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WEEK 1

manwich … all over the walls

I love this part. Everyone is busy, occupied, happily employed. One person is even working.

The office is split into three distinct divisions—sales, editorial, administrative—and as I cut across the billing department to use the fax machine I’m reveling in the snippets of disjointed conversation bombarding me from every direction.

Josie, who writes a fashion column, “Glamazon,” for our South Florida weekly—she’s freakishly tall and glamorous—is relating to the temp receptionist how she fainted at the Muvico movie theater over the weekend. “And, of course, I get the one uncute paramedic on the planet,” she says. “I’m sorry they even revived me.”

Our new intern is nervously pacing around a small conference table and talking into his cellphone. “Yeah, this place is lame but that’s not the worst of it,” he’s saying. “My pants are driving me crazy. They won’t let me sit still.”

I enjoy these walks. My desk is off in its own little Siberia in a corner right beside a storage closet. When the big oak door is carelessly left open—about a thousand times a day—I’m totally obscured from the rest of the employees. I used to constantly reach over and shut it but that gets old around the four-hundred mark. So, to keep from feeling too isolated, I create reasons to get up and cruise the office, like a Peeping Tom in a cul-de-sac of cubicles.

I take an unneeded detour through the art department because I relish glancing at their workstations to see half-finished sketches and experimental photo layouts that the public will most likely never see. There’s a small crowd around illustrator Gregg’s desk. I stop to peek over the huddle and see he is excitedly putting the finishing details on …

“A commuter roller coaster,” Gregg says. “I took the Tri-Rail one day last week and everybody is sitting there zonked out, taking baby sips of coffee and doing sudoku. Then I envisioned them all on a roller coaster heading to work—newspapers flying in the air, coffee splashing into people’s hair, laptops crashing off treetops. This beast could take you from here to Miami in eleven minutes.”

“I like the four-mile corkscrew between Boynton Beach and Delray,” a coworker with her chin resting on his drawing board says.

“Check out this facedown drop into a fog-filled hole right out of the gate in West Palm,” Gregg says, trailing his finger across the route.

Gregg’s pencil is splintering under extreme creative pressure, adding curves and loops as he spits out the details. It’s as if the whole image is busting out of him. He couldn’t stop it if he wanted to. I know this is just one of Gregg’s fleeting ideas that will never appear in our publication, but I can see it. I can really see it. Where does talent like that come from? It’s just not in me, I know that, but I’m still buoyed by seeing it in others.

I feel like I’m soaring and swooping as I approach my true destination: the fax machine. Nicole, whose desk butts up against the copier, spots me briskly walking toward her and says, “It’s hard to keep a good man down.”

“I’m the exception,” I say.

That’s our exchange. I mean, really, that’s it—for the past six years. Nicole is sweet but she’s one of those people who constantly repeat lines in the realm of “Working hard or hardly working?” It took me three years to come up with my comeback, so I really shouldn’t talk.

“Jeffrey,” Eileen says, stopping me as I begin to circle back to my desk. “What should I do tonight?”

“Regina Spektor at the Cameo,” I say without skipping a beat. “Costs twenty-eight fifty. Doors open at eight-thirty. For more information visit cameoconcerthall.com.”

“Awesome, I love her,” Eileen says.

I guess that’s my talent. I’m the go-to guy if you want to know what’s going on in town—from samba lessons to what ex–sitcom star is appearing at the Improv to what time the Coral Gables Health Clinic is scheduling skin cancer screenings. My title, which I received in lieu of a raise four years ago, is Universal Calendar Editor. I know, it sounds grand and intergalactic but it’s really pretty mundane. Still, I like being the go-to guy, even if it’s only for someone who needs to know where to get her cat spayed on a Tuesday night. (Paws City, 1222 Belevedere Road, Margate. The first Tuesday of every month.)

I stop just before my desk to close the storage closet door, but get a quick “Hey, leave that open. I’m hiding.”

Gillian is sitting cross-legged on the corner of my desk, which is not a surprise. I actually keep the one area clear for her visits, so she’ll always feel welcome. A couple of years back I put out a coffee mug full of Slim Jims in that exact spot and all the employees began coming by to say hi, and make some obligatory small talk. I eventually ran out of meat sticks and that was the end of my massive popularity, except for Gillian. She continues to stop by periodically, sitting on the end of my desk crunching on carrot sticks, guzzling Diet Coke, and basically complaining about her day.

She is so comfortable with her own beauty you almost forget about it. But our art department never does. Whenever they need a model on the cheap for a photo illustration, they turn to Gillian. I think I still have a copy of the special food issue where they have her in thigh-high waders, fly-fishing for Chilean sea bass off a diner’s plate in a crowded dockside restaurant.

