”

A beagle sat on the lap of his three-piece-suited owner and licked his face, saying, between licks, “You… lying… sack-of-shit… cocksucker. This is not a ‘walk.’ When we get home, I’m vomiting on your pillow.” His owner smiled and scratched him under the chin.

“No, Gracie’s a dog. My neighbor’s dog. I’m not sure what breed.”

“Apologies,” the receptionist replied with no effort at sincerity. “My mistake. Small, medium, or large?”

“Small. But loud.” She didn’t smile. Flipping through a freestanding paper file, she came at last to Gracie, and said, “OH! This one.” Her eyes flickered up at Henry and then back down.

A budgie bird screeched: “Everyone is TOO CLOSE!”

“She’s my neighbor’s dog,” Henry felt compelled to say again. “I’m just picking her up as a favor.”

“She’s a handful, I don’t mind saying.”

Molly was offended on Gracie’s behalf. “Hey, so am I!” she inserted, draping herself on Henry’s shoulder. “It’s that artistic temperament. We’re feisty.”

Henry thought: is she pretending to be my girlfriend now? He was overwhelmed.

The receptionist eyed Molly coolly and decided the comment wasn’t worth responding to. “Your copay is sixty dollars,” she told Henry.

That came as a surprise, since he hadn’t thought ahead. Presumably Mrs. Peabody would reimburse him. Still, asking would be awkward; maybe she’d remember of her own accord. He fished out his wallet and put it on a card.

“I’ll go see if Gracie’s ready. Please have a seat.”

There were no seats available, so they leaned on a wall with a poster entitled FELINE UROLOGICAL SYNDROME: BE IN THE KNOW. An elderly woman sat in the nearest chair. Molly bent down and asked, “Who do you have in that little cage there?”

The woman smiled. She was tiny, with a fishbone frame and a delicate, sweet face. “This is my companion, Pierre.” Her voice was just as sweet. “He’s a hermit crab.”

“Oh wow!” Molly peered through the little window. Henry was surprised: did veterinarians treat crabs, too? How did they learn all these different animals, and all their parts?

“Pierre is high-strung,” the woman continued. “We’re hoping massage therapy might help.” She didn’t appear to be joking. From inside the small, plastic crab-carrier came a minuscule voice, but Henry couldn’t make out what it was saying.

“Henry, check this out!” Molly shifted left as he leaned in. “Where do they come from?” she asked the owner.

“Ecuador.”

Henry looked through the bars and saw three pairs of legs waving beneath two beady eyes on stalks, the whole cluster poking out of a seashell. The borrowed shell was, he thought, prettier than the animal, whose alien anatomy was a bit confusing. But I guess everyone deserves love. Massage might be tricky, though. Pierre looked at him and mumbled, in his tiny voice: “Kill, kill, kill, kill, kill, kill.”

Henry heard Molly at his shoulder. “Does he ever switch shells? Trade up?”

“Once a month,” the woman said proudly.

“Kill, kill, kill,” whispered Pierre. “Kill, kill, kill, kill, kill, kill, kill…” Henry backed away.

“Gracie will be right out,” said the receptionist.

“My babies! My babies!” screamed a hamster across the aisle.

Henry rested against the counter and tried to stay calm. All these people loved their animals. That’s why they were here, paying good money to have professionals with advanced degrees restore their pets to health. There was a lot of love in this room, even if it didn’t sound like it.

A mastiff on a tight leash sat, looking bored and superior, keeping himself above the fray. Henry smiled at the mastiff, mostly out of habit—one smiles at large dogs, to keep them on your side—but also with a feeling of “You too?” No response. His owner was scrolling through her phone.

“My babies!” the hamster wailed. “Where are they? Oh, I ate them. My babies!”

“Here you go,” said the receptionist, thrusting Gracie into Henry’s arms. The small dog twisted and struggled upon being handed from one stranger to another. “Please sign here and here, and then you’re all set. Your leash will be hanging on the hooks over there.”

Henry awkwardly signed the discharge form while holding the squirming Gracie. “Do you by any chance know which leash is hers? This is my neighbor’s dog.”

The receptionist regarded him coldly. “No idea.” She turned back to her screen.







Chapter 6

Molly snorted and brushed away any notion of muckety-muck status at Global Compatriots. Still, she was senior enough to merit her own private office with a door, and volunteered to entertain Gracie for the rest of the afternoon. “We’ll bond!” she exclaimed. “I’ll let her yap back at the more aggressive emails.”

Henry was reluctant to accept the offer, given Gracie’s reputation, but so far the convalescent patient hadn’t uttered a peep. Perhaps she was intimidated by the roar of the subway train. In any case, since he lacked alternatives, it was settled: Henry would head back to work, Molly and Gracie would ride onward to Brooklyn, and they’d all rendezvous that evening for dog handoff.

As they rolled into 14th Street, Henry stood up. “You’re really sure you don’t mind? You can still abandon this plan, just say the word.”

Molly turned to Gracie. “Do we mind?” She paused for a moment, as if listening. Henry had a brief moment of vertigo, wondering if Gracie was genuinely speaking to her, but realized it was just Molly being Molly.

“No we don’t,” she reported. “We are in unanimous agreement, two to nothing, that Gracie gets to hang out with me this afternoon.”

“Well, Mrs. Peabody and I are both very grateful. And I’m sorry to have dragged you away from the other Henry and his theorbo.”

“Oh no, this was more fun,” Molly assured him. “And hey, I’ve pegged your theme: first that bird, now the dog… next time, we go to the zoo!”

Dear god, he thought. Yes, he would do anything for a next time. But the zoo? The zoo?! Last week that would have been a glorious date, strolling and eating ice cream and smiling at excited kids, with wombats and gorillas and penguins as reliable sparks for conversation. Now all he could imagine was the bitterness of all those inmates after years of incarceration.

He gave Gracie a scratch, stepped off the train, and watched as it disappeared down the track.

Even at midday, brief moments of calm settled on the subway platform, especially when—as now—north and southbound trains had freshly passed through and scooped up riders. The shriek of steel wheels against steel track faded down the tunnel. The debarking passengers dispersed, yet Henry lingered with his hands in his pockets, rolling Molly’s last line around in his mind, reluctant to leave this magic hour behind. Next time. Her words, not his.

His eyes fell on the rails four feet below, burnished smooth and shiny, and his memory flashed back two decades to that muggy childhood afternoon when his friend Josh laid a quarter on the railway track near the elementary school. They were curious to see how four thousand tons of freight train might transform it. Henry had provided the quarter—with some regret that he had no smaller denomination to volunteer—but lacked the courage to place it himself. Would they get arrested? Would the train be derailed? Neither, in the end: he went home with an anticlimactic flattened disc of worthless metal, the former profile of George Washington barely detectable.

There were no compressed coins on the track here, just a Styrofoam take-out box, which lay crushed on the gravel between the rails. Half a dozen french fries were scattered near where it had fallen. With a lurch, he remembered the tunnel rats boasting about their meal: no doubt they’d drag these fries away too, but only as a side.

He shuddered and walked back to the office. The whole veterinary adventure hadn’t taken longer than a typical lunch hour.
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After leaving another message for a hypothetical patient in Mt. Sinai’s emergency room, assuring any convalescent named Genevieve Peabody that her dog was safely retrieved from the vet, Henry sat down to comb through the weekly Fordham report again. There was something off about the numbers, and it would take some digging to work it out.

He was proud of himself for having quelled his vexation about Jayden fobbing off the task. It’s hard to be an animal, he told himself, especially a young one testing his antlers… let it ride. At twenty-eight, Henry was still getting used to the arrival of even younger adults, another generation of graduates bumping him along; the belated recognition that he was no longer in the newest cohort brought a novel sense of seniority.

But all that magnanimity and carefully tamped-down resentment came roaring back when he tried to unroll the Fordham printout and read it properly. Why in god’s name had Jayden wound the stapled pages into such a tight cylinder? To prevent it snapping back into a closed scroll, the report had to be weighed down at all four corners, which meant lifting and replacing his stapler, desk lamp, tape dispenser, and scissors for each new page. That boy was an unfortunate Midas: whatever he touched became more annoying.

As he grumbled, however, the quietest and wisest part of his brain suggested: it’s not the curling paper. Or even picking up someone else’s work. What’s really eating you?

It was those pets, he realized. All those pets at the vet’s office had been awful. Every single one. Selfish, angry, threatening, cannibalistic, psychotic (that crab still gave him shivers), whiny, touchy, arrogant… their owners lavished them with care, loved them, and saw in their eyes a fondness and devotion equal to their own. But it was a lie.

Cats, he could maybe accept. It was a cliché to see cats as haughty and grudging with their affections. Yet every cat owner secretly believes their cat is the exception, camouflaging love behind a facade of cool indifference. And dog loyalty, of course, is legendary: “Man’s Best Friend.” Today, he’d heard one man’s best friend call him a cocksucker to his face. How many thousands of pets in the city felt the same way?

Multiplying it out—across the country, across the world, across the millennia—was deeply dispiriting. Although he’d grown up with no pets of his own, due to parental allergies, Henry had always accepted as an uplifting, feel-good truth that humans had “befriended” certain animals thousands of years ago, brought them into their warm, dry homes for comfort and companionship, fed and sheltered and doted on them. (Though, okay: ate lots of them, too. He hadn’t encountered any cows or pigs or chickens in the five days since this mysterious ability had descended on him; he winced to think what they might have to say.)

Did all our fellow creatures hate us? Every last one of them?

Henry was a sensitive soul, already primed by a lonely childhood to rue the unkindness of people to one another, but it had never occurred to him that the entire animal kingdom might scoff and scorn too. The sheer weight of that imagined, worldwide contempt was overwhelming.

And of course his fellow humans were hardly redeeming themselves this week, leaving murder victims under his subway station.

He sighed, and refocused on Jayden’s tedious, spring-loaded paperwork. Concentrate on yourself, he thought. Just be the best animal you can be.
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A voicemail arrived while Henry was in a meeting:


Henry, I’m sorry to have missed you but I’ll leave this message instead.

First, my huge and everlasting thanks for picking up Gracie. I hate to leave her at the vet one minute longer than necessary.

Second, the doctors have been very busy tending to gunshot victims, one after another. I am fortunate that what hit me was merely a cab, which drops me into the second tier. But this means I probably won’t be seen again until well into the evening.

Would you be willing to feed Gracie before I get home? She eats lox. You know, smoked salmon. They have it at the deli on 141st. I can reim—



Mrs. Peabody, befitting her career, spoke in courteous, well-formed paragraphs. Her courtesy was not matched by the Verizon voicemail system, which blindly counted to sixty and cut the connection, figuring anything important had already been said. Henry had several long-winded relatives (most notably his younger sister, who left political rants or philosophical musings on his voicemail at least once a month), so he was used to listening and mentally urging speakers along, hoping they would beat the gong. Mrs. Peabody did not, but at least he knew where her dog’s salmon could be obtained. Hopefully no further menu instructions had been forthcoming.

The handoff itself, after work, was disappointingly brief. Molly met him on the southwest corner of Washington Square Park with Gracie in tow and passed over the leash.

“False advertising!” she reported. “This is the mellowest dog in the world. Maybe she got switched for a couch cushion? Super soft, either way.”

Even now, Gracie remained thoughtful and quiet at the end of her lead. She sat on the grass, serenely observing a squirrel who brazenly preened himself only seven feet away.

“I’ve never seen her like this,” Henry admitted. “I promise: she’s a celebrity in our building, and not for good reasons.”

“Maybe the sedation takes a while to wear off. Or—” Molly snapped her fingers, and pointed at him. “That’s why she was at the vet! She was having her opinions removed.”

“Like a lobotomy,” Henry agreed. “Everyone would have chipped in for that.”

“Anyway, she was a sweetheart all day, Henry. Thanks! This was a fun surprise! Let’s get together soon!” And she whirled away.

He watched until she was out of sight, and sighed. “Lucky dog. You got to spend the whole afternoon with her.”

“Good people smell different,” Gracie reflected quietly.

Henry’s head jerked downward. It still surprised him, every time. Gracie was in the same position, resting her nose on her front paws, one ear angled toward the squirrel and the other flopping casually. Apparently, that was all she had to say.
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At home, they were greeted by Yaryk and a plateful of elegantly sliced mango. “Today is our doom, Henry! Mangos are peaking!” Then he focused with a theatrical double-take down at Henry’s feet. “And who is this? A new guard dog for Lazavik and Dzedka? What a capital idea!”

Henry smiled while Gracie sniffed curiously around the hallway baseboards. “You know that dog we always hear? Mrs. Peabody’s dog?”

Yaryk stepped back in alarm. “This is THAT dog? He is looking for us this whole time?”

“I doubt it, but she’ll be joining us for dinner.” He caught Yaryk up on the day’s events while storing the plastic deli bag with its quarter pound of paper-wrapped lox in the refrigerator.

Yaryk was dismayed to hear about Mrs. Peabody’s accident, and asked for clarification about the taxi driver. He seemed genuinely concerned yet also oddly alert to detail. “You said he has darker hair: Latino? Inuit? Greek? And of how many years?”

Henry was puzzled but did his best to recall the brief sighting. “Anyway, I’m sure the cops got the driver’s info,” he concluded. “I don’t know if he was taken into custody, but he’ll be looking at a citation for sure. Maybe losing his livery license too.”

“No custody?? For the trying to crush our Mrs. Peabody?”

“Well… it was an accident, right? It would be surprising to learn Mrs. Peabody has enemies.”

Yaryk looked serious. “Everyone can have enemies, my friend.”

Gracie, who had settled into a comfortable spot by the kitchen window, lifted her head and remarked, “We live in confrontational times. All existence is defined by opposition.”

Both of them turned toward the dog with surprise. “Oh yes,” said Yaryk. “I remember this dog. He always has much to say.”

“She,” Henry said reflexively. “It’s a she.” Then he looked at Yaryk sharply. Had he heard Gracie’s comment too?

Yaryk bent down and said, “Yap-yap-yap, yap yap?”

Gracie cocked her head, watching him, but did not reply.

“My accent, I guess. Ah well.” He straightened up and clapped Henry heartily on the back. “We will sleep like sticks and twigs this night! But let us celebrate Mango Day first.”

Oh—not like logs, Henry realized. It took a moment.
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After dinner, Yaryk folded his long frame into the living room papasan to watch downloaded news videos from Belarus, so Henry gave him some space by hanging out in the kitchen with Gracie. Apart from that one earlier remark, she’d remained quiet, sniffing curiously around the strange apartment and its novel furniture. No word from her owner either, but Henry didn’t mind: Mrs. Peabody’s dog had scored him a whole lunch hour with Molly, and as far as he was concerned, that settled any debt.

Uncertain how much salmon to provide, he set out a quarter of the package. Gracie ate delicately, licked the plate clean, sighed, and leapt gently into Henry’s lap. Now he was trapped, but the coziness was comforting. When did he last cuddle with furry warmth? All through his dander-free childhood he’d envied friends who took their dogs on walks, and dreamed of adopting his own someday, but his adult life had never felt established enough to take on the commitment.

Besides, he suddenly remembered: pets hate us.

He looked down at Gracie, who gazed back and thumped her small tail twice. She settled her head on his knee and closed her eyes. It didn’t feel like contempt.

“Gracie.” He spoke quietly, aware of Yaryk in the other room. “How do you feel about the human race?”

He didn’t actually expect an answer, but Gracie opened one eye, considered him, and then placidly shut it again. A beat or two later, eyes still closed, she said, “Good people smell different.”

Henry smiled. “Yes, you mentioned that earlier.”

After half an hour, Gracie roused herself, slipped off his lap, and curled up in the corner. Henry took the opportunity to stretch and wash her plate. He scrubbed it harder than usual, then caught himself and was amused. Would a human dinner guest have inspired such fervent sterilization? But humans eat with forks, his mind replied defensively—their tongues don’t touch the plate directly. Or at least, not often. Anyway, the plate was certainly clean by now.

His phone vibrated while he was still rinsing, and it was a scramble to dry his hands and fish it out of his pocket in time. It was, as he expected, Mrs. Peabody. She sounded tired.

“Henry,” she said, and trailed off.

“I’m right here, Mrs. Peabody. And Gracie’s doing great, you don’t need to worry.”

She sighed. “I’m a little woozy. They gave me the stuff they sell in back alleys.”

“I’m so sorry you’re going through this.”

“Henry,” she repeated. Another pause. Eventually she said, “It looks like I’ll be here for a while. They want to prep me for surgery tomorrow morning.”

His eyebrows rose. “Surgery! Jeepers, that sounds serious.”

“Plating, they call it. I don’t know. My sister spoke with them. But the main thing is: Gracie. I don’t know what—”

“Mrs. Peabody,” Henry said firmly. “Please don’t worry at all about Gracie. We can look after her until you’re back on your feet.” Gracie, hearing her name, flicked her tail without opening her eyes.

Long pause. “Henry,” she said a third time. Apparently, his name had become a sentence that stood on its own. But then: “You are a good man.”

“Well… I don’t know about that, but if I can help in this small way, I’m happy to.”

“This is good stuff,” she observed. “I won’t let them give it to me again.”

“Rest up, Mrs. Peabody. We’ll be thinking of you tomorrow.”

There was a long sigh, and eventually the phone clicked. Gracie rolled over and laid her head next to Henry’s shoe. Then she nudged him and looked significantly toward the door.

“Oh!” he said. “My bad, sorry!” How had he forgotten that dogs don’t use toilets? He found her leash (or someone’s leash, anyway, one among many similar models at the vet’s office) and walked her down the stairs, through the dimly lit lobby, and out the front door.

Once on the sidewalk, he was at a loss. Where exactly do they do the deed? Just anywhere? But Gracie dutifully trotted over to the curb and squatted to justify the trip.

It felt strange to step outside his building with no destination in mind. Especially at this hour of night. The north-south traffic on the avenue half a block away blended into steady, distant susurration, punctuated by tinny laughter from someone’s apartment TV and the double thump of car doors around the corner. The velvety evening air was a pleasant temperature. He tipped his head back, squinting beyond the streetlight and the spindly honey locust tree and the roofline of the apartment building on the opposite side of the street, and found a patch of sky in which four stars had gathered. As inevitably happened when Henry spotted stars, he found it hard to look away. No astronomy facts drifted up, nor any musing about alien life or the patterns his ancestors had drawn in the sky: he just… gazed.

Eventually he realized there was no tension on the leash, and cast an eye down.

Gracie, like him, was looking up.

At the stars.

This seemed so unlikely that he shook his head and refocused. Now Gracie sat, scratched her ribs with one rear paw, and glanced down the street. She seemed in no rush, and he felt the same way. They stood companionably watching the dark sky for a few more minutes. When a man carrying a skateboard walked past, Henry stepped out of his way and then returned to the better vantage point. The sounds of the city faded into irrelevance.

“Nighttime,” said Gracie slowly, “provides perspective.”

Without looking away from the heavens, he said, “Tell me more.”

But she didn’t.







Chapter 7

Jackie was nonplussed to discover Henry and Molly had already met a second time. Apparently, she’d laid out a campaign strategy and was gearing up to coach him on the next steps.

“So.” She pursed her lips and stroked a luxurious imaginary beard. “Soooo. This changes things. Third dates are different from second dates. We gotta recalibrate.”

“I don’t know if yesterday qualified as a date. We went to a vet’s office to pick up my neighbor’s dog—not exactly a romantic setting.”

Jackie blew on her coffee. They had adjourned to the balcony to enjoy midmorning on a Friday, sunny and clear; the senior partners were cloistered in a meeting on some other floor, and the pace of the office felt more relaxed, like when a teacher steps out of the classroom.

“Everywhere’s romantic if you work it right, Henry,” she corrected him. “The important thing: was the dog cute?”

Henry considered. “Yes, I think so. People in my building find her obnoxious but maybe the medication mellowed her out. And she’s a Pomeranian, really fluffy. So, I guess… cute?” It didn’t seem the right word for the grave, contemplative Gracie he was getting to know—but no one else saw that side of her.

“Cute is key. People associate the character of the dog with the character of the guy. Now she remembers you as cute!” Jackie fluttered her eyelashes and poked him in the chest.

“They were together all afternoon. Honestly, she’s spent more time with the dog than with me—maybe the association will go the other way around.”

Jackie scratched her head. “How’s that work?”

Henry paused, then shrugged. “Oh, I don’t know. It made sense in my head somehow.”

“Yeah… okay.” Jackie looked skeptical. “Be cute. But be coherent too. Chicks dig coherency.”

Henry grinned. “I’ll do my best, coach.” The flawless weather and a fresh breeze made him feel buoyant. Two or three fetchingly puffy clouds festooned the visible slice of sky: it was a sunny day in September, and a life on pause seemed full of possibility again.

“Where did you leave things last?”

“We connected briefly after work, just to hand off Gracie. The dog. She said they had fun together and maybe we should go to the zoo next.”

“Zoo. ZOOOO, of course!” Jackie clapped a hand to her cheek. “That’s perfect! Lots of families, lots of strollers, lots of babies. Every woman my age gets broody and wants to make one right away.”

“Whoa!” said Henry hastily. “I don’t think we’ll be making babies on a third date.”

“No, no. But it’s good to plant the seed.”

He raised his eyebrows, and then they both packed up laughing.
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In a quiet living room a hundred and sixty blocks north, two tiny fish faced off, glaring at each other with narrowed eyes. Their glorious fins rippled, trying to convey menacing size.

“Your mother was sold for bait,” Dzedka taunted.

“Your mother? She’s so vast, she displaces an ocean at a time,” countered Lazavik.

“Your mother doesn’t have scales—she tips scales.”

“Your mother loved you so much, she abandoned you in the egg.”

Across the room, neatly curled on the back of the couch, Gracie sat gazing out the window. Henry and Yaryk had agreed she wouldn’t do any harm if left alone for a few hours; Yaryk would be home early and could take her outside.

Dzedka launched in again. “You know how they say fish control their buoyancy with tiny pockets of air in the swim bladder, located just above the stomach and behind the pectoral fin? Well, your mother’s just fat.”

“You know how people hold their nose when jumping into the water? They’re trying not to smell your mother.”

Gracie stirred. “Every one of us,” she remarked, “every living being on this earth, is the descendant of evolutionary winners: the most attractive mothers and fathers of each generation. One long chain of triumphant beauty.”

Silence reigned.
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Mrs. Peabody didn’t report back until mid-afternoon, and the news was not good. She couldn’t even speak for herself, being still intubated, so a bored nurse’s aide relayed the message in bullet points: the surgery had been only partially successful; she was being kept for observation through the weekend; dog sitting was much appreciated; any expenses would be reimbursed; otherwise, said dog could be returned to the veterinary practice, where there was an associated kennel.

Henry was more concerned about Mrs. Peabody than the dog. He tried to get further information about her condition, but the nurse’s aide would disclose nothing more. “Blood relatives or domestic partners only,” she repeated several times. Henry got the sense she’d already moved on to the next task; he could hear a keyboard clicking.

At least she was in good hands. In the meantime, it looked like he had Gracie for the weekend. Hmm… was there an opportunity here? A braver man would seize the chance to ask Molly’s advice, quiz her about fun places to take dogs, and finagle another date. Henry was not a brave man: he knew the coming weekend would quietly slide by without event or excitement, like so many others—but he could pretend, couldn’t he? How would his socially confident little sister play this hand?

His fingers drafted a hypothetical email, as written by some imaginary guy with game:


Happy Friday!

You made quite an impression on Gracie: she’s pining after you now and wants to know if you can come for a playdate in the park tomorrow.

I told her you have a very busy social calendar, with weekends booked several months in advance. But she insisted I ask just in case there have been any cancellations.



He was still fine-tuning the opening paragraphs when he became aware of Jayden Stroop lurking behind him. Hastily he stabbed at the mouse, shifting the screen to something more work-appropriate. As he swiveled the chair around, he thought he glimpsed a quick “Message Sent” pop-up, and his heart stopped.

“Henry, ya happenin’ hooligan, how’s it hanging?” Jayden chirped. An argyle sweater was tied rakishly over his shoulders, country club style. He snapped his fingers three times, using alternating hands: ba dump-dump.

Henry goggled at him vacantly but didn’t hear the words. His mind was racing. Had he pressed send? Or not?

Jayden peered closer, then waved his hand rapidly in front of Henry’s eyes, three inches away. “Houston to Henry,” he said in a metallic voice. “Come in, Henry. Beep beep!” He snickered and leaned with one stiff arm on the divider wall of Henry’s cubicle, which sagged an inch. “Dude, seriously: Just circling back re Fordham. Anything noteworthy, or just the usual blahdy blah blah? You’re a champ for wading through it all.”

Henry collected himself. “Well, yes, actually.” He found the papers in his second drawer and smoothed them out on the desk. By now he’d mastered a new technique of framing the packet with two flat hands, each in an L-shape, to keep the pages from snapping back into a scroll.

“Whatcha got?” Jayden bent forward, black hair flopping onto his forehead. His breath smelled of coffee.

Henry explained. Two columns, which should have diverged, instead contained identical data all the way down. It was either careless accounting on Fordham’s end, or a shoddy job of manipulating the figures in their favor. Either way, it needed to be kicked upstairs.

“Oho! Oho-ho-ho-hooo!” Jayden seemed energized by the discovery. Henry was just worried for their colleagues on the Fordham side. He didn’t want anyone to get slammed for this, but resolving the discrepancy was definitely above either of their pay grades.

Jayden reclaimed the pages, rolling them up again, and held the report possessively to his chest. “Outstanding work, Inspector Henry!” he declared before strutting away. “By Jove, we will get to the bottom of this.” His Scotland Yard accent was predictably painful.

Henry smiled thinly, turned back to his desk, and—after a momentary blankness of mind—remembered the swaggering, gutsy, never-in-a-million-years email draft. Oh Jesus… had it actually gone out? His cursor crept to the email tab, hovered irresolutely for a moment, and clicked.

Apparently, a million years had elapsed. There it was, in the sent folder: a cocky, presumptuous summons, ending abruptly after two paragraphs without even the courtesy of a sign-off. All the blood left his head and gathered in a turbulent puddle somewhere below his stomach.

He sat for a moment, numb and unable to think. Then he clicked over to his inbox. There, already, sat a reply—elapsed time, four minutes. It read:


No subject line? You are a man of mystery, Henry.

I would love to hang out with Gracie again. You can come too, I guess.

10 AM? Dog run? I can come up your way, she doesn’t need another terrifying train ride. It looks like there’s one at St. Nicholas Park—that’s near you, right?

Not too busy to sign my name,

Mollllllly



Henry realized he’d been holding his breath. He let it out, and inhaled slowly.

Somewhere deep inside was an unusual feeling. Not happiness; it wasn’t as exuberant or transitory as that. It felt more like an egg, bearing and protecting future joy.

He wrote a lengthy reply, confirming the plan and apologizing for the blank subject line and missing sign-off in his earlier message and explaining it was sent prematurely because a colleague startled him. Then he read it back, studied the ceiling for a moment, deleted everything, and sent:


Excellent! Gracie will be thrilled. See you at 10!

Very busy so my secretary will lean over my shoulder to type my name,

H.
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Henry walked to the subway after work a floating man, surrounded by a bubble of intoxicating, pure, Swiss Alps air. That’s how confidence feels, he thought. That email exchange. Maybe it was accidental, serendipitous courage, but regardless—it worked. And tomorrow morning he had a date. The fatalist portion of his brain, confounded by the day’s positive turn, tried to lodge a few reservations and cautions, but he put up a mental hand, saying, “Nope, let me enjoy this for a few minutes,” and it slunk away.

As he pushed through the turnstile he spotted a pair of policemen, one talking quietly into his radio as the other scanned the crowd, and remembered with a jolt his anonymous report alleging rat-gnawed corpses below. Had detectives finally come to check out the tip? Or… shit, could they be searching for the tipster, to squeeze out more details? Last week Henry would have barely registered the cops (a privilege, he recognized uncomfortably, of his race and social standing) but now he felt dangerously conspicuous, as if they might detect his Witness-or-Possible-Accessory status from twenty feet off. The last thing he wanted to do was answer questions about his sources, so he allowed his eyes to slide away like a true disinterested New Yorker and tried to keep walking steadily. The taller officer approached him anyway; it was all Henry could do to maintain a bland expression as his heartrate tripled.

“Excuse me, sir, but do you have a moment to support the Police Athletic League?”

He blinked, trying to process the words.

“We run summer programs for underprivileged youth in all five boroughs. Can I give you a pamphlet? Can we count on your support?”

Henry mumbled some syllables which might or might not have comprised language, and blindly accepted the brochure thrust toward him. The policeman’s attention had already turned to the next set of commuters coming down the stairs. As Henry sidled toward the platform, he was sure he felt NYPD eyes boring through his back; a cramp in his wrist caught his attention and he looked down to see the brochure seized in a death grip.

Why was he so jumpy? He wasn’t the murderer, after all. Citizen Henry Parsons dutifully followed every rule, and had earned no rap sheet in New York, Baltimore, or anywhere else; even the omniscient gods would find his record of sins brief and boringly mild. If subway rats were getting fat off homicide victims under Greenwich Village, it wasn’t his fault.

Still, this was the second-grader who had anxiously eyed his teacher while Ricky Odom cheated on a vocabulary test two desks away… the adolescent who felt guilty about Tracy Pescrilli’s shoplifted Snickers bar… the new driver who blamed himself for a fender bender four cars ahead of him. All the world’s sins weighed on Henry’s conscience, abettor or no. It was a relief when the getaway train arrived and he could escape.
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In the apartment he found his new and old roommates playing pat-a-cake. Or something like it. Yaryk was seated cross-legged on the living room carpet facing Gracie, who watched him curiously. The human held up his palm and waited. When the dog eventually lifted a paw to meet it, Yaryk burst forth with a stream of Belarusian, presumably affirming. The word “sabaka” featured prominently. For no reason at all, Yaryk had taught Henry “sabaka” a couple of years back: it meant “dog.”

Whether the student improved was hard to tell. Gracie acknowledged Yaryk’s overture twice in a row, then not at all for eight attempts, then once, then another long gap, then three times running. But Yaryk’s enthusiasm was undaunted. And contagious: Henry found himself rooting for the dog to return the high five.

Gracie tired of the game before Yaryk. She licked his knee courteously, put two paws on the couch to survey her options, and leapt onto the middle cushion where she immediately curled up against Henry’s thigh. His hand automatically stroked her.

Yaryk sat back on his haunches. “She is smart dog! But do not research recipes, Henry, we will not eat her.”

“Wouldn’t think of it.” Henry scratched under her chin.

Gracie stretched her head upward to encourage his fingernails and mused, “Is there any species which does not play?” She closed her eyes in pleasure. “It is the constant: nature’s self-justifying joy.”

Yaryk put both hands up, placating: “Sh sh sh, sabačy siabar! The neighbors, they have their own opinions, they do not need yours!” He turned apologetically to Henry, like a babysitter reporting on the child’s behavior. “She has been mostly hushed, not like this. My digits are overlapped for tranquility again soon.”

Gracie looked up at Henry with soft eyes and thumped her tail twice.

“Sabaka,” he said gently.

“Dobry sabaka,” Yaryk agreed.

“Dobry?”

“Dobry.”
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After paying her respects to the parking meter, Gracie tugged at the leash and he followed. It was a crisp and inviting evening, as often follows the warm days of early fall. “Sure,” he said. “A walk sounds nice.”

The Pomeranian trundled along like a girl on a mission and led him from the side street onto the main avenue, where a street fair was wrapping up for the day. Several blocks had been closed off for the event, allowing booths and vendors and food trucks to commandeer the pavement, but now the canopies were being folded up, unsold merchandise packed into crates, and buckets of soapy water poured down the storm drains. Three police officers, two men and a woman, were standing by to remove the barricades and allow traffic through. Once again their presence made Henry’s heart skip, and he slowed to a stop.

Maybe it was a sign. Did he owe some further civic duty here? The anonymous tip he’d left forty-eight hours earlier seemed to have sailed through all the layers of metropolitan bureaucracy without trace or effect, an informational neutrino. For two days he’d watched passengers stream as usual through the West 4th Street Station: no investigations, no gruesome discoveries, no news coverage, nothing. Should he just let it go?

He imagined strolling up and tugging on a sleeve. “Excuse me, Officers? I think a big crime happened. Like a murder!” It was probably outside their purview, though. Surely homicide detectives weren’t assigned to street fairs.

One of the officers was mounted on horseback, an unusual sight yet still sometimes spotted at neighborhood events. He’d stopped to chat with the foot patrollers, who rested against the metal barrier and laughed as their colleague gesticulated from the saddle. The horse stood with stolid patience. Over the past week Henry had become alert to every animal in his environment, clocking them immediately and bracing for possible commentary. It was startling to realize how many different species coexisted with humans amid all this concrete. As he eyed the horse, a man with his young daughter walked up and said something to the trio of policemen. The mounted officer nodded and smiled. The man bent to lift up his daughter, who hesitantly reached out a hand and patted the horse on its neck.

“Juvenile female, approximately eight years of age,” reported the police horse. “Black hair, no suspicious odors, no identifying marks.”

Well, okay, thought Henry. That tracks.

The horse turned his head toward the father. “Adult male, late thirties, black hair, Avon deodorant, no identifying marks, no visible hostile intent.” His teeth clicked on the bit as he spoke, an officious, singsong tone. The girl laughed at something the mounted policeman said, and she combed her fingers through the horse’s mane.

The police horse swiveled an eye in Henry’s direction. “Canine, eighty percent Pomeranian mix, seven to eight years, properly leashed, no defecation. Adult male, early thirties, sandy-brown hair receding, deodorant unidentified, hostile demeanor.” He whinnied and the girl whipped her hand back in surprise.

Hostile? Henry thought, retreating a pace. What did I do? He’d just begun to wind up some indignance about “receding hair” (okay, plenty of male forebears confirmed his likely fate; still, only subtle signs had appeared thus far)—but the purported hostility spun him the other way.

Gracie had remained calmly in place when he stepped back. “Attention,” she observed, “is a unique commodity, impossible to price. Some crave it and pay for more; some fear it and pay for less.”

Henry tried to work that out. “You mean, the horse could tell I was listening? And didn’t like being watched?”

“Sorry, come again?” the standing cop said.

“Oh, nothing,” Henry said hastily. “Just talking to my dog. You know.”

Gracie panted obligingly, and the policeman lost interest.

On their way home, Henry pondered Gracie at the far end of the leash. Here was the first animal who hadn’t revealed any meanness of spirit, or vulgarity, or a violent streak. In fact, she tended in the other direction: there was an aura of goodness about her—or at least, wisdom and fairness, which amounted to the same thing. He’d never met a human who made him stop and think so often.

“You’re all right, Gracie.” The affection that welled up was no doubt heightened by his roller coaster day, but genuine.

She wagged.







Chapter 8

On Saturday morning, sartorial uncertainty reached out from his adolescent past and gripped Henry one last time. He tried three different shirts before settling on a light green, long-sleeved polo. The self-consciousness amused him, yet he was unable to shake it.

“You’re lucky,” he told Gracie, licking herself on the rug. “Every day it’s just: ‘Hmmmm… yeah, I think we’ll go with fur again.’ Done.” Her ears pricked but she didn’t reply.

From the wall, Dzedka yawned—at least, it sounded like a yawn—and launched the first missile of the day: “May tongues of flame greet you at the door of eternity, boiling your brain in its own brine.”

“That’s pretty good,” Henry said, impressed. “Lazavik? Thirty seconds for rebuttal?”

Lazavik was silent, floating on his side.

Henry peered closer. Was he okay?

Dzedka tried again: “May children versify your wretched existence, and chant their rhymes in the playground as a moral admonition to future generations!”

No response. The horizontal Lazavik brushed imperceptibly against the wall of his tank and drifted toward the center.

Henry was worried, but at a loss. Was he unconscious, or…? He tapped gently on the side of Lazavik’s glass universe, a double-knock.

Slight ripple, maybe? One of the fins seemed to twitch purposefully, and not just in response to currents in the water.

“My esteemed foe, my bête noire, my colleague from the other side of the aisle,” uttered Dzedka formally. “I stand down, saluting your courage in this difficult time, and sending ardent hopes for a swift and full recovery.”

Henry looked over at the other tank. “Well, I’ll be damned.”

