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It’s probably considered eccentric to dedicate a book to its editor, but I’m willing to risk it for Josh Kendall—a generous giver of time.







Time is what we want most, but what, alas! we use worst.

—William Penn, Fruits of Solitude







PROLOGUE






i.

Wait a second, wait a second, wait a second,” Allie called from the back seat.

The driver didn’t answer. The woman had said not one word this entire time, which was part of what was so terrifying about the whole thing. She just drove, not turning around, not answering Allie’s questions, acting like Allie wasn’t even back here. Allie tried to get her to engage, Allie had been trying the whole time, since the moment this lady had grabbed her from the bench at the edge of the playground and forced her across the sidewalk and into the back seat of her silver SUV.

“Hi, could you—I’m sorry, would you just talk to me? Can you look at me? Please.”

Allie tried to stay calm. She was trying to stay calm. It had been—what?—an hour? Two hours? The sun was going down. They were driving south, or at least that’s what Allie thought, she thought they were driving south, she had tried to look for landmarks but the windows were tinted and it was hard to see.

“Can you tell me where we’re going? Can you just—I’m sorry, can you just talk to me?”

The driver—the kidnapper—this strange and terribly quiet and oddly witchy woman—still refused to answer. She just drove, keeping to an even highway speed, no talking, no radio, no sound but the muted rush of the wheels. Allie stared at the back of the woman’s head, at her long black hair pulled back in a tight ponytail, at her pale thin neck.

Calm. Allie was working so hard to stay calm. You have to be rational. You can’t panic. You have to stay calm.

“Okay, look. Here’s the thing. Whoever it is that you think I am, I promise you it’s not me. You’ve got the wrong person. Can you—I’m sorry, can you hear me?”

Allie knew it was useless. A waste of words. A waste of time. If this lady, whoever she was, if she was going to respond, if she was going to take pity on her, if she was going to pull over and untie her wrists and apologize for the misunderstanding and let her go, then she would have done it already. Right?

But Allie kept talking. Kept trying. Because, yes, she knew it was useless, but she also knew that if she stopped talking, stopped trying, she would collapse into despair, she would start crying and not stop crying until this lady either killed her or dropped her in a dungeon or threw her in a hole or whatever the hell she was planning.

“Can I just tell you something? Seriously. I’m not rich—okay?—I’m not some, like, heiress or anything like that, if that’s what this is. I’m just a person. I’m just some woman. I’m a teacher.” And as if to prove that she was a teacher, just a regular boring middle-school teacher, Allie was talking in her most pleasant voice, earnest and teacherly, carefully explaining what everyone needed to know for tomorrow’s quiz.

“My name is Allie Zerkofsky. Allison Bridget Zerkofsky. My maiden name is Brownlee—Allison Brownlee. I’m originally from Ohio, and I’m twenty-six years old, and I teach at Dalton Kruger Middle School in Bordentown, New Jersey. I live near there with my husband, Lucas, and—and—”

Allie stopped. She couldn’t think of the baby right now. She couldn’t say the baby’s name. If she said the name out loud, then despair would over-rush her, she knew that it would, and that would be it.

“I teach science and math to sixth- and seventh-graders,” she said instead. “The kids call me Ms. Z. I’m not rich. I’m in debt, actually! I have over forty thousand dollars in outstanding student loans.”

Allie paused. She breathed hopefully. She didn’t know what else to say. Her kidnapper did not seem interested in her student-loan debt.

“I’m wondering if maybe you’ve got me confused with—I don’t know—some kind of drug dealer or—or—or Mafia person?”

Nothing. No answer. Allie’s wrists chafed where they were cinched tightly, one against the other. She felt panic building in the back of her throat.

The driver guided the SUV through a series of turns. It was getting darker outside, but Allie felt like they were still going south, south and west, skirting Philadelphia. She thought she could make out the tops of the bridges that connected New Jersey and Pennsylvania.

