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      Fall · The Empty House

    
  
    Chapter 1
1.2 Million
I forgot to set the alarm, but I woke up at six fifty anyway. For twenty-four years I got up at that time to wake Max, and apparently my body never got the memo that as of yesterday Max lives in New York.

My phone was lying face down. I’d turned it over in the night because it kept buzzing, and I figured it was the plumbing supply store again. They follow me. I have no idea why. I have never bought a thing from them, not even a washer for the faucet (the faucet, by the way, has been dripping for three months).

I turned the phone over and opened Instagram.

Under the photo Irene and I had posted at noon yesterday, after the second mug, it said: 1.2M.

At first I thought it was dollars. That I’d been paid something or, more likely, charged something. Then I put on my glasses.

Views.

Mark was asleep, facing the wall. I looked at his back, then at mine on the screen, and slipped out to the kitchen, careful so the bed wouldn’t creak. For some reason I didn’t want him to see it. Not that he would have said anything. He would have said, “Mm-hm.”

*  *  *

Yesterday started out normal, if you don’t count our son leaving.

O’Hare was packed, and almost everyone was dropping someone off. I’d never noticed how many women my age stand at the security line. They wait behind the rope and stare at one spot, and they all have the same face. I probably did too.

Max was wearing the jacket I’d asked him not to take, because it’s a fall jacket, and in New York, they say… Actually, I don’t know what they say about New York. They say everything about New York except the weather. I just wanted him to take his down coat.

“Mom, I’ll call you when I land.”

“When you’re settled.”

“When I land. Then when I’m settled. I’ll call twice, OK?”

He’s been negotiating with me since he was three. He’s twenty-four, he has a job at a company whose name I’ve never learned to say (it’s three words, and together they mean nothing), and he still negotiates.

Mark carried the suitcase to the counter, stood there, wanted to say something. Didn’t. Clapped his son on the shoulder twice. With Mark everything comes in twos: check the stove twice, clap the shoulder twice. Ask him anything and you get about two words, if you’re lucky.

The flight was at seven ten. We stood at the rope and waved, even though Max wasn’t looking anymore. He got in the security line, and I watched him put his earbuds in right away.

“Well, that’s that,” Mark said.

I waited for him to suggest breakfast. We hadn’t had breakfast out, just the two of us, in about thirty years. I even knew where: there’s a place in Andersonville with Swedish pancakes. Irene liked it.

“I need to get to the site.”

“You took the day off.”

“They called,” Mark said, and kissed me somewhere in my hair, above my ear. He missed, I guess.

He went to the parking garage, and I went to the Blue Line. I watched him go: tall, stooped, his sport coat hanging on him like it was still on the hanger. When did he lose weight? Somehow I’d missed it.

*  *  *

The first thing I saw at home was his ID badge. It was hanging in the front hall on the hook where we keep the keys to the cabin up at the lake and an umbrella nobody takes because it’s broken. A blue card with a ten-year-old photo. In the photo, Mark still has a neck.

So he’d forgotten it. Without the badge they wouldn’t let him in, and he’d be home for lunch. Honestly, I was glad. I put a pot of soup on. Plain chicken noodle. Max never liked it, but Mark does.

While the soup cooked, a text came in from Kira.

Kira is our department head. She’s thirty-one. When she started as an intern, I explained to her that “unique” can’t be “the most unique.” Now she writes to me: “Good morning, Vera! Can you stop by Monday at 10? We’d like to discuss your new role on the team.” And at the end, two little yellow hands.

I read it maybe five times. I looked longest at the hands. Palms up. Does that mean “yay”? Or “I give up”? I’ve spent my whole life writing for other people, and I almost always understand what they mean better than they do. This time I didn’t. No, that’s a lie. I understood. I just didn’t want to.

I answered: “Of course, Kira, I’ll be there.” No exclamation point. Then I added an exclamation point. Then I deleted it again. Sent it without.