“I think my head is going to explode,” she says.

As copy editor Gillian is in charge of correcting all the punctuation and grammatical errors before they go to print, so I immediately try to envision the shrapnel from the blast—commas boomeranging off the walls, asterisks hurtling through the air and cutting our throats like ninja death stars, clouds of periods bursting over our cubicles and unleashing a dark, nasty, prickly rain. And everyone covered in Diet Coke.

“The sales department is having their big awards dinner tonight,” Gillian says. “They have, like, six of the actual awards on display outside the director’s office. It’s called the Excalibur. It’s very regal—a miniature sword that looks like the most expensive martini-olive skewer you’ve ever seen, imbedded in a rock, and it’s all encased in a glass cube. Nothing like the slabs of Lucite and the Target gift cards the company pawns off on editorial.”

As I’m talking to Gillian I see Artie coming toward us with an odd grin on his face. Bearded, disheveled, and wearing shirts that should have been retired in 1984, Artie is one of those beloved characters who endear themselves to everyone by just being themselves. When my eleven-year-old niece and a friend visited the office, they simply said, “We like Artie. He reminds us of Jack Black.”

Artie stops by regularly, too, but it’s just part of his MO. He lives by the philosophy that if he visits everybody at their desks and “regales” each of them with identical anecdotes for twelve minutes twice a day, he can automatically cut four and a half hours out of his workday. He forced me to try it once, but I fizzled out after two stops and six minutes. I’m just not that good a talker, especially if it involves regaling.

Oh, Artie’s the talented music writer who is forever trying to profile some old blues hound playing the Bamboo Room when he is supposed to be getting an eight-minute interview with Fall Out Boy’s Pete Wentz. If his head suddenly exploded, the shrapnel would certainly include bottom-shelf whiskey, hash browns from a twenty-four-hour diner, varnish from a stage-worn stool, and at least a bucketful of highway dust from the mythic crossroads where people sell their souls to the devil for unearthly musical ability.

“What’s with the face?” Gillian says the second she sees Artie.

“I moved somebody,” he says.

“Where to?”

“No, emotionally,” he says, holding up a small postcard adorned with a picture of a bird outside a cage looking in. “A reader wrote in that they were totally moved by the story about the street performers.”

“I wish I could move somebody,” I say. “Other than into a new apartment or something, I mean.”

“I told you that story was heartbreaking,” Gillian says. “That’s great.”

“Anyway, that’s not why I’m here,” Artie says.

“The Excaliburs, right?” Gillian says, lowering her voice.

“Right out in the open,” Artie says excitedly. “I bet we could send Jeffrey over there to swipe one and they wouldn’t suspect a thing.”

I want to question why he picked me, but I usually don’t get included in stuff like this, so I act as if I’ll go along.

“Yeah, I bet he could pull it off,” Gillian says.

The salespeople are flighty—always deep in conversation with some transsexual who owes money for placing a personal ad, or out back smoking More menthols and throwing rocks at squirrels—so I think I can do it.

“Artie, can I see you for a minute?” our boss, Mark, says from across the office.

“Sure,” Artie says, heading off. “You guys got this, right?”

“Oh yeah, we got it,” Gillian says.

“What do you think would come out of the boss’s head if it exploded?” I ask Gillian.

“That one’s easy,” she says. “Manwich … All over the walls.”

Gillian hops off the desk, looks around, and says, “Ten minutes and we do this.”

“I don’t know,” I say. “Let’s wait until …”

“Eight minutes. I’ll meet you by the marketing partition.”

I stare at the clock for eight minutes and then walk over to the marketing partition. “Are you coming with me?” I ask Gillian.

“No, but I’ll be the lookout. And one thief tip: Wherever you are, act like you belong.”

For me, that really will be an act. I hesitate, but then, right on the other side of the wall, the delivery manager starts repeatedly banging a stapler on his desk. “Damn this thing. It’s the goddamn staples. And they’re from Staples! How the hell do you name your company Staples and then serve up the shittiest staples ever created?”

I can’t let the unplanned diversion go to waste. I round the corner and am this close to acting like I belong when I hear Artie’s voice about ten feet behind me loudly announce, “OK, it’s been nice working with everybody.”

I turn and all I catch is his back heading toward the front door; he is awkwardly waving to everyone as he exits.

What the …?

Normally, I’d just assume it was Artie, regaling us all with nothing more than a mundane departure. But there was something in the throatiness of his voice, an awkward gulp at the back of his words, that made me cringe. Clearly I wasn’t the only one who’d heard it. Several employees in our department instinctively flow into the parking lot, drifting along on Artie’s uncertain wake.