It was time to head out, so he scribbled a quick note to Yaryk, sprinkled a couple flakes of food into the tank, and bent down for one last look. “I’m pulling for you, old friend,” he said earnestly. He found Gracie’s leash and they set off for the dog park.

They arrived early, of course, because Henry was early to everything. A prudent habit in professional circles, yet inconvenient in social ones: more than once he’d found himself cooling his heels at 7:55 p.m. outside a building where a party was due to begin at eight. Somehow, his mind interpreted the start time on social invitations as a deadline, and shooed him out the door accordingly.

By 9:45 a.m., however, the party at the St. Nicholas Park Dog Run was already rocking. He slowed down as they approached, daunted by the sheer range of dogs in the scrum: bulldogs, poodles, corgis, shepherds, retrievers (Labrador and golden), beagles, terriers, spaniels, and one enormous lumbering beast that was surely a masquerading ox. Gracie broke stride and then calmly sat on the path, observing. Since she seemed content to watch from afar, Henry settled on the asphalt next to her and coiled the leash in his lap. They were thirty feet uphill from the entrance to the dog run, shaded by a large black locust tree which spread its limbs generously over the footpath.

The dog run itself, roughly half an acre enclosed in chain-link fence, boasted a dozen brave trees but not a single blade of grass. It was obvious why: dogs running, dogs sliding, dogs scuffling, dogs digging, dogs peeing, dogs scratching—at no point would any given patch of dirt sit undisturbed for ten minutes, let alone long enough for a grass seed to germinate. From where Henry and Gracie sat, the path of each individual dog was difficult to follow. All the motion blurred together into one chaotic, canine melee. Henry was reminded of high school chemistry, of gas particles bobbing about with… was it Brownian motion? Too long ago.

“What do you see?” came a voice from behind. Henry smiled. Even Molly’s voice was lovely: warm, amused, and resonant.

“I see a ton of dogs socializing, but every last human is looking at their phone.”

She dropped easily onto the pavement next to him, sitting cross-legged in her jeans, and he liked her for that too. Some people were weird about the ground.

“Maybe they’re controlling their dogs with an app. Like: ‘Turn Left. Squat and Pee. Hump That Other Dog.’”

“Huh. So it’s like one of those robot wars? With geeky operators clustered around their joystick controllers and the crowd roaring for… well, I guess robots don’t have blood. Roaring for violence and mayhem?”

“Doesn’t look that aggressive,” she observed. “More random. Whaddayou think, Gracie?” She turned toward the Pomeranian, who sat on Henry’s other side. “Oh, and good morning, and all that.”

“In just thirty thousand years, humans bred all this variety,” Gracie noted wonderingly. “Before then, all dogs looked the same, and hadn’t changed for a hundred thousand years.”

“Whoa, sorry I asked!” Molly laughed. “So she got her yap back? I guess I can’t blame her. This is a lot of stimulation.”

It felt unfair to Henry that Gracie’s thoughtful commentary came across to everyone else as bothersome yaps and yips. He gave her a scratch on the head, which she leaned into appreciatively.

“I don’t know if Mrs. Peabody brings her to the park. She may never have seen so many dogs.”

Molly nodded. “Must be weird.”

A brief scuffle broke out on the far side of the dog run, next to a granite outcropping. Two dogs were facing off and growling; the third, simply caught in the crossfire, was anxiously trying to scramble up and away but kept slipping back down the rock face. Their owners jogged over to break it up and remonstrate.

“Weird for all of them, I reckon. Six days a week they hang out with humans, rather than their own species. Does that make them socially awkward when they get together like this?”

Molly grinned. “Dog dorks. Yeah, they’re probably better at reading us than each other.”

Gracie yawned and scratched behind her left ear. It was another perfect, blue-sky day. The path, though now in shade, had soaked up the sun earlier; the combination of warm pavement and crisp, autumn air was pleasant.

“Well, Gracie,” Molly said, “shall we join the party?”

Henry wondered if Gracie was truly keen on the idea. But maybe that was his own shyness projected onto the dog. Molly, of course, would be a joiner: first on the dance floor, happy to join a crowd, up for anything.

Gracie stood of her own accord, waited for them to unfold their larger bodies, and led them down the hill. After passing through two gates, they took her off the leash and Henry coiled it up. Gracie trotted purposefully off to the left, hopped onto a boulder, turned around a couple of times, and lay down to watch the show.

“Exercise, huh?” said Molly. “Yeah, that’s my approach too.”

They rested against the fence to take it all in. Now that they were closer, Henry could hear individual dogs more clearly; it was hard to keep track of what Molly was saying over all the canine chatter. A French bulldog pawed at his owner’s leg, barking, “My turn! My turn! My turn!” His owner absent-mindedly swung a weighted sock in vertical circles while texting with the other hand. “Ah, come on, you nutwad,” the dog whined. “Throw the goddamn sock.”

“Perimeter secure,” reported a Belgian shepherd trotting past. “No intruders.”

“What’s the latest from Mrs. Peabody?” Molly asked.

Two terriers catcalled a golden retriever. “Hey, blondie! Hey, slow down, what’s the rush? Wouldn’t kill ya to wag, you know.”

“I only heard from the nurse on duty, and she was not forthcoming—just that they’re keeping her for observation over the weekend. Mrs. Peabody said the surgery was something called ‘plating.’ She must be pretty banged up. I hope she’s not hurting too much.”

“Yeah, it’s hard to imagine,” Molly said sympathetically. “I’ve never been hit by a taxi.” She reflected for a moment. “I’ve been hit on by taxi drivers. But the recovery time was quicker.”

One of the terriers sang out, “C’mon, baby, you know you’re fine!” The golden retriever scratched her side placidly, oblivious to the ogling. The terrier stage-whispered, “I’d mount that tail in a hot second.” His friend sniggered.

Henry propped one foot against the fence behind them and tried to tune the dogs out. “Jackie says you met in a self-defense class?”

“Dude: she whaled on me! Don’t mug Jackie, she collects black belts. That class was aikido, I think, but she moved on: kickboxing, sambo, ju-jitsu, blah-blah-blah. What’s the hardcore Israeli one—Krav Maga? She’s way into that now. It keeps her safe, but also keeps her single.”

“She beats up muggers before they can propose?”

“Them and everyone else. She can’t respect any guy she can knock down… and so far, every suitor ends up on the mat. Also she requires roses, and chairs pulled out—all the old-fashioned stuff.”

Henry nodded. “I can see how that narrows the field.”

“Josie! Josie!!” called a woman in yoga pants. The beagle, nose to the ground, ignored her and kept tracking across the center of the dog run.

“I hope she finds someone, though. She’s great.” Molly sighed.

“What about you? Are you a samurai too?”

“I was curious about the fitness part, but that one class was enough for me. These days I’m all soccer.” She demonstrated a couple of quick air-kicks. “I am not good but I have great form. I do better when there’s no ball involved.”

“Is there a league for that?”

“Oh, let’s start one!” she said enthusiastically. “The Prospect Park Mime Soccer League. Can you imagine people walking by, how confused they’d get?”

“Josie! Come on, sweetheart!”

“For Christ’s sake, woman, I’m working,” growled the beagle. “Not that you’d understand the concept.” He followed his nose to the fence line and stood, frustrated, gazing off into the woods.

“That one’s onto something,” Henry said. “He’s a tracker.”

“Definitely.” Molly ran her fingers through her chestnut hair and gathered it in a quick loose knot atop her head. “It’s funny, isn’t it: we breed dogs for thousands of years to track, retrieve game, fight intruders, boss sheep around—and then we lock them in our little city apartments and don’t let them do any of that. Like, every dog here has a calling, a bred destiny, which they never get to pursue.”

“Frustrating,” Henry agreed. “I wonder what Pomeranians were bred for?”

“I could google that, but that would mean getting out my phone. And fuck phones, you know?”

Henry laughed. “Yes. Can we put that on a placard and carry it down Fifth Avenue?”

A corgi swaggered up to a hulking malamute and—with no flirting or foreplay—mounted the larger dog from behind. The malamute looked back, incredulous. “Seriously?”

“Take it all, bitch,” grunted the corgi, but the malamute stood up and he fell to the ground. The beagle continued to sniff around the bottom edge of the fence, whining.

“This guy’s not gonna let it go. He’s like one of those search-and-rescue dogs,” Molly said, watching the beagle. “Now there’s a weird gig: ‘Rover, go sniff out the body.’ How do they train that? Like, do they keep bodies on hand?”

Henry visibly jerked. In his floating here-and-now joy, riffing with Molly, he had managed to forget about the rats, the rumored victim at West 4th Street, the call to the tip line, everything. He tried to cover with a chuckle, but she noticed and looked at him quizzically. “You know something about that?” she asked, interested. “How it’s done?”

“No, no,” he said hastily. “I just—last week—well, a weird thing happened.” Oh shit, he thought, why did I say that? He fumbled desperately for some plausible story.

“Oh, I’m good with weird things!” Molly clapped her hands and faced him, resting one hip against the fence. “Bring it on.”

What now? Henry was no good at lying. Maybe… some edited version of the truth? Would even that be too weird and dark?

“Henry. Spill.”

“Okay,” he said slowly, playing for time. “I didn’t want to bring it up, ’cause, you know…” He waved vaguely at the trees, the dogs, the balmy weather. “But something creepy happened on my way back from work the other day. I was at the subway stop at West Fourth Street, and overheard some… conversation about a body. A corpse.”

“Wait, seriously?” She gripped his elbow. “Like, not in a funeral parlor, or some other place where dead people are supposed to be?”

“No… this one they were talking about is apparently, um, somewhere below the station. In an abandoned tunnel.” The churn in his stomach as he improvised brought a memory swirling up: age fourteen, the one (and only) time he jumped off the twenty-foot rock ledge into the dark water of Loch Raven Reservoir, arms flailing, heart racing, his body propelled faster than he knew how to cope with. Why, why had this ominous subway mystery intruded on their cheerful sunny date?

“Jesus, Henry.” Molly’s eyes widened. “You really heard this? Who were they? Did they catch you listening?”

“I don’t know who they were,” he hedged. “I couldn’t see them. So, I assume they didn’t see me either.”

“Did you—well, did you call the police or someone?”

“Actually, yes. I called that anonymous tip line. But I don’t know if they’ll do anything about it. I mean, it’s a pretty vague tip, and they probably get hundreds of calls.”

“Wow.” Molly laced her fingers through the chain-link fence. Then again, more quietly: “Wow.”

Henry checked on Gracie. She was resting on the same rock, paws tucked neatly under her chest, watching the hullabaloo with alert eyes. “I don’t think Gracie has moved this whole time.”

“Yeah…” Molly said distractedly. Then she turned back to him. “We gotta find it.”

“What?”

She shrugged, as if it were obvious. “We have to find the body. Like you said, that tip’s way too vague for the police… but if there’s something down there, we could find it and call in with more details.”

Henry blinked and drew his head back, stunned. “Are you a ninja maybe? Getting in the middle of some gang war—that’s…” He couldn’t find the word.

“Ill-advised?”

“Yes. Straight from the original Font of Ill Advice. Maybe this week’s top tip.”

She nodded. “It’s risky, yeah. Sneaking through subway tunnels is ill-advised too, though I’ve done it before.”

“Really?”

She grinned. “With a college roommate. On a dare, very very late at night. We only went a dozen feet in, but it was a thrill.”

Henry shook his head. “You are gutsy.”

“I am gutsy,” she agreed. “And so are you! You… are… gutsy… Henry.” She emphasized each word with a stiff forefinger poking him in the chest.

Henry blushed, laughed, and blanched, all at the same time. “I’d like to think I have one or two admirable qualities. But not even my mother would call me gutsy.”

“You are!” she insisted. “You moved to New York, didn’t you? That’s the gutsy breed, right there. And we’re gonna do this together, and it’ll be the best date ever!”

“Which ends with a trespassing citation, or lost limbs, or two more corpses?” Henry was dumbfounded. “You would write the most interesting dating guidebook.”

“I would,” she said cheerfully. “I have been on many. But this one will be the best. And then we’ll have to get married, because it would be the wildest wedding story ever.” She tipped her head back and looked at him appraisingly. “A girl could do worse. Sure.”

His head spun. Discussing marriage in the same paragraph as hunting for a mysterious corpse was too much. Fortunately just then a lively fracas broke out, half a dozen dogs tangling together, and they both turned to watch. Owners came pelting from their various corners like referees breaking up a brawl. With all the barking and growling, it was hard to make out individual words, but Henry heard “Asslicker!” more than once, along with “You want some? You want some?” and “Aw, you did NOT just say that…” and, surprisingly, “That’s my wife, you [indecipherable]!”

The dogs leapt on each other, snarling and nipping and then spinning around to defend themselves from a separate attack. The owners shouted and waved their arms, which accomplished very little. Finally one vast, bearded man strode right into the maelstrom, kicking out indiscriminately in all directions and booming, “NOBODY fucks with my princess. All o’ y’all, BACK OFF!” He plucked an astonishingly tiny dog from the center of the fray, who seemed unhurt and delighted by all the excitement. She gave her owner a happy lick on the nose. He backed out, and with the momentum broken, the other owners were emboldened to retrieve their own delinquents. Leashes were brought out amid much scolding.

Gracie, head nestled on her front paws, had watched the whole donnybrook unperturbed from a safe distance. Now she hopped daintily off the rock and padded over to Henry and Molly.

“You ready to move on, Gracie?”

She nosed the leash in his hand, a fairly unmistakable suggestion, so he clipped it to her collar and they headed for the gate.

Once outside, Molly reached for the leash. “May I?” Henry bowed and presented it to her. She wrapped it once around her wrist and knelt down. “Gracie, you have the helm. Pilot us where you will.”

Gracie licked her hand affectionately, turned, and headed north.
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The birdlife in St. Nicholas Park wasn’t nearly as diverse as in the larger, wilder Central Park twenty blocks south, but they were equally territorial and foul-mouthed. Still, Henry barely noticed. He was attempting, without much success, to gently ease Molly away from her enthusiastic resolve to chase after a corpse.

“The trains run all night,” he pointed out. “There’s no safe time to go down there.”

She was unfazed. “They run on a schedule. We google the schedule, and then we know when the tracks are clear and for how long. Besides, we’d only be in the active tunnel long enough to find a way to the unused one.”

“And how would we get down to that one? Jump?”

“Oh, good point!” she said brightly. “We’ll need some rope. And flashlights. Can we get the kind that attach around your forehead? Like spelunkers? I always wanted a set like that.”

A sparrow alighted on the path in front of them and hopped forward, keeping a few feet ahead of Gracie as the dog trotted along. “Stop it! Stop it!” she chittered, head twisting back. “Pervert!”

Huh? thought Henry. But he was trying to focus on Molly.

“We should scout it out first, though. We can drop Gracie back at your place when she’s had enough here, and then head downtown. Oh, wait! Are you free this afternoon?” she said abruptly, putting a hand on his shoulder. “I’m sorry, how presumptuous of me to take over your day. When’s good? But we shouldn’t wait too long.”

“How’s never?” Henry proposed. “Like in that immortal New Yorker cartoon. I’m keen to follow you anywhere and everywhere, except maybe where we end up crushed or shot or electrocuted.” Or eaten by rats, but he didn’t say that aloud. The indignant sparrow darted sideways into a prickly ash bush. Above them, in the canopy, two starlings shouted: “Incoming!”

“Ah, it’ll be fine!” she reassured him. “And good for you. When was the last time you took a risk?”

Henry thought for a moment. “Asking you out.” His heart accelerated. Had he said that aloud?

She stopped and turned toward him. At the other end of the leash, Gracie courteously paused, sniffing at some dead leaves under a tree. Henry was still facing forward, but Molly laid one finger aside his chin and gently guided it toward her. “I am so glad you did,” she said seriously. “Lots of people ask me out, but nobody lets me play as much as you.”

“No one plays as well as you.” Those ever-mirthful eyes, hazel with flecks of green, caught and pinned him in place. He felt abruptly conscious of each breath, as if trying to reset his pulmonary rhythm while unsure of the tempo. “You’re… a champion player. At life, I mean,” he added hastily, “not in the dating sense, not like ‘she’s a player’—”

“Thank you,” she interrupted, and beamed. “That makes me happy. And you are a champion at happy-making!”

Gracie wrapped up her sniffing and set off again. Molly turned to follow. “So it’s settled. We’ll scout this afternoon, and then go back late-late-late tonight with everything we need.”

Henry felt helpless. Still… maybe this was life with Molly, one long parade of spontaneous, improbable, harebrained adventures. He had taken the risk of asking her out. Why not another?







Chapter 9

When they stopped at Henry’s building to drop Gracie off, Molly came upstairs too. She was amused when Yaryk bowed from the waist to kiss her hand.

“Do they still do that in Belarus?”

“No, not since Grandfather’s time. I am just taking the liberties!” He laughed, and so did she.

Henry remembered Lazavik that morning, floating inert in his tank. “You got my note? How is he doing?”

“The patient is resting,” Yaryk said solemnly. “But it will be okay. We have the Bettafix!” He picked up a small blue bottle and proffered it with a flourish. “It fixes the bettas. Only $3.49 with Amazon.”

“It’s fish medicine?” Henry squinted at the label. “What does it treat?”

“Everything! It is comprehensive pharmaceutical.”

“It says ‘Fins & Skin’ in the description…”

“No, no, that is just sticker,” Yaryk dismissed. “Look!”

Indeed, Lazavik was no longer floating sideways. He wasn’t fully vertical, still fifteen degrees out of plumb, but it seemed like progress. And his scales had regained some color. Dzedka hovered quietly in the other tank, holding his peace.

Molly stretched over Henry’s shoulder and said encouragingly, “You’ll get through this, little guy. Your friend needs you.”

Henry turned to Yaryk. “Are you okay with Gracie for a while? We’re heading downtown, not such a welcoming place for—”

Before he could finish, Yaryk dropped into a squat to address Gracie directly, face to face. “We will be excellent company! Another training session… of course, if my friend doesn’t mind attending school on a Saturday?”

Gracie scratched behind her ear. “Since the earth began to spin,” she reminded him, “every single morning has taken its turn as the world’s newest day. Open to all possibilities. We are presented that fresh gift again and again.”

“Yes, yes, it is okay,” soothed Yaryk. “I’m sorry, I startle you.” He stood up again. “When you return: disinfected Lazavik, sagacious Gracie. It is a vow!”

“I hope so,” said Henry. “Thank you.”

“And Miss Molly.” Yaryk rested a hand warmly on Henry’s shoulder. “Here is a good man. Best man.”

Molly grinned. “You think I should invite him to my wedding?”

“You have wedding soon?” He stepped back and glanced at Henry with alarm.

“Not soon, but someday! Anyway, it was so nice to meet you.” She executed a graceful curtsy. “I hope the Bettafix fixes your betta and everything else that’s wrong with the world.”

“I have faith,” he said, bowing again, “if you do.”
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On Saturday afternoons the West 4th Street Station attracted a different clientele from Henry’s weekday commuter crowd. Couples walked arm in arm, tourists steered their wide-eyed children through the turnstiles, shoppers hugged bags of fresh produce from the nearby farmer’s market, two young women played a fiddle duet with their open cases set out for tips, and not a single suit or tie could be seen: the passageways were as jammed as ever but with a contrasting, almost festive feel. And twice as loud. That made sense, Henry thought as he looked around: people traveling in groups—families, sets of friends, etc.—would naturally engage in more conversation than individual commuters making their tired way home after work. It was nice to see this gray, in-between place, a constant of his daily routine, transformed into something more vibrant.

When they arrived at his usual uptown platform, Molly planted her feet and crossed her arms. “Okay. So where exactly were you standing when you overheard… well, you know…?”

Saying it aloud made the whole thing feel faintly silly and melodramatic. This was just another subway station, after all: green metal pillars, blackened spots of chewing gum polka-dotting the cement floor, trade school ads on the wall behind them, WEST 4 embedded in the tiles on the far side of the track, all of it echoing with the usual screeching brakes and station announcements punctuated by an occasional two-tone chime that warned of imminently closing train doors. It didn’t feel like a crime scene. Surely crimes were committed in creepy, foreboding settings—dark alleys, smoky back rooms, and the like? This bustling station platform seemed mundane, not ominous. Still, Molly’s enthusiasm for playing detective was undimmed.

“I was sitting on a bench.” Henry pointed. “Down at the end.”

“Okay. Take me there.”

They snaked their way through clusters of waiting passengers, walking past two benches at which Henry shook his head, until they reached the last one, twenty feet from the end of the platform. At the moment it was occupied by a mother and her four… no, Henry realized, five small children. Only two were wailing. Judging by the woman’s calm and long-suffering expression, that might be as good as it got. The oldest couldn’t have been more than seven.

“Oh my gosh,” murmured Molly, immediately sympathetic. “How does she do it?”

Henry shook his head. “No idea. My aunt raised four on her own for a while, before she remarried. We were all in awe.”

They drifted past the family and loitered self-consciously a few steps beyond the bench, waiting for a train to come and collect the children and their mother.

Molly thrust her hands into her pockets. “How about you, then: youngest of eight? Sole heir of a mysteriously vanished polar explorer? Raised by wolves?”

“Nothing so exciting. I have just one sister, a younger one. But my dad has some wolf blood, if that counts.”

“Werewolf?”

“Molly, Molly,” he tut-tutted, “that’s considered offensive now. ‘Lupine-American’ is preferred.”

She bowed her head. “I stand corrected, and will Be Better.”

“He’s only an eighth, though.”

An F train burst from the tunnel directly behind them and barreled into the station. The air pushed ahead of the train was like a cool, dank wind; it swirled across the platform, rearranging the litter and tousling Molly’s hair.

“Whooo!” she hooted, leaning back into the breeze. “That’s a rush!” The brakes squealed, the train jolted to a stop, and all the doors slid open. The family stayed put.

“Darn,” Henry said quietly. “Bronx-bound, then.” He wasn’t sure why he and Molly were waiting for the bench to be clear—what more could closer examination reveal?—but on the other hand, it was better than poking their noses into the tunnel itself.

Which is what Molly was doing. Taking advantage of the F train’s stationary presence as a firm deterrent to further trains roaring in, she had jogged to the end of the platform and was leaning out behind the last car, peering into the gloom of the tunnel. She braced herself with one hand on the station wall and the other on the train itself, which struck Henry as perilous—what if it pulled away? But of course the door chimes alerted her, and she withdrew in plenty of time.

“Hard to see much,” she reported as the train gathered speed and disappeared down the track behind him. “We’ll want those headlamps. But I think there’s a stairway going down on the right, maybe twenty feet in.”

Henry had a sinking feeling that his day was, indeed, going to involve some trespassing.

The next train, a B, pulled in while the mother was kneeling at the bench and shaking out half the contents of a backpack to retrieve a water bottle. She looked over her shoulder, bit back what was probably going to be a swear word, and belted, “Family Chesowitz, roll out!” The children hopped up with alacrity—those who could walk, at least—and skipped onto the train. The mother followed with an infant on one hip, a toddler on the other, and the hastily repacked bag clutched to her chest. On the bench behind them, sitting forlornly by itself, was a purple stuffed manatee.

Henry bolted for the bench, grabbed the manatee, and shouted, “Ma’am??” The doors were just shutting as the woman turned, recognized the manatee, and opened her eyes wide in horror. Clearly, the loss of this toy would spark meltdowns and recriminations.

The train conductor’s window was still open, however, as she poked her head out and scanned up and down the track to confirm no one was stuck in a door. Henry sprinted across, waving the manatee to catch her attention. “This belongs to a child just back there,” he said, pointing to the final carriage. The conductor, a middle-aged African-American woman, nodded and accepted the manatee with one hand while the train began easing to the left. As the subway car windows slid by, the mother mouthed something that couldn’t be heard and blew him a relieved kiss. Henry stepped back into a hug from Molly, whose arms encircled him from behind.

“Henry,” she said in his ear, “you are the hero Gotham needs. A good man indeed.” She gave him an affectionate squeeze. “Maybe even a best man.”
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The REI store on Houston Street provided all the expeditionary support they needed. Molly was tempted by the UV penlight—“Don’t they reveal bloodstains or something?”—but it seemed overpriced.

“Okay!” she announced as they stepped onto the sidewalk with their newly acquired headlamps and fifty feet of coiled nylon rope. “Now we go have our usual forgettable Saturday afternoons, doing whatever normal people do. Laundry for me, ugh, always laundry. Then we rendezvous at… let’s say two thirty a.m.?… and make it the most memorable Saturday of the year!”

“It’ll be Sunday by then,” Henry said, pointlessly. Of all the objections to raise, why that one?

“True,” she allowed. “Let history take note.” She bent forward, took his cheeks between her hands, and delivered an utterly unexpected peck on the lips before sailing away. “Best date ever!”

All the way uptown he felt wrapped in a dream; the hordes of weekend subway riders, with all their noise and bustle, moved as if behind a scrim. Despite the plan he’d just accepted, his mind was strangely calm. Sure, adventures were in store, but nothing dire. Somehow he felt confident about that.

He let his mind wander nostalgically back to their morning date, eons ago, watching Gracie at the dog run and riffing about mime soccer. He remembered her hug from behind on the platform, and that brief but paralyzing see-you-soon kiss outside the camping store, and thought: I could live with this for decades.

Hang on, said the pessimist in the back of his head, bloodied but still throwing punches. You’ve known this woman for one week. More importantly, she’s known you for a week. When things settle down, will she be satisfied with your plodding pace of life? Your shyness, your inhibitions, your constant qualms and second-guessing?

Hey, I’m gutsy, he protested. She said so.

Yeah, right, said the pessimist, laughing. That’s why your career keeps rocketing higher. Why you travel so intrepidly through the world’s hot spots. That explains all the abseiling and spearfishing, and of course your wild dating life.

Two dates in one day, Henry countered, feeling defensive. With trespassing. And a first hug and kiss (ish), all before midafternoon… I’m not doing so bad.

His stop arrived, interrupting the internal colloquy, so he gathered his bag of rope and his new headlamp and stepped off the train.

At the apartment he found Gracie and Yaryk nestled sweetly on the couch, sound asleep. He tiptoed out of the room and made an avocado sandwich in the kitchen. No meat had passed his lips in a week; the new regime wasn’t proving so hard. Somehow, knowing that every animal had its own inner life and thoughts—even if ninety percent of those thoughts were selfish, mean-spirited, or vulgar—left him uncomfortable with carnivorism. Although, he reflected, plenty of thinking carnivores wouldn’t hesitate to eat him, right? Sharks, say.

Or rats.

He shivered, and decided to follow Molly’s lead and get some laundry done. He could pretend they were doing it companionably together.
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Gracie padded into his bedroom ninety minutes later, as he hung up the last two shirts. “Simple physical contact with another being,” she murmured, “is the elemental joy. Affirmation in its purest mode.”

Henry watched, amused, while she circled three times and lay down on the rug. “Do you ever, you know, talk normally?”

She scratched an ear with her hind leg and yawned.

He wondered how Lazavik was doing, but was loath to disturb Yaryk if he was still asleep. Instead he wrestled the headlamp out of its overprotective plastic case and adjusted the straps to fit his head. In the mirror he looked like an old-fashioned doctor, or a coal miner. For a moment—just a flash—he felt a ripple of excitement and anticipation about exploring that great unknown, the subway tunnel. Every New Yorker has at least once stood by the rear window of the final car to watch the tunnel recede into murky distance, like a vanishing glimpse of some mythological underworld. During Henry’s above-ground life, showering or buying groceries or sitting in a conference room or eating pasta at a sidewalk café, that subterranean labyrinth disappeared entirely from his consciousness: it somehow didn’t coexist with the world of light and space. Yet the tunnel network was always down there, mysterious and sprawling. You could run five different marathons under New York City without ever retracing your steps.

The smile in the mirror faded, though, when he remembered the aim of their late-night mission. Was there really a corpse down there? A fellow human, someone who had followed their own New York dream—no doubt riding the subway themselves now and then—only to end their story as rat food beneath the tracks?

Well… maybe they wouldn’t find anything, and it was all a misunderstanding. He shook the grim vision off and peeked into the living room. Yaryk was snoring with deep satisfaction, both hands tucked under his large head. Maybe a nap would be wise for me as well, he thought, if I’m gonna be skulking around tunnels at two in the morning. He lowered the bedroom window blind, wrapped himself up in his quilt, and closed his eyes.

Gracie lifted her head and whispered, “The bravest deed of all is to be freely and fully yourself.”







Chapter 10

At 2:15 a.m., when Henry arrived (early, of course) at the appointed platform, the West 4th Street Station was yet again transformed.

No commuters, no families, no shoppers: at this late hour, the NYC subway system served that slice of the population who guarded the city’s motto by ensuring it never slept. A pair of young women leaned self-consciously against the wall, dressed (if barely) for a night of clubbing. Second-shift employees, heading home, stepped wearily around a raucous group of college students who’d finally been booted from the bars in the East Village. Comedy club patrons, jazz musicians, security guards, restaurant staff… Henry was amazed to see how many of his fellow citizens were up and about at this ungodly hour.

Then the F train whooshed in, vacuumed them all up, and left the platform desolate and quiet. The contrast was startling. The next train was thirty minutes away, according to the flickering red LED display halfway along the platform.

Once again, Henry had dithered over what to wear, but practicality won out: a pair of old jeans that he didn’t mind getting dirty and a gray plaid shirt. Now he sat with a mixture of apprehension and sleepiness on the bench they’d examined twelve hours earlier. The headlamp was in his pocket; the rope was coiled in a backpack.

Molly arrived at 2:25, climbing up the stairs from the C train level. As she made her way closer, she beamed with a smile as radiant as ever, a veritable floodlight filling two hundred feet of empty platform. He stood and headed toward her. Noting the social awkwardness of the overlong approach, she began to weave wearily back and forth, slumping and trudging to emphasize the distance. Henry mirrored her. She switched to waddling, penguin-style, so he did the same. The final variation was a ludicrously exaggerated goose step, bending stiffly backward from the waist to counterbalance each lifted foot. Just before they met up, she took one giant step and slid gracefully to the ground in a full split. She looked up at him challengingly with her hands in an upturned Ta-Da position.

“Maybe when I was twelve,” he demurred, remaining upright. “With great effort.” He took the proffered hand and helped her up.

“Flexibility is important,” she reminded him. “Especially in today’s fast-paced workplace.”

Together they walked back toward his bench and then, in unspoken agreement, continued on to the end of the platform. Henry glanced over his shoulder. There was still nary a soul in sight; the information board indicated twenty-two minutes until the next train.

“I checked the schedule on the MTA website too,” Molly confirmed. “At night they run only two trains per hour.”

Henry nodded. He wanted to say, “Are we really going to do this?”—but there seemed little doubt. Here they were at the mouth of the tunnel, flashlights and rope and all. He fished his new headlamp out of his pocket, unwound the strap, and tightened it around his forehead.

“Ohh, Hen-ry!” Adopting a tinny, 1950s sitcom voice, Molly pretended to fuss with his Velcro like a suburban wife adjusting her husband’s tie before work. “You’re useless.” She stepped back, looked at him critically, and tutted, “Well, I suppose it’ll have to do.” She reached into her backpack and strapped her own lamp on.

With glowing foreheads, they peered over the rim of the platform. It was a four-foot drop to the track level, but hand and footholds were bolted into the cement wall, just beyond a NO TRESPASSING sign. Molly held up a finger—“Wait”—and pulled out a pen. She scribbled out the NO and replaced it with SOME.

“Okay,” she said. “Now we’re good to go.”

After one last scan up and down the tracks, and a long pause with cocked ears to listen for any trains approaching, she swung past the barrier and climbed lightly down the handholds. Henry followed her, heart thumping.

The stairway Molly thought she’d spotted during their afternoon reconnaissance turned out to be merely an alcove, two feet deep, which terminated in a solid wall. “Must be where track workers go when a train passes,” she whispered. It seemed fitting to whisper, now that they were indisputably breaking the law.

Henry gave a thumbs-up. He strained his eyes down the tunnel and located the next alcove, seventy-five feet farther along; presumably they were evenly spaced throughout the system. He pointed it out to Molly and she nodded.

“Gotta be stairs somewhere, right?”

He shrugged, swallowing to hide his apprehension, and followed as she picked her way down the tunnel. It wasn’t wholly dark: utility lights in globes hung at regular intervals, and a box jutting from the wall thirty feet ahead cast a faint green light in front of itself—presumably a signal for any trains heading toward them. Henry found himself wishing they could flip it red. Somehow, that would ease his nerves a bit.

Molly stopped at the second alcove and stepped into it experimentally. She beckoned him inside; there was just enough room for two if they stood close. “Isn’t this romantic?” she whispered.

He shook his head, grinning. On the opposite wall of the tunnel, the spot of light from his headlamp swung crazily back and forth. It was a relief to stand for a moment in the recessed space, safely out of reach of any passing train.

“If you’re caught between alcoves, what then? Lie down between the rails?” he asked. “What’s the clearance on a subway train?”

“I looked that up too. It varies. Feeling lucky?”

“Don’t even.”

She gave his shoulder a quick squeeze and stepped back into the tunnel. After a moment, he followed.

The air had an odd, thick smell. It wasn’t just musty but dirty, as if the molecules themselves were smudged. The brick which lined the tunnel was glazed in greasy soot, deposited layer by layer over the decades, which came away on his hands and made him want to rub his fingers together.

The next alcove, somewhat less reassuringly, was only ten inches deep. Diagonal red and white stripes filled the interior, and a sign read: “DANGER: NO CLEARANCE.” Henry looked pointedly at Molly, who pursed her lips with a nod. She checked her watch and flashed the OK sign with her thumb and forefinger. “Eighteen minutes,” she whispered. They kept walking.

Just before the fourth alcove, they found a door. Fortunately it was on their side of the track; Henry didn’t relish the thought of stepping over the electrified third rail on the far side. On the latch hung a padlock, cockeyed and open. The rust suggested it hadn’t been secured properly for many years. Molly pulled the latch free, yanked in vain on the door handle, and then realized (before Henry had a chance to point it out) that no one would install tunnel doors to open inward, straight into the path of oncoming trains. She pushed instead. With a shriek from the hinges that made them both cringe, the door reluctantly yielded. Beyond was a brief landing and a set of cement steps heading down to the right into pitch blackness. Four abandoned sacks of cement were piled on the landing to the left, just visible behind the half-open door.

“Okay,” whispered Molly excitedly. “So far, your story is checking out.”

“Hey. That’s what cops say to the suspect, not the witness.”

“Fair point. So far, their story is checking out. As reported by you.”

“Slightly better.”

“Does this light have a brighter mode?” She fumbled with the switch on the side of her headlamp, but succeeded only in making it strobe. Another fumble, and the lights blinked out SOS… SOS…

“Hopefully not necessary,” Henry remarked.

Three more cycles, and she was back to the original steady beam. “My favorite!” she said cheerfully. “Let’s go.”

She took the lead as they crept down the stairs, which made Henry feel awkward in a chivalrous part of his heart, but there wasn’t room to pass. Also, he thought: maybe sexist?

A guttural voice spoke up, eight feet behind them: “Well that’s weird.”

Henry spun around just as Molly grabbed his arm. A block of dim light fell through the door from the tunnel they’d just left, enough to confirm there was nobody on the landing. Then a flicker of motion caught Henry’s eye, and he angled his head downward to find a rat on the second step, transfixed by his spotlight.

“Holy moly,” gasped Molly. “I guess I should have expected that. But it took two years off my life. Why is it just sitting there?”

Henry was still trying to get his heart beating again. He hadn’t heard squeaks, like Molly… he’d heard a voice, and for a panicky moment thought it was human.

“Frozen by the light, maybe,” Molly murmured, answering her own question. “Thinks he’s a deer.”

The rat twitched, held still as stone again for three seconds, and then darted back up the steps, leaping over the cement sacks. They heard nothing more.

Henry turned back to Molly. Realizing his light was shining directly into her eyes, he tipped his forehead to redirect the beam over her head, and squinted down along his nose. She did the same, and then, amused by their haughty pose, gave her best aristocratic sneer.

“Shall we, m’dear?” said Henry, playing along, though his breath was still uncertain.

“Oh yes, let’s,” Molly drawled. He couldn’t tell if she was masking similar jitters.

They turned and continued down the steps.

