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JON LEFT SIDNEY LEANING on the fender of his truck as he ran to catch her three-year-old son. His legs still had a stumble to them, but before Jon could catch him, Day had traversed the dormant grass and was climbing on the first crumbles of the ice shove.

John took in the ridge of ice along the shoreline of the lake. “Sidney, I bet the ice shove is twenty feet high,” he called out, but she hadn’t budged from the truck and didn’t respond. He glared at her as she stood with her arms crossed because this had been her idea, but he knew better than to remind her of that. Instead, he let it be another weight on the scale telling him to leave her. The only thing was that her black bangs against her forehead and her long body, tall enough to crook her arm onto the hood of his big four-wheel drive, stirred his love for her. He turned back to Day who was asking him something. “Mommy coming?”

“Yeah, Buddy. I think in a moment.” He picked Day up and carried him so that the boy didn’t have to touch the ice to steady himself. “Let’s go to the top.” The ice crumbled and gave way with each step, but he kept Day steady. The boy was against him and a reassuring weight in his arms, so he was in no hurry to get to the top. Down at the fire station, he had a reputation for being able to scramble. He had short legs and a gut, but he was as quick as anyone in the department. Today, though, he was just going for sure-footed.

They had ended last night with everything left to say. Or rather, she had. He had no doubt Sidney was a strong person. She moved out of her abusive parents’ house at sixteen, graduated high school early, and then put herself through college while working fulltime in the forestry department for the city. She kept her job even while caring for Day by herself for his first year of life. She had handled her husband, David, dying. But he also knew that she was afraid of getting hurt like that again. 

“Day, we’re on top of the world.” He felt a chubby hand on the back of his neck. “Aren’t we, David?” He called the boy his full name to poke what he thought should be a tender area. He wouldn’t want to take what she had with her husband away from her, but it made him wonder how much easier things would be if Day didn’t remind her of her dead husband.

“We’re almost touching the sky,” Day answered. Then he plastered a wet kiss on John’s cheek. 

He turned back to see Sidney coming towards them. Sometimes he saw her taking care of the trees around the city. She’d be in her orange vest and hair pulled through a baseball cap, moving with velocity. Now she was a reluctant bride marching toward them. He thought about making her come up to them, but Day was squirming to be set down, so he jumped skidded back down the ice.

“Mama, mountains.”

“Yes, Day. Both of you be careful. That ice is too fragile to play around on it.”

Jon was standing on the last few inches of ice and Day was holding his pants. “In a contest between you and the ice shoves, who’d be colder?” he asked her after neither said anything.

“In a contest between the ice and your head, which is denser?” she responded.

There were other people on the ice shoves taking pictures and breathing in the spring, crystal-clean air. Jon told her, “I didn’t mean to start a fight. I just didn’t know what else to say.”

“And that’s the best you came up with?” She kicked a piece of ice. “Just tell me if you’re leaving or staying.” 

“You couldn’t possibly tell me if you wanted me to stay or not?”

“It’s up to you.” She had her arms folded tight against her body. She shivered. Coolness diffused out from the ice, but it was a nice spring day, so Jon couldn’t figure out how she could be so cold. “Because I’m not the one saying this is not working.”

He scooped Day up and set him down on the frozen ground. Not knowing what else to do, he picked up a chunk of ice and let it drop to the ground. Day laughed to see it shatter.

“I’m not saying I don’t want things to be better, Jon. I don’t know what you want from me.”

He picked up a larger piece of ice and let it crash to the ground. “I don’t want anything from you. I just want you to tell me what’s going on.”

“What do you mean? Nothing’s going on. Except that you keep inventing stuff to be mad at me about. You’re too sensitive. It makes you controlling.”

“Could we talk about this once without arguing?”

She looked at him, pursed her lips so hard she had lip wrinkles like a smoker. “You can’t tell me it’s over and then want to talk about it.”

“I don’t want to leave. I have to.”

“Obviously you- Where’s Day?” Sydney scanned the base of the ice shove, twisting her head back and forth.