“They told me not to say anything, that I couldn’t even go back to my desk, but I’m not going to work with people for thirteen years and not wave goodbye,” Artie says as coworkers surround him on the blacktop before he even reaches his car.

What the …?

The media company we all work for owns two large and eleven small papers in the Southeast (the kind that lie on people’s lawns until they’re soaked by the rain and then shredded by lawnmowers) and has not been impervious to downsizing. But it has been happening so slowly and subversively that the rest of us simply spent our days lingering in denial. Most of us didn’t even notice until the vending company came and took the snack machines out of our break room because there weren’t enough employees in our bureau to make it worth the trouble anymore. Hadn’t Artie just said this morning, “I miss my Twizzlers”? So we’ve been sitting here while positions slowly evaporated around us, but the usual MO involved the doomed employee getting a call at home to report to our main office on Green Road, aka the Green Mile, where one would be disposed of quietly.

This is something new. I feel a gulping vacuum where my stomach should be.

I focus on Artie as if I’m taking a final snapshot. More of a “why not me?” than a “why me?” guy, Artie seems to be graciously accepting his fate along with several languishing parking-lot-in-broad-daylight farewell hugs from the office ladies. As I wait my turn (just to shake his hand), I think of how he is made of the good stuff. Whatever they use to puff up those unbelievably comfortable Natuzzi couches or cram into the extraordinarily delicious grande burritos at the Mexican place down the road, that is what Artie is made of. His interior is high-grade.

But before I can blurt out, “Artie, you are one high-grade SOB,” the boss is yelling out the front door of our office complex. “You all need to get back inside,” he barks.

What? We can’t talk to Artie now?

What an absurd thought. That’s all we do most of the time.

Artie smiles and tells us to go inside, he’ll call everybody later. But as we file back in on command, the boss plucks Gillian out of the line with a clipped “Gillian, can I see you for a minute?”

It takes only a second for the realization to set in: If they can dispose of Gillian, who would have been last on everybody’s hit list, no one is safe. Instantly we are gazelles at the water hole after lions take down a buck. Multiple brainstems pulse with a single primal thought: Who’s next?

We’re engulfed by whispery screams. They don’t let you come back to your desk! They don’t let you come back to your desk.

The herd bolts. It’s all going—family photos, thermal coffee cups, knickknacks from the trip to Amsterdam, Thai takeout menus, SpongeBob action figures … We are frantically sweeping off our desks into makeshift boxes, cloth sacks, and plastic shopping bags.

Thumbtacks pop off cubicle walls as faded magazine shots of Bradley Cooper’s smile and 50 Cent’s abs are stripped away. Two employees race to the bathroom to split a mini bottle of tequila that had been smacked out of a monkey piñata at a holiday office party two years ago, then get right back to it—loading plastic crates, making runs to the car, returning for more. A life-size promotional cardboard cutout of our regional VP cradling a penguin in his arms is knocked to the ground and spiked by coworker Josie’s purple high heels—a quick casualty of a corporate stampede.

Everyone is preparing for the worst. “I’m glad I wore my cargo pants today,” Gregg says, climbing over his own desk to get to the stockroom. “I’m swiping Post-its. You know how much Post-its cost in the real world? You don’t want to know.”

“I was specifically told I had to be here today,” says Eileen, a longtime employee who usually works from home on Wednesdays. “If I had to be here, it must be because …”

We are all going down. The human resources department doesn’t have time to be subtle anymore. They are not concerned that an employee will make a scene or set off the fire sprinklers on the way out the door. No, this time the cuts will be swift and multiple, consequences be damned.

“Oh, I know the company doesn’t really need me. I don’t want to go into that little office,” Josie mutters as artifacts swept from her desk pile up at her feet.

Does the company really need any of us? Couldn’t we all be replaced by a Bangalore phone bank? “You’re right,” I say. “Let’s disappear.” (Who wouldn’t want to disappear at a time like this?)

“Yeah, why make it easy for them,” Eileen says, pumping her tiny fist.

In seconds, we are all back in the parking lot, slapping a stolen Post-it on Gillian’s car—“Meet us at Rotelli’s”—and fleeing a quarter mile down the street on foot. When the boss comes back out, there will be no one to fire.

“Run! Run! Run!” Josie is screeching hysterically. We have to cut along the shoulder of the main highway and, even now, I wonder how drivers in passing cars are summing us up—this weird band of nine-to-five refugees trying to escape the corporate ax.

“Gregg is strong,” Eileen shouts as we drop down a grassy reservoir gully and he swiftly pulls everybody up the other side. As I reach for Gregg’s outstretched hand he shouts, “Go! Go! Go!” Jack Bauer–style, and we’re frantically trailing up the sidewalk half scared, half doubled over from exhaustion.

