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Part One: Offboarding




1. Offboarding

At the Pittsburgh airport a wet snow was coming down, November snow, the kind that falls straight into a puddle and considers the job done. I stood outside the terminal with a suitcase, one corner chipped since Lisbon, thinking that in twenty-two years in HR I had never learned the one thing that mattered: how to make a graceful exit myself.

Other people I offboarded flawlessly. I had a procedure for it: an offboarding checklist with sign-offs from IT, Security, and Accounting, plus keys, ID, laptop, corporate card. The employee made the rounds of every office, and by evening he no longer existed as far as the company was concerned. I was proud of that. Fast, and no hysterics.

Myself I never processed out. I walked out of one life without turning in a single key, and now I stood with all of them outside Door 8, with no idea which doors they still opened.

The cab driver turned out to be a talker and asked if I was coming back from vacation.

“Business trip,” I said.

“Oh, for work, huh? Long one?”

“Thirteen months.”

He whistled and didn’t ask anything else. Thirteen months sounds like a sentence.

The condo on the North Shore smelled of dust and cleaning spray. Zofia, who had cleaned for me once a month for twelve years, had earned every dollar: the floors gleamed, and so did the mirrors. The ficus on the windowsill was dead. The only employee who hadn’t survived my absence. Watering wasn’t in my agreement with Zofia, and I had drafted that agreement myself. That one was on me.

The refrigerator held mustard, olives, and a bottle of champagne I had once put away “for a special occasion.” In two years no occasion had come up.

In the closet hung suits in dry-cleaner bags, nine of them, going from black to light gray. Above them sat boxes of heels I used to wear from the car to the elevator. Mostly I had seen the street through tinted glass.

I took off my coat, sat down on the couch without unpacking and did what I always did on the first day in a new place. I ran an audit.

Assets. Three properties in Pittsburgh: this one, on the seventh floor, with windows on the Allegheny and the lights of downtown; half a duplex in Bloomfield, rented out; a condo in Lawrenceville, bought off the plans “for Nick’s future” and never lived in: builder-grade kitchen, dust on the windows. The house on Naxos, where Luc had very persuasively planned to grow old with me, I never saw. The money in my accounts would last five years if I didn’t do anything crazy. Maybe seven. The rest sat in my 401(k), and I couldn’t touch it without a penalty for almost five more years. My COBRA ran out on November 30. I had always been better at counting money than people.

Personnel. Here the audit stalled.

Husband. Ex. Dave, twenty-three years of marriage. I signed the divorce papers with my lawyer on a video call, sitting in a café in Porto eating pastéis de nata, because Luc said Portugal didn’t count without pastéis de nata. In June Dave remarried. I found out from a photo his cousin posted on Facebook: he was smiling the way he smiled, I think, in the first year we were married. I closed the app and ordered more wine. That was my entire crisis management plan for that year.

Son. Nick, twenty-two. We had last seen each other in March, when I flew in for three days to deal with paperwork.

The Frenchman. Also an ex, though the word doesn’t fit Luc very well. He was never a husband or a fiancé, not even a plan. More like weather. Nice, until it turned.

Friends. I opened my phone and scrolled through the contacts. “Brannigan, plant dir., Gary IN.” “Judy HR Midwest.” “Maddox legal (DO NOT PICK UP).” Half of these people had at one time or another sat in my office while I calmly explained why their position was being eliminated. The other half had sat next to me and nodded. You couldn’t call anyone from either half at nine at night and say, “I’m back, and I’m scared.”

Nick was saved as “Nick (son),” as though without the label I might mix him up with someone. Between “McMillan, Youngstown” and “Moffitt, Toledo” sat “Mom.” Mom had been gone five years, and I had never deleted the number. The phone always asks if I’m sure, and that is where I tap Cancel, every time.

Total headcount: zero. Open positions: all of them.

I went over to the mirror in the front hall. Zofia had polished it to a shine, so there was nowhere to hide. Fifty-four years old. A good haircut, done in Paris two weeks earlier, when I still thought things would turn out differently, and the lines around my eyes that Luc called “laugh lines,” though in the last few months I hadn’t laughed much.