“He was right here.” Jon thought she was avoiding the conversation until she turned completely around to scan the rest of the park. Then he felt her panic. She turned again and ran along the ice shove. He jogged in the opposite direction. “Day,” he called out.

Sidney screamed his name. “Day. Day. Davey.”

Sidney scrambled up onto the ice shove. But Jon passed her in giant strides. At the top, he saw Day right away. He had walked out onto the ice and was standing a foot away from open water. Jon skidded down the side of the ice shove, thinking of his training that told him not to put himself in a situation where two people would have to be rescued.

He stopped and then without taking his eyes off Day, he reached out so that he caught Sidney as she tried to run by. “Stop,” he told her. He held her as tight as he could for a moment. Then he crouched. “Day, buddy. Come here.”

Jon reached out to him. Day looked at him and giggled. 

Then Day noticed the look on his mom’s face. “Come here, right now, Day,” Sydney yelled out. She couldn’t stop herself and Jon couldn’t blame her.

But he knew what Day’s reaction would be. Day stopped giggling and took a step back. 

The ice cracked and then cracked again. 

“Day!” She clamped her hands to her mouth, but she had already screamed. Day backed away another step.

Jon ran in a big arch toward Day and then leaped out, grabbed Day into the air with him before landing on his back. Instantly the ice gave way, and both were sinking into the water. Jon felt Day’s rib cage and his breathing. He felt the life force of the boy as he held him up. Day was one when he began dating Sydney. He had missed the midnight feedings and even the diapers. Sydney had him potty trained by then. Suddenly there was this frenzied energy of boy in his life, and he had found it amazing.

The coldness of the water hit Jon’s body. This scared him. It was eating him alive as it tried to get to the boy. If both went under, Jon knew he wouldn’t have the skills to hold Day and save himself. Feeling each second giving him fewer options, Jon used his shoulders on the breaking ice as a fulcrum and flung Day over his head and toward Sydney.

The force caused him to slide into the water. He thought that it wouldn’t be deep, but he could not find bottom. There was just his heart pounding, his heavy clothes pulling at his limbs, and the cold. 

The cold and darkness.

He burst to the surface and flayed himself at the ice. He felt the panic as he slipped back down, but then calmed himself by imagining what he would tell a civilian to do as he stood on the shore. He kicked off his boots. Then, floating for a moment, he found what looked to be the strongest part of the ice.

He kicked up, planted his palms on the ice and pulled himself out of the water while continuing to kick. Once he got his arms straight, he dropped himself down and rolled to pull his legs out of the water. He was exhausted, but still made himself roll from the water.

Rolling, rolling, he got glimpses of Sidney on the ice, clutching Day. She had him pulled close and was rocking him. Jon wasn’t sure if the relief he felt was from how calm Day looked or the sound of sirens coming into the park. Jon stood up and stumbled his way to them. 

He dropped to his hands and knees near them, but far enough away he wouldn’t get them wet.

Sidney pulled him by the shoulder. She pulled Jon’s head to her lips. “He’s our son,” she said. She was crying so hard as she spoke that it took a few moments for Jon to understand what she said.

“We love him,” he answered. It was only then that he realized he was hyperventilating. 

She looked out at the lake. “I can’t lose anybody else,” she said, then. It was a Sydney comment. Succinct, direct. Cryptic and not cryptic.

“Okay,” Jon responded. He touched his boy’s cheek. “Day, it’s not safe out here. Running off is dangerous. It’s dangerous here.”

Day turned and looked at the white and blue shards of ice piled high. “I still love them. My fragile mountains.”
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THE MAN WAVED THE GUN between Adam and Jenny. Out of the corner of her eye, Jenny could see Mark, their producer, yelling into the phone. Her main attention, however, was on memorizing the guy’s features—his large gut in a thread-bare T-shirt, his long, gray hair in a ponytail. Adam, her co-host, had his eyes on one thing only. The gun held his attention like a naked woman.

“Do you know why I picked your show?” the gunman asked.