“I’m not in good enough shape to be fired,” Eileen says. “Someone carry me.”

By the time we make it to the front doors of the Italian restaurant, Gillian, who always carries herself regally, is getting out of her car, beaming and primly clutching the severance package to her chest as if it’s an award for valor, which in her case it may very well be.

“They made short work of me,” she says.

The walking papers quickly become a placemat for a Diet Coke, and we laugh at the thought of the boss coming back out to an empty office and marvel at Gillian’s full-of-glee Mary Poppins attitude at being terminated. We half expect her to break into song, but instead she breaks out a sheet from the packet that reveals the job description and age of every employee being fired today. “I only had a chance to look at it quickly,” she says, putting her finger on the list.

There’s Artie. There’s Gillian. There’s … me.

No one else.

“Now that I know I didn’t get fired I’m kind of sorry I drank the tequila,” Josie says. “I don’t feel so hot. Maybe they’ll let me go home early.”

My cellphone rings. The boss. I ignore it, but I know this is a summons I can’t escape for long. Instantly I am separated from those who fled here beside me. Those sitting directly across the table are now simply workers on lunch break arguing over pizza toppings—mushroom or pepperoni?

I am a fugitive.

the smell of fresh-cut grass

I don’t want to go home. It’s all a blur, but somewhere between helping Josie carry a pile of office-worn Bratz dolls to her Audi and recovering from smacking my head directly into Gregg’s during our getaway, I had made an erratic cellphone call to my wife, Anna. Blurting the words “They’ve come for us. All of us!” and her responding, “Who? Who’s come for you? What the hell are you talking about?” is vivid in my memory, but beyond that I’m not sure what I said. And now I don’t want to say anything.

I drive away from the office building but only travel about two miles down the road before I pull over, park beneath a huge banyan tree, and start walking toward a small shopping center. I am a master at stalling, even in moments of crisis. I have done this before, allowing procrastination to cushion me from the inevitable.

When my two children were younger I was bludgeoned by a phone call at work from the sheriff’s office, notifying me that there had been a car accident “involving your wife and son … and daughter.” The lieutenant spoke in generalities—where the accident occurred, what hospital they were transported to—but didn’t reveal specifics. I asked no questions beyond directions. The hospital was thirty minutes away and I wanted that extra half hour of not knowing. I stayed behind the slowest cars. I prayed for lights to turn yellow. I wanted to stretch the highway like taffy, but no matter how much I tried, the hard facts were not going to allow me a soft landing. My mind was racing. Anna had been taking them to pick strawberries. She would have driven the only single-lane highway that goes out west of town. She would have been flying. She had been talking strawberries with a passion all week. She is passionate when it comes to fruit.

We survived that. We will survive this. This is not that kind of bad, I keep telling myself. But how is Anna going to take it? I’ve felt our marriage teetering as it is. We’ve never had a ton of money to go out on the town with, but we’ve made up for it by doing everything together, even if it was just shopping for produce at the Green Market every Saturday morning or slaughtering overgrown shrubbery in the backyard on Sundays. We even sorted the laundry side by side. But lately Anna seems to be always racing. She writes the lists of what we need to accomplish in any given week, rips it in half, and it’s “OK, you go this way and I’ll go that way” with a kiss on the cheek. And even that kiss has become more fleeting. We are still a team, but now it’s more like a relay team full of well-timed handoffs and speedy getaways. We’ve changed, even from the way we were a year ago. But don’t get me wrong; neither of us behaves as if we are stewing in some sort of misery. If I suddenly pulled Anna aside and blurted some soap-opera line like “What has happened to us?” she’d certainly only laugh and say, “What the heck are you talking about? Finish putting the groceries away, you goofball. I’ve got to go online and pay bills.”

Our relationship has become steeped in the action of what needs to get done next, but if some chore isn’t written on the erasable board on the fridge our relationship starts to lose its energy. Things rarely come spontaneously anymore. When it comes to sex I always have to initiate it now. She hardly ever turns me away but I just wish the need would come from her on occasion. In bed, I sometimes lie there in the dark fighting the urge to reach over and touch her. I lie still, just hoping she will come to me, but she never does.

Anyway, if I had to sum it up, I’d say that on good days, ours is a union that is settled in for the long haul despite our differences. On bad days, I feel our marriage is set to autopilot on an aircraft that’s skipped a few maintenance checks. The AP knob is a bit iffy and unreliable and if the captain spends one more minute reading a Fareed Zakaria essay in the lavatory, we’re going down.