*  *  *

Irene came at eleven. She buzzed from downstairs and, before I could ask who it was, said, “Open up, it’s me, I’ve got prosecco.” Good thing it wasn’t the neighbors.

She went straight to Max’s room, as if she knew where to find me, even though I was in the kitchen. Then she came back.

“Why aren’t you in there?”

“Why should I be in there?”

“I would be,” Irene said. “When Sophie left, I sat in her room for three days. Walt thought I’d lost my mind. Walt has thought I’ve lost my mind since 1998.”

We went into Max’s room together. Sat on the bed. Irene poured the prosecco into mugs, because the glasses are in the china cabinet, and the cabinet has to be opened with a key, and the key… well, never mind.

On the wall where Max’s posters used to be, there were pale patches. I looked at them and couldn’t remember what color the wallpaper was in the first place. Peach, it turned out. I picked it myself when he was three. Back then I thought peach was soothing. I don’t know if it ever soothed anyone.

“Are you going to repaper?” Irene asked.

“I don’t know.”

“I would. Or not. I don’t know.” Irene finished her mug. “Let’s do something.”

With Irene, “let’s do something” can mean anything. In eighth grade it meant piercing our ears with a needle we’d held over the gas burner. In ’96 it meant driving up to Door County for one day and missing the last ferry back from Washington Island. In 2010 it meant signing up for tango, where a month later they politely asked us not to come back.

Today it meant my mother’s wardrobe.

It came to me from her, and it stands in Max’s room, huge and polished, with a high shelf on top. My mother’s family was Polish, from the parish on Milwaukee Avenue, and women from that parish didn’t throw out furniture. They left it to their daughters, along with the slippers by the door and potato salad on Christmas Eve. (Mark’s grandparents were Czech, from Berwyn, so he took to the slippers without a fight.) On the high shelf I keep the things I don’t throw away but don’t take down either. Irene climbed on a chair (I held the chair, she held her mug) and pulled out a garment bag. Behind it was the green backpack with the metal frame, the one we bought for Montana in 1993 and never talk about. Irene didn’t touch it.

“Is this the one?”

It was the one. The blue dress with white polka dots. My mother sewed it in the spring of ’91. She bought the fabric at Marshall Field’s and came up half a yard short, so there’s a panel set into the back of the hem that nobody but me has ever noticed. In June I wore it to the bridge lift on Michigan Avenue. Mark was on the city’s bridge inspection crew that spring, an orange vest over his shirt, and he came up to ask me what time it was. Later he confessed he had a watch the whole time. He just didn’t know how else to start.

I’ve never told anyone about the watch. Not even Irene. And when Alicia, in tenth grade, demanded “the story of how you met” for a school project, I told her it was at the library.

“Put it on,” Irene said.

I said no. Then I said not a chance. Then I put it on, because it was Irene and because of the prosecco.

The zipper went up to about my shoulder blades and stuck. I tugged. It didn’t budge. Irene said, “Don’t yank it, you’ll tear it, that’s history.” So I stood there by the window with my back open, and Irene was quiet, which is very strange for her, and then I heard a click.

“Don’t.”

“Look at it first.”

I looked. There was no face in it: just my back, that poor dress, and the peach wallpaper. And the window onto our courtyard, where you can’t see anything but the brick wing across the way and other people’s windows. I thought it was a pretty sad picture. Then I thought maybe it wasn’t sad. I couldn’t tell.

“Post it,” Irene said.

I have two hundred fourteen followers. Half of them from work, the rest relatives, Mai from the nail salon on Broadway, and that plumbing store. The last thing I posted was on Easter the year before last: a lamb cake. The lamb came out lopsided.

I started writing a caption. For thirty years I’ve been coming up with captions for other people’s photos, and my fingers typed something with an exclamation point and a little star all on their own. I deleted it. Typed something else, even worse: “The kids are grown. What about us?” Like an ad for an online course. Deleted it.

Then I just wrote it the way it was:

“My son left today. The dress stayed. I think I did too.”