What if they were going into the woods? Weren’t there all those hardwood forests in the rural northern part of Maryland, just over the state line? That’s what they do, isn’t it, when they’re going to kill you? Drive you over the state line and into the woods.

Was Allie going to cry again? Was she starting to cry? She moaned softly, tilted her head up, working overtime to keep from crying. Working as hard as she could.

“Please,” she said. “Please don’t kill me. Are you going to kill me?”

“I am not,” the driver said, and Allie gasped at the shock of the woman’s voice after the long miles of silence. The voice was cool and flat and uninflected, a voice to match the high black ponytail and the pale thin neck.

“I am not a killer,” the driver continued. “I am a delivery person. I pick up a package and deliver it. Killing and death do not come into it, barring some problem or issue.” The driver looked into the rearview mirror and made quick, grave eye contact with Allie. Her eyes were large and perfectly green, and Allie—insanely, under the circumstances—looked back at her and thought: God, she is gorgeous.

“Is there going to be some problem or issue?”

“No,” said Allie. “No, no, no.”

A delivery person, though, what did that mean? Who could have ordered that Allie be… delivered? She thought again that this had to be one of those horrifying situations you see in the news, some tragic gangland mix-up where regular people are murdered for no reason at all, and you shake your head and go, Those poor people, except now it was Allie, Allie was those poor people.

Lucas was probably getting home from work at this point, going from room to room in their little house on Myrtle Avenue, starting to freak out, calling, “Honey? Hon?” and thinking, Where is she? Where’s the baby?

Oh, no. Oh God. The baby.

Rachel.

At the thought of Rachel, Allie could see her, could smell her, the sweet-soap smell of her scalp. She could feel her tiny wriggling weight.

Allie started to cry.

“Please, ma’am,” she said, her voice a ragged quaver. “Miss. Please. Can you just tell me if the baby’s okay?”

The driver flicked her eyes up to the rearview mirror again and gave Allie a brief questioning glance, but then she looked back at the road without answering. Allie kept talking.

“Her name is Rachel. She’s fourteen months old, and she has this—she drinks a special formula, because she’s got a milk allergy, and—it’s serious, so—” Allie broke off. The thought of Rachel and her formula set her crying again, big hitching sobs she couldn’t hold in.

They had been at the playground on Maslow. Rachel was in the sandbox. The stroller sat parked nearby, with the diaper bag hung on its handles. Allie had taken her shoes off despite the cold because Rachel liked to pack Mommy’s toes in little dunes of muddy sand.

Allie was fully sobbing now, her face hot with tears.

“Oh my God, wait, though, you have to tell him,” she said to the driver. She leaned forward against the seat belt. Her upper arms ached from being tied. Why hadn’t she thought of this already? Why hadn’t it been the first thing she’d said when the lady put her in the car?

“You have to call that man. Please can you just call him?”

“What man?” said the driver sharply.

“The—the man,” stammered Allie. There had been two of them. The woman who had taken Allie and an accomplice, a broad-shouldered man in a gray overcoat and heavy black boots. “The man who took my baby.”

“What baby?” the driver said, and Allie felt a terrible pain erupt from her chest and she cried out. It was like something was gnashing against itself, deep inside of her, close to her heart. Like bone grinding against bone. Startled, Allie jolted in her seat and her head banged hard against the tempered glass of the rear window.

“Hey,” said the driver, and turned in her seat just as Allie fell over sideways, her body locked, her teeth gritted. She was trying to scream but she couldn’t scream, it hurt too much, something was scraping inside of her like a rusted gate. A sound escaped from her in a strangled gurgle.

The driver craned further around, murmuring, “The hell?” just as a deer drifted into the road. She turned back only at the last instant, jerking the wheel hard to the left in time to avoid the animal, sending the SUV skidding off the pavement and colliding at high speed with one of the dark trees that lined the shoulder. The driver was thrown back hard in her seat as the airbag exploded open and slammed into her chest. The hood crumpled and the right headlight shattered and steam came out of the engine in a plume.