Anna is so analytical. Will she immediately see nothing but dollar signs and financial collapse? She works as a tech for a solid family-owned medical lab but they offer lousy benefits and my pay made up almost two-thirds of our total income. Our debt far outweighs savings, and both our children are now in their teens and extremely needy. I can still hear Kristin’s voice from this morning, going on about how she’s been accepted for the high school’s dual enrollment program and will be able to get college credit for two classes. “Dad, all I need is a hundred and sixty-eight dollars for this macroeconomics book.” Ahh, I’m afraid we’re all about to get the economics lesson of our lives. Gregg is right. I don’t want to know what Post-its cost in the real world.

When I get home, do I walk in the door and make some kind of royal announcement? Stand atop the stool in the kitchen we all use to reach the cinnamon on Sundays and say, “Gather ’round, family, I have some big news”? Do I let it creep up on them like the cat-on-the-roof story? “The economy has been awful and …” No, they would guess too soon. I’d barely have the economy tripping over the gutters before Andrew, my fourteen-year-old son, would blurt, “Dad, you lost your job, didn’t you?”

When the boss ushered me into the office to face my demise I immediately started to go through a checklist in my head, trying to decipher why I was chosen. Age? In context, I’m only a little older than Keanu Reeves but not nearly as old as Prince. Performance? I could see my Lucite “Staffer of the Year” trophy from where I was sitting. Money? All things considered, I thought I came pretty cheap.

The strip mall is new, too new for someone who just lost his occupation and wants to stare at window decorations for forty-five minutes while getting up the nerve to go home and face his family. Half the space is unoccupied and the few open businesses are small eateries already winding down from the lunch rush. I stop to read a menu, but I can’t get past the potato vichyssoise, leek, and butternut squash soups before I start zoning out. My eye catches a HELP WANTED sign two doors down and I immediately skip to coming through the door at home with a good news/bad news scenario. The bad news: Lost my job today. Good news: I start hostessing at Sushi Rock on Monday.

A waitress clearing outside tables looks at me suspiciously and I don’t blame her. I’ve got sort of an exceeding hairline that makes me appear sinister. People are afraid I’m going to reach up and pull my woolly mop down like a ski mask and stick them up. They really are. Two women told me that in a bar once.

I also have these spindly chicken legs. Well, they’re actually more like free-range chicken legs, which are a little more muscular than chicken legs because they’re … you know … running free. I sometimes think I’m a bit of an odd-looking earthling, but I’m probably just being self-conscious because people have said that once they get used to the sight of me (takes about two weeks) I’m actually “vaguely attractive.” Still, I always give people who eye me warily the benefit of the doubt, especially if I sneak up on them.

The sidewalk ends. As I round back behind the shopping center toward the car, I am mesmerized by a heavy-equipment operator chiseling away at a slab of concrete. The iron claw he’s commandeering is gently nicking at the stone, barely breaking off a quarter-inch at a time. A tall, bushy-haired worker standing cross-armed about ten feet away puts a hand up to halt me. “It’s not a safety thing,” he shouts. “You just need to watch this guy work. You don’t want to miss this. He’s a marvel.”

“I was already admiring his skill,” I yell back.

“Nobody handles the J784 Skit-Kat like this guy. I’d let him make love to my wife with that thing,” the worker says, his protruding belly jumping with glee, as if to celebrate a wonderful remark by its owner. I like when bellies are friendly. I’ve encountered far too many angry ones in my lifetime.

When I get back to the car, it is circled by three landscapers with blowers raging. And my windows are open. Even on one of the worst days of my life, I love the smell of fresh-cut grass, but not on my steering wheel.

I lean up against the tree and slide down to the ground, the jagged bark scraping against my back. My knees are touching my chin when I get a phone call. I spring up and see it’s a company number. “Maybe they want me back,” I say aloud, and honestly believe it. But it’s only Eileen, curious about my disappearing act from Rotelli’s and wanting to know, “Are you still alive?”

I am.

bed of confusion

Anna is standing at the closet, still dressed in her work clothes, when I find her in the bedroom. Her eyes immediately go to the stack of papers gripped in my hands.

“It happened” is all she says.

Between the erratic phone call and my early arrival home, no doubt remains, no big explanation necessary.

“What are we going to do?” I say.

Her expression softens and she walks over to where I’m frozen in my tracks, takes me by both arms, and sits me down on the end of the bed. I have seen her do this with our children when they are so stricken with emotion they appear as if they are about to seize up.

She flops down beside me and before you know it we are flailing the papers back and forth. It is like one of those scenes when a couple on the run pulls the heist of a lifetime and they empty a sack of cash onto a hotel bed to roll around in the dough, only we are steeped in the massive paperwork of my “involuntary separation.”

To protect themselves, the company smothers you with details and it is hard to navigate toward what really matters. We are flopping about and sloppily attaching clothespins to any documents that seem as if they may be pertinent to the immediate future. This will be my instruction manual for the next several months and we are actually the antithesis of the renegade couple on the run. Our life is about to come to a complete halt.