I wanted to add something about the bridge. Irene said don’t, it’ll be too long. I added it anyway, short.

I hit the button. Stuck the phone in the pocket of my robe (by then I’d taken the dress off, Irene helped and swore at the zipper) and went to turn off the soup, which had nearly boiled dry.

*  *  *

Mark didn’t come home for lunch. He came home at six thirty, same as always. I heated the soup up a second time.

“How did they let you in without your badge?” I asked when he sat down.

He looked at the hook, then at me. The pause was short.

“Security knows me.”

We ate. He said the soup was good, I said Max had landed. He said, “Good.” The news was on, something was on fire somewhere. We watched it burn.

I didn’t tell him about the dress. First I thought I’d tell him at dinner, then I thought after. Then he went to bed.

*  *  *

And so there I sat in the same kitchen at six fifty-five, with my tea gone cold, scrolling through the comments. There were three thousand nine hundred and something. I read, and my hands shook, the way they did the time I was waiting on test results, though in the end there was nothing wrong.

The comments were mostly from women. From Milwaukee, from Detroit, from Toronto, one from Phoenix. Some were crying, some were joking about the zipper, some wanted to know where to buy a dress like that. One wrote that she’d driven her daughter to the airport yesterday too and was sitting in her room. I answered her. The first time in my life I’d answered a stranger on the internet, and I felt like I’d done something indecent.

At seven oh two a message came from Alicia. No “good morning.” No smiley.

I read it and put the phone back face down.
◆
[Photo: a woman’s back in a blue dress with white polka dots, the zipper undone. Outside the window, the brick wing of the building across the courtyard; peach wallpaper, bare where posters used to hang.]

vera_glenlake

My son left today. The dress stayed. I think I did too.

In ’91 I stood in this dress by the Michigan Avenue bridge while they raised it. That’s where my husband and I met. The zipper closed back then.

♥ 48,312 · 3,907 comments

tammy.milwaukee dropped my daughter at the airport yesterday, shes moving to denver. crying for the second day. thank you for writing this i thought it was just me

kathy.oakpark @jenn.obrien this is your mom

jenn.obrien @kathy.oakpark stop im at work

patty_1967 FORGET THE ZIPPER!!! you’re beautiful (i had one just like it in polka dots only red)

lena.k and the husband?

denise.southshore baby, the dress is fine, that zipper is just being dramatic

lupe.cicero ay señora qué bonita. my mother had one just like it, she wore it to mass every easter

g.sorensen How precisely you put it: “I think I did too.” Thank you, Mrs. Novak.

mai_nails_edgewater Vera!!! is that you??? omg

edgewater_plumbing Faucets up to 40% off, through Sunday only!

Direct message from alicia.pr, 7:02 a.m.:

Mom. Delete this, please.


  
    Chapter 2
A New Role on the Team
By Monday the views were up to 2.3 million, and the followers to forty-one thousand. I know exactly, because I counted. Not on purpose. I’d just pick up the phone to check the time, see the number, and every time the number was different.

Mark didn’t ask a thing all weekend. On Saturday he drove up to the lake in Wisconsin to help Tony pull the boat out early, and on Sunday he watched football and fixed the cabinet door that hasn’t closed since spring. The door still didn’t close. Once I saw him pick up his phone, look at the screen until it went dark, and put it back down. Maybe he was reading the news. Maybe not.

I never answered Alicia. Her “Mom. Delete this, please” sat at the top of our thread, and every time I opened my messages, it was the first thing there. On Saturday night she sent another: “Have you seen what people are writing?” I had. I didn’t know which part she meant, because people were writing all kinds of things. I answered: “Let’s talk this week.” It was the first text to my daughter in years that I didn’t end with a heart.

*  *  *

Our agency is in Printers Row, in an old print shop building. When I started there in 2001, it still smelled of printer’s ink. Now it smells of pod coffee and something sweet they burn in an oil diffuser at the front desk. The receptionist changes about once a year, and every new one asks who I’m here to see.