If a woman like that had come to me for an interview, I would have written in my assessment: “Extensive experience. Eighteen-month gap in résumé, reason not disclosed. Motivation unclear. Recommend considering other candidates.” I always kept my assessments short. I got a lot of compliments on that.

I called Nick. One ring. Another. By the fifth I was about to hang up, but he picked up.

“Hey, Mom.”

There was music in the background, and somebody laughing.

“Hi. I’m in Pittsburgh. I just flew in today.”

“Oh. Cool. Like, for good, or what?”

I didn’t know the answer, so I said:

“Yes.”

“Got it. Listen, Mom, I’m kind of in the middle of something, can we talk later? Just Venmo me if you can, I’ve got this…”

After that came something about a deposit on a new apartment, but the music got louder.

“Okay,” I said. “How much?”

“Um… fifteen hundred?”

I sent three thousand. I don’t know why. Actually, no, I do.

“Whoa. Mom, I only asked for fifteen hundred. Thanks. Love you.”

“Nick…”

But he had already hung up.

Venmo sent me a notification about the payment, and Nick sent me a heart emoji. The whole conversation came to one transaction and one heart. We had settled into that arrangement about fifteen years earlier, when I decided that money explained things faster than words did, and for years it ran without a glitch.

Half an hour later the phone buzzed again. Dave.

Nick said you’re back. Welcome home. Come have Thanksgiving with us Thursday. Ellie would like that.

I read the message maybe five times. “With us.” That’s how a company talks after it doesn’t hire you: we enjoyed getting to know you, but we’ve decided to move forward with another candidate. “Ellie would like that.” I had seen Ellie exactly once, in that June photo: blond hair, a dress with a tiny floral print, her hand on my ex-husband’s shoulder. An ordinary woman, a little dull, even. It didn’t make me feel any better.

I typed “Thanks, I’ll be there” and deleted it. I typed “Let me check my schedule” and deleted that too. What schedule did I have now? I typed “Thanks, I’ll be there” again and hit send.

The champagne finally had its occasion, though not the one I’d been counting on. There were no glasses in the cabinet. Before I left, I had given Zofia half my dishes, because I had decided I was never coming back here. I had to drink it out of the company mug. They gave it to me when I hit twenty years there, along with a service award plaque. On the side, in gold, it said “20 Years of Loyal Service.” I really had been loyal. It just never turned out to be mutual.

In my purse I found a pen and a napkin from the plane. Out of old habit I ruled it into two columns: on the left “What to return,” on the right “Signed off by.”

Job.

Son.

Dave (returned).

Luc (returned).

Ficus (written off).

Me.

I stayed on the last line a good while. The right-hand column, where the signatures were supposed to go, was blank.

In twenty-two years I had signed several thousand offboarding checklists, and I always knew who needed chasing down. Here there was nobody to chase. The responsible party on every single line, any way you sliced it, was me.

I finished the champagne and fell asleep right there on the couch, in my clothes, next to the suitcase I hadn’t unpacked. My last thought before I dropped off was that tomorrow I had to buy a new ficus. You have to start somewhere.
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COMMENTS

Under the video “Callan: How They Shut Us Down.” 1,712,406 views.

Steve Watterson: I put in twenty-six years at CMW, in the tool room. I listen to that voice and I don’t get how a person can be like that. Tears aren’t in her budget. Well, my mortgage was in mine.

MarinaFromCallan: After the plant closed my dad didn’t leave the house for six months. Said he was ashamed to go to the store, everybody knew he was nobody now.

optimum_hr: Speaking as a professional: the wording is harsh, but in substance it’s correct. The plant was losing money.

Steve Watterson: @optimum_hr come on down to Callan and tell us all about the substance.

Nat_WV: Wonder where she is now. Bahamas probably.







2. Personnel File

I woke up before seven on the couch, in my coat, which I must have put on during the night when I got cold. In thirteen months the condo had gotten out of the habit of people and was warming up grudgingly. The suitcase had its chipped corner pointed at the door, like an employee who turned in his notice weeks ago and is only waiting for the signature.