But there is still so much motion—stuff falling on the floor, pulling and tugging—“Let me see that.” “You already saw it.” “Give it back.”

Long-limbed and coltish with penetrating blue eyes, people say Anna looks like a shorter or taller Amanda Peet, but no one seems to know how tall Amanda Peet is, so they’re not sure which. Honestly, they could even be the same height for all I know.

“What does this even have to do with us?” Anna says, holding up a blue sheet titled “Required Taxes You Must Pay in North Dakota and Rhode Island.”

“Who even knew Rhode Island and North Dakota had something in common,” I say.

“Here’s the date for the last day dental will be covered,” she says, highlighting the day with a pink marker. “It’s coming up fast.”

“I’m going on that exact date.”

“Looks like the medical will last a little longer.”

As I roll over, one of Anna’s clogs digs into my back and I almost fall off the side of the bed. When I right myself, all I see is color. Stretched across the bed, Anna is still wearing her lab scrubs emblazoned with starfish, octopus, sea turtles, the friendliest-looking moray eel you’ve ever seen in your life, and bubbles, hundreds of bubbles. She is passionate when it comes to fish. We have an aquarium in almost every room of the house and the cranberry gravel in the one on her bureau matches our bedroom carpet. Her wardrobe is awash in bright pinks and greens and blues.

“Your closet looks like a clown’s closet,” I say, looking across the room at the rows of hangers.

“Clowns don’t have closets,” she says. “They have trunks.”

There was a time when Anna wore black to work on Mondays as sort of an inside joke, but it didn’t fit her personality. “And it was scaring the ducks by the lake behind our building,” she said at the time.

Her work with blood and specimen handling always sounds like a grind to me, except on that rare occasion when she calls to tell me something like “We just got Jimmy Buffett’s blood in for a test. Everybody’s holding it up to the light like they expect to see cheeseburgers and coconuts floating in it.”

As Anna flings a handful of papers in my face I flinch, but she laughs. I feel like I’m drowning in this mess, but she’s swimming in it. All I want to do is follow her upstream. That’s all I ever want to do, but I can never match her colors. Maybe I’m paranoid, but I think deep down she’s come to that realization. Or perhaps not so deep?

I’m suspicious of Anna’s initial reaction to my job loss because she can often be all sunny and accepting of things on the surface, but then make an abrupt turn. Maybe this is a bad example, but at a wedding reception in the fall of 2006 she purposely tripped this guy Tim McCardle. McCardle is one of these guys that not only make racist remarks but also have to try to bring you in, like we’re all on the same side. Simple stuff like “Hey, Reiner, one more Haitian comes out of the kitchen and we’re out of here, right?” Most people just ignore him, but Anna, who had been all smiles up to that point, decided to stick out her foot and send him reeling onto the parquet floor with a splat that split his nose open. We fled before McCardle even knew what hit him, but when we got outside I saw our car had been moved to directly in front of the catering hall. It was all premeditated and planned. Right down to the getaway. “Damn straight. I’ve been setting that up for two years,” Anna said. She really seemed to get off on it. On a side road, only a couple of miles from the catering hall, she abruptly pulled over and we ended up having sex in the car. It was kind of a turn-on for me, too, having your wife trip a bigot. But, like I said, this isn’t the best example because these calculated moves of hers aren’t always so righteous and honorable. A better example will come to me.

I’d had this job even before I knew Anna. I was about eight months in when I first encountered her at a bus stop and saved her from one of those parrot guys—you know, the ones who walk around with a macaw on their shoulder that’s crapping down the back of their shirt. They’re just hoping, praying, that some pretty girl will walk up and ask, “What’s the birdie’s name? What kind is it?” They’re all over down here in Florida, these guys: bus stops, the beach, McDonald’s. It’s very sad the way loneliness walks around in warm climates. All-year sunshine and efficiencies with no AC make this place a petri dish for desolation.

On that afternoon, Anna was wearing flat shoes and a ground-scraping gauzy dress and I could spot from fifty paces away that she was obviously a bird lover. Maybe not the big, squawking, talking Polly-wants-a-cracker kind, but certainly a fan of the more elusive of the species, the ones that skitter through the brush giving you a quick glimpse of a yellow chest or a burnt orange plume. She was smiling at the macaw guy but was obviously trapped, so I stepped in and asked the requisite questions. They hate it when a dude asks the questions. I blocked Anna from view and asked, “What’s the birdie’s name? What kind is it? Why do you let it crap down the back of your tropical shirt like that?”