Allie was tossed forward and then flung back as the seat belt snapped tight against her chest. “Oh my God,” she said. “Oh my God.”

The grinding internal pain that had erupted inside of Allie receded just as quickly, and now in the stunned silence after the accident she acted without thinking: she slid out from under the seat belt onto the flat carpet of the seat well and inched forward, hands bound, until she could clamp her mouth around the silver door handle and, with an awkward clutch of her teeth, yank it inward, clicking the door open.

Then she pushed forward on the door with the top of her head and tumbled gasping into the roadside mud.

Frantic, Allie stumbled up from her knees onto her feet and lurched into a run, remembering that she had no shoes on only as her foot came down on a thick jagged piece of headlight.

The pain was shocking and intense, and Allie staggered as, from the corner of her eye, she saw her kidnapper pushing open the driver’s side door. Oh God, she thought. Oh no. It was a nightmare. It was a horror movie.

Allie crouched to pull out the shard of headlight just as the driver got to her and grabbed a tight fistful of her hair.

“Come on,” said the woman coldly, but in that instant Allie, with a sickening tug, yanked the piece of headlight from her foot, and then—thinking only of Rachel, only of her daughter’s flashing eyes and fat little body—she straightened up out of her crouch and jammed the bloody glass into the woman’s face, her screams mingling with the startled screams of the driver as Allie drove the shard into her eye.

Allie let go, leaving the broken piece of headlight where she had planted it in the driver’s face.

And then she ran.







ii.

Desiree breathed through the pain, calculating how much time this was going to cost her.

That was her name, the striking green-eyed woman in the black pantsuit who had taken Allie from the New Jersey playground: Desiree.

The shard of broken headlight had penetrated deeply into her eye, and the pain was extraordinary, the pain of a sharp, cold, inorganic object embedded in her eyeball.

Desiree wasn’t really her name. In Desiree’s line of work, real names were a liability, and she hadn’t worked under her own in many years. The name Desiree was one she had selected, and it would be discarded at the conclusion of the assignment.

The conclusion of the assignment that would now be delayed. Desiree hated delay. She loathed it. She started the timer on her watch when each new job commenced, and Desiree knew without consulting the watch that she was already over four hours on this one. In a perfect world, a simple delivery such as this would not require more than eight hours in total. This was not a perfect world.

Desiree’s preference would have been to chase the woman through the woods, but this was impossible. Before doing anything else she would have to remove the foreign object from her eye. She would have to seek medical attention. Desiree breathed slowly, in and out. Blood spurted and then dripped and finally merely trickled from her face. Twilight was almost concluded. The roadside was darkening. Time was escaping through the trees.

She had taken her eyes off the road. Turned halfway around in the driver’s seat to look at the girl. Why had she done that?

Desiree knew why: It was the way the girl had screamed. She had said something about a baby and Desiree had said, “What baby?” and then the woman had made this spine-shivering scream, like no scream that Desiree had ever heard. Which, in her line of work, was saying something.

Desiree brought herself up onto her knees, fighting off a wave of nausea and dizziness. She braced herself with one hand flat on the muddy ground. With the other hand, she reached up and took hold of the protruding end of the shard of polycarbonate plastic still stuck in her eyeball and began to pull it out.

The pain, which had begun to subside, intensified. Desiree’s body buckled and shook.

She did not scream. She breathed evenly.

The jagged triangle at last came free, accompanied by a final cascade of blood and vitreous fluid. Her hand still pressed against the ground, Desiree allowed herself one long, muted groan of angry pain.

Then she stood, holding one hand over the wound while her other eye blinked rapidly to adjust to the bleary country darkness. She made her way to the rear door of the SUV and opened it. She squeezed a water bottle to irrigate the wound, then opened her first aid kit. She packed the wound with gauze and then made an X of surgical tape to secure it.

Desiree performed these tasks very quickly, with maximum efficiency. Her every movement was charged with impatience. Every moment she was not chasing the girl was a moment lost. Every moment, Desiree’s search radius got wider.

“Are you all right?”