Item one on the Saturday agenda was the ficus. Near the North Side station, on the corner by the stadium, there has been a flower stand for as long as I’ve lived on the North Shore. The stand was still there. It was the first good news in twenty-four hours.

The woman working it, young, in a puffer jacket and fingerless gloves, was glad to see me. According to her, the only people who came by at nine on a Saturday morning were husbands who had done something stupid the night before.

There were three ficuses. The smallest, maybe twelve inches tall, sat in a plastic nursery pot. I counted the leaves. Nine.

“That one, please,” I said.

“The benjamina,” she said, approving. “Good choice. He’s fussy, but once you figure him out he’s fine. You had one before?”

“I did. It died.”

“Oh no. How were you watering it?”

I thought about how to answer that honestly, and then I did:

“I wasn’t. I was gone for thirteen months.”

She nodded like a doctor whose patient has finally admitted how much he really drinks, and held up one finger in its fingerless glove.

“Okay, so here’s the deal. You water once a week, and the water has to sit out first. Before you water, stick your finger in. If it’s dry down to the second knuckle, go ahead. If it isn’t, then no, and don’t talk yourself into it. Keep him away from the heater. And don’t move him around. He hates moving. He’ll drop his leaves on you right away.”

I opened Notes on my phone and wrote it all down. This is what I ended up with:

Ficus B. Protocol.

1. Watering: 1x per 7 days, Saturday. Water left to stand.

2. Check: soil dry to 2nd knuckle. Otherwise do not water (no exceptions).

3. Heater: min. 3 ft.

4. Relocation prohibited.

She looked over my shoulder.

“What are you, an accountant? My sister’s an accountant. She does everything in numbered lists too.”

“Worse,” I said. “HR.”

She didn’t get why that was worse, but she wrapped the ficus in two layers of kraft paper so it wouldn’t catch a chill. I carried it in front of me in both hands, like a sheet cake for somebody’s work anniversary.

I put the old ficus out on the balcony. I couldn’t bring myself to throw it out right away: nine years of seniority. Let it stay on the books as a reserve. The new one went into its spot on the windowsill by the river window, and against the towers across the Allegheny it looked like an intern somebody had seated in the CEO’s office.

On Sunday I washed every mug, went through the mail, and walked to the store for yogurt I didn’t want. In among the bills from the condo association was last year’s invitation to the Northbridge holiday reception, addressed to me, gold-embossed. The laptop had been sitting on the kitchen table since Friday night. I kept walking around it, like a coworker I owed money to.

At nine that evening I opened it.

Before a final interview we always ran the candidate through public sources. In the procedure it was called “digital footprint analysis.” In the department they put it more simply: google them. The rule went in about twelve years ago, after we came close to hiring a CFO who had process servers looking for him in Columbus. I had never googled myself. Nobody was hiring me.

I typed in “Iris Hardcastle.” Google offered to finish the thought for me: “iris hardcastle tears budget,” “#NoBudgetForTears,” “iris hardcastle husband,” “iris hardcastle age.” I paused at that last one. Somebody wanted to know.

The top result was the video. “Callan: How They Shut Us Down.” 1.7M views. Under it, an item from a business journal: “Northbridge HR Chief Departs to Pursue Other Opportunities.” Further down, my photo from an industry conference in Las Vegas, wearing the smile you wear at conferences when you’re holding a microphone.

HR keeps a personnel file on everyone: a folder with everything the company knows about you. Under our policy we kept it seven years after separation. My personnel file was now kept by Google, and Google kept it more carefully than we ever had.

I had watched the video once. In late April, a year and a half earlier, in the back seat of the company SUV. Communications sent the link with a note: “Urgent. FYI.” Kenny, my driver, turned the radio down. I watched to the end and told Kenny he could turn the radio back up. He did. Somebody was singing about love.

Now I watched it a second time, in the kitchen, with a cup of tea, like a movie.

Eleven minutes forty seconds. Gene Summers sat at a kitchen table in a sport coat with the plant badge on the lapel. A checked vinyl tablecloth, a sugar bowl, a cell phone beside it. On the wall behind him hung a calendar with a photo of the shop floor and the three letters “CMW,” turned to November. The video had gone up in April. I registered that automatically, as I used to register mismatched dates on a candidate’s application.