For a moment, everyone seemed content to let the question go unanswered. Jenny tried not to think of how, in movies, the captives that beg and grovel are always killed. Not that she would give the guy that satisfaction, but Adam seemed freaked out. She reached over and flicked his arm. It was the sign she used whenever something had gone wrong on the air such as losing a live spot and she needed him to fix it.

“Of course, we do,” Adam finally answered, jerking his line of vision from the gun. “We have the number one morning radio show in Madison. Killing us will make you famous. Where else were you going to go, Buddy? WIFT?” 

Jenny could tell Adam was using his radio voice, although the Adam you got on the radio was pretty much the Adam Sather you got in real life. Quick-witted, sarcastic, and sweet all at once, just turned up a few hundred notches. This made him someone that could think on his feet, but she didn’t think cocky was the way to go with this guy.

“No,” the gunman spat out with a sour look on his face. “I don’t care about that. I’m taking a stand against posers and you two are the biggest ones.”

“Adam. Let’s not make the gentleman angry.” 

“Oh, I think he’s already mad.”

“What are you doing? Don’t make him angrier.” Jenny gave Adam the quickest glance. Her co-host sounded confident, and he was still sprawled out in his chair, as always in his T-shirt and Khaki shorts looking more like a college student than a thirty-seven-year-old man. But his flushed cheeks and jittering leg showed her that he was scared.

“Both of you shut up.”

Fearing that Adam would keep going, she used the friendliest affect she could muster and asked, “What’s your name, guy?” 

“Kevin. Kevin—” The guy stopped.

Jen said, “It’s okay. Kevin’s fine.” Jen kicked Adam’s foot to say let me handle this. But that was how they worked best. Jenny delivered the show with Adam doing the color commentary.

“We just wanted to know what to call you,” Adam added, “instead of just crazed gunman.”

“What?” The gun wobbled. Kevin’s whole body tensed up. 

“Nothing, Buddy. I was just making a joke.”

“A joke, huh? While I go one for you. Knock. Knock.”

“Ah, who’s there?” Adam answered, sounding less confident.

“Shut up before I blow your head off.”

Jenny leaned forward and put her hand in front of Adam to take Kevin’s attention. “Hold on, now. What do you mean posers? How are we posers, Kevin?” Adam was trying to humor this guy out of being angry and she wanted to let him do it. He had talked her into putting the pin back into the many metaphorical grenades she had pulled in her life. But Kevin’s reaction told her the only thing to do was keep him talking until the cops busted in.

Kevin’s bushy eyebrows went up. “You guys are supposed to be like a couple, but you’re not.”

“Now wait a minute, Kevin.” Jenny patted the air. “We never said we were a couple.”

“Come on, Jen. You guys act like it. Monday mornings, you always tell Adam ‘There’s my honey. Come give me some sugar, AJ.’”

“I say that sarcastically.”

Adam shrugged his shoulders. “Yes, but that’s how women usually say those things to me.”

“No,” Kevin said, waving the gun like wagging a finger. “Quit making jokes. You guys act like you love each other and that your audience is part of your family. Like your children. People like to listen to you because you guys are so great together. I thought I could tell that you two really loved each other. But then that newspaper article comes out and it’s all an act. You tricked me.”

“But we do love each other,” Adam offered, putting his hand on Jen’s knee. “We’ve been partners for fifteen years. The way we get along on the air is how we get along. It’s genuine. But platonic. With Jen’s pretty face plastered on the side of every bus, you’re not exactly the first guy to ask if I was with her. Well, you are the first with a gun.” Then Adam gave his standard joke line. “Can’t you tell that I’m not married to her by the way we get along?”

“With your comments like that, we would have been divorced a long time ago,” Jen responded, but not in the warm tone Adam had used. 

“See,” Kevin said. “You’re doing it right now.”

“What?” Jenny demanded. “You don’t think we planned out lines in case of being held hostage by a gunman, do you?”

“You both took the same improv class. That’s how you met.”

“We hate improv,” Adam and Jenny said together. 