“I work here,” I told the new one on Monday.

“Oh, sorry,” she said, and looked closer. “Wait. Is that you? The dress?”

So there it is. Since 2001. A bronze Addy, a silver Pencil at the One Show, a slogan for a dairy company that still rides around town on the sides of buses. And they recognize me by the zipper.

Kira was waiting for me in the conference room called Courage. The others are called Honesty, Speed, and Coffee. I didn’t come up with the names, though they asked me to. At the time I suggested naming them after neighborhoods: Bridgeport, Bucktown, Kenwood. Kira thought that was boring.

In Courage there are beanbags instead of chairs. You can sit in a beanbag at fifty-eight, but getting up afterward is awkward, especially in a skirt. I perched on the windowsill.

“Vera!” Kira smiled. She has very good teeth; I’ve always noticed that. “How are you? I saw! You’re having such a moment!”

“My son left,” I said.

“Yes, I saw. It’s so touching, the girls and I all cried. Wait, did you take that yourself? The light is amazing.”

“A friend did.”

“Love it.” Kira opened her laptop and turned it toward me. “Look. We’ve been thinking a lot about team structure.”

There was a chart on the screen. Little circles, little arrows, a lot of teal. In the middle, a circle that said “Tyler.” From it, an arrow to a circle that said “Clara.” Clara is our AI. They bought her in the spring, and everybody calls her by name, as if she’s worked here since the nineties. From Tyler and Clara a dotted arrow ran down to a small circle off to the side. In the small circle it said: “Vera N., mentor, meaning editor.”

I looked at that circle and thought that I would never let “meaning editor” through in any copy. Too pretty.

“So Tyler writes the copy,” I said.

“Tyler and Clara. Tyler prompts Clara, Clara generates options, Tyler picks. And you’re up top, keeping an eye on all of it, with your experience. We really value your experience, Vera.”

Tyler is twenty-six. He came to us a year ago from an online store where he wrote descriptions of sneakers. A sweet kid. He wears a sweater with reindeer on it in any weather, and once he asked me who Studs Terkel was, because a client wanted “a Terkel kind of tone.” I lent him Working. He gave it back a week later and said he got the vibe.

“And my salary?” I asked.

Kira was quiet. Only for a second, but I hear pauses better than words. It’s the job.

“We’re thinking part-time. For now. You stay on staff, just a lighter load. You said yourself you get tired.”

I didn’t remember saying that. Maybe I did. Everybody gets tired.

This was probably where I should have said something. About the bronze. About the dairy buses. About how I’d seen Clara at work and she writes “Elevate your everyday” every other line. I even started composing it; I already had the first paragraph.

But I looked at Kira, at the beanbags, at the sign on the door that said Courage, and all of a sudden I was very bored. Not even hurt. Bored, like a guest at someone else’s birthday party after the cake is gone.

“Fine,” I said. “Let’s give it a try.”

Kira was so happy I almost felt sorry for her. Apparently she’d prepared for a different conversation.

“You’re the best!” she said. “Really. Oh, and could we use you as a case study at the all-hands? You know, the dress. That’s pure organic reach, our clients pay us for that kind of…”

“No,” I said.

That was my second “no” of the week. The first one I said to Alicia, without a word: I just didn’t delete the post.

*  *  *

I had lunch alone, at the place on the corner where the delivery guys get gyros. I used to go there with Natalie from accounting, but Natalie got “restructured” last year, and now she’s in Naples, Florida, selling condos. Sometimes she sends pictures of the beach.

While I waited for my order, I opened my phone. Forty-three thousand. So many comments that instead of a number the app just said “4.8K.” I’d never read the comments under my posts before, because there used to be two: one from my cousin and one from my manicurist. Now I started reading them in order, from the very first.

Twenty minutes later my gyro was cold.