And off he went, disappearing quicker than you can say, “For my next trick, I’ll need a volunteer.” When I turned to nod at Anna, she was giggling and said—I do not lie—“You’re a lifesaver.”

In all my years, no one else had ever said to me, “You’re a lifesaver.” Half the time the people I save from the macaw guys look at me as if my pitiful rescue act is less than a step above the birdman’s lonely cry for help, but not Anna. She was not only appreciative of my valor; she wanted more. She asked me if I could pull the top of her water bottle up. It had been driving her nuts. She’d been pulling and tugging at it, and there were actually these two tiny drops of sweat at the border of her ginger-colored hairline from the struggle. As I watched, they slid down to the middle of her forehead and then stopped running as if they’d crystallized. When I reached for the bottle, she said, “Thank you. Thank you.”

She shouldn’t have. I couldn’t get it open.

I lie back on the bed. I’m exhausted. “A half day of unemployment and you’re going to become an afternoon sleeper?” Anna says.

“And now we’ve got Andrew in that private school,” I say. “I can’t stop thinking how everything adds up.”

“We’ll deal with it.”

“I’m just … I know so many people are going through this but …”

“Nothing happens until it happens to you.”

“Yeah.”

“Just clean this mess up before you fall asleep,” she says before heading to the kitchen to boil up some tea. “Put the pages back in order and I’ll put it all under the microscope after dinner. I want to go through all the fine print.”

Propping myself back up on one elbow, I scan through three pages of Outplacement Services and then skip ahead to something called ISP Funding Rights. I don’t know what ISP is, but the people who head it up are called “fiduciaries of the ISP.” And they operate under the ERISA. What the hell is the ERISA? If we as a people were at some point to draw the line at using an acronym, I would think it would be at ERISA.

I feel a little dizzy and one arm is shaking. I’m not sure if it’s from the awkward way I’m propped up or a fear that this is not just the end of my job, but of other things, things I don’t even know about yet.

The whole situation reminds me of the sensation parents go through when they lose track of a small child in a large department store. The heart immediately gallops, the sweat pours. It takes only a second before you think you will never see that child again. I swear that’s how I feel, that I will never find a good, decent job again.

I make a slick but sloppy airplane out of a 1-800 twenty-four-hour-a-day mental health service brochure and send it crashing toward Anna’s open closet, then lie flat on the bed, my mind racing again. I do all kinds of crazy calculations in my head, methodically trying to decipher where we’re at financially and emotionally. Mortgage, utilities, cable, landscaping, two car loans, Andrew’s tuition, the home equity loan … What am I forgetting? The deposit we put down on new window installation. How are we ever going to make good on the balance? Life insurance, car insurance, Florida windstorm insurance, COBRA. You know things are going to be bad once you’re forced to get health insurance named after a deadly snake. What else? Food. We eat so much damned food between the regular grocery store and Costco, Sam’s Club, BJ’s … Why the hell do we belong to all three? And that Best Buy card and the Rooms To Go with no interest until 2010? It’s 2010! Damn.

The big company sets you free with enough severance to cover short-term debts, a bookload of financial advice, entrée to a high-priced career planner, and mental health counseling to feign off “the blues.” I know I’m at the beginning, but where does it end? Being thrust out into the job market after eighteen years is akin to suddenly having to take your driver’s license road test all over again. You thought you were good for life, and now he’s back, this bespectacled guy in a skinny tie shaking his head and checking off all the wrong boxes. You just know you are going to fail.

I fall into a feverish sleep and when I wake up I am sweaty, it is still light, and stuck to my face is a green 401(k) form that has three words highlighted in bold lettering: “Expanded Rollover Options.”

I frantically start putting the papers back into a neat stack for Anna, but I’m afraid that the more fine print she reads, the more I will begin to appear a liability. At her work everything is analyzed, even stool samples. Sooner or later she’s going to get around to putting me under the microscope. I know it, because everything is going to crap.

triple backflip

You know, I still think I’m going to do something magnificent one day,. something that will culminate with three triple backflips and a bear hug from Bela Karolyi. Just for that instant I’d be a man in triumph; Bela coming out of retirement to put those big hands around my tiny waist, lifting me up high where everybody could see me even though I’d be too overwhelmed by my own achievement to see anybody elses.”

Our dog Alonzo—two parts collie, one part Burmese mountain dog—listens to these little soliloquies of mine but then he just laughs that gruff, kennel-cough laugh of his.

Whenever I get distraught, which I believe is pretty much going to be every second now, I hear a voice in my head say, “You better do a little functioning.” What does that mean—walk the dog? Take out the garbage? Usually, the last thing I do at night is take Alonzo for a stroll. We circle around out front, trying to find the moon through the high trees. “Where is it? Where is it tonight, boy?” Then I sit down on a patch of grass and throw him a wish like I’d throw him a bone. He usually listens patiently.