As they neared the bottom Henry heard skittering and some rat voices in the distance, too far to make out what they were saying. The metal frame of a doorway flashed in their lights. Two hinges remained, rusting away; the door itself had long since vanished.

Stepping cautiously through the opening, they were struck first by the smell. From the right came a steady, damp breeze. From the left, although downwind, they could detect the sour, sickening odor of decay. Tracks lay on railway sleepers embedded in gravel, like in the active tunnel above, but it was obvious that no train had rolled over them in decades: a couple of the wooden sleepers had warped upward, thrusting the tracks out of alignment, and the rails themselves were covered in rust and debris. In both directions, the tracks converged until the gloom swallowed them. The water-stained roof of the tunnel, a good twelve feet up, was braced with I-beams.

But again, the smell: Henry couldn’t concentrate on what he was seeing because every breath was nauseating.

Molly took hold of his elbow and gripped it tightly. “We can do this,” she muttered. He didn’t know if she was trying to boost his courage or her own.

A drop of water fell from the ceiling onto Henry’s neck and he ducked violently, thrusting one hand up to fend off the assailant. Molly, who had seen the drop flash in her headlamp, giggled silently and wiped him off. Then another drop landed on her head and she emitted the briefest shriek Henry had ever heard. Only a split second later she recognized the tiny, wet sensation, and shook her head ruefully. Henry solicitously—and ostentatiously—wiped her hair with his sleeve.

She cupped her cheeks with both hands and whispered, eyes wide, “This is insane! You are insane!” His eyebrows shot up in protest as he poked a finger at her accusingly: who came up with this mad scheme?

From the tangle of pipes above Molly’s head came a querulous voice. “I don’t get it. You said—ouch!” The words broke off.

Molly shivered. “This must be rat heaven, but the overlap of their heaven with mine is very very very small.”

While she was talking, two more rats spoke up, though Henry couldn’t hear them properly. He stepped on something soft and looked down: a gray-blue knitted winter hat. Still fairly clean, if wet. Definitely not a relic from when the tracks were abandoned back in the 1970s or whenever. A cold feeling spread between his ribs.

“Here we go! What’d I say? Party tiiiime, bring it on!” This voice he recognized. It was the deep-voiced rat, the one who had sources, who always knew when the—

Oh shit.

He grabbed Molly by both shoulders, bent forward, and whispered fervently: “We’ve gotta hide. Right now.”

She pulled her head back, puzzlement wrestling with fear in her face. They were still only ten feet from the doorway, standing on the dirty gravel between the rails of the old train tracks.

More skittering, and a gathering babble of voices.

“Yeah, baby! Just coming around the—”

“We have to hide from the rats?” Molly said, confused. “They’re gross, but—?”

“NOW!” Henry practically pleaded. He looked frantically in both directions. There was an alcove twenty feet farther down… but he remembered the rat saying, “I always check the alcoves, both sides.” No good. Behind them, upwind of the door, a large piece of waterlogged plywood sagged against the side of the tunnel. Perhaps it had been used at some point to block off the doorway. He gripped Molly’s forearm tightly with one hand, caught her eye, and put his finger over his lips. Then he half led, half dragged her toward the plywood, which formed a crude lean-to against the crumbling brick of the wall; he circled around to the far side, away from the doorway, and gestured for her to duck down and shelter beneath it. Once she was settled, he knelt and flattened himself on the wall next to her, scooching as far inside as he could manage. She stared back at him, alarmed but staying silent. He reached up, tapped his headlamp, and drew a finger across his neck: we gotta turn them off. And he flicked his own switch.

Now all he could see was the circular glare of Molly’s lamp, with the faintest hint of a human outline behind it. After a pause and some fumbling, the light went out. He felt her fingers on his elbow; they traced down his arm until she found his hand and seized it. It was pitch black—darker than anything Henry had experienced since moving to Manhattan. Or maybe ever. He felt cold moisture seeping through the seat of his jeans. His breaths were shallow and juddering.

The skittering and chatter of the rats as they stampeded past grew and blended into a constant, white noise sound. Must be hundreds of them, he thought. As always with crowd noise, though, it was impossible to follow any individual conversations. One rat ran directly over his ankle, which jutted out from the shelter; it took supreme control to quell the instinctive yelp.

Please trust me, he willed, squeezing Molly’s hand. Please. He knew she was confused and terrified, but he didn’t dare say a word—someone might show up at any moment.

And then they did.

Jesus and Mary, what were the odds? How in god’s name had he and Molly chosen to explore this tunnel on the same night—the very same hour—as a new delivery for the rat buffet? What kind of shitty, shitty luck was this?? Henry had never felt such terror; the perspiration on his neck was ice cold.

The two figures who lumbered down the steps didn’t speak, just as the deep-voiced rat had said. He heard grunts, and a few labored breaths, and the sound of a heavy weight being dragged across the gravel and debris. The rats had gone quiet, though he sensed their eager, ravening presence in uncountable numbers. Molly gripped the back of his hand like a person hanging off a rope above a roaring waterfall.

The newcomers had at least one flashlight, maybe two, but they were currently pointed downwind and away from them. The steady dragging continued for thirty seconds or so, and then stopped. After a couple more scrapes and rustles Henry heard the crunch of feet on gravel returning in their direction. This was the most dangerous moment, as the flashlights—and presumably their owners—were now facing them. Wavering beams of light stabbed directly through the other end of their open lean-to. He stayed absolutely motionless and prayed that their two forms comprised a convincing pile of rubble. Molly held so still, he reckoned she wasn’t breathing.

The footsteps stopped and there was another grunt—this one not from effort, but surprise. He heard the gravel rustling. Another light flickered, with a slightly cooler hue, and then went out. There was a long, long silence. The flashlight beams scanned the ground with more purpose now, though blessedly targeted on the far side of the doorway. What were they looking for? Had they dropped something?

Or shit—had he?? Two ventricles of his heart almost up and quit right then and there. He didn’t dare move to check his pockets, but went through a quick mental inventory: keys, wallet, phone, datebook, any receipts of the day… what else?

“Och, ya gommy bawbag!” came a lilting voice of surprising lightness. “Itchin’ tae gie ’er a wee last smourich?”

“Shut yer puss, fannybaws,” retorted the other from farther away. His voice sat lower and had more edge. “Suhhin’s no right.”

“S’howlin’, thass’ what. Gonnae boke if we bide aboot,” complained the first.

“Haud yer wheesht. Jus’ huvvin’ a keek.” The gravel crunched again, and the circle of light crawled methodically up one wall, across the ceiling, and down the opposite side. Finally a discontented huff. “Mon up the stair then. We’ll check it.”

As the strangers approached the threshold of the metal doorway they were less than eight feet away. Henry suddenly thought, with icy terror: did both of us charge our phones last night? The scenario flashed into his mind so rapidly and vividly that he heard and felt the tattling buzz, dutifully warning about a low battery, as convincingly as if it had happened.

But it hadn’t. The strangers clumped up the stairs, the door at the top squeaked shut, and they were left in total darkness again.

Not silence, though.

The rats were diving right in.







Chapter 11

After an agonizing stretch of frozen, watchful waiting whose length was impossible to estimate—five minutes? twenty-five?—Molly finally shifted her muscles and released her death grip on Henry’s hand. In the pitch black she walked her fingers up to his shoulder, found his headlamp, and tapped it questioningly. He nodded in agreement. There’d been no further deliveries: it seemed the strangers were gone for good.

Turning his head sideways so as not to blind her, he switched on the lamp. It had felt dim and barely adequate when they first entered the tunnel, but now the bulb threw glaring daylight onto every surface. He winced, then cautiously cracked his eyelids open as his pupils frantically contracted. Molly flicked her light on as well. Neither said a word. The jabbering of the rats steadily crescendoed; he tried not to think about why.

She pointed upward and he nodded. They eased out of their hiding place silently, even though the rat commotion was more than enough to cover any noise, and she led the way around to the doorway. Both avoided looking down the tunnel toward the seething mass of rodents.

Just as they were about to climb the steps, Molly paused, angling an ear toward the ceiling. Now Henry could hear it too: the sound of iron singing, with a barely perceptible percussive beat. It grew rapidly louder until it was a painful roar directly over their heads. Molly checked her watch and nodded. “Right on time,” she mouthed. They heard the brakes complain as the train slowed down to enter the station. Had they really left the platform only eighteen minutes ago? Henry shook his head in disbelief. Back then, the only source of anxiety was getting crushed by four hundred tons of train. Good old days.

It would never be safer—at least as far as train traffic went—to head back upstairs and through the active tunnel, so they did. The last car of the motionless D train could be seen ahead, framed by the bright illumination of the station. As they walked toward it, each preoccupied with their own thoughts, a small face popped into view in the rear window.

“Good god,” Molly said. Her voice was croaky and she cleared her throat. “What is that child doing up?”

The boy, maybe eight years old, leaned his forehead against the glass. He shielded his eyes from the light inside the train car and peered out toward them.

Henry was equally taken aback, and shrugged. “I do that too,” he managed. “When I get a chance.” They loitered forty feet back, each balanced on a railway tie, waiting for the train to pull out and leave them an empty platform.

“But you never saw anything like this. Let’s blow his mind.” She turned toward Henry and struck a tango pose.

He looked at her, incredulous.

“C’mon!” she urged. “Don’t leave a girl hanging!”

Henry was still coming down from the panic of ten minutes earlier, and he felt his brain turning over more slowly than usual. Or maybe not at all. She searched his face and her eyes softened.

“I’m still processing too,” she said gently. “But put it on the shelf for a moment: this opportunity won’t come again. And we’ll laugh, and be glad to remember it. What else is life about?”

So they danced. And the little boy goggled at the ghost couple twirling on the tracks, his jaw hanging slack and eyes wide, until the doors bonged and the brakes released and the train pulled him away.
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Once up at platform level, they sat to collect themselves on the bench where it all started.

“Whoosh,” said Molly.

Henry nodded. “I agree.”

“Well… let’s review the good stuff first. We got away with trespassing!”

“We dodged all the trains.”

“The Scottish mob didn’t catch us.”

Henry thought: the rats are eating someone else—but that was too awful to contemplate. So he said, trying to keep it light, “Their accents were lovely to hear.”

Molly’s face brightened. “Weren’t they though? Even as scared as I was, ya gotta love a good brogue. I’m so glad you noticed too.”

Henry smiled weakly. “I may be out of good news.”

“That’s okay,” Molly said, satisfied. “We’ve done well. And now we need to go somewhere else and talk about the shitty stuff. Oh Jesus, Henry, that poor person. And oh my gosh, I have never been so terrified on a date.”

Since they each lived many subway stops away, in opposite directions, there was no thought of continuing the conversation in someone’s living room. They ended up at an all-night taco place three blocks west of the station. Maybe it was post-traumatic refueling, but they were abruptly famished too: it was an easy choice.

Safely ensconced in a booth, tacos in hand, they chewed for two minutes in silence.

Then Henry rested his taco on the paper plate. “Molly—I am so, so sorry. That was just… well, I don’t know if I’ve ever faced real danger before, in my whole life, but that had to count. I feel awful that I exposed you too.”

Molly wrinkled her nose. “No, rewind, take that back. I’m going first.” She set her own taco down, rotating it to mirror his before wiping her fingers on the napkin, and sat up straight.

“Henry—I am so, so sorry. I do crazy stuff sometimes, but safe-crazy, not like… all that. I didn’t think it through. I just wanted a cool headlamp adventure, and dragged you along. I should have listened.”

Henry shook his head firmly, rejecting the apology, and then frowned. “Oh, shoot. If you won’t let me take the blame, and I won’t let you take the blame, then who do we blame?”

“Hm.” Molly thought. “How about all the rat music videos we watched in our youth, and those Be-A-Train multiplayer games? Corrosive influence.”

“That must be it.” There was a pause.

“But Henry,” she said at last, almost reluctantly. “There’s a dead person down there.”

He nodded.

“It’s awful. Stuff like that happens in movies, not in the city where I live.” She shivered.

“I guess we call the cops again…?”

“For sure. But let’s do it in the daytime. I don’t think I could find the words right now. What time is it anyway?”

“Like three a.m.?” Henry didn’t wear a watch, so he reached for his phone.

Which wasn’t in his pocket.

Puzzled, he checked his other pockets. He stood up, patting them all. Molly watched him.

“Well, this sucks!” he said. “Did I leave my phone somewhere?” And then all his bone marrow drained out. He remembered the deeper-voiced Scottish gangster bending over with a grunt of curiosity. He remembered the clink of gravel, and the brief flash of a cooler light. He remembered, “Suhhin’s no right.” He looked at Molly with horror in his eyes.

“No,” she said.

He checked his pockets again.

“No,” she repeated emphatically.

“Maybe when I jerked back from that drop of water…?” Henry said hesitantly, trying to reconstruct the memory.

“You think it fell out? There, of all places?”

“I don’t know. But I definitely don’t have it now. Unless I put it in my backpack for some reason?” He checked quickly but it wasn’t there, as he already knew. Henry was a person of regular habits and unvarying pocket assignments: wallet in the right rear, keys in the front left, phone in the front right. Now the latter pocket stubbornly continued to yield nothing.

Molly puffed her cheeks up, held the air in her mouth, and let it escape while studying her taco. Then she met his eye and said staunchly, “We’ll go back and get it. I’ll come with you.”

“What?” Henry said, confused.

“I’ll admit it: right now, that’s the last spot in New York where I feel like hanging out—but I know you’d do the same for me. So let’s finish the tacos, gird our loins, and rescue that phone.” She looked thoughtful. “I always wanted to get my loins girded, but my parents wouldn’t let me.”

Understanding dawned. “Oh,” he said. “Oh no… Molly… it’s much worse than that.”

She looked up, puzzled.

“I don’t think it’s there. I think one of the Scottish guys picked it up.”

Henry had never seen a person genuinely turn pale, but Molly did a creditable job. She opened her mouth, shut it again, and covered it with one hand while blinking rapidly. If the gangsters had his phone… he could almost see the ramifications occurring to her, one after the other.

A thought pulled his mental sleeve. “If it was still back there, though, just lying on the ground by all those rats? There’s no way I’d make you come back with me!”

She brushed that distractedly aside. “Of course I would—friends got each other’s backs. But that’s a hypothetical. What makes you think they took it?”

He explained about the gangster stooping to pick something up, and the flash of a different-colored light. “That must be why they stopped and looked around. And spoke to each other.”

Molly nodded slowly. “I don’t want to agree. But I agree. Still, it’s easy to confirm: we just plug your number into Where’s-My-Phone, and if it blips anywhere other than the station then we know you’re right.”

“Is this witchcraft?” Henry hadn’t heard of this technology, so Molly explained that he could log into his account with another device, whereupon the phone service provider would provide the current location of his phone as identified by the GPS chip.

“Oh, I get it,” Henry said. “The plus side of the scary surveillance state.”

“Exactly! Who’s your provider?”

Molly was already pulling up a browser on her phone. It felt only natural when she stood and slid into his side of the booth, to share the screen. But he was conscious of their knees bumping: unlike the alcove on the F train track, this warmly lit late-at-night restaurant did feel romantic. And after he logged in and the map started slowly loading, Molly didn’t bother to move back. She pulled her taco across the table and tried a bite.

“Ooh,” she murmured. “Ice taco.”

Henry’s was cold too, and he didn’t feel like eating anymore. While absorbed in navigating the website—and tingling at her proximity—he’d almost managed to forget how the phone went missing. Now, as they waited for a location ping, it all came back, and a chill slid down his spine.

“I really thought,” he said, setting his taco down unbitten, “that after those guys left, and we made it back to the station platform, we’d left the danger behind.” He grimaced. “Now it’s followed us out. Can they track me down? My name’s not on the phone, but they’ve got all my contacts, any open tabs on the browser, text history…”

Molly laid a hand on his forearm. “I’m really sorry, Henry. I don’t know either, but we’ll figure it out. We have to figure it out.” Without letting go, she lifted her elbow to check her phone’s screen. A text box under the map read: “Still Searching…” On the map itself a tiny icon of a magnifying glass grew and shrank at a slow, steady tempo.

“Something else I wondered about, while we were holding our breath under that plywood…” She took another bite of the cold taco. “How did you know they were coming?”

“The Scottish guys?”

“Yeah. It was like a full minute at least before they actually came down the stairs. Did you hear something I didn’t?”

With Molly seated at his side, Henry was now gazing across empty booths toward the front door of the restaurant. If she’d been facing him, he might not have had the courage to answer as he did. He took a deep breath and said in a small voice: “Yes. I heard something you didn’t.”

“What was that?”

He paused. The chairs in his therapist’s office were arranged at ninety degrees, and Henry always focused straight ahead, past Murray, while confessing his thoughts. It felt like that now: time for truth. And he was too weary for anything else.

“I heard the rats. They were talking about it.”

Molly snorted. “Yes, I heard the rats too. I will hear them in my nightmares for the next ten years. But if I remember my high school Ratin properly, they were rehashing the Jets game.”

“No,” Henry said. “You’re joking, but I’m not. I can… I hear what animals are saying.” He felt wretched, but went on. “I understood the rats. What they were saying to each other. And one of them said the gangsters were just around the corner.”

A long pause. Henry continued without looking at her. “The voices I overheard the other day? The ones who started all this? They were rats, too.”

In the silence that followed, he thought ashenly: that’s it, then. Any tiny, flickering, remote prospect of a relationship with this person—this charming, hilarious, free-spirited, tender, beautiful, extraordinary woman—pfft, there it went. Who dates the deranged? A voice in his head muttered quietly: I told you so.

“Are you shitting me?” she said at last.

He’d been bracing for a cautious tone of voice, a bedside-manner, don’t-distress-the-patient-any-further cadence… but Molly sounded normal. Her left hand was still resting on his forearm and she didn’t withdraw it. Instead, she squeezed.

“Wait. Look at me.” Now she did let go, sliding back along the cushion and twisting toward him at the same time. He rotated too, lifting one knee onto the bench and resting his shoulders against the inside wall of the booth, so they could face each other. In her scrutiny he didn’t see distancing, or pity, or fear, or disbelief. She just looked really, really alert.

“Henry,” she repeated. “Are you shitting me?”

“I am not shitting you.” It felt like an affirmation before the bench, as if shitting were a legal term.

“You speak Ratin.”

He smiled, which felt strange. “I love that you call it Ratin. I don’t speak it, but I understand it.”

“Can you read and write in it?” Molly countered.

He smiled again, and to his surprise felt a tear welling up in his eye. “I cannot,” he said when it subsided. “But it’s not just Ratin. I understand, um, Doglish too. And… Fishian.”

“A smattering of pidgin Pigeon?”

“All the birds.” He nodded. “All the animals. I hear what they’re saying. Like, in words.”

“You’re shitting me,” Molly said a third time, angling her head and squinting as if wary of a practical joke.

Henry shook his head soberly. And he saw, in her eyes, that she believed him. Lord knew why; it sounded even crazier aloud—but she seemed prepared to accept this preposterous claim.

“Holy. Flipping. Shit.” She spoke quietly, her eyes never leaving his. “So when I heard the rats squeaking like crazy…”

“You heard squeaks. I heard them saying things like ‘Party on’ and ‘Just around the corner’ and so on. Yes.”

Molly lifted her hands, and then, not knowing what to do with the energy in them, drummed a little tattoo on the vinyl seat.

“Have you always been able to do this?”

“No. I’m still getting used to it. It started…” A smile crept up. “It actually started a week ago today. On our first date.”

“On our first…” She frowned, thinking back, and her eyes widened. “Oh my god, that yellow bird, the whatever warbler! He spoke to you? And you understood him? Or her?” Then, parenthetically to herself: “No, I guess it was a him, he was too well dressed.”

“Yup. It freaked me out.”

“Pshhh! You carried it off very smoothly, then—little life-changing moment there, and I didn’t notice a thing. Four stars for calm under pressure. What’d he say?”

“Um…” No way around it. “He told us to eff off.”

Her lips parted, the beginning of a grin. “Wait… seriously?”

“Yeah. He was annoyed that we were on his turf. He was… quite explicit.”

She shut her eyes and shook her head in wry amusement. “Okay. Makes sense. Birds are territorial, they cuss each other out all the time. Oh man, a walk in the woods must be totally different for you!”

“Yes. It is.”

“Wait—I have to see this at work. We have to find some animals.” She stood up decisively and gathered her taco remnants to put in the trash.

“Right now?”

“All the best things in life are ‘right now.’ If you plan your nows right. Let’s go!”

Henry stood, threw away his own paper plate, and they stepped outside the restaurant.

He’d almost forgotten how late it was, but when the night air struck his face he felt a wave of Where’s-My-Goddamn-Sleep from every grumpy muscle in his body. The only vehicles on the street were two parked cabs and a trash truck idling at the corner.

“There’s one thing I have to tell you, though. I don’t know how to put this. Most animals aren’t… um… well, they’re not as nice as we think they are.”

Molly raised her eyebrows.

“They cuss a lot,” Henry admitted. “And they’re mean. They’re kind of… well, jerks.”

Her eyes crinkled into another smile, and she shook her head again. “It is so nuts that we’re talking about this. Henry, this is the longest, weirdest, wildest date of my life. You win. Hands down.”

“For me too.”

They held eye contact for a giddy moment, and then Molly broke the spell. “Okay! Let’s find us some animals. Who’s up at this hour? I guess that would be our Nocturnal Animals, as Miss Barshay would be pleased for me to remember.”

But before they could launch a search, Molly’s phone buzzed in her pocket.

“The GPS! Did we get a hit, finally?” She pulled it out and they bent their heads together over the screen.

On the map was a small blinking red dot. It took a beat to orient themselves, scanning around the dot for landmarks. Both figured it out at the same time.

“Upper East Side.” Molly’s voice was quiet.

“It’s moving.” As they watched, the red dot refreshed itself, moving ever so slightly up the screen.

“Heading up First Avenue. That’s Narnia to me,” she remarked. “I have never been anywhere that far east in Manhattan.”

Henry took a big breath, watching the screen. “So. That confirms it. No need to hunt for the phone among the rats.”

“Nope.”

The dot refreshed again, still moving in the same direction.

“We do not—” Henry began.

“—go after it ourselves,” Molly finished. “No. I am only one half of wild ’n’ crazy. I will not twist your arm into chasing Scottish hitmen.”

“Or spies. Or serial killers. Or whatever they are.” Henry shut his eyes as the news sank in. “Jesus, Molly. They have my phone! And they know I was at their… their… whatever, secret corpse-dumping site. Recently, too, since the phone still has some battery.”

“Yup.” She wrinkled her forehead. “It is a new kind of problem, for sure. Did your expensive education include, anywhere, a strategy for navigating this type of situation?”

“No. Not a word. My professors in Information and Library Science failed to anticipate their students’ future negotiations with Scottish mobsters.”

“And why didn’t my expensive degree in sociology include any discussion of sociopaths? Higher education is failing our country, Henry.”

Her lightness could have felt flippant, but he found it comforting. Left alone, he’d have wound himself tighter and tighter into a painful tangle of anxiety and fear: would that accomplish anything more?

Abruptly, the search for a chatty animal with whom he might demonstrate his unusual ability seemed less pressing. His brain felt muffled. It took a while to parse the next thought, something-blurry-something-something-sleep. Top priority. He said as much to Molly.

“Yes,” she agreed. “It just hit me too. Oh wow, I could lie down right here.”

Henry considered the streaked, gritty sidewalk. It did look inviting.

“However. I wouldn’t take it amiss, or see you as inappropriately forward, if you invited me up to your much-much-much closer apartment to pass out. Right now, any couch would do.”

“On a third date?” Henry stepped back in mock dismay, clutching imaginary pearls.

“I know. It’s scandalous. But I will ensure that your virtue is preserved, and your reputation unsullied.” So they headed back to the subway station.







Chapter 12

On the train heading uptown, Molly fell asleep against his shoulder. Maybe. He didn’t dare move to see. At one point she stirred and sleepily mumbled, “Oh man… we never got to use the rope.”

“Nope.”

At 4 a.m. all was quiet on his street, and in the building lobby, and heading up the stairwell. Their footsteps scraped at the silence. In the apartment, an alert but calm Gracie trotted up and greeted them each with a lick on the knee.

“Does Gracie talk too?” Molly whispered, conscious of Yaryk’s closed door.

“Yes. Oh yes. Lots to tell. But here’s a sofa bed, and here’s…” He rummaged quietly in a closet and emerged with a pillow and a duvet. Molly was already horizontal on the couch.

“Should we fold out the bed?”

“Nah,” said Molly, her eyes shut. “I ain’t movin’.”

He laid the duvet gently on top of her. She lifted her head for two seconds so he could slide the pillow underneath and flopped back, releasing a sigh.

“Well…” he said.

“Shoes.”

Henry bent down, unlaced her sneakers, and laid them neatly on the floor by the end of the couch. He hesitated, then gave her toes a quick squeeze. She wiggled back.

Tucking the duvet around her feet, he whispered, “Sweet dreams.” But she was already there.
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When Henry’s eyes opened, blinking against bright daylight that streamed through the window, he was disoriented. It took a moment to reload the very large memory cache of the day before: playful morning date at the dog run, followed by their reconnaissance mission to West 4th Street, the perilous subterranean expedition, hordes of rats, late-night tacos, confessing his unique gift… and oh shit, his missing phone, carted off by mysterious Gaelic gangsters! Where was it now? Maybe he should email—Jesus! Molly’s here, in the living room!

He levitated out of bed and got dressed. Then he opened the door quietly, in case she was still asleep.

Molly was awake, leaning close to Lazavik’s half-globe tank with hands propped on her knees and whispering: “You can do it, my friend.” The duvet was neatly folded at the end of the couch, pillow stacked on top. The same eighty minutes of morning sunlight that flooded Henry’s bedroom smiled through the living room window as well, so the space looked cheerful.

When she saw Henry, she pointed at Lazavik. “Little guy is swimming today!”

In his mental recap of their eventful Saturday, Henry had omitted the ailing betta fish. He felt a twinge of guilt and joined her in front of the tank. Lazavik was indeed convincingly alive, if not exactly perky. His fins waved in a weak yet steady rhythm, and he was properly vertical.

“I guess Bettafix is the real deal. Now he just looks… hung over.”

Molly nodded. “No more crazy benders for you, La—La—argh, it’s not Lava Lamp!” she scolded her brain. “What is it again?”

“Lazavik. Belarusian folk character, guardian of the marshes.”

“Lazavik, got it. No I don’t, what am I saying? That’ll disappear in ninety seconds. Lazavik, Lazavik, Lazavik,” she practiced.

“After the quiz, we’ll introduce his pal.”

“Hey, do they…?” She made a jabber-jabber gesture with a thumb and stiff fingers, then brought up the other hand to mirror it: two sock puppets talking to each other.

“Oh yes, eloquently. But always with loathing. Think Caesar/Pompey, or Burr/Hamilton.”

“Jeepers! I wish I could hear it. Like fancy, old-fashioned trash talk?”

“Yup. Currently there’s a truce, though, for Lazavik’s convalescence.”

“Of course.” Then she shook herself. “This is so weird, talking about fish feuds. Good morning, by the way. And thank you for the couch, and the duvet, both very comfortable. I feel a thousand miles better.”

“Me too.” He smiled, feeling affectionate. “I’m glad you’re here.”

“Yeah, it’d be a weird morning for you to face alone.”

Gracie stirred in the corner, where she’d been curled up next to the bookshelf. She noticed Molly with interest and remarked, “It takes two to tango.”

Henry double-took.

“Hoo boy,” Molly said. “I can see why she’s not popular in the building. Especially on Sunday mornings at… wow, we’re up already at nine?” Then she stopped, and narrowed her eyes suspiciously at Gracie. “I forgot. You hear her differently. Did she just cuss at me?”

“Never.” He ran his fingers through the hair on either side of his head. “I meant to say last night, but it was too late to get into all that—Gracie is the exception. No cussing, no nastiness. She delivers little parables, like one-sentence sermons with weirdly observant insights. I’m not sure I’ve ever met anyone as wise as Gracie.”

Molly didn’t reply right away but contemplated the dog, who lay watching them with her head on her front paws. “There’s something so right and perfect about that,” she said at last, addressing the Pomeranian. “And I’m sorry if I ever called you yappy.”

Gracie stretched, yawned, and rolled invitingly onto her side. Molly raised her eyebrows. “I guess even philosopher dogs still enjoy doggy things.” She scratched the proffered tummy and Gracie panted contentedly. “What did she say just now, when all I heard was yaps?”

Henry unconsciously rubbed his own belly in time with Molly’s strokes. “She said—”

But before he could tell her, the other bedroom door opened and out stepped Yaryk, vigorously toweling his hair dry, clothed in nothing but tighty-whities. He didn’t see Molly at first, due to the towel dangling over his face. Molly saw Yaryk, though—far more of him than any visitor might have anticipated, and startlingly hairy. Yet she was unembarrassed. Hunkered down next to Gracie, fingers entwined in the dog’s fur, she watched his approach with a big grin spreading across her face. When Yaryk flipped his towel to the other side and spotted her, he didn’t flail or apologize; he merely raised one index finger with a graceful gesture—a silent “One Moment Please”—and smoothly reversed back into his bedroom, retracing the movements so accurately, it was like watching a video backwards. The door shut again.

Molly covered her face and shook with silent hilarity. Henry, who might have reacted with chagrin on his roommate’s behalf, plus embarrassment for his guest’s discomfiture, plus anxiety about the awkward conversation to follow… simply surrendered to the comedy instead. Her laughter was infectious. After a moment she sighed, looked up, met his eye, and they lost it again.

They had just about recovered their equilibrium when Yaryk reappeared, this time fully dressed in creased dark jeans and a plaid pullover. “Let us pretend,” he announced with a slight smile, “for protocol, that here my first entrance is. Good morning!” He clicked his heels and bowed neatly. “So the date was successful?”

“Good morning, Yaryk,” Henry replied. “Lovely shirt.”

“Yes, lovely, I agree! It is my shirt that I wear first thing in the morning. First thing! Never the second thing.”

Molly stood up. “Good morning, Yaryk. I didn’t realize I’d be seeing so much of you! Thank you for your hospitality, which maybe you didn’t know about.”

He bowed again. “My day is ablaze, to have you here. And Lazavik? How is our recovering inmate this morning?” He pliéd with a straight back down to Lazavik’s level, knees splayed to the sides, and peered critically into the tank.

“He seems much better,” Henry said. “You were right about that stuff.”

“It fixes the bettas,” the Belarusian said simply.
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After breakfast Yaryk went grocery shopping, and Henry and Molly sat at the kitchen table to strategize.

“Where’s my phone now?”

“Still on the East Side when I woke up. Let’s see.” Molly laid her own phone on the table and they bent over the screen. Sure enough, the little blinking dot was comfortably parked on East 73rd Street, between First Ave and York.

“You should call your provider and suspend your service,” she advised. “And ask if there’s a way to remotely wipe the data.”

“Ugh. But yes.”

“And we should call the police about the body. You know,” she added thoughtfully, “that is not a sentence I expected to use in my life.”

“Yeah. It is a week of firsts, for sure.”

“Are we telling them about your phone, too?”

“The police?”

She nodded, and they lapsed into thought.

“Honestly,” Henry said at last, “if those guys just chucked it in the Hudson and that was the end of it, I’d be okay with that. Fair trade for peace of mind.”

“Also—”

“Also—” Henry continued at the same time, and then stopped. “You first.”

“No, you. I interrupted.” Molly slapped her own knuckles with an imaginary ruler.

“I was just gonna say… well, we broke the law too. Just trespassing, but now the maybe-body has become a definite-body, which makes detectives pay more attention.”

“To everyone.”

“Yeah. For the sake of a phone, I’m willing to risk being suspect number one?”

“Well, how new was the phone? Did you like the color?”

“They come in different colors?”

“Ah… not so new then.”

Gracie thumped her tail. Henry looked down to see if she had something to share, but she held her counsel.

“There’s Mrs. Peabody too. She said they were keeping her for observation over the weekend, but I should check in anyway to see when she’s coming home.”

“Okay! You have many calls to make. And no phone.” Molly rotated her own to face Henry, and slid it formally across the table with both hands. “Now you have a phone. Call away. Gracie and I are going for a walk.”

“But wait, are you—I can’t hijack your whole weekend. Did you have other plans today?”

“Henry! Heck no, you aren’t kicking me off the ride now.” Henry watched her stretch up to retrieve Gracie’s leash from the shelf, and tried not to notice the elegant curve of her back. “Nothing could compare with this adventure, anyway. Life with you is wild!”

“Huh! Well, there’s another first. No one has ever, ever said that of my life before.” He hesitated. “Does today count as our fourth date? I believe that’s when candid, personal disclosures come out… so, in that spirit: I cannot promise my future lifestyle will consistently achieve wildness.”

Gracie was already at the door, knowing full well what a leash promised, but she turned back. “Quiet domesticity,” she observed, “is the ultimate goal for many adventurers. They brave the turbulent sea to find new harbors.”

Molly looked at Henry. “Translation?”

He paused, then grinned. “She thinks we make a nice couple.”

She snorted. “Liar. But nice try.”
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The phone company representative was less than reassuring. “We can suspend your service, sir. But I cannot guarantee your data has not been accessed.”

“I understand,” Henry said for the third time. “How do I go about erasing it, just in case?”

“We can also lock the lost phone, sir.”

“Does that erase the data?”

“I cannot guarantee that your data has not already been compromised, sir.”

“Yes, I understand that. Is it possible to delete my call history, at least?”

“In situations of a lost or stolen phone, our recommendation is to suspend the service and lock the phone. Would you like me to go ahead with that, sir?”

“Yes,” Henry sighed. He was still in the kitchen, tipping his chair back against the wall behind him. When lodged at the correct angle it held position like a reclined deck chair, neither tumbling forward nor collapsing down the wall. “Though like I said, my main concern is the data.”

The conversation went around in two more fruitless circles before Henry got off the line, still unsure if all the potentially identifying information on his phone—text messages, open web pages, contact list—was safe from prying eyes. Well, at least they couldn’t ring up Scotland.

The next call, to the hospital, was briefer and more alarming. Mrs. Genevieve Peabody was now listed in serious but stable condition.

“Is that normal, for someone recovering from her type of surgery?”

“Blood relatives or domestic partners only,” the nurse on duty replied.

Henry sighed again. “Understood.”

The final call, to the police tip line, took some thinking. He didn’t want to ramble or inadvertently give away his identity—nor that of his nonhuman sources, which would surely undercut the credibility of the call. As before, he worked up a brief script in advance:


I want to report the location of a body, which I personally witnessed being dragged into the subway tunnels at about two thirty a.m. last night. The corpse, or whatever’s left after the rats get to it, can be found just south of the West 4th Street Station, in the inactive tunnel one level below the B/D uptown track. I don’t know the identity of the victim, but the two gentlemen who dragged the body in had Scottish accents.



That final detail sounded so improbable, he almost left it out. But who knew? Maybe secret Scottish gangs operated in Manhattan, unknown to the general public yet constantly on the police radar.

After hanging up he ambled into the living room, stood by the couch, and wondered: what now? He’d tried his hardest to erase his phone, he’d set the police on the tail of the gangsters, he’d reached out to Mrs. Peabody… anything else? The apartment’s daily allotment of sunshine had expired, and the room was dimmer.

He checked on the fish. Lazavik rippled weakly. Dzedka idly floated near the side of his tank, facing the window; he hadn’t uttered a word since declaring the truce twenty-four hours ago.

With Yaryk out shopping, the apartment felt empty and Henry was restless. Molly and Gracie were still on their walk. He wished he could call and meet up with them somewhere, but he had no phone. Wait, yes he did, he was holding one! Then he humphed in amusement. The phone in his hand was Molly’s, of course: he could call any human in the world except her. What had she said in the park yesterday? Fuck phones.

As if provoked by the thought, the phone vibrated in his fingers. Startled, Henry looked down and saw that a text had come in. He promptly averted his eyes, conscious of respecting her privacy, but the flash of letters resolved themselves into words in his mind anyway:


I miss the smell of your

hair. Isn’t it time we got

together again?



Oh, Henry thought, blinking rapidly. He didn’t quite manage to catch his heart before it fell right through his body and shattered on the floor.

Shit. Also, duh.