Then Jenny clutched Adam’s hand. “How can we joke right now”

Adam was still splayed out in his chair. “It’s our schtick. It’s automatic. We are not the crazy ones.”

The gunman said, “Listen. Listen now. I’m going to tell you what’s going to happen. I am going to shoot Adam and you get to watch. I’m going to get some real emotions out of you.”

“Why shoot him?” Jenny asked, deciding that Adam was trying to be obnoxious enough to get shot first and that the police wouldn’t allow Kevin a second shot. “Because I’m a woman, you think I’ll cry? I’ll be all emotional?”

Adam fidgeted in his chair like he was going to shoot out of it but managed to maintain his slouch. “Jenny, here’s one time not to argue with a sexist.”

“He’s making me mad.” And so are you, she thought.

“Yeah. I’m not disagreeing with you. But shut up so that you get out of here safe.”

“Are you being sexist, too?” She pointed her finger at Adam. “Trying to sacrifice yourself for me just because I’m a woman. Listen, Kevin, Adam will cry like a little girl if you kill me first. Maybe poop his pants.”

Kevin looked at her. “Why are you saying these things? I’m serious.”

“She knows, Buddy. She’s just trying to save me.”

“Adam, we’ve been together for a long time. So, you know that if you don’t shut up, I’ll kill you before he does.” Out of the corner of her eye, Jenny could see Mark gesturing now, but couldn’t really tell what he was relaying. Either he was making a cop car light gesture or changing two light bulbs.

Kevin thumped his chest with the gun. “I decide who dies first today. And I said you die second. Then I’ll see how much you care about him. But before I kill you, I want you to go back on the air.” 

Adam drummed his fingers for a few moments and then leaned toward his mike. “Mark, switch us back over.”

“The policy,” Mark said back over the intercom.

“We’ll be all right if Kevin promises to keep things on the downlow.”

Kevin glanced between Adam and Mark behind the glass window until Jenny was sure he was getting dizzy. “What do you mean? You better tell me right now what you two are talking about.” He aimed the gun at Jenny. “Forget it. If you want to die first, fine with me. Let’s just get all this over with.” 

“Wait. Wait, Kevin,” Adam yelled. “The station has a policy against putting—someone such as yourself on the air. So, you wouldn’t be able to, you know, kill us or anything on the air. If we did that then there would be a lot of copycats doing it. But if you promised not to say or do anything rash on the air, we could try it.”

Jenny put her headphones on. “Let Adam and I do our job and work with us, and we’ll let you have your say.”

Adam said, “How does that sound, Kevin? We can do it if you promise.”

“Yes. Okay. But you break your word and I break mine.”

Adam nodded and then looked over to Mark. Waited for his finger point. “Good morning, Madison. Good morning. Geez, I just said good morning twice. That’s a little annoying. You have AJ and Jen in the morning. It’s 7:43. How you doing this morning, Jen?”

Jenny froze for a moment and then scrambled to get her microphone up to her mouth. “I think you know, AJ. Besides peeing and showering by myself, you’ve been with me. And before you get any ideas, folks, we carpool together.”

“So great then.”

“I wouldn’t go right to great. ‘Bout an average morning with you.”

“You know, Jen. People often ask me how we really get along. Usually, I just say something dumb.”

“Really, AJ? Not you.”

AJ laughed into the mike. “But the fact of the matter is that Jen has been my best friend for the last fifteen years.”

Jen smiled because Adam was always the one to say something wonderful. And right now, she really needed to hear it. “Recently,” she said, “someone asked, not for the first time, if we were a couple. My answer is why would we ruin our friendship?”

“Not that it hasn’t crossed my mind. I’ve certainly thought about it.”

“Really, Adam—AJ. That’s so sweet.”

“It sent shivers down my spine, but I’ve thought about it.”

She laughed. “Gee, thanks, AJ.”

“Hearing that raspy laugh is the best part of my day,” Adam said into his mike, but peering over at Kevin to gauge his reaction. Kevin was leaning against the wall and didn’t seem to be paying attention. “Nothing can change that.” Adam reached behind him and pulled a CD. “Let’s play a song not on the playlist. Here’s Green Day with Good Riddance.”