It was mostly women writing. They were fifty, sixty, one of them, judging by her picture, over eighty. They wrote about children who’d moved to New York, to Denver, to Austin, to London, and about how quiet the house had gotten. They wrote about their dresses: one had polka dots, one had plaid, one had a wedding dress she’d altered for her daughter, and the daughter never wore it. One wrote: “I thought it was only me.” That one had two hundred likes. Two hundred people had thought it was only them.

There were the other kind, too. “go back to facebook grandma” “How much did they pay you for the PR?” “That back could use some work.” There weren’t many of those, but of course I read them the longest. Then I put the phone down, ate the cold gyro, and decided that working on my back wasn’t, all in all, the worst idea.

*  *  *

That evening Mark came home at six thirty. We had meatloaf and mashed potatoes. He asked how work was. He’d never asked before. Work was work, and home was home. I said, “Fine, some reshuffling.” He said, “Everybody’s reshuffling.” And looked down at his plate.

He finished the meatloaf and left the potatoes.

After dinner he went to the TV, and I went to Max’s room. I go in there now like it’s my office. It’s quiet, there’s a bed I can sit on with my feet tucked under me, and there are the pale patches on the wallpaper, which I’ve somehow gotten used to.

I started answering.

At first it was scary, like writing a letter to the newspaper. I wrote, deleted, wrote again. Then it struck me as funny. All my life I’ve written copy that hundreds of thousands of people read, and I was never scared once. And here I couldn’t put two sentences together for a woman in Milwaukee I’d already answered on Saturday.

I wrote to her again: “Tammy, sit in her room as long as you need to. I’m sitting in his.” Then to Patty, the one with the red polka-dot dress: “Show me, if you still have a picture.” A minute later Patty sent a photo. She was standing in that dress next to an old wood-paneled Ford station wagon, young and slim, squinting into the sun. I looked at that photo longer than I should have.

Then I answered a third. A tenth. A fortieth.

Under every one of my answers, new ones appeared. “Oh, she answers!”, “Vera, are you real?”, “Can I DM you?” I answered. It was like summer vacation when I was a kid and my cousin and I sent paper boats down the creek: you launch one, it floats off, and you run alongside it.

Around eleven I noticed that one name showed up under every post, even under the old lopsided lamb: g.sorensen. No profile picture. Short comments, always perfectly correct, every comma in place and a period at the end. And she calls me “Mrs. Novak,” when everyone else has long since been calling me Vera. Under the lamb she’d written: “The lamb may be lopsided, but you baked it, Mrs. Novak. That is what matters.” I answered: “Thank you.” Thought about it and added: “You write very well.” She liked it and didn’t write anything else.

At eleven thirty Mark looked in.

“You coming to bed?”

“In a minute.”

He stood in the doorway and looked at the wall, and I waited for him to either come in or go.

“You answered a hundred comments,” he said suddenly. “I saw.”

I looked up, and he was already gone. I never did figure out how he knew how many I’d answered, when he’d never once opened my page in front of me. I decided Irene must have told him. Irene tells everybody everything.

Later I counted. There were a hundred and four.
◆
[Photo: a mug on a desk with the half-worn words “Best Copywriter 2009.” In the background, a beanbag chair and a sign on the door: “Courage.”]

vera_glenlake

Today at work I got a new role on the team. The conference room was called Courage, and you have to sit in a beanbag. Getting out of a beanbag in a skirt also takes courage, by the way.

I’m keeping the mug.

♥ 61,540 · 2,211 comments

dana_dsgn Vera, i’m from your agency, you’re the best, everybody knows it!! (just don’t tell Kira i wrote this)

nancy_det they “transitioned” me like that too. part-time. six months later, all the way out. hang in there

g.sorensen Do not give up the mug, Mrs. Novak. Or yourself.

tyler.copy Vera youre my mentor now? thats fire

patty_1967 heres mine!! 1987 [photo: a young woman in a red polka-dot dress next to an old wood-paneled Ford station wagon]


  
    Chapter 3
The Thermos (Mark)
Mark woke at six fifteen without an alarm. Twenty-six years at one job had trained him. He got up quietly so as not to wake Vera, though she woke at six fifty anyway. He could hear it from the kitchen: the bed creaking, footsteps, then silence. It used to be that after the silence the door to Max’s room would open. Now it didn’t. Vera just stood in the hallway. He could hear that too.