Of-course-of-course-of-course, he wasn’t the only person in this town who found Molly attractive. Frankly, who wouldn’t? Even someone indifferent to her wit and radiant personality and intelligent eyes—if such loutish numbness were possible—couldn’t miss those expressive shoulders, her graceful stride, that sexy, tousled hair.

He felt guilty for having invaded her privacy, if only by accident. Yet already, in these few seconds after seeing the text, he sensed himself backing off the field (as he had for twenty-eight years, whenever a rival emerged in love or work or school), with open hands and head ducked low: “Hey, I’m no threat to you.” This lifelong pattern of deference, the instant, reflexive negation of his own desires, was a frustration and puzzlement to Murray and a frequent theme of their discussions. The therapist was always digging for Henry’s inciting trauma, some great tragedy of his childhood that might have left him emotionally wounded, but in truth there was no such pivotal moment. Submissiveness was there from the start, a vulnerability encoded in his DNA. Retreat insulated Henry from the pain of loss… somehow, forfeit was more bearable.

Also, and just as importantly, swift capitulation guaranteed he wouldn’t spark distress for anyone else. Suffering, sorrow, disappointment—no matter whose—must be avoided at all costs. So in life Henry never vied: he graciously ceded, an adversary pre-defeated for your convenience.

Registering that the phone, her phone, was still in his right hand, he set it gently on the coffee table and sagged onto the couch. He leaned against the cushion but immediately sat up straight again. Only a handful of hours ago he’d tucked her in, right here; it was still her space.

He wondered what Gracie might counsel in response to this newest development, and then shook his head ruefully. Did he really expect answers there? Gracie was a dog. And single.

There’s always the soap opera solution, he thought. Pick up the phone and text back, Sorry, but I don’t ever want to hear from you again. And delete the whole exchange.

But he had neither the guts nor the deviousness for that.

The pessimist, who’d been locked in solitary confinement somewhere toward the back of Henry’s mind, spotted the gate unlatched and came out swinging. He’d had time to dream up half a dozen other ways in which Henry would fail at life, and lost no time in enumerating them.
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When Molly and Gracie returned, Henry was on his knees, cleaning the stove. He’d finished the rangetop and was now scouring those regions usually out of view—around a corner, under a lip, behind a knob. Spots that wouldn’t be seen again until someone else was inspired to do some deep cleaning.

Molly let herself into the building and the apartment with Henry’s keys, which he’d lent her for the outing. He heard them coming and kept scrubbing. He heard the sound of Gracie’s collar being unhooked, the skitter of her claws on the wooden floor of the hallway, the rustle of the leather leash as Molly coiled it and set it down. He heard her walk into the kitchen, and sensed her watching.

After a moment, she said, “My mother always told me to marry a man who cleans.” She went on, thoughtfully. “Do boys have these memories too? Did your dad give you weirdly specific advice like that?”

Henry drew a deep breath, then rallied. “I remember my dad saying, more than once: marry a person who fights fair.” He still hadn’t taken his eyes off the stove. Forty minutes of churning thoughts had turned his insides as gray as the sponge.

“Oh, that’s good! Fights are inevitable, I guess, so at least make sure everyone observes the Geneva Convention. Have you ever dated someone who didn’t?”

The last thing Henry wanted was to discuss past relationships, immediately after learning that Mr. Past was still present in Molly’s life.

“Eh,” he managed at last. “I tend to avoid fights. I dunno.”

Molly considered that. “Two things. One, you should work on the arguing; it’s never fun but it’s an important life skill. And two, are you okay?”

Don’t be pathetic, he thought. So you briefly—delusionally—imagined a relationship might bloom with this fascinating, hilarious, way-out-of-your-league woman… at least maintain dignity while you retreat. Don’t crumble in front of her. He took one last futile swipe at the ancient, unyielding tomato-dribble stain that had borne the brunt of his frustration, rolled from his kneeling position back into a squat, and stood up.

“Oof!” He braced himself on the counter. “My knees did not like that. Yes, I’m fine, just sleepy. How was the walk?” He offered a smile which he hoped was convincing. “And here’s your phone, with many thanks.”

She tipped her head to one side and examined him as she slipped the phone into her pocket. “Gracie is good company. But I’m sorry… I should’ve remembered that the whole time we were cavorting and kicking up fall leaves, you were making hard phone calls. Did they go okay?”

Gracie heard her name and dragged herself into the kitchen. She sniffed once at Henry’s feet, a pro forma greeting, and flopped onto the tile floor where she settled on her side.

“Looks like you gave her more exercise than Mrs. Peabody does.” He knelt and gave the dog a gentle rub before answering.

“They were fine, if similarly inconclusive. Can’t tell if my phone data’s erased… can’t tell if Mrs. Peabody’s coming home anytime soon… can’t tell if the cops will take the tip seriously and find that body.”

“So, a good day’s work.” Molly sat on the kitchen chair and surprised him by laying a warm hand on his shoulder. “Henry. You should get some proper sleep. And me too. That couch was a lifesaver but now I’m going home to collapse into my real bed. Still, I gotta say: this was the most eventful date of my life. And the longest.”

She paused and smiled, yet her eyes hinted at sad resignation. “You are such a sweet guy. But I know: sometimes my energy gets kind of manic and it’s too much for people. I get that. I’ll give you a break.”

Henry didn’t know what to do with that statement. While he was still working out how to respond, she punched him lightly in the arm and stood up.

“Can’t call, obviously, so we’ll stick with email. I’ll keep tracking where your phone is, and let you know if it starts gallivanting around. Sound good?”

Those rang like final words, but he held it together. “It’s a plan,” he said brightly. “Get some sleep!”

“You too, Dr. Doolittle!” And she pushed through the apartment door and was gone.







Chapter 13

The rest of that Sunday passed in a blur. Henry finished the stove, scrubbed the counters, sponged all the cabinet doors for good measure, and paused to shake out his wrists. He wondered why he was so furiously cleaning—why, in fact, he’d always kept kitchens tidy. Was it really to make himself more marriageable? To distract himself from that line of thought, he tackled the oven itself.

When Yaryk returned with three bags of groceries, Henry was leaning far into the oven, using a table knife to pry an unidentifiable charred crust out of the back corner. In one eddy of his whirling mind Henry heard the door unlock, so he called out “Hi!” Or thought he did. Saying hi was one of those reflexes, like turning off a light switch when leaving a room, which are so automatic you don’t always remember if you’ve followed through. He was surprised, then, when Yaryk tugged gently on his ankle and said, “Henry, my bestie. We can talk first?”

Henry withdrew his head and torso awkwardly from the oven to find the Belarusian squatting next to him with concern on his face.

“This is not the way,” Yaryk counseled. “And also, this is not the way: you will find only natural gas, not the carbon monoxide, since seventy years.”

Comprehension dawned. “Yaryk, I’m so sorry to scare you!” he said quickly. “I’m just cleaning.” He displayed the blackened sponge.

Yaryk sat back with relief. “This is good. Much better situation. I worry for safety and mortality—instead we have unblemished stove!”

Henry helped put away the groceries, and listened distractedly while Yaryk expounded on the merits and limitations of this week’s mangos, but the oven misunderstanding stayed with him. I could never take that route, he reflected. No matter how profoundly wrecked my soul feels right now, my cells still want to live. He was grateful to recognize it, and felt renewed sorrow for anyone—all the anyones, you read about so many—whose cells had lost that desire.

Gracie joined them in the kitchen and gravely accepted some smoked salmon. Expensive way to feed a dog, Henry conceded, but for a few days… what the hell. She’d taught him a lot. As he sliced the rest of the fillet, he caught himself wondering what lessons this particular salmon might have shared had he not been hooked and yanked out of his river and smoked. Then he rejected the thought: Gracie could make her own ethical decisions.

A brief email from Molly arrived in the early evening:


Your phone is glued to the pavement or something. Hasn’t moved. Nor have I. Am experimenting with a Reckful Lifestyle today… the absence of mortal danger is refreshing. Hope you’re well. Tell Gracie I agree.



Agree with what? Henry thought. But everything Gracie said was insightful, so maybe it was just a blanket affirmation. He didn’t have the energy to write back, but did pass the message along.

Gracie unhurriedly scratched an ear with her hind leg before replying: “When we take courage, the supply is not depleted. There’s always more to be had for the taking.”

He went to bed pondering that, the sermon for the day.
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The following morning was Monday, another Murray day. Good lord, Henry thought as he wearily got dressed, never had such an eventful week passed between therapy appointments. Even the bare-bones narrative, leaving aside any cathartic unpacking, would be hard to squeeze into fifty minutes.

He sat on the living room couch to pull on his shoes and was startled to hear Lazavik pipe up after two days of convalescent silence.

“Not since proud Cleopatra beheld Mark Antony,” the fish declaimed in a hoarse voice, “has any heart burst so thoroughly at its seams, swelled by the love within.”

Henry said, “Damn! Welcome back, Lazavik. It’s nice to see you too.”

Dzedka responded from the other tank. “In your absence, my minutes stretched like parched years. The blessing of your resurrection, like the tender first rains of spring, brings green shoots to the dry riverbed of my soul.”

Huh. That’s a 180, Henry thought.

“With the obtuseness of youth, I truly believed you harbored only enmity,” Lazavik confessed in mournful tones. “It shames me to recall how I mirrored that hostility. I did so solely to protect my heart.”

“And I, the same,” Dzedka assured him. “All life is but a joke told by Love to herself; we mortals are tossed wantonly about by her caprices, and can put no faith in our shifting perception.”

This was hitting close to home for Henry. He was glad for Lazavik and Dzedka if they’d unexpectedly found love at last, but he didn’t need any reminders about the falseness of romantic hope. He left them trading courtly billets-doux and headed off to work.
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Proofing data tables and running schematics provided a welcome distraction for Henry’s emotionally spent mind. He was crushed about Molly; he was worried for Mrs. Peabody; he was fearful of the Scottish gangsters rifling through his telltale phone’s browsing history for clues to his identity and location. Every time he lifted his head from the current work task, all three feelings began clamoring for his attention, like needy toddlers, and he quickly hid his brain in informatics again.

At midmorning he took a cup of tea out onto the balcony, where Jackie cornered him with her coffee. He was prepared for interrogation but didn’t anticipate its intensity.

“Spill-spill-spill-spill-spill,” she rattled, before the door even shut behind her. “You’ve had a whole weekend, and I heard you spent a lot of it with our Marvelous Miss Molly—and now it’s all off? She reckons it’s not happening, but I don’t believe it. What gives? I was already setting up your registry.”

“Ah, Jackie,” Henry said through a brave smile. “I’d tell you to slow down, but even that’s not enough. You may have to reverse for a while.”

“What? Don’t be absurd.”

She put a hand up to pause the conversation as she blew brisk puffs across the top of her coffee. “Always too damn hot to drink during the break, when you want it. Okay, that’s good.” After one slurp she sputtered and waggled her lips frenetically to cool them off, like someone lip-synching in fast motion. “Ouch. Not good. What do you mean, reverse? Jackie”—with a flourish of her hand, she theatrically presented herself—“does not know reverse. Tell me ALL!”

He studied the bricks of the building across the narrow alley. “Jackie, Molly’s great. She’s amazing. But… she’s someone else’s amazing.”

“You don’t click with her? You’re leaving her on the shelf?”

“Oh no,” Henry said hastily. “Plenty of click. We clicked all day, or at least I—”

“Well, there’s a new euphemism,” she inserted, eyebrows arched.

He supplied a polite chuckle, directed toward his feet. “No, what I mean is that two million guys in this city must be interested in Molly. And I’m not at the front of the line.”

“Oh, I think you are.”

He shook his head again, finally meeting her eye.

Jackie came to a rare pause. She pursed her lips, watching him, and took a careful sip of her coffee before replying.

“Henry, I’ve known Molly for six years. At least.” Her voice, dispensing with the usual melodrama, was level and earnest. “She’s had a couple boyfriends, but no one as nice as you. No truly awful guys, thank god—no abusers or anything—just… well, in my opinion, not one of them stacked up to her inner goodness. ’Cause she’s really, really good, Henry. She deserves the same. And that’s you. We do talk, you know—yes, her energy is nonstop, and that’s daunting. But it’s also good for you, isn’t it?”

He felt tears welling up, and blinked them back carefully. When he trusted his voice, he said, “You’re very kind, Jackie. I wish it could work too.”

“Should I try again? I’m gonna call her at lunchtime. This is crazy, you’re both crazy, of course it can work.”

“Jackie!” he said firmly. “Please don’t.”

It felt strange to assert himself with such vehemence, but it worked. She paused, and then capitulated. “You’re right, you’re right, okay. You’re both grownups, and I shouldn’t meddle.”

She turned away, looking glum. They watched in silence as two house sparrows swooped down to land on the railing, unfazed by the humans eight feet away. Henry rested his back against the side of the building and pressed his tea mug against his lips—not drinking yet, just grateful for its warmth. The weather had turned: autumn’s second act, the blustery stage, had arrived with a restless energy that promised colder days ahead.

As the sparrows gossiped he listened with half a mind. He’d gotten so used to the chatter of street birds that he didn’t always pay attention.

The sparrow on the left fluffed up her feathers, hopped a confiding inch closer to the other, and chirped, “Did you see her trying to balance on that twig?”

Her companion’s head jerked up, left, and forward again. “So cringe. Two weeks already, and she hasn’t lost an ounce of that egg weight. I mean, laying season is one thing…”

“I know, right? At least I fit into my feathers now.” Sparrow one poked her beak vigorously into her own stomach, preening.

“You look great,” the other one assured her.

Jackie stirred. “Even the goddamn birds are coupled up. Why is it so hard for us?” She eyed them sourly.

“I don’t think these two are a pair.”

“Who knows.” She lost interest in the birds and flung a dismissive hand at the whole metropolis beyond them. “Look at this city. So many people. Why are we single, Henry? We’re awesome, aren’t we?”

He nodded, without conviction.

Her voice dropped, grumbling to herself. “All this girl wants is a guy she can’t throw down. Is that so much to ask? I’m five foot two, for god’s sake.”

The sparrows had carried on during Jackie’s rant. “To be fair, though, you gotta hand it to her as a mom. Those chicks are so well behaved. And adorable!”

“Aren’t they though!”

“They fledge so fast. Did you—”

Whether and what the other one did or didn’t, Henry never found out. The belch of hydraulic brakes from a bus on the street below startled them; both birds darted up to the roof and out of sight.

Jackie took a sip and sighed. “Coffee’s perfect, which means my ten minutes are up.”

Henry nodded, and they stepped inside.
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A dozen emails had piled up during his tea break. He scraped away the spam and opened the first real message. It was from Wilfred Conger, one of the two founding partners at the firm, and addressed to him alone.


Henry: why did I just spend ten minutes getting an earful from Peter Schermer over at Fordham? We pay you to keep clients happy. Shape up.



Son of a bitch. What happened? Fordham was a longstanding client, the firm’s second most lucrative; he had no idea what they might be upset about.

Then he remembered the Fordham documents from last week, and that telltale, duplicate column of digits, and Jayden Stroop triumphantly singing, “Oho!” as he strutted away. His heart sank. What had Jayden done?

Predictably (though it took half an hour to sleuth out the details), what Jayden had done was overstep his bounds: he’d fired off two intemperate emails to the whole accounting department at Fordham, pretending to speak for their firm and demanding satisfaction. Why the kid thought confrontation would be more effective than a simple conversation was a mystery to Henry. Maybe he believed the entire corporate ecosystem was driven by aggression, one step short of hand-to-hand combat between contemptuous rivals. Or maybe he was trying to extort some financial concession from Fordham, which he could present to his superiors back here at Conger & Associates to burnish his star-on-the-rise trophy.

Either way, his tantrum set off a dumpster fire: their colleagues of long standing at Fordham were startled, and then affronted. When Henry called up his direct contact, he learned that the offending emails had ricocheted up the corporate ladder from office to office until they landed on a vice president’s desk—and that guy, who was already in a pissy mood for some other reason, decided to throw shade back at Conger.

“Jesus,” Henry said. “I’m so sorry about all of this. Clearly our side overreacted.”

“Yeah, it seemed strange. I told Colin you’re usually levelheaded about these things; it seemed out of character. But any message like that, you know, it’s gonna get sent on up.”

“How’s that?” Henry said, confused.

“Well, just the tone. It was… if you don’t mind my saying, a bit confrontational. Not your usual style.”

“Wait.” He felt a rush of blood to his face. “Was my name on that email?”

“Well, sure,” said the tinny voice in his ear, sounding puzzled. “You and someone I hadn’t heard of, Jason something-or-other?”

“It’s Jayden. He wrote an email under both of our names?”

“Let me pull it up.” Pause. “Yup—‘Cordially and with all due respect, Henry Parsons and Jayden Stroop, Conger & Associates.’ So… are you saying you didn’t sign off on that?”

Henry sighed. “Of course not. But it’s too late now.”

“Oh, dude,” said the voice, sympathetically. “That’s gotta suck. Are you getting heat over there now? Who is this guy, anyway?”

“Ah, you know. Every office has one.”

“Oh. Right. Yes, we have at least three.”

“Listen,” Henry said, “I didn’t write it but I’m truly sorry about the mess, nonetheless. Hope we can straighten it out and get back to normal soon.”

“Of course. It’ll blow over, but I appreciate your calling. I’ll say one thing, though—you weren’t wrong about the numbers. That was a good catch. Just a careless data merge, but it goes back two months, which adds up to a hefty reconciliation payment to you guys. It’ll look good for the end of the quarter.”

“Two months, huh?” So Jayden had missed multiple, weekly opportunities to catch it. “Well, I’ll try not to spend it all in one place.”

The voice laughed politely. “Anyway. I’ll try to put out the fire over here, and hopefully it’ll be forgotten by next week.”

Henry sighed again. “Fingers crossed. Thanks, Jack.”

“Good luck.” Click.

He sat back in his chair, angry and deflated. No good deed, he thought, goes unpunished. You do the kid’s work one time, and next thing you know you’re taking his bullets.

Before he could figure out how to manage this debacle, an email popped up from MC_Nail. There was no subject line. He still hadn’t replied to last night’s report about his kidnapped phone, so he straightened the papers on his desk, refilled his tea, and tried to breathe steadily before clicking. Only three words appeared:


How is Lazavik?



He stared at them for a while, wishing there were more. Stop, he told himself. It is what it is.


Lazavik is swimming and chatting again, thanks for asking.

I assume no change with my phone?



He pressed “send” before his mind could dither about the wording. In five minutes a reply arrived:


Really glad to hear it. Hope you are swimming & chatting again too.

Phone remains an upper east sider. Maybe you should just move there to join it.



Even on the screen it felt so natural, casually riffing with Molly. Maybe… over time… could they simply become friends? Ordinary, platonic friends? And at least he’d see her once in a while?

Of course that might entail hanging out with Sir Hair-Sniffer too. He didn’t feel ready for that.


I was all up for swimming but couldn’t fit into his tank. My chat function seems to work fine, though. As for the Upper East Side, I would need nicer clothes.



A couple minutes after sending this reply, he caught sight of Jayden across the office, slouched against the wall and flirting with an analyst who was seated at her desk. He held a clipboard (a clipboard!) in one hand, as if he were a supervisor making the rounds. The woman made a comment and he tossed his head and guffawed. The eruption was inappropriately loud for an office setting; perhaps its heartiness was calculated to justify the light, jokey punch on her bicep—“Ah, you kidder, you.” This woman, Henry happened to know, had a fiancé who was currently serving overseas. If Jayden knew, it didn’t seem to faze him.

Henry felt a flush of anger. What a cretin. Signing Henry’s name onto incendiary emails, trying to get someone fired at another company, harassing co-workers… why did assholes like this exist, and continue to exist, and float from success to success without ever getting called to account?

He imagined striding over there, planting his feet, and announcing: “Jayden. Do not ever, ever sign my name to an email—internal or external—without my knowledge and consent.” He imagined delivering the admonishment every bit as loud as that braying cackle, loud enough for the whole floor to overhear, even Wilfred Conger in his corner office with the door closed.

But he remained seated, breathing heavily as he forced his eyes back to his own screen. And all that frustration and resentment boomeranged, as always, back onto himself.
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Such intense feelings in the workplace would ordinarily have dominated the session with Murray after work. Yet this week, on top of office drama, there was also a car crash, a neighbor recovering in the hospital, a dog altering the household routine, his new role as a crime witness, and—looming over everything else—the raised-and-crushed hopes for a relationship. Where do you even begin?

Fortunately, he had plenty of time to think about it. Five thirty came and went without the office door opening; as usual, Murray was running late.

It was funny, he reflected in the waiting room, how dozens of talking animals hadn’t even shown up on his mental health agenda. Last Monday the phenomenon had alarmed him as a sign of slipping sanity, but it had swiftly come to feel… well, normal. Animals were living beings who expressed their fears and desires: nothing remarkable about that. He simply understood them more clearly now. Hadn’t shepherds cultivated similar rapport for millennia? And milkmaids, and falconers, and equestrians? Maybe he took their discernment one step farther, but the gift still felt natural enough, and manageable—even fun at times. Quite a shift in seven days! Come to think of it, this resilience and adaptability in the face of a startling life change was unprecedented for him, and commendable.

On the opposite wall of the waiting room hung another Bierstadt print, sister to the one in Murray’s office. In this painting, though, the lofty mountain cushioned by clouds was not a distant detail but the artist’s primary subject, glowing in the morning sunlight beyond some dark conifers in the foreground. A handful of tiny farmhouses, barely perceptible, were scattered on the field at the bottom right, dwarfed and humbled by the massive, proudly jutting rock. Henry counted the houses and wondered how lifelong inhabitants of such a hamlet would be shaped by waking up in the mountain’s shadow every morning. Would you feel inspired by your towering, snow-clad neighbor, or oppressed and diminished? How did humans understand each other differently, when living among mountains?

He sensed a vague vibration in his pocket, and was disconcerted for the eighth time that day to find no phone there. Just a phantom sensation.

Even among that small set of farmers in Bierstadt’s valley, there would be Jaydens. No human community was free of deceit, ambition, selfishness, vanity, aggression (in his mind the list continued to pile up—so many varieties of human unpleasantry!). But far above the strife, that snowy, craggy mountaintop would hold itself aloof, inaccessible to all; there were parapets high on its slopes to which no amount of craftiness, no scheming or bullying or duplicity, would ever grant access. The mountain said: You are all equally immaterial to me. Such a colossus, battling the sky itself, shrank human conflicts into insignificance.

He bent forward and read the tiny print just above the frame:


ALBERT BIERSTADT, SUNRISE ON THE MATTERHORN / OIL ON CANVAS, AFTER 1875. © METROPOLITAN MUSEUM OF ART



Huh. So this massif actually existed; it wasn’t a vision conjured up from Bierstadt’s imagination, but a genuine prominence here on the same planet where Henry and Jayden lived… and Wilfred Conger, and Molly, Jackie, Yaryk, Mrs. Peabody, Kim Jong Un, and everyone else. Those highest peaks must have glowed just as brilliantly at dawn today as on the morning Bierstadt painted them. Somehow that was comforting.

He stood up, stretched onto his tiptoes, and extended his fingertips toward the ceiling. Not quite reachable, even with a discreet hop, so he rocked onto his heels instead, forward and back a couple of times. There were no windows in Murray’s waiting room; it felt like a place where a thousand years of bland purgatory could pass without change.

Who was the last animal he’d overheard? Oh yes—those two gossipy sparrows, outside on the balcony with Jackie. And Dzedka’s flowery profession of affection to Lazavik. He smiled, remembering their swooning heart-to-heart. All his initial dismay about the animal kingdom had begun to feel overblown… yes, some animals were jerks, but others showed redeeming qualities. Gracie most of all, of course. The betta fish too, if their former enmity was truly just a masquerade for thwarted love. Even those sparrows, after fat-shaming their friend, had leavened the gossip with generous words about her mothering skills. You just had to spot an animal’s better side. Like with humans.

He slipped a hand into his pocket, wondering about the time—but of course the phone which usually supplied an answer was somewhere on the Upper East Side, spirited off by incomprehensible Scottish gangsters. Each time that predicament resurfaced in his mind, the terror didn’t crest quite as high; his mood seemed to be easing back into alert watchfulness. A day and a half had passed without incident, and the phone itself hadn’t moved. Perhaps they’d chucked it in a dumpster. Maybe, he thought, just maybe, if all its traceable data had been erased, what at first appeared an urgent matter of personal danger could recede into the simpler, ordinary life hassle of purchasing and setting up a new phone. He clutched at that prospect gratefully.

A coughing fit from the next room slipped through the soundproofing. Murray’s never run over as long as this, Henry thought. Was he counseling a new client, or the same guy as last week? He ought to be irritated, but somehow didn’t mind.

He sat in another chair and picked up last March’s copy of Field & Stream, before setting it down again.

The biggest sorrow still lurked: what about Molly?

That email exchange at midday had felt so natural. And fun. And no doubt a bad idea, a long swig of the very liquor he was trying to swear off… but… well, friendships were important too, right? Even after seven years in the city, Henry had forged only a few close connections; meeting people was so much harder after college. What if, instead of pining for romance that had always been a long shot, he accepted with joy a new friend?

Too soon, he thought, as a needle of jealousy passed through his heart. It left a lonely trail. Okay, this particular problem wasn’t going to solve itself today.

He let his eyes rest again on Bierstadt’s Matterhorn, where the dawn-tinted snow on twisting, jagged, impassive rock faces loomed above a valley still shrouded and sleeping. The panorama brought something akin to the calm he felt on a starry night. Perspective, maybe. When the door to Murray’s office finally opened, he found it hard to tear his gaze away.

Lamar (that was his name, Henry remembered now) trudged past with none of the jovial bonhomie from last week. He looked a wreck.

“Make good choices, Lamar,” said Murray wearily, standing in his office doorway.

“Yeah… whatever.” The man picked up a backpack but seemed to lack energy to sort out the straps, so he tucked it carelessly under one arm and leaned his back on the hallway door until it yielded.

After staring at the closed door for a moment, Murray turned his head and noticed Henry. His face sank before immediately reassembling into a professional guise.

“Henry!” He paused to look down at his watch. “What time were you at? Six?”

Henry stood up politely. “Five thirty, actually. But it’s fine; I assumed you were dealing with some kind of emergency. I hope everything’s okay.”

Murray scratched an elbow distractedly, and Henry wasn’t sure if he’d heard. “I’m very sorry to keep you waiting, Henry. Sometimes mental health crises cause delays that are outside of my control.” He checked his watch again. “We have only twelve minutes or so, but if you’d like to check in briefly…?”

“No, that’s okay. You should go home; I’m sure you need a break.”

Murray seemed to struggle internally—whether out of professional duty and concern for his client, or awareness that he was sacrificing a billable hour—but exhaustion won out. He sounded relieved when he accepted Henry’s offer.

“I trust it hasn’t been too eventful a week. We’ll sort it out next Monday, then.”

Henry smiled. “It’s funny. I actually got a lot of thinking done right here. That painting, it’s as mesmerizing as the one in your office.”

Murray glanced automatically at the framed print, but didn’t respond to the rest. “See you next week, then.” He was already backing into his office, one hand on the doorknob.

“Or… you know, there’s nothing critical. Maybe I could just call if something comes up?”

Murray paused. “No appointment then?”

“Yeah, why not?” Henry shrugged, but inside he suddenly felt relieved and capacious and free. “Let me just see how things go for a while.”







Chapter 14

At home there was a handwritten note from Yaryk:


Kind Henry, I have been requisitioned for a short, one-day voyage. Can you suckle our good friends this evening? They have appealed the same menu as always.

ps—no stove was ever more sparkly!



The image of suckling Lazavik and Dzedka—one fish on each nipple, perhaps?—was briefly paralyzing. But the intended meaning was clear enough. He shook four flakes of fish food into each tank, and was rewarded with a sonnet, jointly composed on the spot. Lazavik began:


Lazavik: I gaze across. The gap between us yawns.

Dzedka: And yet, between our hearts we find no seam.

Lazavik: How could there be? For in this am’rous dream…



“Oho,” Henry said. “Petrarchan!”

Dzedka thought for a moment, then continued:


Dzedka:… two souls reforge as one, in timeless bronze.

Lazavik: As a mother doe curls ’round her tender fawns,

Dzedka: and salmon, craving young, leap e’er upstream,

Lazavik: so will I find and hold you in esteem

Dzedka: though a thousand nights may pass, and a thousand dawns.

Lazavik: Till then, through glass and toxic air we glance

Dzedka:—a spark from your eye flows across to mine—

Lazavik: I catch it, hold it in my heart, and dance

Dzedka: a tender pas de une, my valentine,

Lazavik: until that day when favored circumstance

Dzedka: can bring us finally nigh, and we combine.



“God awful, guys,” Henry said cheerfully. “But not bad for a first effort. Don’t forget to eat.”

Cooling his heels in Murray’s waiting room had flipped his mood more than any actual therapy session in years. Maybe he should just go to the Met and ponder a different painting each week? The sting of romantic surrender was still raw, of course, but even heartache—as he knew all too well, from a lifetime of curtailed hope—subsides into manageable pain with appropriate treatment.

That treatment, of course, was abstinence. On the subway ride home he’d talked himself around to a reluctant course of therapy: keep your distance from Molly for a few weeks. Elevate and immobilize the limb, they always said. Okay, time to immobilize his heart. Take care of Mrs. Peabody’s dog, patch up the Fordham relationship, get a new phone… and grant Molly and Monsieur Hairsniffer the space they needed. It wouldn’t be easy, but was it ever?

The irony did not escape him—relinquishing love, just as the two betta fish were discovering it—but any tiny prick of envy was muted by its own absurdity.

Gracie was curled on the couch, eyes half-lidded, and he wondered if she’d heard the sonnet too. Did all the world’s animals understand each other, and Henry was now tuned into the general circuit? Or did each species speak on their own channel and he held the only universal receiver? Did any of them fully grasp human speech? There was so much he still didn’t know.

The Pomeranian gave no indication of having been moved by piscine poetry, but did look ready for a scratch so he sat down next to her. She rolled left to suggest where the scratch should land. They sat companionably for a while.

“Gracie,” Henry said at last. “I haven’t heard anything from Mrs. Peabody. I promise I’ll let you know, as soon as I do.”

He couldn’t tell if the sentiment got through. Perhaps she didn’t even recognize the name. Who knows, maybe pets endow their owners with names we humans never know.

With no phone he couldn’t call the hospital for an update, so he went online to look up the average recovery time for rib-plating surgery. As always, the search results supplied either too little information or too much; it was hard to find anything more detailed than the cheerfully vague boosterism of surgical center websites without tripping into impenetrably technical discourse for the benefit of thoracic surgeons. But as best he could figure, patients were typically discharged after three days.

He thought back. Mrs. Peabody’s surgery had taken place on Friday. Today was Monday, the third day of recovery. If all was going well, she might be released tomorrow… yet still presumably in no shape to take care of Gracie; the websites were unanimous in recommending four weeks of rest before normal activity could resume. No problem: he could stop by to help with feeding, walks, etc. Or keep Gracie down here, with occasional bedside visits upstairs.

He was running through these options aloud, partly for Gracie’s (hypothetical) benefit, but also because the apartment felt quiet and empty without Yaryk. When he trailed off, he looked down and saw the schoolteacher’s dog gazing pensively across the room, nose nestled between two tiny paws. He stroked her head lightly with the backs of his knuckles and those liquid eyes flicked up toward him.

“She’ll be fine, Gracie. Mrs. Peabody is a tough cookie.”

Gracie looked away. After a moment, she said, “Humpty Dumpty had a great fall. What was so great about it?”

Henry twisted his head, puzzled but amused. “I’m not sure I follow you there, Gracie!” But she didn’t elaborate.

His laptop was still on his lap (befitting its name for once), so before closing the lid he refreshed his email. Nothing more from Molly… which, he reminded himself firmly, was a Good Thing. But one new message had arrived, with the subject line: “Your phone is on its way!”

From his mother.

He was too confused to be alarmed, at first. He opened the message, which read:


Henry my dear: I understand you’ve lost your phone! The nice fellow who picked it up was clever enough to find my number, which you were clever enough to file under “MOM.”

It was hard to understand him, to be honest—Welsh or Scots or something—tourist maybe? But I got the gist of it, and gave him your address so he could mail it back.

So, don’t buy a new one just yet! And give me a call when it arrives; it’s been too long since we chatted.

Much love,

Mom (and Dad, of course, though he’s asleep already)



Oh Jesus. She hadn’t. She hadn’t!

Of course she had, he thought numbly, as pinpricks of sweat broke out on his back. The room dropped twenty degrees, and his heart couldn’t decide whether to race or just stop.

It must happen all the time: someone loses a phone, and a community-minded passerby picks it up. Naturally that person would call the number labeled “Mom” to figure out how to return it. Every other entry would be just a name—“Jenny P”… “RFC”… “Hinkleys”—how could a well-intentioned stranger be sure of locating a helpful friend amid all the long-forgotten acquaintances, former colleagues, chiropractors, and the like who crowd our contact lists? “Mom” can be counted on to know where the phone owner lives. And Moms believe in Good Samaritanism.

The odds of the caller being a Bad Samaritan, a corpse-dumping international gangster trying to silence a witness… well, what mother would even think of that?

All this flashed through Henry’s mind in two seconds, and then he was immediately, acutely aware of his unlocked apartment door. Moving cautiously to make no sound, he set the laptop on the couch cushion and stood up. He crept out to the hallway, tiptoed to the door, and slid the deadbolt home with relief. This additional level of security didn’t get much use; the doorknob had its own small locking button, which had always seemed sufficient in their peaceful little five-story building. Now he wanted that deadbolt welded into place, and some two-by-fours to nail across the opening. Not since his first week in New York City, seven years earlier, had he felt so keenly the thinness of the walls around him, and the terrible vulnerability of a single human among eight million others.

He checked the windows. They were locked already. He and Yaryk had pooh-poohed the idea of window grills when the landlord offered—who would want to steal their five-year-old laptops? Now he passionately wished some previous tenant had insisted on them. He lowered the blinds; they provided no barrier but at least hid the ominous black panes and gave the illusion of a bright, safe, sealed den.

If they did come… if they were circling the building this very moment… was there anything he could use as a weapon?

No fireplace, so no fireplace pokers. He blanched at the idea of kitchen knives: wielding even the smallest potato parer would require combat skills, plus more ferocity and fighting mettle than he was ever likely to summon up. Also, Yaryk was a cook and quite protective of their blades. Safer to find some long, reasonably heavy object which he could swing indiscriminately. He racked his brain, but the only option that came to mind was his childhood clarinet, still stored (for no good reason) on the highest shelf of his bedroom closet. He borrowed a chair from the kitchen to fetch it down, and mumbled a quiet apology to Mr. Miskimon as he assembled it for the first time in fourteen years. He resisted a perverse impulse to wet a reed and tune the instrument before hiding it under his pillow.

Only three minutes had elapsed since the reading of his mother’s email, followed by the immediate, urgent imperative to lock down the apartment and arm himself. All that rationalization earlier in Murray’s waiting room, the cautious optimism that he might be out of danger, had dissolved. He returned to his laptop yet was too agitated to stay on the couch, so he paced in restless circles around the small living room. Gracie watched without comment, her eyes tracking left and right as he crossed her field of view. Lazavik and Dzedka had remained silent since finishing their final stanza, perhaps exhausted by all the rhyming.

The Scots had his address. Apartment number and all.

What was he going to do?

What were they going to do?
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Guarded inadequately by two betta fish and a Pomeranian, Henry slept poorly that night. Every tiny sound jerked him awake: a door slamming somewhere, a car alarm two blocks away, creaking footsteps from the apartment above… each time he silently slid a hand under the pillow to grip the clarinet, holding his breath. Some wholly imagined noises woke him too—the sound of the deadbolt run in reverse, say.

But the dark hours passed without incident. When the edges of the window shade finally began to brighten, and the clock suggested it wasn’t worth trying anymore, he naturally plummeted into profound unconsciousness. The jangle of the alarm seventeen minutes later felt like a huge fishhook, snaring and yanking him out of deep water with a jolt he felt in his spine. For a moment he stared at the ceiling, confused by why he felt so exhausted. Then it all came flooding back, and he snapped his eyes to the window—the nearest entrance to his burrow, the direction from which danger might come.