Jenny and Adam took their headphones off. “After doing that with a gun to my head,” she said, “I guess I can’t call in with PMS anymore.”

“Don’t talk like that,” Kevin said, now just behind her. He didn’t have the gun pointed, but his voice burned her like a flamethrower.

“Hey, Buddy. She was just making jokes in a tense situation. We both do that.”

“You know, why did you really pick us anyway?” Jen got the indignant tone she was going for but couldn’t catch her breath. “There are plenty of other morning shows you can terrorize.”

“You really don’t know, do you?” He looked at Jenny who could only look at him with her mouth open. “Well, part of the reason, I already told you. Because I like your show.”

“Lucky us,” Adam said.

“Another part of the reason is that I will get the most news coverage. Those other shows, you’d have to expect trouble. I’m not a prude. I read Mad Magazine growing up. But morning radio is disgusting. They use the a-word and the b-word all the time. When they’re not talking about every part of a woman’s anatomy. Then all that laughing at things that are not funny.” 

“Kevin,” Adam began. He wanted to do something to make Jenny less afraid. But his own fear made him hesitate. He glanced at the console to see that the song was about to end and then moved the mike back to his mouth. “Good morning, people. It’s the AJ & Jen show.” Without wanting to, he left a short stretch of dead air. “Off-air, Jen and I’ve been talking this morning to our good friend, Kevin. Kevin, would you mind throwing on those headphones and talking into that mike right here and share with the audience what you were just talking about?”

“About what I’m doing here? Because you told me I can’t—”

“Maybe we can get into that later. There’s a teaser, listeners. Stay tuned and find out what our friend Kevin is planning on doing or hopefully will decide not to do. But let’s keep that a secret for now.”

Kevin responded, “Ah...”

Jenny stepped in now. “Yes, Kevin was giving us the state of radio nowadays.”

“It’s not just radio.” Kevin had been too far away from the mike and then moved too close. Jen leaned over and adjusted it to the right distance. Kevin touched the microphone in front of him but didn’t dare move it. “And it’s not all radio. Generally, I liked your show. Adam didn’t objectify you. And you didn’t act like he was dumb just because he was a man.”

Adam said, “I don’t think I like you talking about us in the past tense like that.” 

Kevin pursed his lips and stared at Adam blankly.

“What else, Kevin?” Jenny said to cover the dead air.

The gun trembled in Kevin’s hand. “I thought you guys were different. I’ve been listening for a long time and it was pretty clear you were a couple. You were always talking about how long you guys have known each other and making jokes about spending all your time together. I...I thought you were sharing while still being private.

“It was refreshing, you know. Nowadays, everyone has a relationship played out for the public on those reality shows. I don’t want to see relationships that are played up on camera and plotted out to hook the audience. It’s pathetic. Whether it’s their real life or that they’re putting on a skit, it still just seems sad. More pathetic are the people that love it and pay more attention to those talentless, attention-addicted celebrities than to real people in their lives.

“I worry about my daughter having grown up in this mess. She says the stuff she heard in church doesn’t ring true to her, so she doesn’t go. I’m worried that she won’t go to heaven and that somehow, I failed her. And the thing is, I no longer believe in what goes on in church either. It just seems like a desperate need to hold on to the past. But I go and I give them the money they demand of me. I believe in sacrifice. I believe in going because it’s the least I can do for all that God has given us. It’s important to be counted righteous. 

“It used to be that people worked hard and wanted to give to others. It was before my time even, but from farmers to car dealers, people did things without looking for a reward. Nowadays, people are all about positioning and looking good. Why work hard when you can kiss up to the boss? Why be polite when the store down the street has cashiers just as rude? I just want something real and good.

“I just want something real,” he said again, his voice straining. He put the gun up and cocked it. “I asked you out to give you something real, Jenny. That’s what I thought I could get from you. Instead, I got lies.”