Desiree turned and saw a young man who had come out of the woods and was behind her, a few feet from the rear of the rented Buick Enclave. Desiree smiled tightly, thinking she had no time for this. The boy was sixteen or seventeen, in athletic shorts and a T-shirt that said PROPERTY OF LINCOLN HIGH SCHOOL. A ridiculous jogger’s headlamp was strapped to his forehead.

“I’m fine,” she said, but the teenager stood there gawping.

“Are you sure? Looks like you got in an accident.”

“I’m fine,” said Desiree again, but the boy was shaking his head, his silly headlight bobbing back and forth.

“You stay here,” he said. “I’ll go and get help.”

He turned to jog away and Desiree pulled the 9-millimeter pistol from the pocket of her coat and shot him one time in the back of the head. He fell directly to the ground, his gangly late-adolescent body collapsing like an accordion beneath the weight of his head.

She stood over him for a moment. A second bullet wasn’t necessary.

Desiree, who was much stronger than her small frame suggested, lifted the jogger into the rear of the Enclave. His eyes stared up at her while she arranged his body in the cargo hold. The headlamp had gone off.

This would take yet more time. Now not only did Desiree need to deal with her eye, she had to swap out this vehicle as soon as possible, before some state trooper pulled her over to ask about the collision damage.

There was a car lot she knew that dealt with these kinds of situations. But it was in Perth Amboy, in the exact opposite direction of where she was supposed to deliver the girl.

Desiree checked the timer on her watch. She had been working this job for four hours, nineteen minutes, and thirty-two seconds. Thirty-three seconds. Thirty-four. Time flying forward, burning itself away.

She had to find that girl, and she would find her. As soon as possible.







iii.

Allie crashed haphazardly through the woods until she emerged on a narrow hiking path. She followed this path, taking rapid, terrified breaths, looking back over her shoulder every few yards, running in the darkness even though her body burned from the strain, running and running even as the wound in the sole of her foot cried out each time her foot struck the ground. She paused only long enough to get her hands free, tearing the cloth against the sharp broken end of a jagged branch, and then she continued to run.

The ground was cold. Allie’s whole body was cold. She was lost in the woods in mid-November, and it was so cold.

Allie sternly lectured herself not to panic. “Don’t panic,” she said, and she could hear herself saying it to a roomful of seventh-graders losing their shit about state testing or whatever it was: Don’t panic. Remain calm.

She had to find her way out of here, that was all. She had to find a phone. She had to call Lucas.

He’d be absolutely losing his mind by now. He’d be calling all of their friends, calling her parents.

And what about Rachel?

No, thought Allie fiercely, don’t. Do not. She couldn’t think of Rachel, of her fragile little peanut, wailing and confused, surrounded by strangers, probably soaking wet. No—it was unbearable to think of Rachel, so Allie commanded herself not to do it, to ignore that particular terror and keep going, stay calm and focused and find her way through the forest and to a phone that she could use.

And as all of these thoughts cascaded through Allie’s mind, as she fled through the darkness with her foot pulsing in fiery pain, every once in a while she remembered the terrible grinding sensation that had rolled through her body before, when she was in the back seat and her captor had pretended not to know she had a child.

Thinking back, it had been like pain but not pain exactly. It was more like a kind of pressure exerting itself, a feeling like something dissolving, like something being destroyed. It was strange even to be thinking of it as Allie fled deeper and deeper into the moonlit forest, in the midst of this miserable ordeal—but what on earth could that feeling have been?







WEDNESDAY






1.

Grace Berney had a moment, just a moment but kind of a long one, where she thought she might actually go insane.

Not really, of course. Not literally. She was going to be fine. It wasn’t a big deal.

It was just her mom, just Kathy being her same old Kathy self, just her dear old mother driving her out of her mind, and her dear old mother had been driving her out of her mind for going on forty-six years already. So what was one more night?

Grace took a nice long breath and let it out slow and said, “Hey, Mom? I think maybe you’re making this harder than it needs to be.”