He swung his legs noiselessly onto the floor, eased himself down, and belly-crawled to the wall. With one finger, he gingerly eased the blind back a couple of inches, just enough to peer slantwise outside.

Nothing, of course. The courtyard view looked the same as ever: sooty painted brick, light brown fire escape, a neighbor’s window box of begonias and lobelia (somewhat bedraggled at this tail end of the season), and several air conditioners cantilevered out from their windows. Down at ground level, two or three snow shovels stood casually propped against the wall. He looked up, where a square of blue sky seemed to chide him: what are you so worried about?

In the daylight, his anxiety of the previous night seemed overwrought. What was he expecting to see—Scottish bagpipers in kilts and balaclavas, abseiling silently down the wall with knives between their teeth? He tugged the blind, allowing it to snap back to the top, and went to get dressed.
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The morning passed uneventfully, filled with the usual Tuesday tasks. It was a relief to lose himself in the minutiae of his work, especially the technical questions that all too often these days were pushed aside by sales consulting and client relations and other exhausting people-people-people stuff. Eleanor, his supervisor, had once remarked, “You have a curious aptitude for schmoozing the customer.” A backhanded compliment, but then again he’d been hired solely for his technical skills, so perhaps her surprise was warranted. Still, he missed the days when he wrestled only with alloy combinations and Hall-Petch ratios.

He ate lunch on a bench in his usual pocket park, listening in as half a dozen starlings harassed a ring-billed gull. Spotting any gull five blocks inland from the Hudson River was a rarity, but Henry reckoned she wouldn’t be back. The starlings called her some names that made even him blush.

Starlings were assholes, of course (as every birder knew, whether or not they had Henry’s gift): an invasive species who stole nests, mocked other birds’ songs, devoured crops, crashed airplanes—at least once, in 1960—ransacked birdfeeders, and murdered baby woodpeckers. He found himself taking mental notes on today’s gang of hoodlums, thinking he might regale Molly later with their creative vocabulary… until he remembered Señor Texter, and twenty cinderblocks of sadness collapsed on him again. Despite the prior evening’s firm resolve, he’d been tripping over Molly in his head all day. She lurked behind every thought: her musical laugh, the way each grin spread until her whole torso was smiling, that soft blue flannel shirt she wore to the dog park. It was absurd, but he thought more often about Molly that afternoon than about the Scottish posse who might be stalking him.

Jackie flashed a cautious thumbs-up as he walked back into the office, and got a perfunctory smile in return. He was trying to keep emotion at arm’s length—which was no route to happiness, of course, but the only way he knew to gradually desensitize and absorb a new sorrow. Late in the day, however, as he pondered a problem of lattice stability, two new emails popped onto the screen and punctured the insulation he’d carefully wrapped around his soul.

The first was from Wilfred Conger, who was pleased to be inaugurating a new Employee-of-the-Month program for Conger & Associates. First laureate: Mr. Jayden Stroop!

“What the—??” He bit off the Anglo-Saxon word, but it hung around in his mouth, tasting sour. So: all that week, while Henry strove desperately to shore up the longstanding Fordham relationship which Jayden had torpedoed… the wild child was getting feted by the top brass? Christ, it was beyond belief. They turned up in every chapter of Henry’s life, these weasels. Bastards who somehow fooled the gods and were never called out, not once. Shameless jerks who bulldozed through life leaving messes and collecting prizes. Enough already, damn it.

Before he could fully wrap his mind around this travesty, another email arrived, this one from MC_Nail with the subject line: “Two (2) things.” The instant warmth in his chest on seeing her name was skewered by an icicle of memory: Isn’t it time we got together again?

He pushed it away and read.


Henry, I hope your Tuesday is going better than mine! Ugh, people.

Report: your phone, which I have under constant surveillance, is finally on the move again. Headed down 2nd Ave, currently at—let me see—62nd St. Isn’t it amazing how many blocks exist on the East Side which no one has ever seen? The map calls it Lenox Hill, but I think they misspelled Oz.

Request: I love my colleagues, I truly do, but sometimes their well-meaning earnestness plunges me into a lake of despair (see ugh, above). If I go back to Park Slope right now I will just mope. What I really need is a bit of Gracie’s warmth and your wisdom, or maybe the other way around. Can I follow you home if I promise not to jump on the sofa? Pant pant, wag wag?

60th St. now,

Molly



Whoosh, Henry thought, as all resolutions flew out the window.

If he was worried about yesterday’s brief sip of Molly cordial, this would be a keg stand. Still (his heart wheedled)… she’s had a rough day, and yearns for a sympathetic ear. Shouldn’t her needs take priority? Maybe there was still a sliver of leftover space, a tiny bit of room for Henry in her life. Near her life. Could he bear that?

His fingers weren’t stopping to think: ignoring his brain’s shouted warnings, they were already writing an enthusiastic response. But as he typed he suddenly remembered that Molly wasn’t the only new acquaintance who knew where he lived.

Crap. What if the Scottish gangsters showed up? Was it fair to expose her to that risk?

He mulled it over, rationalizing his damnedest, yet the answer seemed clear. So he erased what he’d written and sent a regretful note explaining that his mother had inadvertently doxxed him to the gangsters. In three minutes, the answer came back:


	1. Moms are always right, by definition, so… I guess that was the right thing to do? But yes, yeesh.

	2. I pulled off breezy and casual in my last note, but, full disclosure: I am genuinely sad about something a colleague said today, and desperately need to unload on—I mean, listen receptively to constructive feedback from—someone who’s both smart and patient. Of all my friends, you’re the only one I could imagine having anything useful to say. If you’ll be up anyway, manning the ramparts for the Scottish invasion…?



Henry was surprised by the vulnerability, and even more that she would think of him first. They’d only met last week, after all. But obviously, he couldn’t say no… nor did any molecule in his body wish to.

So they made a plan to meet again at 14th Street and head uptown together.
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Today, for once, the timing worked out beautifully: Molly found him in the crowd just as a B train pulled in, and they stepped aboard. Like every other northbound train at the end of the workday, it was packed with commuters. Henry and Molly wriggled into the scrum, wove their hands through a tangle of strangers’ arms to the overhead handhold, and settled in for the ride.

Which wasn’t long.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” rasped the conductor’s voice with a metallic twang, “due to a signal malfunction, this train will terminate at Fifty-Ninth Street, Columbus Circle. All passengers will please disembark at Fifty-Ninth Street. This will be the final stop for this train. Transfer is available to the A, C, D, and 1 trains.”

No one heard that last bit as a communal groan rippled through the car. But such inexplicable delays were a regular feature of life in Manhattan, the gods of transit reaching down to hold a train in place with their fickle fingers of fate. The train eased into the station, where a long parade of waiting commuters were grumpily absorbing the same news. Henry and Molly followed the resigned, shuffling passengers out onto the platform. As the crowd narrowed for the door it squeezed them together, pressing his forearm against her warm back, but he stiffened and refused to notice.

No benches would be available here, of course, so they found a pillar and stood by it to wait for the next train.

“How is Lazavik doing? Still on the—oh wait, sorry. Hold that thought.”

Molly plucked her phone out of her pocket and Henry’s mind flashed immediately to Herr Schniffer. He felt his face flushing. What was her suitor purring about now?

She glanced at the screen and scowled, but then looked more closely.

“Henry!” A stage whisper, which caught his attention. “It’s here.”

“What?”

She leaned imperceptibly toward him, lips not moving. “It’s here. Your phone. Somewhere really close by.”

He blinked. She showed him the screen, and there it was: a little blinking dot at 60th Street and Broadway. A cold feeling spread across his spine.

“In the station?”

“Or above ground. Can’t tell.”

They scanned around but couldn’t see more than ten feet through the densely packed crowd. None of the nearby straphangers looked like Scottish murderers.

“Where are we, then?” Molly rotated in place, getting her bearings. “Wait: we were pretty near the back of the train, so this must be Fifty-Seventh or so.” Before he could muster an objection, she was threading her way through the crowd. Seriously?

He followed.

As they walked, Molly kept checking her phone. “Hasn’t moved,” she reported.

“Is this… a good idea?”

She eyed him without breaking stride. “We’re in a public place, and there are hundreds of people around. Also they never saw us that night, so they don’t know what we look like.”

“Okay…”

“We gotta check it out! Wouldn’t the curiosity kill you?”

“Isn’t it the other way around? Curiosity kills the cats who indulge in it—not the ones who are content to live with it.”

“Fair point,” she acknowledged. But she didn’t slow down. They veered around the elevator entrance and continued north. The crowd was thinner past the exit and she picked up the pace.

And then stopped, so abruptly Henry almost stepped on her heel.

She turned casually toward the tracks, as if simply arriving at her usual waiting spot, and let her eyes wander up to the train information board they’d just passed beneath. With her head, she gave the tiniest nod, for Henry’s benefit, toward the group standing a dozen feet farther down the platform. He yawned ostentatiously and snuck a peek, but couldn’t figure out why, of the hundreds of travelers they’d already passed, these three had caught Molly’s eye.

“Backpack,” she whispered.

He looked more closely. One of the men, who looked about forty and none too friendly, was wearing a rucksack decorated with patches: a blue St. Andrew’s cross, a red lion on a yellow background, and a circular red badge saying, “ABERDEEN FOOTBALL CLUB 1903.” The lion was reared up on his hind legs, tongue lolling out; the drawing was stylized in a way that reminded Henry of woodcuts.

He realized he was staring and blinked away just as one of the other men noticed him. Not even the briefest hint of a smile, as customarily happens with accidental eye contact. Henry felt chillingly unimportant.

The man turned back and they bent their heads over a tourist map. One of them tapped his stubby index finger on the paper while looking at the others, who nodded, and all three turned to head up the steps. Not a word had been spoken. He remembered the fat rat: “Takes two or three of them. They don’t say nothing.”

Molly spun toward him, sticking out a fist. “Quick. Rock-paper-scissors.”

“Huh?”

“You don’t wanna follow, but I do, so let’s be fair.” She lifted the fist and waited for him to do the same.

“Rock, paper, scissors, SHOOT.”

Henry, confused, thrust out his fist and vaguely echoed her pumps, but left the hand in the same position. Molly chose paper, and covered his fist with her warm fingers.

“I win! Let’s go.” She pulled him toward the stairs until his feet noticed and started stumbling forward. He felt dizzy: thrown into a panic by the moment of stony Scottish eye contact, discombobulated by Molly’s out-of-nowhere challenge, and charged up by the brief yet electrifying touch of her fingers on his hand—a limbic thrill which immediately twisted into sorrow as he remembered, for the two hundredth time, that this romance was not to be. Lacking any sense of volition, he trailed along in her wake.

As they rounded the landing, they spotted the men one flight up. All three had unusually short hair for men of their age, proper buzz cuts, yet didn’t look particularly military. One was wearing a denim jacket whose sleeves had been ripped off. The other two, shorter but more heavyset, wore gray and black hoodies.

Escaping the subway’s harsh soundscape of squealing brakes and blaring announcements would ordinarily bring relief, but on this occasion the sunlit world was equally cacophonous and nerve-jangling. As Molly and Henry stepped out onto the sidewalk, they were assaulted by half a dozen car horns expressing driverly annoyance in every flavor: irregular angry braps, insistent pulses at a steady, vehement tempo, and two or three drivers who just leaned unyieldingly on their horns, calmly willing to inflict their rage on the whole block without respite until the traffic started moving again.

The blockage was to their left. A beer truck had parked carelessly while unloading; the equally large postal van behind it couldn’t squeeze by, and two blocks of stopped traffic had lost patience. The three grim men they were following took advantage of the congestion to cross midblock, filtering between stationary cars and frustrating the designs of one taxi who was trying—pointlessly—to merge into the equally immobilized adjacent lane. The cabbie stabbed at his horn as the men sidled around his bumper; it was loud but they didn’t react, so he leaned out the window to remonstrate with them.

One of the men pulled a vuvuzela from his backpack, pointed it at the cabbie, and unleashed a painfully piercing B flat which briefly eclipsed all the other horns combined. The blast lasted maybe two seconds, though it felt longer. The cabbie cursed and whipped his head back into the car; the men laughed and continued across the street. Henry wondered if laughs could betray an accent, but he hadn’t heard them well enough over the pandemonium.

Traffic being deadlocked, Molly and Henry followed a similar route to the far side of Broadway. The three men clustered at the corner of 60th Street, once again consulting their map. Molly stopped fifteen feet back and took the opportunity to check her phone. Her eyes widened.

“Henry.”

She rotated the phone: the blinking dot was essentially on top of them. He looked at the tough guys. There was no way, not even with a clarinet, that he’d take down a single one of them.







Chapter 15

The Scots didn’t loiter long before turning west, toward the river. Henry and Molly did their best to tail them without being noticed. It was a challenge, as the men sauntered more slowly than typical New Yorkers, scanning around and peering into shop windows and squinting up at the tops of buildings. If they hadn’t looked quite so rough, they might have been run-of-the-mill tourists. (Or “Meanderthals,” as an impatient colleague of Henry’s dubbed the breed. In the Christmas season, cheerfully shuffling herds of them impeded pedestrian traffic all over Midtown.)

Matching their leisurely pace was easier after Henry developed a useful limp. Every time the gap narrowed to less than twenty feet, he stopped to wince and rub his knee. Molly laid a solicitous hand on his shoulder.

“I know you love the game, honey. But Dr. Kostic’s right: racquetball’s a lot easier on the joints.” He grunted dismissively and they started off again.

One of the men swiveled his thick neck toward them and nudged his neighbor. The Scots were backlit, walking into the late afternoon sun, so it was impossible to see whether he’d focused on Henry or something else. Henry felt his heartbeat accelerate. Were there absolutely, positively no photographs of him on that phone?

Just after crossing Tenth Avenue, the three men veered left and clumped down a couple of steps into an establishment named Houlihan’s. Molly poked him and glanced significantly toward the window in the door. A small sticker, haphazardly placed in the lower left pane, featured another red lion rampant on a yellow background.

“Scottish flag. It’s gotta be them!” She shivered with the thrill of it.

“I’m trying to be as excited as you!” Henry squeaked, matching her pitch and cadence. Then he dropped his voice. “Except, holy-shit is winning out. Bodies, Molly! These people drag bodies around!”

“Yeah,” she admitted. “There is that. Do we go in?”

Through the door they heard clatter and raised voices and commotion—typical pub noise but with an edge, more than just Happy Hour vibes. Henry and Molly faced off, hovering. It was clear she was ready to follow the strangers into the lion’s den, but wasn’t going to push him.

Henry dug deep. She’s had a rough day, he reminded himself; this crazy mission is helping her blow off steam. Which is what friends do. (Friends, he reminded himself sternly.) And it’s crowded in there—safety in numbers. It’s not like we’re gonna confront anyone, or start a rumble, right?

Right?

“Okay, let’s—”

She began at the same time. “I don’t mind if we—”

They both stopped. Then Molly grinned. “You first!”

He grinned back. It was impossible not to. No face on the planet splashed so much joy into the world.

“All right. Ground rules: please don’t challenge anyone to a duel.”

She nodded. “Fair enough. Ground rule two: if anyone hits on me, you’re my husband.”

He dutifully laughed, though it felt like a knife in the ribs. “Ground rule three: no haggis.”

“Done.” She gave him a playful punch in the bicep, and they headed down the stairs.
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The residents of Aberdeen, on the coast of the North Sea, have been hollering at their football players for at least four hundred years. A 1636 account by schoolteacher David Wedderburn even features play-by-play in Latin:


Excute pilam ut ineamus certamen. Age, huc percute! Tu tuere metum. Praeripe illi pilam si possis agere. Age objice te illi! Occurre illi! Repercute pilam! Egregie.

Kick out the ball so that we may begin the game. Come, kick it here! You keep the goal. Snatch the ball from that fellow if you can. Come, throw yourself against him! Run at him! Kick the ball back! Well done.



Latter-day Aberdeen fans have been less erudite, and less polite. A roar of disgust erupted as Henry and Molly poked their heads tentatively into the pub; near the door a huge slab of a man glared directly at Henry, threw up his hands, and shouted, “Fooking heid the bawl, bampot!”

Henry flinched, but apparently this advice was intended for the player on the screen above the bar, where Dundee United and Aberdeen F.C. were vying in the quarter finals of the Scottish League Cup. Fans of both sides had descended on the pub: most of the patrons wore red for Aberdeen, but a tightly packed Dundee crew in orange and black bristled in one corner.

The brass and dark wood paneling, the heat of the crowd and the cloying smell of spilled beer made the atmosphere overwhelmingly masculine and intimidating. Henry felt like a child, a boy surrounded by men doing men stuff. He tightened his face into a small, inexpressive point and nodded curtly at the shouter, as if to endorse the wisdom of his proposed tactic, but the round-shouldered fan had already turned back to the screen.

Henry’s self-consciousness was magnified by the presence of Molly at his side; no man wants to be observed in an environment that lays bare his beta status. But it seemed she too was trying to pluck up courage, daunted by all the testosterone thickening the air. Henry assessed the options and made for a marginally less crowded corner on the left end of the bar, where sightlines to the screen were poor. Molly followed. The three men who’d led them to Houlihan’s had commandeered a small table on the far wall and were already equipped with pints. Behind the bar, a hard-eyed woman swiped two empty glasses off the counter and piled them carelessly into an overflowing bus tub.

Virtually every patron in the pub was facing in the same direction to watch the match, so it was easy for Henry and Molly to scan faces. The progress of the game could be tracked in their expressions: alert attention, flicker of annoyance, eyebrows shooting up, quick gasp, a rising shout that warped into a groan, back to careful watchfulness.

Molly leaned in toward Henry.

“In my brief experience with soccer, this is all that ever happens. Actual goal-scoring takes place like once or twice an hour. Bring a book if you ever watch one of our games.”

He nodded. But just then a whistle blew, a card was thrown, and the whole Red Army were on their feet hurling invective at the screen. The Halloween corner quietly smirked like a collection of jack-o’-lanterns. Just as quickly, all noise fell away and the bar was dead quiet. Henry was caught in mid-word, replying to Molly, and bit it back when his own voice became audible. On the screen, a penalty shot was imminent: Dundee’s player withdrew a few steps from the motionless ball, eyeing the Reds’ goalkeeper, who stared back ferociously.

Seizing the opportunity, Molly pulled out her phone and swiped at the screen. She tapped and showed it to Henry: “Calling Henry Parsons…”

“Let’s see who’s got it!” she whispered. A short dark-haired man next to her turned and scowled.

They listened in the tense silence. Quiet, synchronized inhalation began as the kicker approached the ball. Just before his foot touched, a phone began to ring… behind them. Molly spun around but the sound was lost in an explosion of jeering: the Aberdeen keeper had improbably saved the penalty and passed the ball quickly to his wingback, who was legging it down the field.

A shout went up, and fell into a rhythm. It took a couple repetitions to make out the words: “The sheep are on fire! The sheep are on fire!”

Molly grabbed Henry’s elbow. “That guy! In red!”

Not such a helpful identification, but Henry figured out who she was referring to: a youngish ginger-haired man, who squinted at a phone and then cupped it to his ear.

Henry shook his head. “Not my ringtone!” he shouted, leaning in.

“What?”

“Coincidence! Not my phone!”

Her face fell and she checked her own phone: the outgoing call still hadn’t been picked up.

“Worth a try.”

Over her shoulder, behind the red-haired red herring on his phone, Henry caught the gaze of another man in the shadows—bearded, with a cap pulled low over his forehead. This one was flat-out staring at them. Definitely right at them. After a beat, the man raised his eyebrows sardonically, touched the brim of his cap in a lazy salute, and shifted his attention back to the screen.

Before he could mention it to Molly, he felt a cold splash on his back and arm. The hard-eyed barmaid, banking around them with a tray full of empties, had cut the corner a little close and the puddle of loose beer on her tray sloshed directly onto Henry. Molly saw it coming but couldn’t warn him in time.

“Sorry luv,” the woman said, not sounding the slightest bit.

“Oh man, bad luck!” Molly dabbed at him and then gave up. “You’re sopping. Go rinse it out at least.”

“No way I’m leaving you alone in here!”

“Pssht! I took the same class as Jackie, remember? Bathroom’s back there.” She shooed him, pointing toward the sign.

Henry was reluctant, but the beer had soaked through his shirt and was starting to drip.

“I’ll be fine! Go!”

The bathroom, after he managed to snake his way through the crowd, was cleaner than expected. He didn’t want to take his shirt off completely so he ran some water through the sleeve and wrung it out, then awkwardly leaned sideways over the sink and stretched his shirt tail away from his back, toward the faucet. He was absorbed in the task and didn’t notice as the door opened behind him. When he turned, he almost bumped heads with one of the hoodied Scots they’d followed from the subway.

The taller one in ripped denim loomed behind, standing between Henry and the door. Both were rolling cigarettes, tapping tobacco from a small tin and lining it up in the crease of the paper with a practiced flick of the fingers. The first finished his roll-up, looked coolly at Henry, and lit it. Behind him on the wall was a sign citing Local Law No. 152, the NYC Smoke-Free Air Act: violators of the law could be reported by dialing 311. Henry had no phone and certainly no inclination to tattle, but couldn’t help thinking that his former phone might be mere inches away, for the first time since it slid from his pocket onto the cold wet gravel of the abandoned subway track in the kingdom of rats. He stopped breathing. Had the murderers recognized him—the phone owner, the subway tunnel eyewitness—all the way across the bar? Maybe they found his name somewhere in the device, and linked it to a photograph online?

“Whoops, sorry!” his mouth chirped. He didn’t remember authorizing that communication, which sounded beyond idiotic.

No response at all. Both men were now watching him with lizard eyes, drawing on their cigarettes with otherwise motionless faces. He was close enough to see where the buzz cut stopped and cheek stubble began.

Neither had spoken a word yet, to him or to each other. The nearer one tipped his head toward the door, an unmistakable “Fuck off if you know what’s good for you” gesture, and let a thin line of smoke escape his lips.

Henry knew the appropriate line of dialogue here, if Denzel Washington were delivering it. “Gentlemen, I believe you’re carrying an item which isn’t yours. I’ll just have that and be on my way.” He could hear it clearly in his head, that inimitable voice.

Instead, of course, he ducked submissively and scuttled around them toward the door. He braced and internally cringed as he turned his back, but no blow arrived and he escaped into the chaotic bar as the door swung shut.

One part of his mind was angry and frustrated at this craven retreat. Every other sector pushed back with firm conviction: “The real Denzel would do exactly the same thing. Don’t be an idiot.” But the visceral shame was hard to shake.

He couldn’t dwell on it, though. Across the room the mysterious, bearded man had emerged from the shadows and was tapping on Molly’s shoulder. Abandoning self-recrimination, Henry made a beeline toward them, in time to hear the man inquire—in a lovely brogue, that goddamn brogue!—“Wot yer drinkin’, lassie?”

“Aren’t you sweet!” Molly replied, with apparent sincerity. “But I’m with him.” She tucked an arm through Henry’s elbow and sighed contentedly. On the screen the football action had briefly paused, allowing one limping player to be supported off the pitch. The crowd in the pub splintered into half a dozen heated debates.

The bearded man swiveled his eyes beneath the brim of his cap and considered Henry sourly. “Bang tidy, this’n. Wot sort o’ gommy leaves ’er dry?”

“This sort o’ gommy!” Molly enthused, leaning her head into Henry’s shoulder. “My favorite kind. He’s bang tidy too.”

Cap Man scoffed and turned away.

“Is bang tidy a good thing?” Henry asked.

“Let’s decide it was a compliment, and not investigate further. I have something to show you.”

She proffered her phone, and Henry bent down to see the screen more clearly. The find-my-phone app was up. A little blinking light was moving slowly down Broadway.

“Fifty-First already,” Molly said. “Nine blocks away.”

“Oh.”

“So… we may have chased a goose.”

He nodded. His heart was still racing from the bathroom encounter.

“Also, check out our geese.” She pointed across at their three suspects, now reunited at the table by the wall. Like the other patrons, they were arguing about the last play. In vigorous, vehement sign language.

Henry tried to process this.

“Plenty of deaf people use their voices,” Molly said slowly. “But with each other? Those guys at West Fourth Street—”

He shook his head. “They spoke. They did not sign.”

“No.”

“So.”

She ventured a timid grin. “So… we had a little adventure, right? We got some culture, and even took in a sporting event.”

Henry’s mind flashed back to meeting the Scots—if they were even Scottish—rolling cigarettes in the restroom. Running the memory back, he couldn’t recall a single word being spoken. Apart from his own bleats.

“Honestly, though,” Molly added, “I don’t need to see the end of the match if you don’t.”

“Nah, I’m good.”

“Should we go feed Gracie instead? I still have questions for her.”

So they left. As they headed up the steps, a cheerful chorus broke out. It sounded vaguely like the old Shaker hymn “Simple Gifts,” though the lyrics were altered:


Stand free, wherever you may be,

We are the famous Aberdeen,

We don’t give a fuck, whoever you may be,

We are the famous Aberdeen.









Chapter 16

They walked quietly for two blocks east toward the subway. Henry couldn’t shake the feeling of being followed, but saw no one. Finally he slowed and stopped.

“I have to ask. What was the game plan there?”

Molly looked sheepish. “I really don’t know. I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay,” he said, automatically. “But seriously: even if my phone had been right there in the pub—what were we going to do? Demand it back? Throw down? Stand up on a chair and yell, ‘Hey everyone, those guys drag bodies around and might be murderers!’?”

“You’re right.”

“You have—” He paused as emotion seized his throat. Swallowing, he continued. “I’m amazed by your courage, Molly, all the time. It’s truly admirable. I have to be honest, though: I can’t match it. There’s no way all this…” He gestured dismissively at his own physique, reasonably sized but hardly threatening, and shrugged. “I’m not the guy for that.”

“No, you’re right. I don’t know what I was thinking would happen. I tend to… agh, I don’t know.” She sighed. “I’m always charging off. I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay,” he said again. “That’s you, that’s your heart. It’s awesome. But even Don Quixote had Sancho, who was good for a couple of whacks. Warriors need warriors, Molly. Heroines need heroes.”

“Oh, I’m no warrior… and I definitely don’t need heroes. I need wise men. I need more Henries and Gracies in my life. But I scare them off.” She fiddled restlessly as she spoke, rotating a ring on her pinky, eyes averted.

Henry didn’t know what to say to that. A cool breeze blew from behind, perhaps off the Hudson. A man with a long pole emerged from the shop to their right and began winding down a faded blue awning.

Molly seemed to be wrestling with herself, but then set her jaw and looked up.

“I don’t want to overstay my welcome, if you’ve had enough crazy for the day. I can head back to Brooklyn. I’ll be fine.”

Brave words, but Henry wasn’t convinced; she sounded even sadder than in her email that afternoon. A wave of tenderness and simple affection swelled his heart. Not infatuation: there was, for the first time, no romantic tint to this surge of feeling… he simply sensed her vulnerability and knew all too well how that felt.

“But Gracie,” he pointed out. “She’s expecting you for dinner.”

The corners of her eyes crinkled first, and then that smile filled her face, and all the romantic colors came exploding back and he thought, “Oh shit.”
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This train was every bit as crowded as the previous one, so they parked themselves by a vertical pole and hung on. Just as the train pulled out, Molly’s eyes widened and she poked Henry in the ribs, looking over his shoulder. He craned his head to scan around but couldn’t spot what had caught her attention. When he turned back questioningly, she stuck her tongue out and wiggled it like a lizard, or perhaps a snake.

Snake it was, when Henry managed to casually reposition himself and lean on the pole, surveying the middle of the car. A rail-thin young woman wearing five shades of black and twice as many tattoos had stepped aboard and taken a seat by the door. Her eyes shuttled back and forth between thick strokes of eyeliner, daring anyone to ask whether the huge Burmese Python draped around her neck and shoulders was legally permitted on the subway. The snake’s body was thicker than the woman’s forearm; it had to be seven feet long at least. Those commuters who weren’t lost in a post-work stupor eyed it briefly, noted the hostility of its owner, and slid their gazes away.

Where the sorceress was taking her serpent—and whether it was indeed legal to do so on the B train at rush hour—Henry couldn’t begin to guess. Life in Manhattan was like that: constant surprises. He watched with curiosity as the snake rearranged itself, moving in slow motion. The tattooed woman reached up, stroked its head, and muttered something to it that Henry couldn’t hear.

Molly poked him again, and leaned into his ear. “What do snakes talk about?”

“No idea,” he murmured back. “This is the first one I’ve seen. Well, since… you know.”

“Okay, what’s this one talking about?”

He angled his head toward the exotic duo, but the rattle of the subway car was too loud. “Can’t hear anything.”

She nodded. “HOW MANY MORE STOPS, FRANK?” she bleated suddenly, in a loud, abrasive tone. “DID WE PASS THE TIME SQUARE?”

Oh lord, Henry thought. At rush hour, subway etiquette is paramount: no one’s happy about being jammed up against total strangers, so the unspoken rule is that you stand still and occupy as little volume, physical or aural, as possible. But tourists don’t know the rules… so now, apparently, they were tourists.

“FRANK?” Molly rasped again, enjoying herself. “WE CAN’T MISS OUR STOP! OH LOOK—THERE’S A MAP OVER THERE.” She flung a finger toward the wall behind the tattooed woman and her snake. “THAT’S NICE OF THEM. CHECK THE MAP, FRANK, CHECK THE MAP!” She pronounced it like “myap.”

He grinned and shook his head, capitulating, then switched on his own best Ohio twang: “’Scuse me! Pardon me, big guy comin’ through. I’m so sorry, ma’am, could I just squeeze…” He wriggled between commuters (who scowled and edged back the barest minimum courtesy would allow) until he was positioned by the tattooed woman’s shoulder. There he squinted and moved his lips slightly, pretending to be so absorbed in map-reading that he didn’t notice the snake at all.

Nothing yet. To buy time, he laboriously dug a slip of paper out of his pocket and consulted it, as if checking directions. Then he looked up and froze. The python had quietly risen and was staring him in the eye from five inches away.

Henry held very still before remembering that constrictors don’t strike. To stay in character, he said to the woman, “Well, I’ll be darned! Don’t see that every day, do ya?”

The left side of the snake-owner’s head was shaved bald, revealing an elaborate tattoo of a scythe which was hooked over her ear and ran down the side of her neck. She stared forward magisterially, giving no indication of having heard Henry at all.

The snake, however, was prepared to share some opinions.

“One finds,” it began, in a rolling, rotund, professorial voice, “that the primary driver of adolescent delinquency is neither poverty, nor substandard education, nor ‘institutional racism,’ whatever that loose term means. The truth no one wishes to acknowledge is that youthful offenders invariably come from homes which lack a positive male role model.”

Henry glanced back at Molly and nodded. Her eyes sparkled.

“In such an environment,” the snake continued with assurance, “how could any growing boy be expected to cultivate the Masculine Attributes—by which we mean integrity, courage, perseverance, and above all insight—in order to step into nature’s appointed role as the head of his own household? What single mother, no matter how gentle and nurturing, could provide such guidance? The distaff…”

Henry turned back while the snake was still ranting. “FIVE MORE STOPS!” he brayed at Molly, bringing the message home with five stiff fingers gesticulating above his head. He had upped the stakes by cranking his volume twice as high as hers, and was undoubtedly heard by all two hundred people in the carriage, from one end to the other. Half a dozen commuters, startled, shot him annoyed looks.

She grinned in disbelief at his gutsiness. He was surprised too, blood rushing to his face as he made his way back; the flash of reckless competitiveness had come out of nowhere. But the amusement and respect in her eyes felt pretty damn good.

“So,” Molly said when they finally got off the train and could drop the charade, “first of all, well played. Second of all: what did the snake say?”

Henry nodded. “The snake explained how all our societal problems can be laid at the feet of single mothers.”

“No shit?”

“Mm-hm. Seems snakes are chauvinists. Or at least this one.”

“Animal jerks come in all flavors,” Molly said wonderingly. “That’s one I hadn’t predicted.”

“Yeah. Straight-up misogyny, hiding behind the usual faux-academic scholarship.” Even the snake’s antediluvian views couldn’t dim his spirits, though, strolling companionably through the city with Molly and taking great swigs of her ebullience. This bender might hurt tomorrow, but he was going to enjoy today, dammit.

Ahead, some children were playing on the sidewalk. One crouched and hid behind a mailbox at the curb; the others hadn’t spotted him yet. Molly caught Henry’s eye, put a finger to her lips, and crept up until she was only inches behind the boy.

“BOO!” she roared. The child leapt and corkscrewed in the air, then goggled up incredulously at this adult stranger. His friends, who had spied the stranger’s approach at the last moment, fell apart with laughter. Molly reassembled her face into a bland, grownup gaze, smiled vaguely at the hooting children, and continued past them while saying to Henry, “Our analysts are very concerned re the Nasdaq futures, though. It may be action time for leveraging our liabilities.”

“Yes,” he said somberly, trying to keep a straight face. “The markets had a rough day.”
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Gracie was excited to see Molly, who promptly sat cross-legged on the living room floor and implored: “Sensei! Teach me how to live my life!”

The Pomeranian offered no enlightenment, or at least none Henry could translate. Still, both seemed content with conventional human/dog interactions, ear-scratching and rough-housing and playing tug-of-war with an old sock Yaryk had sacrificed for the cause. Henry, remembering last night’s panic, surveyed the living room carefully but nothing seemed amiss.

He went to the kitchen, took stock of the pantry, and called back, “Should we order dinner from somewhere?”

“Saag paneer,” Molly sang out instantly. “Poori. Pilau rice.”

“Excellent. But I’ll need to use your phone.”

She walked into the kitchen. “It’s my treat, too, if you’ll do the ordering. I invited myself over.”

“Don’t be silly,” Henry protested, but she waggled a stern finger in his face. She sat at the kitchen table while he ordered just to make sure.

After hanging up, Henry said, “That’s very kind, thanks. Forty minutes, they say. Should we check on my wayward phone?”

“Hand her over.” She took her own phone back, pulled up the tracker app, and squinted. “Ninth Avenue and Thirtieth now. Your phone gets around!”

Henry knitted his brow. “Penn Station maybe?”

“Ugh, Penn Station at rush hour on a Tuesday.” She wriggled comfortably in her chair. “I am very grateful to be here instead.”

“I’m glad you’re here too.” And he was. There was heartache mixed in, but Henry had accepted half-portions of happiness throughout his life. He was used to making do.

“Can I have a bite of your tea?”

“Oh my gosh.” He looked down at his cup with surprise and dismay. “I made it so automatically, I forgot to offer you any! How rude. Let me make you a whole cup of your own.”

“Nah. I’m not usually the tea type, to be honest, but I should try a sip. You know, to see if I’m a grownup yet.”

He provided a spoon, but she didn’t put it in the cup right away. Instead, she tapped the back of the handle quietly on the kitchen table, gazing toward the refrigerator. Her eyes looked sad.

“Wrong spoon?” he ventured at last.

She smiled and examined it. “No. This one’s my favorite, of all your spoons.” She sighed. “I’m just… well, it’s the thing I wanted to vent about. From work today.”

Henry put his elbows on the table and waited.

After a pause she went on. “I’m me. I’ve always been me. Even at work, I’m still me. But today one of my colleagues told me I need to be more grown up. She said that my, quote, ‘impulsive antics, while amusing, undercut the professional tone of the office.’”

Henry raised his eyebrows. “She said that?”

“Yes. After I hid two sheets of pre-doodled letterhead—just two sheets, mind you—in our photocopier tray.” She traced absent-mindedly on the kitchen table with the spoon, holding it upside down like a pen. “Just as a joke. Everyone there is so earnest, all the time—and yeah, we tackle serious issues, we help people get food and housing and health care, but does serious have to mean humorless? It drives me nuts. So I do little things.”

“What was the doodle?”

Another smile. “We have a logo on our stationery, a stylized outline of two kids with their hands in the air—like they’re dancing or celebrating or something. Just from the waist up. So I added a little squiggly sea, as if they were treading water, and drew some legs underneath.”

“And a shark,” Henry guessed.

She looked up, surprised. “Yes! A big old shark, ARRR, swimming up at them from the depths. So now the waving arms look like panic.”

Henry snorted.