“My name is Gene Summers,” he said. “I worked thirty-one years at the plant in Callan, at Callan Machine Works. Started out as a foreman.”

He spoke slowly, with pauses. Back in Callan, I used to have time to glance at my watch during them. He said the town was built around the plant like a house around a woodstove. He said he’d gone back and forth a long while about whether to put this up.

“I don’t care for that word, ‘optimization,’” he said. “And I’m not gonna explain anything. I’d rather just let you listen.”

He slid the phone closer to the camera and tapped the screen.

First there was noise. A chair creaked, paper rustled, a spoon clinked against a mug. Then Gene’s voice, also coming out of the phone, quieter and higher: “…and he’s sitting right here, and she was the one crying. And I didn’t know what to tell her…” A pause. Somebody coughed. And then my voice.

“Gene, we don’t budget for tears.”

On the recording my voice was lower than I was used to hearing it from the inside. Level. A good voice for meetings. Before the word “budget” I held a pause, a short one. For years I had drilled that pause into trainees: a pause before the key word makes it final. It was an excellent pause.

For about four seconds the recording was silent. Gene stopped it, looked up at the camera and said:

“So that’s how it went. Twenty-three hundred and forty people.”

He didn’t say anything else. Twenty seconds later the video ended, and the site offered me the next one, a DIY bathroom remodel.

I scrubbed back thirty seconds and listened to my sentence again, and again. By the third time I was only listening to the cough before it, trying to remember who in that room had coughed. I couldn’t. The tea had gone cold.

Three weeks after that video went up, I was fired.

The meeting was set for eleven, over video, even though my office was one floor below Kovach’s. The calendar invite said “Discussion of Current Matters,” no agenda. I knew the agenda. The document was titled “Protocol for Conducting a Separation Meeting with a CEO Direct Report,” and I wrote it myself when I made vice president. Item two: communicate the decision without justifying it. Item seven: legal counsel attends but does not intervene.

Kovach worked his way down the items, and his eyes kept sliding left, to his second monitor. On the wall behind him hung the map of the company’s footprint, with red flags stuck in the plants. The Callan flag had come out a long time ago, but the pinhole was still there. You could see it even through the camera, if you knew where to look. Legal attended in the form of a black square labeled “Legal Department.” The protocol didn’t require cameras on. That hadn’t occurred to me when I wrote it.

“Iris, you understand,” Kovach said, five minutes in.

I understood. Nobody in the company understood it better than I did.

They offered me a separation agreement (that’s when both parties have reached an agreement, and one of them just hears about it last): six months’ salary in exchange for a release of all claims and a promise not to say anything bad about the company. For the press they were preparing the line “is leaving to pursue other opportunities.” The meeting ran forty minutes, and I talked for maybe four of them, if you added it all up. The protocol allotted the employee no more than a third of the time, so Kovach came in under target.

The next day a courier came by, young, in a ball cap, polite to the point of terror. He collected the laptop and the company phone, and I signed with my finger on his tablet. He didn’t ask about my ID. I didn’t remind him.

My Northbridge ID was in my wallet, behind my Giant Eagle Advantage Card. White plastic, blue stripe, Northbridge logo. The photo was ten years old: I had just made vice president, and my face said I knew exactly how everything worked. It was deactivated the day I was let go, at six p.m., like everyone’s. It wouldn’t have gotten me up to the forty-second floor anymore. Not even into the elevator.

I held the ID for a moment and put it back.

Back in April I hadn’t opened the comments under the video. Communications sent me a digest titled “Key Audience Narratives.” I read the headings and closed the file.

Now there were 23,816 comments under the video. I sorted by “Newest first.” The most recent had gone up nine minutes earlier. Somebody was sitting there right now, on a Sunday night, maybe in a kitchen too, writing about me. Outside, an empty bus went by along the riverfront, lit up from inside like a fish tank.

I pulled the laptop closer and started reading.
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COMMENTS

Under the video “Callan: How They Shut Us Down.” 1,712,958 views.