“Everything is harder than it needs to be,” Kathy said tartly. “That’s just called life.”

Or maybe Grace would go insane. Maybe tonight was the night!

Kathy made an agitated little grunt and shifted her soft bulky weight backward into Grace’s arms. Grace dug her heels into the carpet and jammed her hands into her mother’s armpits and succeeded, although just barely, in keeping both of them from toppling over.

“Ach,” said her mom. “That hurts.”

“Sorry,” said Grace. “You okay?”

“I guess.”

“Can we keep going?”

“Well, gimme a damn second. Let me catch my breath.”

Grace’s mother looked a lot like Grace, or at least what Grace was resigned to looking like thirty years and fifty pounds into the future. Grace had heaved Kathy out of her armchair to maneuver her, step by labored step, across the tidy living room of the town house to the bathroom. Now they were paused at the halfway point, directly below the Smithsonian Institution print of wildflowers that hung between the front windows. Grace noticed that the windows were smudged and needed cleaning, even though she had cleaned them maybe three days ago. After she got her mom to the toilet, she should grab a wet paper towel and swipe those clean. Maybe do the fireplace mantel too; it had been a while since anybody cleaned the mantel.

Or I could just die, thought Grace as she stood contemplating chores while her hands were getting grossly warm in her elderly mother’s armpits. Dying is another option.

Theoretically Kathy MacAlister was perfectly mobile so long as she had her cane, but lately Kathy had begun leaving the cane in random places around the house and forgetting where she had left it, requiring that she be assisted in getting from one spot to another. Grace didn’t know if this new habit represented the first stirrings of senility or was simply the latest manifestation of a lifelong streak of selfish stubbornness. Neither prospect was particularly heartening.

“Come on,” said Grace. “We’re almost there.”

“I can see that. I’m old. I’m not blind.”

Grace made the decision to ignore her mother’s tone, a decision she made many times over the course of any given day. All Grace wanted was to skip ahead to the part of the night when she was alone in front of the TV, slowly drinking the single glass of wine she allowed herself when all the day’s responsibilities had been discharged. Grace was not a boring person, but she had boring habits. She was aware of that. It was fine with her. Life was short. She liked wine and she liked TV.

“Okay, Mom. Here we go.”

Grace and Kathy took a big clumsy step together, and then Grace’s phone rang from the kitchen, playing the jaunty preset ringtone Grace kept meaning to change. Kathy stopped abruptly and the two of them nearly toppled over.

“Oh, for God’s sake!” said Kathy. “What is that noise?”

Grace rolled her eyes as she regained her footing. Kathy was old, but she wasn’t that old. She had heard phones before.

“Someone’s calling me. Ignore it.”

The ringtone played again.

“I can’t ignore it. It’s driving me out of my gourd.”

“You’re fine. Walk.”

They kept going, and the phone stopped mid-ring, but then a second later it started again, insistent and bright, and Grace craned her neck to try to see the phone where it lay on the kitchen counter, to see who on earth would be calling her at 7:30 on a Wednesday night. Nobody called her. It was probably someone wanting to extend her car’s warranty or a robot with an exciting loan opportunity. River was the only actual human who regularly called her, but River was getting a ride home with friends and was very unlikely to do something as lame as call to check in.

“You know what?” said Kathy. “You’re so intrigued, go answer it. You can set me down here.”

“You mean just… lay you down on the floor?”

“Yes. I’m fine.”

“Mom. I thought you had to go to the bathroom.”

“I’ll make it. I’ll crawl.”

“Mom.”

Kathy waved an irritated hand and let out a long groaning uch. It was one of her most impressive old-lady tricks, to remain so haughty and commanding even in the most undignified positions, such as being dragged like a sack of flour across the floor by her adult daughter.

Soon, Grace knew, it would be time to figure out a new situation for her mother. She and River couldn’t attend to Kathy’s needs much longer, and the space of the townhome increasingly felt too small for three. The first floor was really just one big room: a front hall that nosed into the living room, a kitchen separated from the front by a narrow breakfast counter. Behind the kitchen was a stairwell leading to the second floor and its three bedrooms. Grace liked to call her place “compact.” Kathy—snidely but probably more accurately—called it “cave-like.”