“I was kind of proud of the shark,” she confessed. “I didn’t know I could draw a whole one. At first I just had the usual, a dorsal fin above the water, but it was funnier to see the whole fish ambushing them from below. Lots of teeth.”

“Oh, I wish I’d seen it. That’s awesome.”

“It was not awesome,” she corrected him. “It was ‘childish’! And a ‘waste of corporate resources’!” She lifted the spoon and bounced the convex side gently off the bridge of her nose. “I don’t want to be a grownup, Henry.”

“Huh.” He reflected for a moment, retrieving his mug to sip on it. “Actually… well, I wasn’t there, but I’d say you’re the real grownup in this scenario. At least you can hold two ideas in your mind at the same time.”

“Which two ideas?” She reversed the spoon and nuzzled her nose into its bowl, trying to withdraw her fingers and leave it hanging, but it slipped and she caught it.

“One: what your organization does is important and good. Two: laughing is equally important and good, because it binds people together, and that’s what makes organizations work.” He shrugged. “Sounds like your colleague can only hold onto one of those ideas at a time, so she has to quarantine them in separate parts of her day. Like a kid who freaks out when one food touches another on their plate. Maybe she’ll grow up someday.”

On the third attempt, the spoon finally stayed in place. She rotated her head very slowly toward him, spoon dangling, eyes smiling in triumph.

“One: Tada! And two: you are a lovely man, Henry. That does make me feel better.”

“You look like an anteater. With a prosthetic robot nose.”

“That was the goal, right from the beginning,” she assured him.







Chapter 17

After dinner and a short walk for Gracie, they came back upstairs. Gracie leapt onto the couch, planted herself in the middle, and waited as they dutifully sat on either side. She stretched out luxuriously and they both scratched.

“Double strokes! This dog is getting spoiled.”

“Mrs. Peabody feeds her salmon for dinner. We’re probably just standing in for the usual masseuse.”

“Damn.” Molly observed Gracie with new respect. “So this is how the one percent of dogs live.”

“Roses were red!” blurted Dzedka from his tank on the wall, giving Henry a start. Neither of the fish had spoken up all day. “Violets were blue. But I, young and foolish, did not treasure you.”

Lazavik was ready straight away. “Roses, the sunset. Violets, the sky. Your voice in my ears: the sweetest lullaby.”

Henry snorted and Molly looked at him with puzzlement.

“It’s the fish,” he explained.

“No way! Are they trash-talking again?” Molly perked up. “Give me a play-by-play! I did notice that Lazavik seems back in fighting trim.”

“Oh! I forgot to tell you. Yes, Lazavik’s all better… but his health scare caused them both to reflect and discover their true feelings.”

“Wait… they’re not enemies anymore?”

“True love,” Henry said solemnly. “It’s a bit saccharine, to be honest. They’re like teenagers.”

“So all that feuding was just… suppressed, forbidden affection?”

“Apparently.”

“Awww!”

“Last night they wrote a sonnet together.”

She drew her knees up onto the couch, opened her mouth, and shut it again. “Your life, Henry,” she said at last, shaking her head. “Your life—it’s like nobody else’s.”

Henry nodded and they held eye contact a beat longer than usual. He almost got trapped, but Molly’s phone vibrated and broke the moment. She glanced down, grimaced, and slid it into her pocket.

Henry flashed back to sitting on this same couch two days earlier, holding that same phone as it flashed the single sentence which so quickly burned itself onto his retina. All the coziness and comfort of the evening drained away. It felt like the air between his clothes and skin instantaneously cooled to a shivery chill.

Friends, he reminded himself dully. We are just friends, hanging out with a dog.

“Ugh.” Molly sighed and gave Gracie a circular scratch on the crown of her head, between the ears. “I hate how texts arrive, and suddenly they’re more important than the people you’re with? I don’t know why I check every time.”

Henry said nothing.

“Have you heard anything from Mrs. Peabody?”

He shook his head. “She couldn’t reach me anyway, ’cause no phone. She might even be back by now—I should have knocked on her door when we came in.”

“I wish her a quick recovery, of course, but I’ll miss having Gracie around.” She tickled the dog under her chin. Gracie panted contentedly.

“Should we go see?” He felt jittery, anxious to escape.

“Nah. I’m comfy. And so is Gracie.”

“I keep forgetting to get a new phone.” That was inane, he thought. Why would she care?

“I like you without a phone. Makes me feel useful. Do you really miss it?”

Henry reflected on that. “Not as much as you’d think, to be honest. Except I never know what time it is. If only they’d launch a tech device that simply tells time, nothing else. Small enough to carry around.”

“Yeah, they should do that. You could strap it to your arm or something.”

Her phone buzzed again, and she rolled her eyes but didn’t pull it out. Henry felt wretched.

“Do you cut your own hair?” she asked abruptly.

He blinked in surprise. “Does it look that bad?”

“No, no!” she laughed. “I just… I don’t know what boys do. Do barbers still exist? That sounds like such an old-fashioned word.”

“They still exist.” He ran his fingers self-consciously through his sandy hair. “I pay a gentleman named Samuel to cut my hair… maybe three times a year? He probably started when ‘barber’ was hip teenage slang, though—he’s like a hundred years old. It worries me when he brings sharp objects close to my head. Snip snip, there go the ears.” Shut up, shut up, shut up, he said to himself. You’re babbling.

Molly smiled. “How long have you been seeing Samuel?”

“I guess since we moved to this neighborhood? A couple of years. Before that I went to a place off Jamaica Avenue, in Queens.”

She nodded. “I’m trying to break up with my hairdresser too. But I don’t want to move to another borough to do it.”

He was confused. “Break up?”

“You know. Give someone else a shot. So I’m letting it grow out a bit. But he doesn’t take a hint.”

Henry’s mind stopped.

“I was super-regular there,” Molly went on. “Always came in on the fifteenth of June, fifteenth of September, etc. So he noticed when I didn’t show, and he’s been trying to wheedle me back. I answered a couple of times, but I don’t anymore. Is that rude?”

“Is he…” Henry trailed off, heart thumping.

“He won’t give up! Runs the shop like a diva—you’d think he was a celebrity chef or something. He enjoys being outrageous and flirty with all his customers. And he bosses you around. In June he saw three gray hairs on my head and wanted to call in a SWAT team and dye it right then and there. I had to really tussle with him. Maybe he thinks it’s all about that. But you know?” She shrugged. “I just like to mix things up.”

Gracie lifted her head and eyed Henry. “We see through filters always,” she reminded him. “Yet remember it as truth.”

Molly stroked her fur. “Translation?” Then she saw his face. “Oh. Was that sermon just for you?”

Henry’s mind was racing, trying to reassemble the past two days. Eventually he said, “Yes. A sermon for me… about not seeing the world through my own defeatist mentality.” And with embarrassed eyes firmly fixed on the carpet, he confessed what he’d seen on her phone Sunday morning, at the tail end of their very long fourth date.

Molly laughed, and laughed, and wiped her eyes, and laughed some more. She tried to speak, spluttered, and laid a hand on his shoulder while she recovered.

“Yeah, I can see it,” she managed at last. “‘The smell of my hair,’ oh my gosh. It would look like that.”

“I’m really sorry for invading your privacy. It just buzzed, and startled me, and I saw it.”

“Henry, you can invade my privacy anytime. You do more interesting things there than I do.”

Her hand was still on his shoulder. Their eyes met, and this time she didn’t let his go.

“Also,” she added quietly, “I don’t go on many fourth dates. I’m picky that way.”

“Roses are blushing,” whispered Dzedka. “Violets shiver. A bouquet of new feelings I’m afraid to deliver.”

Henry said, “Oh, shut up, Dzedka.”

Molly looked suspicious. “Are the fish feeding you lines now? Like Cyrano?”

“Definitely not. They’ve had more practice with dissing than this new lovey-dovey stuff. It shows.”

“Then you’ll have to write your own. Mr. Henry Parsons.”

It was obviously time for a kiss. Even Henry’s pessimist was nodding grumpily in his cell, acknowledging defeat. But he held the moment, feeling his heart expand slowly into every extremity, warming his scalp and his fingertips and the soles of his feet. Those laughing, warm eyes. Her hair, swaying gently. The slender hand, resting on Gracie’s side which rose and fell slowly. He leaned an inch forward.

An enormous crash came from the window as two booted feet swung through. Henry and Molly both jerked their heads toward the sound; Gracie bolted to the floor and under the couch. The entire lower sash of the window popped out of its casing and fell onto the floor, glass shattering although the wood stayed intact. With an inarticulate, garbled roar, the intruder scrambled to his feet and launched himself at Henry while they were still rising. Molly shrieked.

Henry reflexively leapt back and upward, but his foot slipped on the couch cushion and he collapsed awkwardly on his side. One flailing arm tagged the lamp, which teetered and fell onto the floor. The room plunged into darkness, illuminated only by the hall light around the corner. Henry felt coarse hands grasping for his neck as the weight of the larger man crushed onto his hip. He rolled and struggled to free himself. The man was shouting, but it was all so blurred and chaotic that his brain couldn’t work out the words.

In the midst of the thrashing he tried frantically to see where Molly was, and if she was safe, but couldn’t locate her until the assailant suddenly barked in pain, hunched his shoulders, and briefly loosened his grip. Over the man’s dark form flashed the silhouette of Molly gripping the small end table, legs pointed toward them like a lion tamer’s chair. She had just walloped the stranger over the head. “Fffflbucking… shlut!” the assailant bellowed. With one foot he kicked the little table backward, and Molly stumbled and fell onto the floor.

Henry heard a shout from the hallway and thought with despair: both of them here? One up the stairs, one through the window? But there was no time to process that as the Scotsman was redoubling his attack.

And then, just like that, he wasn’t. He was motionless, one arm twisted behind his back, eyes wide open, gagging. Someone else’s elbow was wrapped around his throat. The Scotsman seemed to slowly levitate up and away from Henry and then spun like a pinwheel and landed heavily, face down, on the coffee table. The newcomer used one foot to efficiently pin the assailant’s forearm against his own spine, reached down to pry out the other arm, tugged it across the first, and sat on them.

By the time Molly had extricated herself from beneath the end table, the action was over. There was a brief interval of quiet after all the clatter and shouts, and then Yaryk’s calm voice: “No mangos, Henry? Instead this man goes… crazy?” He chuckled with pleasure at his own pun.

“Yaryk?” Henry gasped, breathless.

Molly crossed to the doorway and switched on the overhead light.

Yaryk was seated nonchalantly atop the Scotsman, who lay groaning, face pressed into the coffee table, immobilized under the Belarusian’s weight. A breeze wafted through the missing window. The broken lamp had rolled around to the wall, where Molly stood gawping; behind her in the hallway Yaryk’s suitcase lay on its side. Gracie was nowhere to be seen but the star-crossed piscatory lovers placidly floated in their tanks as always.

The Scotsman wriggled weakly, muttering something Henry couldn’t hear. Yaryk, still sitting on the man’s back, lifted his gaze and pursed his lips thoughtfully. “Henry my cohabitor. This new furniture is not so plush and relaxed like your couch. Maybe you have rope?”

Henry was speechless.

Molly recovered first. “Yes. Henry has rope. Brand-new rope. Where’s your rope, Henry?”

He couldn’t digest that quite yet. “Are you okay?” he said to Molly.

“I’m fine!” As in the subway tunnel, once the immediate danger passed she was her own self with startling speed. “I got to clobber someone with a table, like in the movies. Your dates are always the most eventful! Where’s your rope?”

Henry stood and found his backpack in the corner where he’d slung it on Sunday. Yaryk watched as he withdrew fifty feet of neatly coiled climbing rope, and whistled in approval.

“Henry! Your preparations are professional! So this attack was not such an amazement for you? You know this gentleman?”

Henry started to uncoil the rope. “It’s a long story.”

“Please, I can,” Yaryk said, and took the rope from him. With practiced ease he shook the whole coil loose and gathered back about twelve feet of it. Staying seated, he made a small loop in the center, flung it forward and neatly snared the Scotsman’s feet, which he yanked back and up. Then he slid himself a couple inches toward his adversary’s head, wound the rope swiftly around the man’s wrists, fed the loose end through the foot loop, and stood up. In one smooth motion, the rope pulled taut and the hogtie was complete. He bent one last time to tie it off and stepped down from the table. The whole procedure took about four seconds.

“Aghhhh,” moaned the Scotsman.

“Sh, sh,” Yaryk advised him. “In this situation, it is best not to blabber blabber. You must consider strategy of negotiation.” He brushed off his hands, sat on the couch, and crossed his legs comfortably.

“Yaryk…” Henry trailed off.

Molly grinned. “Superb timing! Yaryk, you are the ideal housemate. Where did you develop such skills?”

Yaryk bowed his head modestly. “I have complex job,” he allowed, “which takes me many locations; I meet many people.” He shrugged, as if the connection were obvious.

“But…” Henry’s heart was still thumping. “That was like… a ninja! Are you a ninja?”

“A geisha??” Yaryk retorted, offended. “I am proud Belarusian, not elegant Japanese!”

“No, no—” Henry began, but Yaryk was on to the next thing.

“Now, who is this disgracious man? And why has he uninstalled our window?” He propped his feet on the Scotsman’s hog-tied back and turned his head to Henry expectantly.

Henry blinked at Molly, who gestured him to go on. So, he explained. He told the whole story, though he glossed over the rats and other talking animals; the tale was implausible enough already.

Yaryk listened without comment to the end. He seemed impressed by their intrepid trek through the B train tunnel. “You went inside? Into the land of the trains?”

“Yes. It was the only way.”

“There are always other ways, after the only way,” Yaryk mused, “but I agree this was best way. Very brave!”

“Molly gets the credit.” She gave a mock scowl and flicked her hand dismissively, bouncing the praise back.

“And your phone? You still have none?”

Henry shook his head. Yaryk turned to the man on the coffee table and performed a quick but thorough pat-down. He found a phone and displayed it to Henry, who shook his head again. Yaryk set the phone, a wallet, and a set of keys on the table next to the hog-tied man.

“No phone, I am so sorry. But these Scotch men, though: where do they obtain such bodies?”

“No idea. I’m not sure I want to know. But we called it in to the police.”

“Ah,” said Yaryk. “Shame.”

Whatever he meant by that was lost, as the bound assailant—who had been watching and listening to this exchange with increasing befuddlement—finally spoke up. “Whoda fuck ya callin’ Scotch, ya cooch?” he rumbled hoarsely.

There was no lilt at all in his voice. There was a fair bit of Long Island.

Yaryk raised his eyebrows and glanced at Henry. Then he bent forward and gently lifted the man’s head, so they could see his features more clearly.

Though flushed and bleeding slightly on one cheek, the face rang a vague bell in Henry’s memory. Yaryk’s too, apparently. He laid the head back down, covered the man’s eyes for a moment, and pointed noiselessly toward the ceiling with a questioning look in his eye.

Molly watched them, mystified. And then the doorbell rang.
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The woman at the door was someone Henry had chatted with in the basement laundry room once or twice. Her name was Jan, and she wore a lot of flannel.

Jan surveyed the room, taking in the broken window, the fallen lamp, Henry’s disheveled appearance, and the hog-tied prisoner on the coffee table. She said, wearily but without rancor, “Oh, for Christ’s sake.”

The man’s head jerked up from the table. He twisted but couldn’t see her.

“Jan?” he slurred. “Why you—”

“Honey, please start with what the fuck happened here,” said Jan firmly.

“Why you doin’ thiss?” He groaned again. By now it was clear that the man was neither Scottish nor sober. “This cockshucker comes aroun’, you lock me out? You gettin’ a little on the side?”

Jan rolled her eyes and turned to Henry. “On behalf of my inebriated, imbecilic, infantile husband, who apparently can’t count to four, my sincere apologies for your window. And your lamp. And your peaceful evening. I heard the noise and came down as quick as I could.”

“Jaaaan!” wailed the man. “Why you lockin’ me out?”

She ignored him. “I didn’t lock him out,” she explained to Henry, Yaryk, and Molly. “He just can’t remember which key goes into which hole when he’s drunk. Double entendre intended. Also, when he’s drunk, he’s an asshole, which is why he is supposed to not drink.”

“You’re one floor up?” asked Henry.

She nodded. “Fourth floor. Fourth!” she emphasized, addressing her husband. “Jesus, Wilbur, this doesn’t even look like our living room. And you thought I was her?” She regarded Molly appraisingly. “You should be so lucky.”

Wilbur hung his head. “You don’ need no one else,” he mumbled.

“When he’s SOBER”—Jan spoke conversationally to Molly, but shouted the last word sideways to her husband—“he’s a great guy. Good job, handy, loyal, all that.”

Molly nodded affirmingly. “First impressions aren’t everything!” she said brightly.

Jan eyed the rectangular gap in the outside wall, through which distant city noise floated, and poked with her foot at the window sash on the floor. “Tomorrow morning,” she predicted, “my husband will be camped on your doorstep, with all his tools and a pounding headache and mortified apologies, and he will repair your window and replace your lamp and repaint the whole damn apartment if you let him. And send you out to a very nice dinner somewhere, without his company this time.” She sighed. “Maybe you can let him get to the window at least before the cops take him away for a couple of days. It’ll be faster than waiting for the super.”

Yaryk listened to all of this with interest. “Your country,” he whispered to Molly, “is not like mine. Marriage very different here!”

“I’m not sure…” Henry stopped to glance at the others. “Do we even need to call the police?” Why don’t I feel more outrage, he wondered? The guy just attacked me! But the relief upon discovering Wilbur wasn’t a Scottish assassin was so overwhelming, it left him in a forgiving mood.

Molly turned to Yaryk, who brought his fingertips formally together and opined, “With policing people, there are no short conversations. Only long long parley, lots of questions, blih-blih-blih.” He shook his head.

Jan was baffled. “Are you serious? He climbed up the fire escape and broke into your apartment!”

“I know, but…” Henry gestured at Wilbur, now passed out and snoring. “True love makes people do dumb things.”

“Also vodka,” Yaryk inserted.

“If he can really repair it all…?” Henry directed this at Molly, worried she might think him a wimp for not pressing charges. But she cast her eyes skyward, twitching her fingertips as if to brush off some small, immaterial thing. If anything, she seemed pleased.

Jan looked at the three of them in turn. “You guys are way too sweet for this town,” she said at last. “But Wilbur will definitely paint the whole apartment, and fix your dishwasher for the next ten years. He’s kind of like that. Except when he’s like this,” and she prodded him with her foot.

“We can carry him to your right home,” Yaryk offered. “The rope, however, we should want back. It is good rope!”

“Of course,” said Jan. “We’re not into that kind of thing anyway.”
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Between them, Henry and Yaryk managed to lug the loose sack of Wilbur up two flights of stairs and into Apartment 4J, which indeed (as Henry had occasionally wondered) featured an identical floorplan. The couch was even in the same place, albeit a different color. Entering the living room was an odd sensation, like in one of those movies where a time traveler finds his home occupied by strangers with their unfamiliar furniture, pictures, children, etc.

At Yaryk’s suggestion, they’d left the unconscious Wilbur hog-tied while carrying him—the ropes provided useful handles—but after they laid him on his bed, Yaryk loosened the knots and re-coiled the rope, presenting it formally to Henry with both hands.

“Excellent rope! Top knots, as they say!”

Wilbur snored peacefully, mouth sagging open, and his wife covered him with a blanket.

“What I was actually doing,” she said as they walked back toward the door, “while Wilbur thought I was canoodling with you guys, was baking him peanut butter cookies. I reckon you earned them instead.” She went to the kitchen and came back with a tin that she presented to Henry, who didn’t protest too hard. They looked awful good.

“These are awesome!” Molly confirmed, when they got downstairs and she tried one. “It’s getting late, but I’ll take three for the road.” She turned to Henry and said, “Your phone is still at Thirtieth Street. Hasn’t moved since dinnertime. And Gracie is under the couch: seems calm but I think she’d appreciate some explanation before she comes out.”

Yaryk said, “You are okay, Molly?”

“I’m peachy!” she proclaimed. “Another heart-pounding date with Henry!” She grasped him firmly by the ears and delivered a loud smooch on the nose. “My action hero… who comes home with cookies. What more could a girl want?”

Hand on the doorknob, she turned back to Yaryk. “You’ve planted a notion, by the way. Brace yourself.” And she whirled out the door.

From under the couch came a voice, bleating plaintively. “Fisticuffs!”







Chapter 18

Yaryk volunteered to work from home the following morning, thus allowing a sobered-up and (as predicted) profusely apologetic Wilbur to begin repairing the window. He’d been camped outside the door with his tools, abashed and desperately keen to make amends, since 7 a.m.

Before Henry headed off to the subway, however, Yaryk pulled him aside. “I am cogitating for Lazavik and Dzedka: will hammering and odors of paint be thriving for fish?”

Henry looked at the Lilliputian lovers. Their hemispherical glass tanks hung on the side wall of the living room, barely six feet from the broken window. “It might be traumatic,” he agreed. “But if we take them down, how do you stop the tanks from tipping over and spilling? Like, how do you keep them vertical?”

“There is clever design!” Yaryk held up his index finger, eyes sparkling. “Mr. Fishmonger showed me. Normal mount is for vertical wall, reminiscing two breasts—what we have. But alternately, dual fish suspend together from any ceiling as beautiful globe! We may hook and dangle them in my boudoir today, away from cacophony.”

So Henry set his travel mug down and, following Yaryk’s instructions, carefully slid Dzedka’s half-globe off its wall mount. He hugged it to his chest, striving to keep water slosh to a minimum, while Yaryk unhooked Lazavik’s. It was easier for Yaryk because he didn’t hear the fish declaiming their final words.

Dzedka went first. “The cataclysm long dreaded has chosen this day! Our worlds are shaken, surely shattering; the remaining minutes brief and precious. And yet—how can it be?—within my chest, I feel no pricks of fear but only a vow from my racing heart: in the life to come, our souls shall unite at last.”

Henry held as motionless as he could. Even so, miniature tsunamis bounced from glass wall to glass wall, rippling across the surface. Dzedka had retreated to the very bottom of the tank, his orange color more vibrant than ever. He reminded Henry of a glowing coal just blown upon.

Lazavik replied from the other tank, his voice quavering. “My bones dissolve in terror… but lo, your stiff courage fills their space, preserving my very form. Ah, Dzedka, Dzedka! Only the prospect of embracing your spirit on the far side can bear me safely ’cross that mystical border twixt known and unknown.”

“Okay, asunder!” Yaryk led the way into his bedroom.

Standing by the window, the Belarusian braced Lazavik’s bowl temporarily against one hip—Henry blanched to see mini-surf splashing against the glass, knowing the petite poet’s panic—while he reached up to remove a hanging Boston fern from a hook on the ceiling. He set the potted plant on the windowsill and turned back to Henry.

“And now, we join their halves! It is like nuclear bomb. But we hope not. No critical masses!” he said sternly to the fish.

Sure enough: on the flat side of Lazavik’s hemispherical tank, Henry saw a horizontal groove with a parallel protrusion, matching a similar but inverted pair on the back of Dzedka’s. Once each tongue was carefully aligned into its matching groove, the half-globes slid neatly together and became a sphere. Henry held it upright on the floor while Yaryk threaded some picture wire through the reinforced tab on the north pole, knotted it, and looped the other end over the ceiling hook.

“Now we watch. At last, this sun can rise!”

Sitting on his bed, Yaryk pulled hand over hand until the wire was taut. The globe tipped two degrees forward, then eased off the carpet, swaying very gently, and floated upward until only eighteen inches of wire separated it from the ceiling; the aquarist jumped up to tie off the end and hopped back down to admire his handiwork.

“For today: a safer home, my friends!” he assured the fish. “You will appreciate! Just, no attacking through wall.”

Indeed, both fish had swum immediately to the flat side of their respective tanks, now a vertical plane dividing the globe, and were gazing eye to eye. Their entire lives had been spent three feet apart… as of this moment, only half an inch of glass separated them.

Henry was almost sorry he hadn’t disclosed his new linguistic gift to Yaryk, for the tearful joy of the tiny lovers was touching. No words at first—just gasps of delight traded back and forth, each startled again and again by how close the other’s gasp sounded.

Finally Lazavik managed to whisper, “All portents lie: The light on that hitherto distant shore far exceeds our most radiant imaginings. ’Tis truly you? This glowing flame, filling my eye?”

Dzedka was overcome and unable to answer for a moment. “The pains of death are as nothing now,” he croaked. “A brilliant sapphire I see, faceted beyond compare, perpetually cut and reshaped by the master jeweler into new scintillations, yet never diminishing. No other need ’til eternity have I, but to watch the play of light upon my love.”

Jeepers, Henry thought. I guess this new setup is okay by them.

But to Yaryk, he said only: “Great idea! I’m glad they won’t be troubled by the noise.”

“Yes! And while I work this day, I witness them float and it meditates me. Still, though—there is separate distraction.” He frowned. “Cookies. Too many! You will take some with?”

“Definitely,” Henry promised.
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It was Wednesday again, another all-staff meeting in the conference room, but no one supplied any offspring to liven things up. Wilfred Conger lovingly proffered every data point of the week, admiring each statistic from multiple angles, and the clock on the wall ticked slower and slower until Henry was sure the second hand had come to a complete stop.

He wasn’t the only one pinching himself to stay awake. These metrics might represent actual income for partners like Wilfred, but not for the salaried employees in the room; it was hard to share the chair’s keen enthusiasm. Attention had briefly perked up a few months back due to a surreptitious bingo game, using cards of Jackie’s devising, which presented various possible combinations of the weekly totals. Roughly two-thirds of the room were playing at its high point. Alas, that running tournament dissolved following the infamous occasion when Marty Hankstraw, from HR, forgot himself and burst out, “BINGO! BINGOOOO! What do I win???” in the midst of Wilfred’s summation. After that, it was back to the traditional strategy for mid-level employees at the weekly meeting: thoughtful, self-insulating meditation and silent mantras.

Today, though, Wilfred tapped on the table toward the end of his monologue and pivoted to a grander, more expansive tone. “There’s one datum I’ve held for the end, because it calls for particular recognition. The firm’s week-over-week receivables attributable to the proprietary Waite-Conger algorithm jumped by… wait for it… seventy-four percent this week!” He clapped vigorously and beamed around the room. Applause was apparently expected, so everyone uncrossed their arms and played along.

“We owe this unexpected windfall,” Wilfred continued as the clapping rapidly tailed off, “to the diligence and sharp eyes of one of our most junior employees. Though perhaps not junior for long! I give you… our very first employee-of-the-month: Mr. Jayden Stroop!” He gestured down the table at Jayden and beckoned him to stand up.

“It takes tireless dedication and business acumen to ferret out errors of accounting. Thanks to Jayden, one of our clients corrected a tabling error that had gone undetected for months, resulting in a reconciliation payment—which Jayden delivered to me in person yesterday—well into five figures. Bravo, Jayden!” He raised his hands and clapped again, provoking another grudging round.

Jayden ducked modestly and rotated his wrist with a mock royal wave. He avoided Henry’s eye.

Well, how about that? Henry thought sourly. There ya go. All of Wilfred’s disgruntlement about that irate Fordham call evaporated the moment a check arrived, proving Henry was right about the discrepancy. And Jayden took the credit. He pressed his teeth together and tried to stay calm, but anger gathered and simmered. Anger at this Jayden and all the other goddamn Jaydens in his life, stretching back to elementary school—the ones who pushed into line, who elbowed gentler souls aside, who trampled heedlessly over anyone and everyone in pursuit of their own selfish goals. That endless parade of shameless, smug, unjustly celebrated jerks.

He blinked and focused straight ahead. He laced his fingers in his lap and squeezed his knuckles tightly against each other, keeping his face impassive.

“Jayden,” Wilfred said avuncularly, “we have a minute. Why don’t you share with everyone how you caught the error, so our whole team can keep an eye out for similar scenarios?”

“Of course! Glad to.” Jayden finally sat down. He lifted the stack of paper in front of him and tapped its edge on the table, straightening it out. “The, uh—how can I put it? The salient feature in this instance was simply… the suboptimal gap between performance and expectations, in the relevant sector.” He grinned toothily around the room, and cast a quick glance toward Wilfred to see if this explanation would suffice.

It did not. “But more specifically: which factors tipped you off?” Wilfred leaned forward encouragingly.

“Well… these receivables, of course. And the amortization…” Jayden coughed and flipped through papers. Henry thought, incredulously: he’s playing for time. Doesn’t he grasp the charts enough to bluff, even?

“Non-operating revenues, always worth a look.”

Christ. He hasn’t a clue, Henry realized. He’s just been rubber-stamping these reports for months, with no concept of how they work.

Eleanor sat up, frowning, and turned toward him. “Henry, you used to go over these weekly reports back in the day. Which areas got your closest attention?”

Heads swiveled his way. Jayden kept his eyes on the papers in front of him.

What now? Henry felt put on the spot. Stay vague, with the excuse that it’s been a while? Lay bare what Jayden had done? Or just… dry and factual?

He sighed. “The most important column, the one I always checked first, was the external resource pulls. Deviations are usually negligible, but since the figures there are generated by a third party—the client’s ISP—it’s another angle on what’s going on. If you see an increase in resource pulls that’s not reflected in the weekly summation from the client itself, that’s a red flag.”

Nods around the table, and two or three pens scribbled. Eleanor said, “Well put, Henry.” He acknowledged her with the barest minimum of a nod, and her gaze rested on him for a couple seconds longer than usual.

The meeting moved on—or trudged in more circles, anyway—for another forty minutes. Henry heard almost none of it. He was focusing on his breath and trying to tamp down resentment, though flickers of temper kept escaping like flames around a door. Employee of the Fucking Month.

At last they were released. Jayden beat a quick exit down the opposite hallway, perhaps anticipating Henry might come after him with a stapler. Before Henry could consider the prospect or choose his weapon, he felt a small tap on his shoulder.

“Henry.” It was Eleanor. “Could I have a word?”

At any time, in any workplace, that was a phrase which didn’t bode well.

Henry nodded and replied brightly, “Of course!” while his mind lurched away from its current grumbling to rapidly review the past few days’ activity, searching for any balls he might have dropped. Shit, what could it be? He followed Eleanor to her office, where she beckoned him in… and shut the door. Oh lord, he thought: another bad sign.

“So.” She tossed her folder onto the credenza and sat behind her desk. “Anything else you might want to mention about the Fordham situation? Please, have a seat.”

This brought him up short. He wasn’t expecting yet more grief about the Fordham call; surely the big fat check made that all moot?

“Like,” she prodded, “how that tabling error ‘went undetected for months’…”

He blinked and drew a big breath, heart starting to race again.

“Oh, relax.” She chuckled quietly. “You are not on the hot seat. I just had a hunch, and am curious to hear your thoughts.”

Henry cast about, but the only thoughts delivered by his stuttering mind were irrelevant and unhelpful. Like: this is a really comfortable chair. He tried to bat them out of the way.

Eleanor smiled. “You may be blunt.”

Belatedly, her tone penetrated his mental static. Perhaps he wasn’t being scolded? The feeling of relief was short-lived, though, as he recognized Jayden’s peril… which abruptly twisted him 180 degrees. One morning’s moment of rage faced off against a lifetime of empathy, and the needle spun crazily. It was perverse, but now Henry’s instinct was to downplay the situation and keep Jayden out of trouble. Still, how do you dance around the fact that the kid hadn’t done his job, and then bluffed and lied in a company-wide meeting?

He wondered what Gracie would advise, if she were lying comfortably at his feet here in Eleanor’s office, and then caught himself. Pomeranians, he thought sardonically: setting the gold standard in corporate ethics for three hundred years.

But a Gracie-ism came to him anyway: All dance partners deserve respect. Dance with the facts, not around them.

Jayden had screwed up. That was the undeniable fact. Would covering for the kid make him a better person? Would it help their company?

He sighed, and met Eleanor’s eye. “Your hunch is correct. I’m not sure what Jayden’s been doing with those reports since they were shifted to his portfolio, but if he read anything, it was only the headlines. He brought me last week’s because Monica had him temporarily on L&E.”

Eleanor nodded. “So in fact, you caught the discrepancy.”

“Yes,” he said simply. Such direct honesty, consequences be damned, felt refreshing.

She tipped her chair back and considered him thoughtfully.

“Henry, you’re a class act,” she said at last. “I appreciate your candor here, and also your discretion back there.” She hooked a thumb over her shoulder, toward the conference room. “That was the bigger-man move. No need to string someone up publicly. But clearly, we do need closer supervision for our junior employees.”

She stood up and extended her hand to Henry, who rose to meet it with surprise. It was a firm handshake, reminding him of the afternoon four years ago, in this same office, when he was offered the job. “I’ll let Wilfred know where the credit properly lies in this instance.”

“Thank you,” he said. And meant it.
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The glow of that interaction, of having finally spoken up for himself rather than ducking conflict, lasted all the way back to his desk. There he found an email from MC_Nail, with the subject line “Movin’ back up.”


Your phone, that is. Currently at 72nd on the West Side. Four days and still powered on, so they’re not playing data-heavy games!

Last night was rollicking fun, and I so appreciate your listening to my rant and being wise. I feel miles better. Please note, though: you are not required to insert two minutes of terror into every date. I hope Gracie reappeared, and your overexcited neighbor made proper amends this morning.

Also, Yaryk! I’m hatching a little plan and will need your help. I’ve got a big deadline at work but can we do something this weekend?



“Hell, yes,” Henry said aloud—then looked around, embarrassed. But his neighbor, assuming he was on a call, didn’t even look up.

The news that his phone was once again roving the city was unsettling. Even if the Scottish murderers hadn’t actually threatened him in a bar yesterday, or crashed through his window last night, they were still out there, somewhere… and they knew where he lived. Was this their move, at last?

Having witnessed Yaryk in combat mode the previous evening, Henry was less concerned that his housemate working at home might be in jeopardy. Still, he sent a quick email heads-up, just in case.

Yaryk’s reply sent him reeling:


My dear, dear Henry, I have sorrowful notes. Letter from Mr. J’lai Stephens, Condo Board President, just having slid under door. Mrs. Genevieve Peabody of Apartment 4G is past. Complications, the letter says, though I do not know this illness.

It is so sad, I am sorry to be telling you. I cannot tell Gracie—you can?

Yaryk



Henry read the whole message twice, in shock.

Mrs. Peabody, gone?

Death had never struck close for Henry. His parents were still hale and hearty in their late fifties; his grandparents, who had retired to the Pacific Northwest, passed away before he ever got to know them. At age five he’d watched a neighbor get carted off in an ambulance, and heard later that the man died, but it seemed just another weirdness of the adult world.

Mrs. Peabody was a lovely, articulate lady who couldn’t have been more than sixty. Henry had a fuzzy mental timeline for life stages, yet surely that was a long way from the prepare-for-death chapter. Oh my gosh, her students at the school today—what a weird and traumatic experience, to lose your teacher so abruptly! How would they find out? Did the principal have to come and tell them?

He sat back in his chair. Yaryk’s email blurred together on the screen; the paragraph seemed too small to contain such news. Around the office, people bustled away at various tasks, their bodies still digesting breakfast, their lungs inflating and collapsing, their brains carrying memories and thoughts and impulses. The very state of being alive seemed suddenly strange to him. What were all of them doing here? What did it matter?

He wished he could talk to Molly, but she’d mentioned being on deadline and he was loath to dump anything more in her lap. He stood up and walked instead. His legs took him to the elevator, the water fountain, the photocopier, the conference room, the back stairwell, and finally the balcony, which was vacant. Rainclouds had threatened all morning; maybe the smokers were taking a breather today. (This phrase, overheard in his thoughts, sparked a brief smile: Molly would like that.) He sat cross-legged on the metal grate of the fire escape, rested his head against the side of the building, and watched the brooding, restless sky.

Gracie had lost her human. He wondered if she’d be able to grasp the finality of it, the permanence of absence. How did dogs grieve?

For that matter, where did orphaned dogs go?

Maybe Mrs. Peabody’s relatives would take her in. That prospect provoked a second flash of sorrow; he couldn’t imagine never seeing Gracie again. She might be a yapping horror to all his neighbors, but Henry had witnessed another side of her, and the canine philosopher had quickly taken up residence in his heart.

A pigeon dropped from above and landed a few inches from his right knee. Clearly a veteran of city life, with no fear of human beings. Henry looked at the bird balefully.