Jenn_Wheeling: I rewatch this whenever my boss is driving me up the wall. It helps. Reminds you it could be worse. #NoBudgetForTears

Bobby_CMW: i was twelve when they closed it. all i remember is my dad sold the boat and we never went anywhere after that. and that VOICE i remember that now too

MarinaFromCallan: To this day when somebody on TV says “budget” my dad changes the channel. Even if it’s about fixing the roads.







3. Meet the Team

In a new-hire onboarding plan, the first day is scheduled by the hour. At ten: meet the team. The manager walks the new hire around the offices, and the new hire nods and retains nothing. I signed off on that plan maybe twenty times, and not one version had a line for what to do if the new hire is taken to meet the team in an apartment where she had lived for twenty years.

On Thursday, Thanksgiving Day, I changed clothes three times. The first dress was for a board meeting. The second was for a funeral. In the third, a gray one with long sleeves, I looked like a woman who had stopped by for a minute and would be leaving soon. That was the one I kept on.

I had bought the wine the day before, at the Fine Wine & Good Spirits on Walnut Street, from the section behind the glass door: a grand cru Chablis, a hundred and eighty dollars a bottle. The clerk said it went well with fish and with conversation. There probably wouldn’t be fish. There would definitely be conversation. On the same street, two blocks down, I picked up a burnt almond torte at Prantl’s, a big one, in a white box with a gold sticker. It’s the cake you bring when you’re afraid of getting it wrong.

The cab dropped me off in Shadyside at 4:58. On the ring in my purse I still had the key to that door, a long one with old-fashioned teeth. I felt for it through the lining and pressed the buzzer.

“Iris, hi! Come on up, fifth floor!” the intercom said in a woman’s voice.

I remembered the floor.

Around the fourth floor a smell began seeping into the old elevator car. Warm and heavy, cabbage, fried onions and butter. By the fifth it was so strong there was no question where it was coming from. In the mirror I saw myself: gray dress, the bakery box in one hand, the bag with the wine in the other.

Here they made their own pierogi. Somebody could have warned me, though to be fair, nobody owed me that.

Ellie opened the door in a polka-dot apron with flour on the pocket, her cheeks red from the stove. She stepped over the threshold and hugged me, box and bag and all. She hugged me for real, with both arms, and pressed her cheek to mine. I froze with my hands full. It’s how you stand at a team-building retreat when the facilitator tells everyone to hug the person on their right and the person on your right is from Security.

“I’m so glad you came,” Ellie said. “Dave, Iris is here!”

Dave came out of the kitchen wiping his hands on a dish towel. A sweater I didn’t know. Glasses I did.

“Hi, Iris,” he said. “Come on in. Here, give me your coat.”

I handed him the wine. Ellie took the torte and read the sticker on the box.

“Oh, burnt almond!” she said. “And I went and made pierogies, cabbage ones. Well, that’s okay, we’ll have both. With coffee.”

She carried the box into the kitchen as carefully as if I’d brought something fragile and expensive. That was worse than if she’d made a face.

I looked down at my heels, then at the runner in the hall.

“Don’t worry about your shoes,” Ellie called from the kitchen.

The apartment was different. The living room curtains were linen now, pale green, and ours had been beige. Where my desk used to stand, the one I sat at on Sundays going over budgets, there was a piano, a Yamaha digital. My business books with their glossy covers had migrated to the top shelf, up by the ceiling, and beginner piano books had taken their place at eye level. Football was on the TV with the sound off, and a Terrible Towel lay over the arm of the couch.

The door to the sunporch was closed, but through the glass I could see the bike. The blue Schwinn hung from a hook in the ceiling, as it had all these years, wheels toward the window. Flat tires. Dave spent a whole summer teaching Nick to ride it in the empty parking lot behind the church. That summer I was in Youngstown for the startup of a new production line, and I followed along in photos: Nick in a helmet, Dave running alongside holding the seat. They were good photos.

“Sit, Iris, sit. Don’t look at the living room, I never got to redd up in there,” Ellie said. “Nick’ll be here soon. He texted that he’s running late.”

Nick hadn’t texted me anything.