Kathy had been living with Grace and River on a “temporary basis” for close to five years, since her series of small strokes had coincided conveniently with the ending of Grace’s marriage.

“The timing really just worked out” is what Grace’s brother, Danny, had said then, transparently relieved at being spared the burden himself.

Figuring out where Kathy could move (and how to pay for it) was just one item on the big list that was constantly revising itself in Grace’s mind: the list of things that had to happen that she had no time to make happen. Make a plan for Mom. Start the college-search process with River, because somehow it had become fall of junior year. Research a new car; actually make a decision about a car.

Grace hated the list. The list never stopped growing. The list was her closest companion and her greatest enemy.

At last they made it to the bathroom door and Kathy disappeared inside and Grace did not go with her. Kathy did not yet require any help inside the bathroom, and thank the Lord for small miracles. Grace’s phone rang again, and she speed-walked to the kitchen to answer it, but it stopped ringing as she got there. She scooped it up and peered at the screen, frowning.

“Well?” hollered her mother from inside the bathroom. “Who was it?”

“No one.”

Grace scrolled back through the recent calls. Four missed calls over the past fifteen minutes, all from a 301 number she didn’t recognize.

“Well, it wasn’t no one,” Kathy called, the annoyed brassiness of her voice muted by the bathroom door.

“No,” said Grace. “It wasn’t. Oh, weird,” she murmured. Because actually, she did recognize the number. “It’s my office.”

And then, a little louder, so Kathy could hear: “It’s my work.” Grace checked the time on the phone. Half past seven. So weird.

“Work?” called Kathy, and then coughed thickly. “Why is your work calling?”

“I have no idea, Mom.”

“So? Call them back.”

“I will in a minute.”

“What if it’s important?”

“Nothing at my office is important.” Grace stared irritably at her phone. For God’s sake. She had gotten home only an hour ago. “I’ll call in a sec.” She sighed. “Let’s just make sure you’re okay.”

“I’m urinating, Grace. I’m not having heart surgery.” The door opened a little, and Grace saw her mom’s pinched features scowling through the crack. “Call them.”

Grace stood with her phone in one hand, absently rubbing her lower back with the other. Why was work calling? The one good thing about having a job where nobody cared was that nobody was supposed to care. When the day ended, you were done. You were free to go home to your leisure-time pursuits, such as dragging your cranky mother to and from the bathroom.

“Oh, good,” said Grace, suppressing an eye-roll as Kathy emerged from the bathroom. “You found your cane.”

“Yeah, I found it,” said Kathy airily, as if this had been her plan all along. “It was in the bathroom.”

Grace let her eyes flutter shut for a moment, accepting the things she could not change. Then she pressed the green button to dial the most recent caller, and the front door slammed open, and River stormed in, sloughing off the outrageously expensive backpack Grace had just bought and hurling it against the wall.

“Hey, sweetie,” said Grace as she ended the call.

“Marni is being extremely annoying,” River announced, throwing open the door of the refrigerator and glaring into it.

“I’m fine, thanks,” Grace said. “How was your day?”

“Come on, Mom,” said River. “Don’t do that. That’s annoying.”

River, Grace’s only child, was at a high boil. They snapped shut the door of the fridge and turned with arms crossed tightly, displaying an exasperated scowl. River was sixteen, and their default reaction to every question or comment was to act as if falsely accused of murder.

“When you come in the house, you say hello,” Grace said firmly. “We’ve talked about this.”

Many a time, in fact. Many a time had they talked about it.

“Hellooooo,” sang River with aggressive cheer, throwing in a big fake wave for good measure. And then they added immediately, “What’s for dinner?”

“River,” said Grace sharply. “Say hello to Nana.”