Jenny had been staring at Adam trying to figure out why they were feeding into the madman, but the cock of the gun shot her up straight in her chair. Then her face flushed. “Me? You don’t even know me.”

Kevin gave her a pained smile. “You really don’t remember. I thought you were pretending.”

“Sorry?” She was not apologizing for whatever offense she was making, and she didn’t want to. It was her way of saying, ‘come again?’ But if he wanted to take it as an apology, if it would save her life, then let him. 

“Please don’t do this.” Kevin swallowed. “We were in group therapy together. Until you dropped out.”

There was silence. Then Adam said, “I think you’re mistaken. If she had been in therapy, I would know.”

Kevin folded his arms the best he could with the gun in his hand and sat on the edge of a table. Jenny looked away. Not to the console or Mark or the door. Just to a blank wall. Kevin leaned down towards her. “So, your best friend doesn’t know that you had to take anger management classes. Maybe you can’t treat anyone with respect.” 

“Stop it,” Adam told him. “You can’t see that you got the wrong person because you’re crazy.”

“I had to take those classes,” Jenny finally said, working hard not to speak through clenched teeth. “Of course, now, thanks to you, everyone in the city will know, but I was ashamed. It was the only way I could get any visitation with my daughter. I was getting a divorce and fighting for my daughter, so sorry if I don’t remember you or if I was rude to you.”

“You lied to me. You told me you were in a relationship with Adam. I’m no looker. But why not even give me the consideration of being honest and not telling a lie that I would find out was a lie. Why spurn me like that?” He cocked the gun. The sound made Jenny reach for Adam’s hand. His was reaching for hers.

Jenny swallowed. “Because I was alone and afraid.”

Kevin put the gun in front of his face. Stared at it. “That thing I was going to have you two do.” His face was still near his mike and the audience could hear how his voice was faltering. “I’ll just do it myself. It will be better for everyone.”

He brought the gun to his temple.

“Kevin,” Jen yelled, the mike picking up her voice, but making her sound far away. “Wait.”

Jenny knew that her Adam was actually shy and could only be outgoing and bold through his radio persona of AJ. She swung Adam’s boom arm over to him so AJ could say something and stop him. 

“What’s your daughter’s name, Kevin?” AJ asked.

“Lindsey. She’s a freshman at the university.”

“She goes to the UW? You must be very proud of her.”

He looked at Adam and then Jenny; his eyes rimmed with red, and he lowered the gun. “I am, Adam. But she can’t be very proud of me. How do you make up for a lifetime of not being there?”

Jenny and Adam kept their mouths to the microphones but didn’t say anything.

“Exactly,” Kevin replied to their silence.

“Who’s there for you?” Adam asked.

“My daughter. God. That should be enough.”

“Should be,” Jenny said with a set jaw. She was sure Adam was on his way to getting through to this guy. But Kevin’s word showed her how Kevin had tried to move past bitterness and resentment and that it made him, despite the gun and the failure and the anger, better than most. Better than herself. “But it’s not,” she said. “Your daughter’s there for you. I know she is. But it’s not the same because she depends on you. As for God—”

“Who else was there for you?” Adam interrupted.

The gun trembling in his hand was his answer.

“We were. Jen and me. That’s why you felt betrayed that we are not a couple.” Adam scoffed. “You know we didn’t go into this for the money. We did it to connect with people. Develop a relationship. Not with you personally—”

“But give us a chance, now.” Jenny had been going on with the conversation just to buy time until the police could come in and shoot him. But like Kevin, she had seen too little of her daughter. And just as Adam was shy without the transmitter tower and more significantly, without her; Jenny’s heart would freeze without Adam to keep it thawed. They had discussed it. Decided they were like a peanut butter and mayo sandwich. An absurd combination that was somehow great. “Give me a chance.”

“Don’t,” Kevin shouted and pointed the gun at her. She walked up to him so that he had to pull the gun back. She looked him in the eye. In Kevin, she saw herself without Adam.

She reached out and took the gun.
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