We ate in the kitchen, as we always had, at our extendable table, except now it had a linen tablecloth to match the curtains. Dave set the turkey in the middle and carved it the way he always did, slowly and evenly, and Ellie brought out mashed potatoes and cranberry sauce. The pierogi sat next to the turkey in a deep bowl under a dish towel, and you could smell them all over the apartment. Dave opened the Chablis.

“Iris always picks good wine,” Dave said to Ellie. “Try it.”

It was his first sentence of the evening longer than three words. He took off his glasses and wiped them on the hem of his sweater, though they were clean. I had known that gesture for twenty-three years. It meant Dave was uncomfortable and was going to be quiet from here on out.

He was quiet.

Ellie did the talking. About the music school in Mt. Lebanon, where one little boy has spent three years playing Tchaikovsky’s “Old French Song” as if the song personally owed him money. About how she and Dave went up to Erie this summer to see her mom and Dave put a new roof on her mom’s garage. I nodded. I know how to nod so the other person feels heard: two days of active listening training in Hershey, with coffee breaks.

Nick showed up at 5:40. In the front hall he took forever with his jacket, and I could hear Ellie telling him something quietly and him answering “mm-hm.”

“Where’s Dani?” Ellie asked when they came into the kitchen.

“Sick.”

“Oh no. Does she have a fever? Maybe I could send some chicken soup…”

“Don’t. It’s fine.”

He kissed me on the cheek, fast, somewhere near my ear. He smelled like cold air and the bus.

“Hi, Mom.”

“Hi. So how’s the move? Are you guys settled in?”

“Fine. We moved. There’s still boxes.”

“Do you need anything? Furniture, appliances?”

“Nah, Mom. It’s fine.”

Ellie put turkey on his plate and, separately, on a small plate, five pierogi, golden, with onions on top. Nick looked at the pierogi, then at her.

“Thanks,” he muttered, and slid the plate of pierogi over next to the bread basket.

He ate the turkey. The pierogi stayed by the bread basket, and Ellie didn’t look at them again, but I saw her straighten the edge of the tablecloth, which was already straight.

With me he kept it short too. Work’s fine. Release coming up. But he called me “Mom,” and he didn’t call Ellie anything at all, not even her name, just “thanks” and “don’t.” I noticed, and it felt good. The shame came later, in the cab. At the table it just felt good.

“So, Iris, what are you doing these days?” Ellie asked.

She meant it as a real question. She put down her fork, propped her chin on her hand, and waited.

“Taking some time off for now,” I said.

“Good for you,” Ellie said. “All those years without a vacation, anybody would be worn out. And after that, what are you thinking?”

“Right now I’m in a period of reassessing my career trajectory,” I said. “I’m looking at several directions. Exploring the market.”

That’s what I used to tell candidates who came in for an interview after a year out of work. Or rather, it’s what they used to tell me, and I would write in my assessment: “Motivation unclear.”

“But what do you like to do? I mean not for work, just in general.”

I opened my mouth and discovered there was no answer. On a résumé I would have put “reading business books, tennis.” The last time I played tennis was seven years ago, at a company tournament, and I lost to the CFO, because that was what the situation called for.

“Iris is good with numbers,” Dave said.

He said it without irony, and Ellie took it without irony. Nick buried himself in his phone.

“Dave’s got his own stuff going on at work right now too…” Ellie started, and glanced at Dave.

“Work’s fine,” Dave said, and got up for the coffeepot.

For him work had been fine twenty years running. “Fine,” it turned out, was a family word with them. I’d never noticed before. Back then I only had dinner here Friday through Sunday.

Ellie cut the torte into neat triangles and arranged them on a platter next to what was left of the pierogi. Dave ate a slice of torte and two pierogi, alternating, so nobody’s feelings would get hurt. I ate two pierogi. Thin dough, lots of cabbage, with onion and, I think, dill. I didn’t ask.

Nick left first, a little after seven: he had a call. He kissed me near the ear again, nodded to his father, and said “bye” to Ellie with his jacket already on, more or less in the direction of the coat hooks.