“Not now,” he said. “Please, go be awful somewhere else.”

The pigeon flicked its head to one side, eyeballing him. Many city pigeons were bedraggled or misshapen, but this one seemed whole and healthy—even, in a weird way, handsome. It stood close enough for Henry to appreciate the green and purple contour feathers which subtly tinted its neck, and the segmented texture of its orange feet. No, more like red: true orange glowed in the avian eye, a circular flame that brightened toward the center until it was abruptly blocked by the black pupil, like an eclipsed sun.

The pigeon hadn’t said anything, just watched him alertly. Now he felt unexpectedly glad for its company.

“She was a good person,” he told the bird gently, hoping not to spook it away. “I didn’t know her that well, but you can tell.”

The pigeon spun its beak around, poked roughly at the feathers on its tail, and jerked forward to face him again.

“It feels…” Henry paused. “Unfair.” Wind swirled around the building’s corner, sneaking up his sleeve and giving him a shiver. October soon.

“Here’s the thing,” advised the pigeon, in a startlingly deep voice. “What you’ve got to remember is—”

But whatever it was Henry should remember he never learned, as the door banged open and a man burst out, snapping into his phone: “Never! Never in a million years, bro!”

The pigeon fluttered sideways with a squawk, caught the air, and wheeled away. Henry watched it leave with regret, then looked up while trying to quell his annoyance. This was the smokers’ balcony after all, their only refuge.

It was Jayden Stroop.

He hadn’t spotted Henry yet, who was seated to the left with his back against the brick. The employee of the month scowled and leaned one hip on the thin railing of the fire escape, running his free hand repeatedly through the longish hair at his collar.

“Fine,” he growled at last. “Your choice, your loss. Don’t come whining.” He hung up, jammed the phone into his pocket, and barked “Asshole!” at the sky. Then he dropped his head and noticed he wasn’t alone.

Henry had the advantage of time to arrange his face into a suitable “So-this-is-awkward-but-here-we-are” demeanor. Jayden, with no such warning, flitted through a series of rapid expressions: startlement, recognition, recollection, alarm, and craftiness, before settling finally on false bonhomie.

“Henry! Pardon my French, I didn’t see ya down there!” he chirped. “You took up smoking, or is this our falling-down balcony too? Anyway,” he rattled on, “that was well-played back there. You win. Man, I got chewed out something fierce! But it’s okay, it’ll blow over, bounce-back is my middle name, you know? I actually—”

“Jayden,” Henry said calmly. Somehow, although he was looking up at his nemesis, it felt like he had the upper hand. Jayden stopped immediately.

“Yeah huh?”

“I didn’t ‘well-play’ anything… because we’re not playing a game. I’m not winning, you’re not winning, hopefully no one is losing. Life doesn’t work like that. There’s no score. We’re just a bunch of human beings trying to get stuff done.”

Jayden crinkled his eyes and tried to follow this. It was not the lashing he’d braced for.

“What I’m saying is, relax. Stop trying to be the MVP. In grownup life, no one is more V than anyone else.” This little homily was as startling to Henry as it was to Jayden. Since when had he become a dispenser of wisdom and tough love?

Jayden tucked his thumbs nervously into his pockets and tilted back self-consciously. “Okay, okay. I get it. You’re right, we should have carried that check into the big man’s office together. It’s the old kindergarten thing. Gotta share, right? Share share share!” He shrugged, adopting what he probably thought was a winning grin. “I’m still working on that. Young and hungry, ya know?”

Henry shook his head. “You’re not listening.”

Was that really him, being so crisp? But when you truly stopped caring what someone thought of you, when they’d forfeited any right to that… it felt tremendously liberating. So much easier to say what you believe, straight out. Maybe it would even help.

“You’re not listening,” he repeated. “Be young and hungry, sure. But not hungry for winning, or terrified of losing. How would you even know? When does the score count? Who blows the final whistle?”

Out of the corner of his eye, Henry noticed the deep-voiced pigeon had returned, perching on the rail at the far end of the balcony to observe this exchange. Impulsively, he borrowed the rock pigeon’s words.

“What you’ve got to remember is this…” he began. He paused, and his mind went blank. What had the pigeon been about to say?

What should Jayden remember, really?

What had Mrs. Peabody remembered, every day for six decades, that made her life worthwhile? What did Molly and Yaryk and Jackie and his confident kid sister seem to know instinctively?

A few leaves blew up from the alley tree below. One landed on the slats of the balcony and stayed in place, spinning. The pigeon watched him.

“You’ve got to remember,” he said finally, “that all we have is each other—the people we like being with. Collect those folks. And be a person other people want to be with; none of the rest matters.”

The pigeon leapt onto a passing breeze and sailed nonchalantly away. Jayden looked uncertain.

Henry pulled himself to his feet, grasped the door handle, and added, “You might not grok all that for a while. It’s okay. Hold onto it, until it makes sense.” And he headed back to his desk.







Chapter 19

Around 3 p.m., another email arrived from MC_Nail:


Henry, real quick between meetings—I just checked on your phone and it’s moved all the way up the West Side, not far from your neighborhood. I’ll keep you posted.

—M



That was weird. Henry couldn’t understand why the phone was still promenading around the city. Why hadn’t the Scots gotten rid of it? Could it be lying forgotten at the bottom of someone’s bag? Either way, he willed the phone and its new owner to keep cruising north, right out of town. “Yonkers is pretty,” he mumbled quietly to himself. Or Canada.

As he was pondering this, two sets of lavender fingernails folded over the divider next to his desk, and he looked up at them curiously. The head which rose into view was Jackie’s.

“Boo,” she said conversationally.

He smiled. “What’s happenin’?”

“Just wanted to check in, see how you’re doing. Also…” She slid her eyes conspiratorially left and right before poking her chin farther over the wall to stage-whisper, “I may have another prospect for you!”

It took a moment to grasp that she was referring to a romantic possibility, not a new corporate client. “Oh,” he said, embarrassed. When had they last spoken? Monday afternoon, on the balcony, when he’d told her almost tearfully that someone else had Molly’s heart. Was that really only forty-eight hours ago?

“That’s only if you’re ready, of course.” She tilted her head solicitously. “I don’t want to rush you. But my neighbor’s cousin is visiting from Phoenix and—”

“Um,” he interrupted. “Jackie, I may have been… overly pessimistic on Monday.”

Her eyes slowly widened. “Reeeeeeally?”

“Yeah. I just, um, misinterpreted something. Nothing’s happened yet,” he added hastily, before she could kick into a victory dance, “but maybe it’s not disastrous.”

“Forget the cousin, then,” she said breezily. “I do rebounds too, but they’re way less fun. So tell me: where? are? things? now?” Eyes batting, she nestled her chin between her knuckles.

“You look like Humpty Dumpty.”

She chuckled and wobbled her head precariously as if it were about to fall off the wall. “But don’t change the subject,” she warned him.

“Oh, and did you see the Mets game? Aren’t you a big Mets fan?”

The pinky fingers fluttered, and a grin spread across her face. “Well, this side-stepping is the best news of the day. Along with that blush. You just keep on ducking and weaving, Mr. Henry Parsons; I’m gonna go set up your registry.” She offered a fist-bump, which he gamely met, and skipped away.

Henry wondered: am I actually blushing? The thought only deepened and prolonged the blush, of course. He was unaccustomed to being the subject of gossipy speculation.

He sat with that warm feeling until he remembered Mrs. Peabody’s passing… and then felt guilty that such a tragedy could slip his mind even for a moment. What an emotional roller coaster, this day! Plus the drama of the morning staff meeting too, and fretting about his restless phone. Fodder for a Murray session, once upon a time… but to be honest, Gracie was a better listener.
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Before heading home, he checked his email one last time, and was glad he did. There was a new message from MC_Nail, with the subject line in all-caps: “ON YOUR STREET.”


Henry, this is creepy as anything but the phone is on your street. And it’s stopped moving.

I’m stuck here until late or I’d invite you to crash at my place. Maybe sleep somewhere else tonight? Or is that paranoid? I’m kind of worried for you. At least you have Yaryk and his navy seal moves on your side.

—M



Christ, he thought, as a jab of fear hit him in the stomach: they’ve come at last, lying in ambush. Where else could I stay?

His college friend Nick lived in Queens and probably had a spare room. But they hadn’t been in touch for a while and he hated to impose… and was equally reluctant to explain his predicament. There was Yaryk to consider as well; he felt guilty for inviting danger into their home, upending his roommate’s life as much as his own. Maybe a hotel? Crazy expensive, and they’d never allow Gracie.

In his heart, rising panic battled with surging annoyance. After days and days of jumping at false alarms—the bathroom encounter at Houlihan’s, the terrifying home invasion—why now, damn it?! He was fed up with tension, and tired of hiding from the Scots. What was the point of crawling through those subway tunnels anyway, he thought grumpily. No one cared. We should have left the rats to dine in peace.

All this roiled in his mind as he reflexively followed the end-of-day playbook: shut down his console, slide his chair in, ride the elevator down, step out of the building, walk toward the West 4th Street Station.

He stopped. So where am I going right now?

And irritation finally won out: fuck ’em. It’s my home, and I refuse to be scared away. That’s not what this town’s about, right? The rats and pigeons are fearless, the police horse stands his ground, the dogs at the dog park hold their own. When someone pushes our animals around, they push back. You can too.

He had one key advantage, he reasoned, of which the Scots were presumably unaware: He was forewarned. They wouldn’t get a chance to surprise him. Head uptown, stay discreet, see if you can spot them lying in wait, and then call the cops. After all, they were in possession of stolen property (his phone)—maybe the whole ball of string would unravel after that.

He carried on toward the subway with resolve.
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As the train rattled north, Henry’s belligerent mood ebbed and settled into perspective. This approach was risky, yes. But probably the best chance he’d get to escape the tense uncertainty of these past four days. He couldn’t live with constant apprehension for the rest of his life, flinching whenever he heard a lilt or a trilled R. Being stalked was a situation without precedent, and his standard survival strategy for the past twenty-eight years—twisting and contorting himself to avoid the slightest hint of conflict in any area of life—was not going to work. These folks were actively seeking confrontation, so it was inevitable. At least he could pick the time and place.

In addition to knowing their location, Henry was banking on one more advantage: they probably didn’t know what he looked like. At least, the odds were against it. Henry had never taken a selfie (in fact, he rarely used his phone camera), so there were no photos of him in the phone. He wasn’t on social media, and didn’t rate high enough at Conger & Associates to have a headshot next to his bio on the corporate website. All the Scots had was the address his mom had spilled. They’d have to wait for their target to reveal himself, by entering the apartment, before making a move.

Still, to cover his bases, he rode the train one stop farther than usual and doubled back on a southbound train. If they had somehow lucked into a photo and were watching the platform, they would surely focus on the northbound trains packed with rush hour commuters heading home. This downtown train was practically empty, only five people in the entire car.

At his station Henry waited until the subway doors were about to close before stepping out. He scanned quickly in both directions, and then caught himself: don’t act like a person who anticipates surveillance. Be more subtle.

He blended into a small clump of people flowing up the stairs and through the turnstiles, walked half a block south, and veered impulsively into a bodega. Anyone tailing him would have to linger on the sidewalk, or enter the establishment themselves. Inside the store he cut swiftly left, made his way to the far wall, and peeked out between boxes of ramen in the window display. No one loitering. And the street door remained shut.

Still, he was reluctant to leave. This familiar corner store, with its bins of produce and friendly Yemeni clerk behind the counter, felt safer than the street. Do we need anything, he thought? Yaryk had mentioned olive oil running low, so he bought a bottle. He braced himself and ventured back onto the sidewalk, where it occurred to him that a heavy glass bottle in a plastic shopping bag might come in handy as a defensive weapon, too. If he were jumped.

As he approached the white marble stoop of his own building, his whole body tingled, trying to detect anything out of the ordinary. He’d never used his eyes so intently before. Wasn’t this the essential function for which eyesight evolved in the first place? Hunting prey, or avoiding predators? He felt a flash of ancestral connection.

Maybe he could throw them off by acting like a visitor, not a resident. He leaned back and pretended to check the street number. There was no one within half a block when he finally climbed the steps and unlocked the door.

Out of habit his feet turned toward the bank of mailboxes in the lobby, and then he paused. The mailboxes were numbered. He’d be outing himself.

But c’mon, he was alone. No one in the lobby, no one on the street behind him—it seemed a negligible risk. Just to be sure, though, he rested his hip against the wall, blocking any view of the particular mailbox he was opening.

A small package fell out, as happened almost every day; Yaryk bought all his endless toiletries (plus fish food) on Amazon. He stacked it atop the bills and circulars, and then stopped.

The mailing label was handwritten, and addressed to “Henry Parsons.”

For a panicky moment, he thought: letter bomb?

Christ, some perspective, please. Still, he braced his feet and pointed the top of the package away from his face while peeling back the tape.

Nothing exploded. No acrid odor, no hiss of escaping sarin gas, no plume of white anthrax powder.

He turned it gingerly toward him. The object inside was bubble-wrapped, but not so much that he couldn’t see through the plastic. It was his phone.

They’d mailed it back. Just like Mom said.
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Upstairs in the apartment he was walloped by the smell of fresh paint, powerful enough to thrust the package briefly out of mind. The newly reinstalled window looked glorious. Yaryk showed him, with delight, how Wilbur had finally fixed the sash so it moved smoothly and weightlessly. “He has bought all the ingredients himself!”

Then he turned serious, facing Henry and laying a hand on his shoulder. “But the news on Mrs. Peabody: it kicks my teeth. So poignant.”

“Yes.” Henry sank onto the sofa. “Thank you for writing to let me know.”

“Of course.” Yaryk sat on the facing papasan and crossed his legs.

Henry was still recovering from his tense, cloak-and-dagger approach to the apartment, followed by the anticlimactic discovery of the mailed phone. But Mrs. Peabody’s death took precedence, so he set those feelings aside for the moment. It was humbling to recognize he’d spent days fretting about a phantom threat, all while she bravely faced genuine mortality in the hospital.

“I knew her injuries were serious—still, the procedure sounded common enough, like routine surgery. Such a shock. It didn’t even occur to me…”

He trailed off as Gracie loped in from his bedroom. The dog leapt lightly up onto the couch and settled next to him, curling her body into a neat oval. He stroked her side. She delivered a courtesy lick and shut her eyes in pleasure.

Yaryk observed her sadly. “How do you relay a dog such news? Can she ever grasp?”

Henry was also wondering how to put it. Sometimes it seemed Gracie was following human conversation, but he was never certain. Her Delphic utterances always felt obliquely relevant, that was all. He gathered her up and sat her on his lap, face-to-face.

“Gracie,” he said. “Dear, sweet Gracie.” He swallowed and went on, trying to steady his voice. “I am heartbroken to tell you this, but Mrs. Peabody has passed away. She will not return from the hospital.”

Did she understand?

“She had surgery, but she didn’t recover. Sometimes this happens.”

Gracie blinked, and looked down. She licked him on the elbow but said nothing.

“What will portend for Gracie?” Yaryk stretched over to ruffle her fur. “Can she abide with our family here? With comrades Dzedka and Lazavik?”

Henry met his eye. “Would you be okay with that?”

“Okay? It would be honor!”

Henry smiled and scratched Gracie on the head. “Yes, I think so too. But we don’t know if Mrs. Peabody’s family has a plan already.”

“Does she have family?”

“She mentioned a sister. Otherwise, I don’t know. I don’t even know if she was ever married, or had kids.”

“It is strange,” Yaryk mused. “What we never inquire, and then regret. These are things to know about a person, important things…” He trailed off, and then abruptly burst out, “Henry! Were you married? Do you have the kids?”

Even as he laughed and shook his head, Henry’s memory flashed back to his supervisor’s seven-year-old daughter, establishing her veterinary practice at his desk. He’d never spent much time with children, and felt unsure around them… yet Ava’s acceptance had felt important and affirming, and he’d been charmed by the rapid twists of her imagination.

“Thank you for asking, Yaryk, but no. And you?”

Yaryk stroked the beard just beginning to reemerge. “Almost married. Almost kids.” He seemed reflective, but not sad. Henry decided not to press for more.

“I hope for you: someday, then,” he said simply. These were areas of life never broached with Yaryk, he realized, even in their four years of sharing apartments.

“And for also you, my friend. Sooner, I suspect.” He smiled.

Gracie lifted her head and quietly said, “Time brings many welcome things. And brings the other kind too.” She paused and blinked, as if cogitating. “Yet without time, without life’s inexorable push forward, we are brought nothing… and cease to become anything.”

“Yap yap,” Yaryk concurred.
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After dinner, Henry brought out the package and showed it to Yaryk.

“Oho.” Yaryk gave the box a gentle shake. “Well, this flabbergasts.”

“Unexpected, yes.”

Henry took the package back and slid out the bubble-wrapped phone. Along with it came a small, folded card featuring an elegant pen-and-ink sketch of a large stone building, maybe a castle, on a steep wooded hill. He opened the card. The handwriting was formal and neat. The message said simply:


Keekin yersel no kennin’, aye? Nigel nae pals on the F track!

S’bin hoachin’, apologies. Ta tae yer maw, and cheers the noo.



“These are new words for me!” Yaryk said, delighted. “I will procure my notebook.”

Henry shook his head, mystified. “You’ll get no translation from me, I’m afraid.”

“It is not English?”

“Oh, it’s English. But with a lot of Scottish slang I don’t know. Sometimes Scottish movies even get subtitles.”

Yaryk raised his eyebrows. “In Belarus,” he suggested mildly, “we agree on the words. It is so helpful.”

Henry shrugged. It was a fair point.

“Your email today.” Yaryk stood and opened the refrigerator door. “I was alert, but no more visitors—not like last night. So your phone was riding postman, not Scotman?”

“It looks that way. I’m so sorry to have made you worry unnecessarily.”

“Ho ho,” Yaryk chuckled. “I do not worry! I used to worry, but now I do not worry. Now I have fun to welcome abrupt guests.” He demonstrated a couple quick judo-like moves before popping open his mango seltzer.

The phone, released from bubble wrap, seemed none the worse for its sojourns. And after Henry called his provider (using Yaryk’s phone) to restore the service, it woke up willingly and reported three waiting voicemails. All his data was still there too.

The first message was a recorded voice in Cantonese, presumably a spam call, and he deleted it. The next was from a college acquaintance who was flying from Atlanta to New York for a conference and wanted to know if he could crash at Henry’s. He made a note of the date, still a month off.

The third and most recent message was from an older, female voice. She sounded tired.


Um… hello Henry, this is Jacqueline Strehman, the sister of your neighbor Ginny Peabody. [Sigh and long silence.] Sorry. I guess you know that my sister passed yesterday, or Monday I guess, and anyway there’s a lot of stuff that’s all falling to me.

I understand that she had a dog, and one of the nurses told me you’d left messages about it—have you been taking care of it? If that’s true, then please give me a call. I’m not sure where it’ll go, but we’ll figure out something. And thank you for looking after it.



Henry went into his room, leaving Gracie in the kitchen, and closed the door. It didn’t seem right to discuss her future in front of her.

He phoned the number and waited through eight rings before the voicemail picked up. Mrs. Peabody’s sister used an old-fashioned outgoing message which simply folded her recorded name into a default greeting: “The person you have reached… Jacqueline, Strehman… is not available. Please leave your message after the tone.”

He cleared his throat while thinking how to start, but the beep interrupted and he was suddenly aware that the first thing she’d hear on the message was a loud, rough cough. With impulsive panic, and wanting a fresh start, he hung up. Then he rolled his eyes. Are you in high school? Be a grownup and just say your piece.

But when he called again, the outgoing message had changed: “Mailbox full. Please try your call again later.” One more attempt confirmed the same. The only condolence he’d left for the bereaved sister, squandering the last of her voicemail allotment, was a rasping, hacking dollop of phlegm.

A text instead? Texting felt wildly inappropriate for sympathies. Henry shook his head, accepting fate. Wait a while and try again.

He could text Molly, though, to update her about his prodigal phone:


Foos yer doos, bonnie Molly! Bin yonks! Got a mo to blether?



The answer came back within two minutes:


Yay, you got it back! (Sorry, your Scottish accent has overtones of google.) How? When?

Oh wait—are you being held captive?

Ah, busted. Yes, I have my phone! You will not guess how.

Can we talk or are you stressed?

No, not captive.

Give me five to hide the hairdresser under the bed, then call!



During the next five minutes, Henry reflected on the irony of earning plaudits for his maturity at work that morning and feeling like a jittery adolescent right now. Genuine flapping monarch butterflies in the stomach, he decided, would be more comfortable than this. Why am I so nervous?

Because, damn it… we almost kissed! Just twenty-four hours ago, before Wilbur’s untimely entrance. He worried that any jostling of the current situation might nudge that prospect permanently out of reach again.

Gracie scratched politely at the door so he let her in before taking the plunge. The Pomeranian, at least, seemed to have faith in him, which brought a modicum of confidence back as he steeled himself and pressed “call.” Unlike Jacqueline Strehman, Molly answered the phone herself on the second ring.

“Henry Parsons, what a pleasure to see your name pop up! And don’t even try for a brogue because ouch.”

“No fear,” he assured her. “And yes: I am calling you from my very own phone, safely returned from its mysterious voyage.”

“So… you overpowered both Scottish thugs and wrested it from their grasp, right there on the sidewalk in front of your building?”

“Yes. That’s exactly right. Left them zip-tied for the police to pick up.”

“Dang!” she said politely.

“And also, in another universe which might be this one… they just mailed it back.”

Pause. “Seriously?”

“Yup. Just like they promised my mom. Apparently what we’ve been tracking all day was the phone all alone by itself, in a little cardboard mailer being carried uptown by employees of the US Postal Service.”

“Huh.” She was nonplussed. “So you didn’t see any thugs at all? No Gaelic gangsters?”

“None.” He felt sheepish as he recalled his furtive approach to the apartment. “They’re still out there, I guess, but lord knows what their game is.”

“And the phone’s not poisoned or anything?”

“Well… I haven’t licked it yet, so I don’t know. Maybe I won’t, just to be sure.” He paced with nervous energy around the bedroom while they spoke, until he noticed Gracie watching him bemusedly and sat down next to her on the bed. “They even included a card with a nice note. Or at least, the words I recognize were nice enough.”

“These are not your usual mobsters.”

“Atypically courteous,” he agreed. “I’m glad to have it back, though. It’s nice to be able to make calls.”

“Am I the first?” she asked melodiously, with mock flirtatiousness.

“Ah…” Henry sighed. “No. There’s something sad I have to tell you, too. Mrs. Peabody passed away.”

“Oh no, Henry!”

“Complications from the surgery. When I got my phone back, there was a voicemail from her sister.”

“Oh my gosh, that’s terrible. I’m so sorry, Henry. Is her sister doing okay?”

“I tried to call back but didn’t reach her. I think she’s just focusing on the practical things right now. She was calling about Gracie.”

“Ohhh, of course.”

Henry stroked the soft Pomeranian, half-asleep on the duvet next to him. “Honestly, Yaryk and I would be glad to adopt her. But they’re family, and maybe they have a plan already.”

There was a pause. “I would really miss her,” Molly said simply.

“Me too.”

A longer pause. “I kind of miss you too.”

His heart stretched and unfurled until it became a blanket wrapped around his whole body.

“It’s been a whole day, and not a single mortal threat. Life is less interesting without my daily dose of terror with Henry.”

“Base jumping in Midtown tomorrow, then? Lunchtime?”

“Yes! But only if Gracie comes too.” She sighed. “I shouldn’t joke. I’m so sorry about Mrs. Peabody, Henry.”

“No, you should joke,” Henry corrected her. “It’s your gift, remember, two-ideas-at-one-time? Life can be funny and sad simultaneously. There’s no disrespect in noting that.”

“Ah, right, my grownup card. But shoot: what a grownup would also do right now is go to bed, as I have an early morning board meeting. Okay. I’m glad you have your phone back, Henry. And give Gracie a condolences hug for me.” She paused. “Wait—does Gracie know? Or understand?”

Henry watched Gracie, chest steadily rising and falling, eyes barely open. He stroked her side as gently as he could, feeling the ribs ripple his fingers. “Hard to tell. But I’ll deliver your hug anyway.”







Chapter 20

It was hard to wake up the next morning. Henry lingered in bed after the alarm, hugging his pillow for several minutes before forcing his eyelids wide apart to let his pupils drink up as much light as they could—a jump-start for the brain.

At the foot of his bed, Gracie stirred. This was the first time she’d slept up on the bed with him. He wouldn’t let it become a regular habit if she stayed, but surely a grieving dog deserved that much. And her warmth, down toward his feet, was welcome.

He twitched his toes under the bedclothes, and her ears perked up.

He wriggled them again, then poked one foot up to make a little tent of the blanket. Gracie pounced, but the tent collapsed under her paws; he had withdrawn his toes already. Sliding his other foot unobtrusively toward the wall, he formed two quick tents in a row—left foot, right foot—on either side of her. She whirled and snapped, gently, but caught neither. His right foot snuck up and tickled her belly. She looked incredulous and made a half-leap backward, then lowered her head and bounced excitedly on her front paws. He tried to trap one paw between his blanketed feet, but she escaped just in time, and poked her nose at the blanket. Snuffling around, she finally detected his left foot hiding motionless in the middle of the bed, and held it possessively between her paws.

“Gracie,” he said affectionately. She looked up.

“Oh, nothing. I just wanted to say your name.”
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At the office, Henry found a handwritten card on his desk. The front of the card said, “FROM THE DESK OF WILFRED CONGER, JR.”


Henry, it seems I owe you an apology for my last email. Eleanor filled me in on your professionalism as regards the Fordham account. Thanks for handling it with maturity. Please take someone special to brunch this weekend.

—WC



Folded in the middle was a gift certificate to a French restaurant on the Upper East Side.

I’ll be damned, Henry thought. Throughout his working career, and in school before that, praise had generally arrived on those occasions when a teacher or a manager went down their roster to assess every name systematically. Semester grades, say, or annual reviews. He didn’t stand out until people looked closely, and afterward they seemed to forget. A gesture like this—personalized validation mid-quarter from the namesake of the firm—was something new.

So… brunch?


Hi Molly—my boss has assigned me to eat a fancy French brunch this weekend. I would love your help, if you can get away. The croissants, they are too many.



The reply came back twenty minutes later:


Heck yes and you are too sweet but also: have you seen THIS?



She had linked to a news article.


Body Found. Again.

New York City, Sept. 22nd—Police detectives are scratching their heads over a corpse discovered in the New York subway tunnels early Tuesday morning.

Acting on a tip, detectives explored two abandoned tunnels in the West Village and located the remains of an elderly woman. Per standard procedure for any unknown victim found in the five boroughs, she was brought to the NYPD medical examiner’s office in Kips Bay for further investigation.

In most cases an identification can be made, according to a source within the coroner’s office who requested anonymity because they are not authorized to speak for the city. “We’ve examined close to a hundred sets of remains so far this year,” said the source. “All but half a dozen have been identified.”

What makes this case unusual isn’t just that the woman remains nameless. It’s that Wednesday marks her second visit to the coroner’s office. According to the anonymous source: “Dental x-rays confirm this is the same Jane Doe who was discovered in a wooded area in Queens last July. We’ve never seen a case like this, where a body is investigated in our office and then reappears months later, having been improperly disposed of a second time.”

The NYPD did not immediately respond to a request for comment. For now, according to the source, the twice-discovered body remains at the morgue. “We’ll be keeping a closer eye on her,” said the source.


Henry read through the article, realized his mouth was hanging open in astonishment, and shut it.

Five minutes later, he sent a response to Molly:


Okay, now you’ve made my brain explode.

My theories are too awful to be true, but here goes:

1. someone stole teeth from the morgue to camouflage their own murder victim

2. ancient Celtic cannibalism ring: they abduct bodies from morgues and graveyards, eat the kidneys, and dump the rest

3. all of them, the Scots and the dead woman, were escaped zombies (which explains the incomprehensible speech, but maybe not the phone in the mail)

4. weird time loop anomaly

One of those has to be the real story, but I’ll be damned if I know which one. Your thoughts?



While waiting for her reply, he decided to try Mrs. Strehman again; maybe she had deleted some voicemails. He retreated down the hall to the balcony and stepped outside, shielding his phone from the wind.

This time, after six rings, an abrupt voice picked up. “Yes?”

“Hello, Mrs. Strehman.” Somehow, she rated the same surname-respect as her sister. “This is Henry Parsons, your late sister’s neighbor. I’m so deeply sorry for your loss. She was a real fixture in our community.”

“Huh,” said the voice. “Thank you.”

“Um… I’m the neighbor who was looking after Gracie.”

“Tracey?”

“Gracie.” Pause. “Her dog.”

“Oh, of course! Thanks for calling back. I’m really sorry you’re still saddled with it, there’s just been so much to deal with. It’s overwhelming. Ginny’s death was unexpected, you know, and her affairs were… not in order.”

“Yes, it must be a real shock. Have you come in from out of town?”

“I had to fly in from Ohio. And not on a direct flight, so it was a hassle, believe me. All the way down to Charlotte and then back up.”

“Oh my,” Henry said politely. “Well, I’m sure there’s a lot to sort out. Will you… did you have a plan in mind for Gracie? Will you or someone in your family be adopting her?”

“Oh heck no, not me at least. Our last dog died four years ago and the house smells so much better. That one was my husband’s idea anyway. But maybe one of my kids…?” She sounded uncertain. “Or we could put it up for adoption here. Actually, that might be best, since it wouldn’t have to fly anywhere. Do you know, they charge like crazy for animals, even on a quick domestic flight!”

Through the earpiece, her voice was distant and metallic. Phone conversations were tiring; he felt he had to concentrate harder than usual to read people correctly. It was disconcerting not to hear in Mrs. Strehman’s voice any note of sympathy for the orphaned Gracie, or even grief for her departed sister. She just sounded flustered and annoyed. But maybe it was the connection.

“Mrs. Strehman,” he ventured, “my housemate and I actually like Gracie a lot, and are happy to help. If you don’t have another plan yet… would you consider letting us adopt her?” He held his breath. He hadn’t fully appreciated before this moment just how keenly he would mourn the tiny dog’s departure. Gracie—thoughtful, wise Gracie—had swiftly become a lifeline of goodness and compassion, in a world that often felt uncaring. Also, she was warm and cuddly and well-behaved. Apart from the yapping.

“Wait, what?” said Mrs. Strehman after a moment. He had the sense that she was doing something else at the same time.

“Um… what I mean is, my housemate and I could take Gracie in. If you—permanently, I mean—if no one in your family is in a position. To take her in.” He felt discombobulated, having to make the request again.

“Christ, yes!” said Mrs. Strehman immediately. “That would be amazing. Yes, yes, yes! And I know Ginny would be glad that it’s got a good home. She knew you, then?”

“Yes, we’ve been neighbors for a couple of years.” Relief flooded into him, but was sucked out by her next words.

“Wait a minute.” She sounded suspicious. “Listen… there’s no, like, trust fund for this dog. No funds for its ongoing care. Is that what this is all about?”

Henry was confused at first, then offended. “Oh no,” he said, trying to keep his voice gentle. “Of course not. We would assume all her expenses from here on.” Well, he thought, I don’t know about salmon every night. But maybe Gracie was open to negotiation on the menu.

“Okay, good.” Mrs. Strehman sounded relieved and more friendly. “Listen, that’s really good of you. I’m sure Ginny would be glad it can stay in the same building.”

“She,” Henry corrected automatically, and then bit his tongue. Her vagueness, talking about Gracie like an object, was grating on his nerves.

“What’s that?”

“Oh nothing, sorry. Mrs. Strehman, can I ask one more thing, though? Is there a memorial service scheduled yet?”

“Um. Yes. Yes, her school’s already reached out, and they’re helping to organize. Very nice of them.”

Silence. The wind rustled Henry’s hair.

“Do you know… when and where?” It didn’t seem to have occurred to her that Henry might wish to attend.

“Oh! Sure… let me just look that up.” There was a pause, and some rustling. “Okay. Got a pen? It’s at 1085 Fifth Avenue. A church, apparently. Ten a.m. this coming Saturday. Listen, Harry, you’re a New Yorker: is that a safe neighborhood?”

“It’s Henry, actually.” The Harry/Henry mistake happened so often, he didn’t always bother to set people straight. But Mrs. Strehman’s comment about safe neighborhoods put his back up. He deserved his proper name, and his city deserved to escape old stereotypes. “Yes, that’s a very safe area, right next to Central Park. Honestly, most places in Manhattan are perfectly safe—especially on a Saturday morning, in broad daylight.”

“Okay,” she said, sounding dubious. “I was just a little worried, because I’ve never been this far north in the city before. My husband and I always stayed in the Times Square.”

Had she never once visited her sister, up in Harlem? Henry frowned, but didn’t ask. He didn’t want to know the answer.

“So…” she said after a pause. “You’re good with Tracey? Does she have any, I don’t know… toys, or whatever, that you’ll need to get from the apartment? I won’t be back again until Monday, but we’re trying to get it cleaned out before the thirtieth. No point paying another month of Manhattan rent, right?” She laughed.

Henry smiled politely, realized he couldn’t be seen, and abandoned the faint attempt at courtesy. “She’ll be just fine, Mrs. Strehman. No, we don’t need anything from the apartment. If you come across any dog-related stuff next week, feel free to leave it outside our door—we’re two floors down, 3J.”

“3J,” she repeated automatically. “Okay. I guess it’s not like anyone would steal a dog toy!” Another laugh.

“Thanks for the info on the memorial service, Mrs. Strehman.”

“Of course. And thank you for taking Ginny’s pet in. That’s really big of you.”

“It’s an honor,” he said firmly.
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For the rest of the workday, he glowed with quiet warmth: the dog he’d never been permitted as a child was waiting for him at home. He shared the good news with Molly, who wrote back with many exclamation points.

She added that she’d spun out eleven theories regarding the mysterious doubly-found corpse, but wasn’t going to share until she had an even twenty. Henry had run out of ideas himself. It was baffling. He was pondering it again after work, waiting on the uptown subway platform, when it occurred to him the police must have carried the anonymous woman’s body right past where he was standing. On a stretcher? In a bag? He shivered.

The bench where it all started was occupied today by three heavyset women, all wearing navy blue pants, arms crossed, staring at phones in their left hands. On another day the visual rhyme might have amused him. Today, though, he focused past them into the tunnel’s gaping mouth, remembering the ghastly boneyard below… the damp, rotting plywood they’d hidden beneath, the skitter of hungry rats, the crunch of footsteps on gravel.

In those heart-stopping moments, the body being dragged in seemed unquestionably a fresh murder victim. That the poor unfortunate might be long dead, for months already, never occurred to them. Was she frozen? Did they freeze corpses at the morgue? Or preserve them some other way?

A rat shot out from under the bench, presumably emerging from the grate—their Lincoln Tunnel—and raced across the platform toward an overflowing trash can next to Henry. Only one of the triplicate women noticed it. She lifted her feet, and her eyes opened wide, but she didn’t scream or say anything to the others. Gingerly she leaned forward and peeked underneath to confirm no more rodents were following. Then she settled back into the seat and returned her attention to her phone. A bench in the subway, at rush hour, is not something to give up lightly.

Henry cocked an ear toward the trash can but heard no commentary. The rat nuzzled into a crevice and kept his own counsel.

Back in Harlem, Henry strolled to his apartment through the warm evening air and marveled at the contrast to the previous night’s anxious mood. The Scots were still out there, somewhere, yet he felt far less apprehensive. It was hard not to see the mailed phone and handwritten card as a straightforward, friendly gesture—and since the unknown woman lugged into the tunnel had, in fact, died months earlier, perhaps the two men with lilting brogues played no part in her death. How they came into possession of her body he had no idea, and might never know. Still, they didn’t loom as menacingly in his imagination.

He stopped at the bodega to pick up mangos and some smoked salmon for Gracie (special treat, just for tonight) and hopped up the apartment steps with a light heart. A dog was waiting for him. His dog.







Chapter 21

Gracie chose the bed again and Henry allowed it. She was a reasonable co-tenant, staying down at her end and not wriggling too much. She even courteously hopped off in the morning so he could make the bed, jumping up afterward to reclaim her spot and doze off again.