In the kitchen he made coffee and poured it into the thermos. The thermos was fifteen years old or so. The lid was cracked, and Mark had wrapped it in blue electrical tape. Vera had offered twice to buy a new one. He’d said, “This one works.”

Then he shaved and put on a shirt, slacks, and a sport coat. He hadn’t worn a tie in years, but he always wore the jacket, even out to a job site. There had been fewer job sites the last few years. Mostly he sat in a glass office on the North Branch of the Chicago River, behind a door with a nameplate that said “Senior Project Engineer.”

The nameplate came down on Friday, August 29, before Labor Day. Eddie from building services took out two screws and carried it off under his arm, looking at the floor. Mark stood next to him holding a box with his mug, his calculator, and a photo of Vera and the kids at the Indiana Dunes. He wanted to tell Eddie not to feel bad. He didn’t.

The letter called it “elimination of position due to restructuring of the project engineering department following a change in ownership.” Vera would have appreciated the wording. The packet gave him forty-five days to consider, and at the back was a page the law required: job titles and ages, who in the department had been selected and who had been kept. Mark read the age column twice. Selected: sixty-one, fifty-four, sixty, fifty-eight, forty-four, fifty-nine, fifty-seven. Kept: thirty-four, twenty-nine, forty-one, thirty-eight, fifty-two, thirty-one. The numbers came out the same both times.

The health insurance ran out in two days, at the end of the month. After that he could keep it at his own expense, around nineteen hundred a month for the two of them. Medicare was five years off. Mark signed the following week and took the severance, twenty-six weeks’ pay, a week for every year. With unemployment covering most of the insurance after October, it would last until mid-January. He figured that the same evening, in the car.

They forgot to take his badge. It hung at home on the hook next to the keys to the cabin at the lake, and it didn’t open anything anymore. Mark couldn’t throw it out. When Vera asked him, the day Max left, how they’d let him in without it, he said the first thing that came to mind. “Security knows me.” Security did know him. They knew he didn’t work there anymore.

*  *  *

He left at seven twenty. From Max’s room Vera said “Bye,” and he said “Bye.”

That Friday, with the box on the passenger seat, he didn’t go home. He sat a while across the river from the building, then in the Costco lot, then at Menards, where he could pretend to be choosing tile. Monday was the holiday, so there was nothing to hide from.

On Tuesday morning, out of habit, he drove to the office again. He parked on the other side of the river and watched his former coworkers go into the building. The young ones with coffee in paper cups. Hal, who’d started the same year he did, in ’99, with the same bag over his shoulder. At a quarter past eight Mark caught himself waiting for Hal to come out for a smoke so he could wave at him across the river. He started the car and left. He didn’t go back.

Now he had a schedule. He’d drawn it up the way he drew up construction schedules: on graph paper, with a time buffer.

That same Tuesday he took a ticket at the gate of a parking garage on Cicero Avenue. The ticket said 8:47. The garage belonged to the Archer-Cicero Medical Center, and nobody looks twice at a man sitting in his car outside a hospital. It was fifteen miles from Glenlake, far enough that nobody from the firm or from their building would ever see him there. After that he only went there. A sign at the gate offered an early-bird rate: in by nine, out by seven, twelve dollars. So he came through the gate before nine every morning and paid at the station by the elevators, and most of the receipts said 8:47. Mark kept them all. He ran the numbers on the gas and didn’t like them. At five he drove home, slowly, across the whole city, in traffic. He parked at the curb on Glenlake, outside the courtyard gate, at six ten and sat in the car another twenty minutes. He couldn’t come home before six thirty. In twenty-six years he never had.