I left at seven-thirty. Dave held my coat for me and caught the sleeve, as he used to. On the little shelf under the mirror lay his keys and his ID on a blue lanyard: “Northbridge. Dave Lawrence, Director of Engineering.” Mine, with the same blue stripe, was in my wallet.

“Come by again,” he said. “Ellie would like that.”

Ellie was standing right there and heard every word. She nodded, as if Dave had passed her message along correctly, and suddenly pushed a glass container into my hands.

“Pierogies. For tomorrow. You’re on your own, and who wants to cook just for themselves. I know.”

“Thank you, Ellie, really, you don’t have to,” I said.

“Take them, take them,” Ellie said. “I’ve got more, Dave’ll finish them off tomorrow.”

I took them. Arguing in somebody’s front hall, in my coat, with a container in my hands, was something I didn’t know how to do. Nobody had trained me in that either.

At home I put the container in the refrigerator. Mustard, olives, and Ellie’s pierogi in a glass dish with a blue lid. There was nothing else in there. I stood with the door open until the fridge started beeping.

I didn’t throw the pierogi out. It was a good container, heavy, old Pyrex, with a rubber seal around the edge of the lid. Those you give back.
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COMMENTS

Under the video “Callan: How They Shut Us Down.” 1,713,544 views.

tammy_k1987: she must have a family tho. kids. wonder what its like living with her. you come home and she hands you a budget for dinner

MarinaFromCallan: That year my mom made pierogies to sell at church on Fridays. A dozen cabbage for eight dollars, potato and cheese for seven. That’s what we lived on while Dad sat at home.

Jenn_Wheeling: @MarinaFromCallan a dozen for eight. Lord. Yesterday I paid six fifty for a croissant at a coffee shop and still complained about it.

Guest4711: And where was there plant manager at? Ran the place into the ground and now he’s making videos. Two of a kind.







4. Severance


NICK



On Wednesday, December 3, Nick left the apartment at 8:34 a.m. Dani was asleep facing the wall under two comforters: the radiators in the new studio only half worked, and the landlord had been promising to send somebody for three weeks. Nick ate two eggs, drank milk out of the carton, and shut the door behind him, holding the knob so it wouldn’t click.

It was thirty-eight minutes door to door: walk to the stop on Penn Avenue, then the bus out to East Liberty. The e-scooter had been standing folded in the hallway since November. On the bus Nick opened the team chat. There was a message from Brad, his team lead: “Double charges. Whoever’s in first, take a look.” Under it, a screenshot from support. Forty-three complaints overnight. People had paid for Uber, for coffee, for their electric bill, and the money had gone out twice. Nick read all forty-three before the bus got to Bakery Square. One woman wrote in all caps that this was the last money she had until payday.

He got to the office a little after nine. An old cookie factory, brick and glass, sixth floor, an open-plan space with eighty desks. Eleven were taken.

Nick took off his jacket, hung it on the back of his chair and opened the logs.

By ten he’d found the cause. The Pay button didn’t lock after the first tap. On a bad connection the server took three or four seconds to respond. People didn’t see anything happen and tapped again, the app sent a second request, and the server accepted both.

“So? Find it?” Brad asked. He was standing behind him with a mug.

“Yeah. The button doesn’t disable. Network lags, people tap it twice.”

“How long to fix?”

“It’s like three lines. Plus tests.”

“Go for it. Backend should close it on their end too,” Brad said. “So a repeat request with the same key doesn’t go through. I’ll ping them.”

Nick wrote the three lines in eight minutes. The tests took forty. Another hour went into simulating a bad connection on the test phone. The conference room called Transaction had the worst Wi-Fi on the floor. He sat in there with two phones and tapped Pay twice, over and over, until the second request stopped going out.

At 12:30 a reply came from his mother. Above it in the chat was his message from the night before, sent late.

mom, got a money question. better in person

Hi. Can we meet today? The café on Butler Street, across from the old movie theater, 6:30. I made a reservation.

He read it. About twenty minutes later he wrote back “ok.” The fifteen hundred in November had come through a minute after a phone call, on the fly. You don’t ask for twenty-five thousand on the fly.

He ate lunch at his desk, a gyro from the food truck in the parking lot. Dani sent a photo
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