As he was brushing his teeth, he thought: Gracie’s been quiet this morning. When was the last time she piped up?

Actually, when was the last time he heard any animal speak?

He stopped, toothbrush still in hand. The Henry in the mirror furrowed its brows at him. He ran his mind back: no koans from the Pomeranian all day yesterday. No tender declarations from the lovestruck fish (though they might be out of earshot, dangling from Yaryk’s bedroom ceiling). No complaints from that rat on the subway platform. Nary a word from any pigeons, sparrows, starlings, squirrels, dogs on leashes—he must have walked past dozens of animals yesterday.

Could his sudden fluency, this miraculous talent, have faded away as mysteriously as it arrived? He felt a piercing stab of surprise and regret. When that first migrating warbler swore at him, he’d questioned his sanity… now, only eleven days later, he’d come to enjoy his unique access and take it for granted. Sure, plenty of animals spoke crudely or harshly, but there were others with redeeming qualities, and a few (like Gracie) who truly inspired him. And anyway, as Ava noted, it’s hard to be an animal.

He slowly brushed his lower teeth, meeting his eyes in the mirror. They looked sad. If this was a fluke, he thought mournfully,… a fleeting privilege, never meant to last… I just wanted some warning. To know before the last day, so I could listen carefully.
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At breakfast with Yaryk, he asked after Dzedka and Lazavik.

“Henry!” Yaryk set his spoon down and arched his eyebrows in amazement. “They gander each other all the day! First one swims, while his friend admires. Then friend swims, while his one admires. And they never cease the wiggling!”

“So… you think they like this new setup?”

Yaryk nodded. “I am surprised. But perhaps… what do you think, we keep their world confederated? I can insert new roof knob for them, in the parlor?”

“That sounds great.” Henry spoke lightly, but he rejoiced inside. “I miss seeing them out there.”

“I will install today. Before my flight. Yes—more trips, always trips trips trips. But no falls!” He chuckled. “You can nourish them?”

“Of course.”

“I am rebounded Monday.” Yaryk stood up, stretched, and smiled down at Gracie who was now curled by the stove. “Oh, I am happy that our family is enlarged.”

“Me too.”

“Home,” sighed Gracie. “The happiest of all endings.”

Henry watched her tail gently thump on the floor, and his eyes welled up. Thank you, he thought. If this extraordinary, impossible gift was only ever on loan… then bless you, Gracie, bless you, for one last magical moment. For all your moments. I will treasure them.

“Ai ai ai,” Yaryk remonstrated. “We make rule: no yapping before ten a.m., to be harmonious with Wilbur and Jan upstairs.”

Gracie yawned, which Yaryk took as gracious acknowledgment of the new noise code.

“If you’re out of town this weekend…” Henry, still gazing at the Pomeranian, paused to swallow the lump in his throat. “I’m afraid you’ll miss Mrs. Peabody’s memorial service. It’s tomorrow morning, according to her sister.”

Yaryk looked glum. “There is no recalibrating, regrettably. If I theorize: Gracie goes in my place?”

Henry cocked his head. “Huh.” The prospect hadn’t occurred to him.

“But of course, we see now!” the Belarusian exclaimed, warming to the plan. “She must go: she is surviving heir!”

“I don’t think she’s inheriting anything,” Henry cautioned him. “But I suppose she might count as the closest family member.”

“Then she goes,” Yaryk decided. “I can lend her coat and tie.”
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The blustery winds from earlier in the week had mellowed, and Friday became one of those perfect autumn treasures, far too nice to stay inside the office. Henry and Jackie escaped to the balcony for a late-afternoon coffee/tea break. He breathed in, stretching both lungs to capacity with appreciation, as a breeze from the river tickled his hair and two small clouds scudded across an otherwise clear sky. Sunlight soaked into the facade of the opposite building; each brick seemed to glow with its own personal hue.

“Weekend plans?” Jackie blew across the top of her coffee and set it down on the ledge to cool.

“You first.”

“Ahhh, I got nuttin’. A guy from my Tae Kwon Do class wants to get drinks, but please.” She pushed an imaginary opponent over with one index finger. “He’s cute but he’s down in ten seconds, tops. Who can respect that?”

Her tone was light, but her eyes were evasive. Henry recognized that loneliness—oh, how he recognized it, after four single years in the city, bumping into new couples everywhere—and his heart filled for her.

“Jackie… you’re awesome.”

“OHHH no-you-don’t!” she interrupted, stiff hands snapping to a mock combat pose. “No pity party for dateless Jackie. Someday, as the photographer said, my prints will come.”

“Seriously? You are seriously dredging up that joke? Do you even know anyone who orders prints from actual film?”

“My dad used to say it.” She shoved her thumbs into her pockets. “Good enough for him, good enough for me.”

A penny dropped. Something that had tickled the back of Henry’s mind for a couple of days finally ventured into the light.

“So… let me get this straight. The baseline criterion for Future Mr. Jackie is, you can’t send him to the mat. Right? That’s it, the dealbreaker?”

“Well, duh!” She looked perplexed, as if it were obvious. “I mean, it’d be nice if they were tall and quirky-funny too. But staying on their feet is nonnegotiable.”

He ducked his head to cover a small smile. “Huh.”

“What?”

“Just thinking. I may have a champion to put to the test.”

She narrowed her eyes, and he worried he might have crossed a line. But all she said was: “Bring ’em on.”

He nodded, and they lapsed into silence. The breeze carried the smell of halal food from the street vendor around the corner, plus an incongruous hint of laundry detergent: someone in the apartment across the gap had opened their windows for washing day. A distant car alarm barked once and gave up. Sunlight fell on the back of Henry’s neck, and he savored the warmth.

“Anyway. Where do things stand with Miss Jolly Molly?”

“We’re getting together for brunch tomorrow. But first we’re going to a memorial service.”

She drew her eyebrows together. “Interesting choice.”

“It’s in my dating advice book,” Henry assured her. “On fifth dates you’re supposed to get philosophical: ponder the bigger questions, reflect together on mortality, life’s brevity, etc. Tends to make people carpe the diems.”

“Okay.” She nodded, going along. “Also a chance to show off your classy suit and your sensitive, thoughtful side. I can see it. Tomorrow’s Saturday, so there must be tons of memorials happening. Got one picked out?”

“Actually, this one’s for my neighbor. She was a teacher, not even that old—sixties maybe? She was hit by a car last week and passed away from complications of surgery.”

“Oh no!” Jackie was genuinely shocked. “I’m so sorry, I shouldn’t have joked.”

“No, it’s good you did. Molly’s been teaching me about that: there’s always room for laughter alongside the serious things. Anyway, I was looking after this neighbor’s dog while she was hospitalized, so now we’ve adopted her.”

“Dude. You did not.” She spun toward him, seizing the balcony rail. “The cute one? That you picked up last week from the vet?”

“Yes.” He’d forgotten telling Jackie about that.

“You’ve already adopted a dog together?!” Jackie hopped in place, clapping her hands like a fairy. “So the wedding is, what, next week?”

“Oh,” he said hastily, “no, no—the ‘we’ is me and my housemate, Yaryk. We adopted her.”

“Ah.” She landed. “Bummer. Well, I guess you and Molly can still take it for walks. A dog is an awesome tool for dating.”

Henry inclined his head sententiously and lifted a finger to remonstrate. “A dog is awesome, period—they’re not tools for our human purposes.”

She raised her eyebrows. “Herding sheep? Retrieving game? Guarding the home? Catching rats? Shall I go on?”

He laughed and capitulated. “Okay, okay. So, your theory is that Pomeranians were bred to accelerate human dating rituals?”

“What else? They’re not exactly intimidating.”

“True,” he agreed. A dark flash caught his eye and he glanced up in time to see a pair of crows disappear around the corner of the building. They squawked in passing, but whether any words were exchanged he couldn’t tell.

“Anyway, I’m sorry to hear about your neighbor. I hope she gets a nicer send-off than that poor lady in the subway.”

Henry was startled. “You saw that story too? The body they found twice?”

She shook her head. “Awful, isn’t it? The late-night comedians were having a field day, but I felt sorry for her. Bad enough to die anonymous. And then you get body-shamed?”

“Body-shamed?” Now he was confused. How on earth had this page-twelve local news item drawn the attention of comedians on national television?

“Yeah. They were all speculating how ugly your corpse must be to get rejected everywhere, even by a Turkish med school.”

“Hang on. She was Turkish?”

“No,” said Jackie, puzzled. “At least… I don’t think so? She was found in Queens, right? And unclaimed, and then those Scottish guys got her.”

Clearly some journalist had dug up more of the story since yesterday. Bewilderment showed on his face, and Jackie noticed.

“Oh! You haven’t seen the latest? Jumpin’ Jehoshaphat, Henry… nah, go google it, I can’t do it justice. It’s mind-boggling.”

He blinked. “Go!” she insisted. But his phone was vibrating in his pocket.

It was a text from Molly:


Darn. All eighteen of my theories were incorrect. But at least you’re safe!



Below was a link to a video news clip from one of the local network affiliates. Henry cupped his fingers around the phone to block the sun’s reflection and clicked the link.

“Finally, this Only-In-New-York story,” crooned the anchor after the video finished loading. “We close our evening with the remarkable journey of Jane Doe. Action News Eleven at 11’s own Brett Bundy has the simply unbelievable tale.”

She smiled expectantly as the screen split to show a square-faced man in a windbreaker, standing outside a building labeled “FORENSIC MEDICINE, NEW YORK UNIVERSITY AND THE CITY OF NEW YORK” in silver letters on blue brick.

“Lisa, you’re going to have to bear with me on this one,” Brett Bundy began, a grin tugging at his cheeks. “I promise I am not making any of this up.”

The camera slid from left to right across the sign and panned up, revealing a blunt, cube-shaped edifice with no windows above the first floor. Off camera, Brett’s voice continued.

“Here at the Forensic Pathology Center, you’ll find New York’s medical examiners testing tissue samples and conducting autopsies as they investigate every death in the five boroughs which results from an accident, suicide, or criminal violence. This building also houses the morgue, where bodies are stored before being returned to their next of kin. Generally,” he said, “it’s a place you hope never to visit.”

The picture switched to a map of the city, with a pulsing red star over a portion of Queens.

“But one unfortunate woman, known only as Jane Doe, dropped by twice. Here’s how it happened.” Slow zoom in on the pulsing star.

“Last July, the body of an unknown woman was discovered in a wooded area in College Point, Queens. There was no sign of foul play, and further investigation confirmed she died of natural causes. Despite extensive efforts, the forensics team was unable to identify the woman, who was presumed to be homeless, so Jane Doe became one of the handful of unnamed, unclaimed corpses who take up longer-term residence in the morgue each year.”

As he continued, the picture shifted to stock footage of a lecture room, with a professor pointing to an anatomy diagram and a few dozen students leaning forward to take notes.

“But they can’t stay forever, right? Where do these Jane and John Does go for their final rest? Well, in New York City, if a body is not identified or claimed within sixty days, it is donated to medical science.”

Cut back to Brett, strolling along the sidewalk toward the camera.

“Last month, over twenty thousand aspiring doctors launched their studies at one of America’s one hundred and fifty-five med schools. An equally large group of students will matriculate next year, and that’s just in this country—there are med schools scattered all over the globe, nearly two and a half thousand in all. Every single one of them has an ongoing need for cadavers: deceased human bodies, on which aspiring doc—”

The video paused, buffering for a few seconds. Brett’s face was caught in mid-blink, mouth hanging slack; he looked disconcertingly like a cadaver himself. Jackie, peering over Henry’s shoulder, said, “Wait for it. It gets weirder.”

“This is already—” Henry began, but Brett interrupted.

“—tors practice their trade.”

More stock footage, this time of masked interns around an operating table.

“The majority of cadavers dissected in med school anatomy classes arrive as bequests, meaning donors designate the gift themselves before passing away. But in dozens of countries, including ours, it’s legal to augment the supply with unclaimed, unidentified bodies. Such bodies might come from anywhere in the world; like any other commodity, they go where the demand is highest.

“What does all of this have to do with Jane Doe, who visited the forensics lab twice? Well, let’s meet the heroes, or should I say antiheroes, of today’s incredible story.”

Two mug shots appeared onscreen, both of young men with curly reddish hair. One had a trimmed beard and the other was clean-shaven, but there was a clear family resemblance. They looked faintly surprised.

“Meet Callum and Donal MacLeod, two brothers from a village near Dumbarton in western Scotland. Both were, until yesterday, enrolled at the Weill Cornell Graduate School of Medical Sciences, exactly forty blocks north of where I’m standing right now.”

A close shot on the reporter’s face, looking thoughtful. “Medical school is expensive,” he said sympathetically. “Tuition runs over sixty thousand dollars a year, and the MacLeod family were paying twice. You can understand why the brothers might launch a small business on the side, to support their studies. Their brilliant idea was to broker the delivery of cadavers to medical schools both here and abroad. As aspiring doctors themselves, they knew exactly what was needed. And New York provides a steady supply of bequests and unclaimed bodies—along with regular cargo flights to almost any destination around the globe.”

Exterior view of queued airplanes at JFK Airport, as the mug shots shrank to the lower-right corner of the screen.

“All went well for about a year. But managing the—shall we say, ‘shelf life’ of the cadavers eventually overwhelmed them. Police sources caution they’re still piecing the story together, but it seems the two hapless brothers found themselves in possession of… well, too many bodies. More bodies than buyers. And when a small medical college in Turkey abruptly closed its doors last summer, the cancellation of their orders triggered a supply-line crisis.”

Yet more stock footage, this time of a cemetery with grasses gently waving in the wind. Someone in the studio had fun, Henry thought, pulling all these visuals together.

“The MacLeods’ contract with the city of New York provided them with unclaimed cadavers on a regular basis, at no charge. The catch? Any cadaver not delivered to a medical school within three weeks must be cremated and properly disposed of, at the MacLeods’ expense. No grand funeral required… but even a cut-rate cremation runs about five hundred dollars.”

Back to Brett, ready for his punchline, in a split screen with the anchor again. “Lisa, can you see where this is going?”

The anchor in the studio was laughing and covering her face with her hands (carefully, so as not to smudge her makeup). She flashed a look of mock horror at the camera and said, “I don’t want to know!”

“You guessed it,” Brett said. “Donal and Callum decided to save the money. When they couldn’t ship a cadaver off within three weeks… they quietly disposed of it on their own. In an abandoned subway tunnel in the West Village. And that’s where police found Jane Doe—again—two days ago. Apparently, the MacLeods couldn’t find a med school to take her.”

The screen showed the mugshots again, this time very slowly zooming in.

“Once more: how much money did they save, Brett?” Lisa asked.

“About five hundred dollars. Before you ask, I looked up the maximum fine for improper disposal of a corpse: five thousand dollars, plus possible jail time. And of course, their medical careers have come to an abrupt end.”

“And thank god for that,” chortled the anchor. “Not the kind of bedside manner I’m looking for. Brett, as always, you find the weirdest, wackiest moments in New York. Thanks for that extraordinary story, and for launching our Halloween season in the creepiest way possible!”

“My pleasure, Lisa,” Brett replied, winding his face into a telegenic grin and leaving it there.

The video ended. Henry stared at his phone for another moment, then shook his head. It took a moment to resituate himself on the balcony outside Conger & Associates, leaning against the brick on a warm, sunny autumn day.

“Am I right?” Jackie said. “That has to be the freakiest story of the year. Can you imagine?”

He could imagine all too well. The reporter’s tongue-in-cheek delivery had unsettled him. This might be a farcical, man-bites-dog news kicker for the vast majority of viewers, but Henry vividly remembered the rustle of Jane Doe being dragged across the gravel in the dark subway tunnel, and that lilting voice saying, “Itchin’ tae gie er a wee last smourich?” And the rats, hundreds of rats, waiting for their turn… he shuddered.

“Uh-huh,” Jackie agreed. “Awful. I don’t love how they played it on the news. And the comedians were even worse.”

How weird would it be, he thought, if I turned to Jackie and said, “Actually, I was there. I heard them dump the body. Those same guys had my phone for four days.” It seemed incredible to be intimately connected with events the whole city was nattering about.

“Yes,” was all he said. “Awful.”







Chapter 22

Gracie declined the offer of Yaryk’s tie, but Henry brushed her and she looked glossy and dignified as they approached the church.

It was no modest neighborhood parish, as he’d expected, but a grand, soaring limestone building that would put some smaller cathedrals to shame. Two sets of heavy wooden doors squatted beneath a Gothic arch draped with ornate stone filigree; above that was a lengthy scriptural passage, inscribed in letters that reminded Henry of an illuminated manuscript, which began, THEY SHALL COME FROM THE EAST AND FROM THE WEST, and went on for five more lines. Leaning back, Henry admired four tall stained-glass windows capped by a rose window and a larger arch, all framed by two imposing towers that gazed out across Central Park.

On the sidewalk in front of the church stood several groups of teenagers, presumably Mrs. Peabody’s students from the school, talking quietly and hugging each other. Plenty of adults milled about too. From the warm greetings and overheard conversation, he gathered these were previous generations of students, some reconnecting for the first time in decades. Two were towing suitcases; perhaps they’d come straight from the airport.

Henry hung back, feeling self-conscious with Gracie on her leash. He hadn’t anticipated sneaking Mrs. Peabody’s dog into any gathering as formal as this. But there was no turning back. Anyway, it still felt like the right thing to do.

He scanned the crowd, looking for Molly, but perhaps she hadn’t arrived yet; the service wasn’t due to start for another ten minutes. So he walked Gracie through the crowd, heading to the curb—and then impulsively continued across Fifth Avenue to the park side. She might be a dog, but she had a profound inner life and deserved her privacy. Screened by a parked van, she sniffed at a street sign and lifted her hind leg to pee.

As they crossed back over he spotted Molly at last. She was propped against the side of the building, glowing in a jade-green dress and watching them with a little smile. Pulling herself off the wall, she knelt down to give Gracie a hug and then stood and kissed Henry lightly on the cheek. A standard enough greeting, especially here on the Upper East Side, but still it gave him a shiver.

“How long have you been here?” he asked.

“Quite a while. You didn’t notice me, so I just admired from a distance. You both clean up nice!”

Henry was wearing a suit (his interview suit, rarely trotted out) with a light oxford shirt and a blue-gray foulard tie. He blushed slightly, and covered it by saying, “You look lovely yourself. Which days don’t you look lovely? Do you have to schedule those in advance?”

“Aw,” she said, lifting a wrist to her chin and averting her eyes demurely. She nodded at the inscription above the door. “They certainly came from the east and the west and all that. Sign of a life well-lived, right?”

“Yes.” The crowd was still growing even as those at the front filtered into the church. “We should all be so fortunate.”

At the curb a cab pulled up, out of which eventually clambered an older lady bearing an enormous purse. With one hand still gripping the door, she stared at the throng of people and tipped her head skyward to take in the scale of the church. She frowned and poked her head back into the taxi to say something to the driver. He threw up his hands—Henry had the distinct impression he was unimpressed with whatever tip she’d just left—and nodded impatiently.

“I believe the grieving sister has arrived,” Henry said quietly. Taking his cue, Molly casually glanced toward the street. The cab pulled away and the woman, clutching her purse close to her chest, goggled dumbfounded at the crowd.

“Do you want to offer your respects?”

He sighed. “Honestly… not really. But I suppose I should.”

“Good boy,” Molly praised.

They waded through the assemblage with Gracie trotting amiably alongside. Henry bent forward to catch the woman’s eye and said, “Pardon me, but are you Mrs. Peabody’s sister, by any chance? Mrs. Strehman?”

The woman turned, surprised, and took a moment to focus. “Yes. Are you from the school?”

“No, I’m Henry Parsons, from your sister’s building. We spoke on the phone a couple days ago. Once again, I’m so sorry for your loss.”

Her face broke into a sad smile, and for a moment Henry saw a flash of his late neighbor, those same gray-green eyes and prominent temples. The sibling resemblance was clear.

“Thank you. Ginny was always a character. If anyone was going to move to New York, it was Ginny.”

“Well, she certainly made an impact.” Henry gestured at the multitude now filing into the church. “Built quite a community.”

“To be honest,” said Mrs. Strehman, surveying the crowd, “I… I did not expect this. I don’t think I’ve ever seen so many people at a funeral.” Her eyes welled up. Henry was caught off guard by the emotion, and then scolded himself: so you didn’t get a good impression on the phone. This is still a grieving sister.

“I was telling Henry,” Molly inserted, “that it shows she lived her life right. I’m Molly, by the way.” She stuck out her hand.

“Jacqueline Strehman.” The woman answered automatically but didn’t notice the hand, as she was watching the parade of mourners. “Yes, I agree.”

Henry looked down at Gracie, who was sitting on her haunches, waiting politely.

“And this is your sister’s dog, Mrs. Strehman. Gracie.” The Pomeranian’s ears twitched. “Thank you again for letting us adopt her.”

Mrs. Strehman smiled vaguely at the dog. “Good boy,” she said. Gracie thumped a tail.

With only a dozen people left on the sidewalk, Henry gestured for Mrs. Strehman to go ahead of them. It was a natural courtesy, but also postponed the awkward moment when he’d have to escort a dog into this grand, solemn sanctuary.

Molly sensed his hesitation; she nodded at Mrs. Strehman as the older woman turned to walk in, yet didn’t move to follow.

“We go in last?” she murmured.

Henry smiled gratefully. “Just seems polite. I’m sure Gracie will be good, but… well, it’s a sacred place.”

As it turned out, they made it through the vestibule and slid into the second-to-last pew without anyone registering Gracie’s presence at all. The dog trod cautiously, gaping around with her usually buoyant fluffy tail held in check. Henry figured she must find the cavernous church intimidating, unlike any place she’d ever seen. Or smelled. Even his feeble human nose was triggered by the faint remnants of incense, plus stacked hymnals and varnished wood and assorted old-building odors. It reminded Henry of the New York Public Library.

The stone nave was long and narrow, with arch after arch bounding down each side toward the altar, and several dozen rows of smooth, dark, wooden pews, mostly occupied. Towering stained-glass windows on each side tinted the air. Henry and Molly seated themselves quietly in the pew; Gracie curled up at their feet, then changed her mind and leapt softly onto the bench between them. The wood was probably warmer than the stone floor.

Up at the lectern, following a brief welcome from the minister, a series of speakers—all colleagues and students from the school—spoke warmly of Mrs. Peabody’s dedication and kindness, her astute and alert compassion, her remarkable memory. An organ played quietly between each testimonial, yet the main focus of the event was words, not music. Henry was particularly touched by one remembrance from a current student, who couldn’t have been more than fourteen or fifteen. She spoke carefully, keeping tears at bay, as she told the crowd how Mrs. Peabody was the first teacher who she felt truly knew her.

“It’s like… she didn’t teach at our brains. She taught our souls.”

An alumnus spoke next. It was hard to estimate his age from the back of the church, but he sounded older than Henry, in his forties. He spoke with assurance, like a corporate executive, and took his time.

“These days,” he began, “I eat lunch without thinking about it. Every day. It’s been a long time since I worried about food, about whether there would be enough. I used to slip half my lunch back into the cupboard when my momma wasn’t looking, ’cause she had three little ones still at home. But don’t you believe I wasn’t hungry. I was hungry all day. Especially after lunch, where mostly I just pretended to eat.”

He paused, watching the congregation. “Some kids were not kind, when they noticed. But I just picked myself up and sat somewhere else. And one day I was sitting in the cafeteria near the door to the faculty lounge, and Mrs. Peabody came by and she stopped to talk with me. She was like that, not like some of the other teachers. You didn’t have to be in a classroom for her to be interested. Anyway, I saw her glancing down at my inadequate lunch, and I was ashamed and tried to casually block her view with my elbow. She didn’t say anything. But later that day, after class, she held me back.”

He stopped for a long moment. Henry was rapt. This man had gravitas; he was accustomed to speaking, and accustomed to being heard. And here he was, taking a beat to collect himself.

“She asked me—and I cannot remember the words she used, but they were the perfect words, the only words—she asked me about my lunch. And I told her the truth: that we didn’t always have enough money for food, so I saved some back for my little brothers and my baby sister. She listened like it was just a comment in class, and thanked me for explaining. Somehow it felt okay, being straight with this lady.”

Henry’s eyes filled. He could see where this was going.

“For the next two and a half years… two, and a half, years,” the man repeated, emphasizing each word, “Mrs. Peabody quietly brought me a lunch from her own home. Every day.” He paused. “And nobody ever, ever knew. Until now.”

He let that ring around the church for a long time, standing in silence. Then, without another word, he stepped down from the lectern and walked back to his pew.

Three more speakers followed him, each enlarging on the same theme: a single thoughtful, perceptive human being who quietly and unassumingly transformed the lives of countless others. Henry wished Mrs. Peabody could have heard this—to know, for herself, that her small, discreet acts of kindness had stayed with people throughout their lives.

After all the students and alums had spoken, the minister took to the podium again. Whether he was moved by their eulogies was hard to discern; his role was liturgical, and his baritone voice rolled into the ancient words with practiced clarity.

Henry almost didn’t recognize the next sound he heard—so loud, out of context, warped and transformed by the vast, echoey sanctuary. But it was obvious that every person in the room heard it, from the simultaneous jerk of several hundred heads which then turned and peered toward the back of the church.

Just as Henry, replaying it mentally, recognized the sound, it came again—twice, and louder than before.

Gracie was barking.

The minister, a hundred and twenty feet away, shielded his eyes with his hand and tried to find the source of the sound. Henry sat frozen. His mind refused to move.

Heads wobbled, as people checked in with their neighbors and then looked back once again. Three or four empty rows separated Henry, Molly, and Gracie from the rest of the congregation: there was no question where the interruption was coming from.

“Pardon me,” said the minister to the congregation, with a patient but firm smile. He extended a hand, palm upward, toward Henry at the very back of the church. It was not so much a welcoming gesture as an attestation that he, as a man of the cloth, meant no offense, but surely Henry understood his transgression and would now do the right thing.

“Would the gentleman in the back of the nave please remove the dog from the sanctuary. This is a holy moment.” His hand remained elevated.

Henry felt the blood rushing to his head. What was about to happen was suddenly clear, but he didn’t quite believe it. He sensed Molly next to him, uncertain. Gracie whimpered once, then held still.

Henry stood up.

In a fuller voice than perhaps he’d ever used before, slowing down for the echo and doing his best to be heard throughout the church, he apologized to the reverend, and then announced: “This dog… was Mrs. Peabody’s dog. Her closest companion, and family, for the past six years. Her name is Gracie, and they loved each other dearly.” He paused, and then plunged forward. “After all the beautiful words we’ve heard today… I believe she deserves to have her say, too.” And he sat down, heart thumping.

The minister, stunned, kept his hand up for a moment and then hesitantly withdrew it. There was an unsettled silence in the room. Then Gracie stood, placing her front paws on the pew in front of her so everyone could see her little head lifted toward the gracefully arched ceiling, and she howled. Three times, each for the length of a full breath. In the gaps between, as she gathered her strength again, the sound reverberated around the chapel, bouncing from stone wall to stone wall and rolling along the floor: a lament, pure and continuous, nothing but grief in its most elemental form. A lifetime’s worth of memories released all at once.

Transgression or not, the sincerity of her desolation was undeniable. Henry saw heads bowed, eyes closed. Everyone listened with their own hearts vibrating as the Pomeranian expressed, wordlessly yet unmistakably, the communal sorrow.

She finished her third howl and kept her nose in the air, ears perked, listening as the echo slowly, slowly faded in the pinprick silence of the church. When there was nothing left but air, she sat back down, curled into a ball, and laid her head on Henry’s lap.

The minister, who had remained at his lectern, stood very still. Then he leaned into the microphone and said quietly, “Thank you.” Long pause. “She speaks for us all.”

He thought for a moment, then left it at that and continued his prayer.
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Henry had no memory of leaving the church. He was in a daze, trying to grasp whether this was still reality or if actual events had segued smoothly into a dream from which he would soon awake.

They stood on the sidewalk, blinking in the brightness of the day, while a few of Mrs. Peabody’s students paid their respects to Gracie. An older man, heading toward the street, noticed them to one side and changed course. He bent down with some difficulty until he was at Gracie’s level, and told her gruffly, “No one said it better than you.” Straightening up, he looked at Henry and Molly for the first time, gave a small formal nod, and walked away.

Molly laid her hand on Henry’s arm, and waited until he faced her.

“Bravo,” she said. It was her first word since the service finished, and in her eyes was something Henry hadn’t seen before, a quality of alertness that stood alongside her usual lighthearted spark. She angled her head toward Central Park, across the street, and raised her eyebrows questioningly.

“Rambles?” he said.

She smiled. “They’re probably closer, this time. But I feel like showing Gracie our North Woods.”

They extracted Mrs. Peabody’s dog from the loving attentions of the teenagers—five hands scratching simultaneously, pure bliss!—crossed the avenue to enter the park, and turned north up the bridle path. Joggers huffed their way around the reservoir on their left. Molly watched a set of three lean into the turn.

“You know,” she mused, “these days I only run in short straight lines, trying to catch the bus. I should run in circles more often.”

“Is that a metaphor?”

“Probably.” She lapsed into silence. Gracie padded along amiably at their side, sniffing at bushes and fallen leaves but never breaking stride. On a bench ahead was a guitarist, playing quietly to himself; the deftly plucked counterpoint sounded baroque. Henry remembered hearing that some conservatory students practiced in the park because they would otherwise never see the sun.

“So,” Molly said at last. “First, I am so proud of you—so, so proud—for standing up for Gracie. I wouldn’t have had the guts.”

Henry felt warm inside. “Yes, you would. You’re the original gutsy. The subway was your idea, remember?”

“Oh, that’s easy!” She tossed her hair. “Just rats and trains and murderers. Or, well, med students. But to face off with a whole churchful, and break all convention, and be right? That’s a whole new level.”

“I don’t know if it was right or not. Probably some people were mad. But it felt fair.”

“It was more than fair,” Molly affirmed. “It was kind of profound. Everyone felt that way. It was perfect.”

Henry looked at Gracie, trotting ahead. “I hope she feels better, having emptied her heart like that. It must be devastating to lose your human.”

“I didn’t really need a translation at the time, but now that we’re alone I’m curious. What did she actually say?”

Henry waited a while before answering. At last he said, “I heard the same as you. We all heard the same.”

Molly turned toward him. “Oh, c’mon.”

“No,” he said quietly. “I mean it. I’m not sure if I still…” He stopped and began again. “I didn’t hear any words.”

Her eyes widened. “Really?”

“Gracie made one brief comment yesterday. Apart from that, I haven’t heard a single animal speak since Wednesday night.” He kept his eyes forward, trying to quell his emotions. Confessing it aloud made the loss feel real—even perhaps inevitable—that the most extraordinary, transformative experience of his lifetime, this miraculous gift unlocking a new world, would evaporate as quickly as it had arrived.

“So in the church you heard…?”

“Howls. Same as you. Though like you said, and even the minister said… it was clear enough what she was saying.”

Molly slowed and stopped in the path. “Henry,” she said gently. She paused to think. “How do you feel about that?”

He took a big breath. “I’m sad,” he admitted. “It’s weird to say, but it had started to feel so natural. And I felt… special.”

She tipped her head to one side. “And now you’re not? As a teacher, Mrs. Peabody would disagree.”

“Okay,” he conceded. “In the kindergarten way. But you know what I mean.”

She considered that for a while as they walked again. They’d passed the North Meadow and were crossing a small access road which joined the East and West Drives of the park. It was one of Henry’s favorite places because it looked like a lazy stretch of country lane, bordered with trees on each side—so improbable in the center of Manhattan.

“Gracie’s wise,” Molly said at last. “The wisest. Does she think you’re less special?”

Henry watched the Pomeranian loping contentedly ahead of them. She’d lost the only human in her life, by all accounts a saint, who also fed her salmon every night. She had mourned with heartbreaking openness and simplicity. And now she was moving on, having chosen a new human, and was exploring the world with a ready heart.

He smiled. “Probably not. And there’s no one whose judgment I would trust more.”

“Ahem,” Molly tutted.

“Hey, wait!” he protested, laughing. “You even called her the wisest!”

“To which your line was, ‘After you, of course.’ But I forgive you and will share my concurring opinion, as a junior associate justice, that you are still special.”

He felt another blush coming, and gazed off into the woods to hide it.

“What was the last exchange you heard between Dzedka and Lazavik? Were they still pining after each other?”

“Oh man! I have to catch you up.” He described the new spherical fishtank arrangement, which Yaryk had now suspended from the living room ceiling.

“Molly, they think they’ve died and gone to heaven.”

“Oh, that’s adorable.” Molly thumped her heart with one fist. “Though Mrs. Peabody might chide you for the cliché.”

He was startled for a moment, then laughed. “I didn’t even realize. I meant it literally: Lazavik and Dzedka believe they have died. And gone to heaven.”

Molly opened her mouth and then shut it, holding the laugh in her cheeks. “This is the fish afterlife? The heavenly reward?”

“Apparently. Now, for all eternity, they can just gaze lovingly into each other’s eyes.”

“Joy!” she sang, and skipped ahead a few steps. “So perfect! It’s like a rom-com for fish.”

“Gives hope to all of us single guys,” Henry said without thinking, and then felt himself blushing again.

But she just blew a kiss. Waiting until he caught up, she bopped him lightly on the head. “Duck!”

“This’ll get tricky with a leash,” he pointed out, just as she confronted the obstacle herself. It was no challenge to tag her, as she had to stop and disentangle her foot before even one circumnavigation.

“Speaking of single,” she said. “Yaryk?”

“Way ahead of you. If anyone in this city can hold their own against Jackie…”

“Yes! Pay-per-view! Let’s make it happen. They’ll go ten rounds, make millions, and have a fabulous destination wedding. Are there beaches in Belarus?”

“It’s landlocked, but they must have lakes.”

She sighed with satisfaction. “Matching the matchmaker. That’s a hat trick. Double date next weekend, then.”

The trees around them had grown denser during the walk north, and they were strolling through true forest again. Foliage was beginning to yellow at the edges, with flickers of flaming red here and there. The forest floor was speckled with dry, curling leaves, recently fallen and still intact, not yet cracked and crunched into smaller pieces; the highest branches arched overhead to create a complete canopy. Gracie raced forward with delight, sniffing at the air with all its tantalizing new scents. Then she paused, stood motionless, and eventually sat down without shifting her gaze.

“What did she see?” Molly asked.

Henry pointed. On a limb about twelve feet away perched a small warbler, whose jet-black neck feathers merged into iridescent ocean blue on its head and wings. The bird twitched restlessly, but didn’t fly away.

They stopped to admire it too. Molly whispered, “Species?”

“Black-throated Blue Warbler.”

She turned and looked at him sourly. “You’re not even trying.”

“I swear!” he insisted, still whispering. “But I agree, it’s a lame name.”

“We’ll give it a new one.” The warbler hopped in a semicircle, as if flaunting his better side, and then turned back to face them. Gracie stayed very still, watching the bird with interest but no agitation.

The warbler lifted his head and uttered a series of quick buzzy calls, ending with a longer trill which trailed upward. He waited for a few seconds, then repeated it. Henry counted four short buzzes before the rising one. When the bird paused to listen, it drew Henry’s own attention to the quieter sounds around them, and he realized they’d been surrounded for some time by a subliminal sound bed of chirps, twitters, swooping whistles, sustained notes, and every other variety of call. The forest was laced through with tiny sounds—insistent, coaxing, joyful, possessive, fearful, proud. It was, he recognized, a soundscape he had missed. Molly was listening too, her head lifted slightly and her eyes shut.

He knew, now, that many of the messages flying around them were crude and harsh and territorial. Yet their delivery was lovely, and made the forest a more beautiful place. There’s still beauty, he thought, in a world with conflict. Both ideas can be held simultaneously. Even the territorialism was beautiful, in a way: it showed we live in a place worth loving.

The Black-throated Blue Warbler raised his beak again and released another quick set of buzzes, five of them, before curling the sixth one upward. He cocked his head and listened once more.

Molly poked him gently. “Okay, Mr. Birdwatcher, who can’t cheat anymore: territorial, or courtship?” she whispered, leaning in.

Henry smiled. “Territorial. Definitely territorial.”

He turned, took her hand, and pulled her in. “This one is courtship.”

But she kissed him first.
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