In the car he had the thermos, his phone, and a notebook. In the notebook he wrote down job openings, in pen, the old way: company, position, phone number, date. He’d sent out twenty-three résumés. Three answered. Two politely said no, one asked him to come in for an interview on Thursday.

He called Hal once. Hal was glad to hear from him, asked how he was doing, and said, “Mark, you know how it is. Nobody’s hiring over sixty these days. But I’ll ask around.” Mark said, “Thanks.” He didn’t call again.

*  *  *

On Saturday he drove up to Wisconsin, to his father’s cabin, to help Tony pull the boat out early. Tony, who lived there year-round, had left that morning for Rhinelander to get a part for the trailer winch. While Mark was taking the cushions and the gas can out of the boat at the dock, his brother called.

“Is that your Vera on the internet?” Tony asked instead of hello. “In the dress?”

“My Vera?”

“Yours. My neighbor showed me. A million views. What, you haven’t seen it?”

Mark hadn’t. He had a page on that app. Alicia set it up for him about eight years ago so he could look at pictures of the grandchildren, who still didn’t exist. There wasn’t a single post on it. He followed ten accounts: Alicia, Max, Vera, and seven fishing channels.

He sat down on the porch steps and opened it.

First he recognized the dress. Then Max’s window. Then Vera, though there was no face in the picture, only her back. He looked at that back for a long time. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d looked at his wife’s back. He must have, at some point. He couldn’t not have.

It was the same dress. June of ’91, the bridge on Michigan Avenue, morning, sailboats heading out of the river into the lake. He’d walked up to her and asked what time it was. He had a watch. He took it off and stuck it in the pocket of his orange vest while he was making his way to her through the crowd, because he didn’t know how else to start.

He read the caption. He read the comments, as many as he could; there were too many. Women wrote to Vera as if they’d known her all their lives. One comment was very short: “and the husband?” It had four hundred likes.

Mark closed the app and went back to the boat.

*  *  *

Monday evening, after dinner, he sat in front of the TV. Football was on. Mark wasn’t watching it. He was looking at his phone, where he had Vera’s page open, and refreshing it every few minutes. Her answers were appearing under the posts, short ones, two or three sentences. He read them one at a time.

“Tammy, sit in her room as long as you need to. I’m sitting in his.”

He hadn’t known she sat in there. Well, he’d known, but he thought she was cleaning.

He counted the answers the way he used to count piles on a job site: tally marks in the margin of the notebook. By eleven there were a hundred marks. At eleven thirty he looked into the room, saw her on Max’s bed with her phone and her feet tucked under her, and told her he’d seen. Then he left before she could ask.

*  *  *

On Tuesday, a little after eleven, he was in his spot in the garage on Cicero. The thermos was still warm.

Last night Vera had posted something new: her mug from work, the one that said “Best Copywriter 2009,” and a caption about a new role on the team. Everyone else probably read it as a joke. Mark read it as a layoff letter.

He thought he should ask her that evening. He thought that then she would ask him back. He thought she would ask the right question, and he would have to answer.

The clock in the car said 11:40. A heart under the mug would be the same as asking. He scrolled down to the post before it, the soup for three, and tapped the heart there.

The heart turned red. Mark panicked, as if he’d pulled a fire alarm, and wanted to undo it. Then he looked at how many hearts there were before his. Fifty-two thousand. She wouldn’t notice. Nobody could notice one heart out of fifty thousand.

He didn’t undo it.

At six ten he parked outside the courtyard gate and, as always, sat and waited. Through the gate he could see the light on in Max’s window. Vera was in there; he could see her silhouette and the bluish light of the screen at her face. Answering someone, probably. For twenty minutes he watched that window. Then he picked up the thermos and went upstairs.

“How was the site?” she asked from the room.

“Concrete,” Mark said.

It was true. The garage on Cicero really was concrete.
◆
[Photo: the kitchen table, a pot of soup, and three bowls. Two empty, one full.]
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I made soup for three. There are two of us. All those








  