“Oh my God!” River erupted, but then turned and offered a long elaborate bow in the direction of Kathy, who was hobbling determinedly back to her armchair, leaning heavily on the oaken cane. “Helloooooo, Nana.”

“Hello, dear.”

River glared at Grace—Satisfied?—as Kathy picked up her book of sudoku and settled back into her big armchair. For all the complaining she did both to and about Grace, Kathy was remarkably tolerant of River’s belligerence and insubordination. Grace suspected that Kathy took her only grandchild’s salty attitude as a tribute to her own.

“I wish you wouldn’t be such an asshole, honey,” said Grace sweetly, and River stuck their tongue out and said, “Don’t swear at me. Or I’ll go live with Dad.”

“Oh, you will not.”

“Yeah, no,” conceded River, “probably not.” Then they pretended to laugh but actually sort of did laugh, and Grace gave River the finger and River gave it back at her, a conspiratorial interchange between the best friends they still were, secretly, beneath all of this parent/child bullshit. Grace hugged River, and River suffered themselves to be hugged.

“So, wait, though,” they said, pulling away. “Is there dinner? Or no?”

“Yes. Obviously,” said Grace. There would be dinner, of course—it wasn’t like they could just skip dinner—but she hadn’t gotten that far yet. “I thought you were eating with Marni.”

“Marni stayed late at chorus to flirt with Seth.”

“I thought Marni was gay.”

“Marni is pan, first of all, and second, she isn’t really into Seth, she’s just trying to get help with chemistry. Can we order pizza?”

“I don’t know. Hold on. I don’t know if I have any cash.”

“Oh, well, maybe we can use Apple Pay because this isn’t the early nineties?”

The phone rang again, and all three of them looked at it, Grace and River in the kitchen and Kathy from her armchair, pencil and sudoku in hand. River glanced at their own phone and then looked up, confused. “Wait,” they said to Grace. “Is someone calling you?”

“Looks that way.”

Grace gave River a wicked smile, holding up her phone and waggling it smugly. But it was just her office again, of course, and Grace felt a fresh wave of annoyance. It was nighttime, for God’s sake. Her family needed her. Someone had to formulate some kind of plan for dinner. Someone had to clean the kitchen. And then it would be time for wine and TV.

“Hello?”

“Hey, there, Grace. It’s Lou. All good on the home front?”

“Oh. Uh…” Grace instinctively pulled away from her mother and her child, hunching over slightly and putting her non-phone hand over her ear. “I’m doing okay. How are you?”

“Can’t complain. You know how it is.”

“Sure.”

Lou Fleming, Grace’s boss, betrayed no urgency in his tone. He spoke in his usual tone, casual and overly friendly, which Grace always found irritating but now found extra irritating.

“Can I help you, Lou?”

“You sure can,” said Lou. “Little something brewing here, and I could use your expert input.”

“Uh—okay.”

Grace slipped out of the kitchen and into the narrow stairwell that led up to the second floor. She sat down on the third step, too fast, jolting her tailbone.

What is this? she thought. The intrusion was a small thing, but it wasn’t a small thing. It was galling. There were only so many hours in the day, and only so many of them did Grace get to spend away from the third floor of Building 66 on the White Oak Campus of the Food and Drug Administration in Silver Spring, Maryland.

“So, listen, Grace,” said Lou amiably. “You cover portacaths, isn’t that right?”

“I do, yeah.” Grace rubbed a thumb between her eyes.

“I thought so. Score a point for me, right?”

Lou made a throaty, self-deprecating chuckle, but the whole thing was a strange and self-conscious performance. Lou had been working at CDRH for twelve years, only slightly shorter than Grace’s own fourteen-year tenure, and for all his faults, he was no dummy. He knew very well which reviewers were responsible for covering which of the various medical devices that fell within the department’s purview. What is this? Grace thought again with sharp annoyance, leaning her head against the stippled white wall of the stairwell. Was it some kind of test?

And had she really been working at their little branch of the FDA for fourteen years? That was a long time. It was, objectively, too long. When she thought about how long it was, Grace
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