But not tonight. Even he’s not buying my false bravado. I’m just a talking stool sample. Insulted, I tug at his leash and pull him toward the sidewalk, back up the edge of the driveway.

“Zo. Hey, Zo.” A voice rises up from the other side of the car.

But there’s no one there.

Alonzo pulls me in the other direction and on the stoop next door, half camouflaged by the shrubbery, I see the tip of a lit cigarette and then a tiny hooded girl.

“Hey,” I say just as Alonzo jerks me across a small patch of grass and up to her concrete steps.

Her head down, she cups Alonzo’s face in her hands and rubs noses with him. “Ooooh, I love a chilly nose. Your nose is a big, wet ice-cream cone, isn’t it, Zo?”

“I take it you know Alonzo,” I say.

“He gets loose from your daughter once in a while,” she says, glancing up at me. Jagged pieces of black hair spill out of the hood. She is thin-lipped with a pointy nose and big round, angelic eyes that captivate the second they widen.

“Yeah, he does like to escape once in a while,” I say.

“Alex,” she says, holding a hand out limply but pulling it away and tucking it back into her sweatshirt before I can get anywhere near it.

I’ve only ever seen this girl from a distance. Since our home is on the corner, Alex’s family is our closest neighbor proximity-wise, but I barely know them. The dad always seems a bit ornery and rushed and the rest of the flock make themselves pretty scarce. Anna tried to give me a rundown once—a daughter, Alex, I guess, about twenty-three or twenty-four; a son, Troy, I think, who’s a little younger. Mom operates a small spa near the airport.

“Your daughter’s kind of a snob, huh?” Alex says in a tone that doesn’t seem harsh, only matter-of-fact.

“She’s just better than the rest of us,” I say.

“On rainy, dreary days your wife looks like Mumbai,” Alex says. “All that color running through a drab day.”

“Oh, OK. I get it. I think. That’s her thing. Colorful.”

“Not a bad thing,” Alex says, looking away.

I’m not sure I like seeing all of us through Alex’s discerning eyes.

“You’re kind of scary-looking in the dark,” she says.

“Yeah, I’ve heard that before. All right, nice meeting you,” I say.

“You work from home?” she says, looking directly back at me. “You have one of those businesses where you can just jack on the computer all day?”

“Actually, I just lost my job,” I say. “Today.”

“Bumma, all those mouths to feed,” she says, mockingly jutting her lower jaw out and gaping her mouth open like a baby bird.

“It’s turning into the longest day of my life. I fell asleep when I got home and now I’m never going to be able to sleep tonight.”

“I can grab you some Ambien. Two bucks apiece,” she says.

“No, no. I’m fine,” I respond, but she’s already turning her head away again.

I realize she’s been looking off toward the brightly lit minor-league baseball park a few miles west of us.

“Game tonight,” I say.

“Yeah.”

She puts a fresh cigarette in her mouth but doesn’t light it and it bounces delicately as she continues to talk. “I like that the game’s far enough away that you can’t ever hear the crowd or the crack of the bat at all,” she says. “But if you stare long enough you can catch the sight of a ball when someone hits a high pop or a home run. It’s like watching for shooting stars.”

“Only the odds are better.”

“Yeah, right-o. The odds are better,” she says, pulling Alonzo close, gripping him tightly enough that he’d have to fight to get away. “Oh, Zo. You’re a big hairy quilt. Listen, I know a guy who runs five businesses. He hired me to answer his phone once, but it got crazy. I never knew how to answer because he had so many things going on. Maybe I could hook you up with him.”

“What are the five businesses?”

“I forget them all,” she says. “One is pressure cleaning. And he caters Jamaican food. Oh, and car detailing. He has all the stuff for that. And he does the Pergo flooring but everybody does that. I don’t know if he counts that as one of his five. The businesses are always changing. People subcontract him for a lot of stuff. Oh, he’s into bootleg movie sales big-time. He’s a very enterprising dude.”

“Does he also, by chance, sell weed?”

“A little, I think—Blueberry Kush. But I don’t think he counts that as one of his five, either. He doesn’t even use a phone anymore, but I can probably put you in contact with him if you’re interested in some work.”

“Let me see how things go,” I say.

“Pays under the table so it won’t screw with your unemployment.”

“That’s a plus. You attending school now, college?” I ask.

“No.”

“Working?”

“No, not this week.”

“Does that mean …”

“Oh, there,” she says, pointing the unlit cigarette toward the horizon. “There goes one.”

watering down the Gatorade

That girl’s disturbed,” Kristin says.

“I don’t know about that,” I say.

“What, is she your Lost in Translation girl now?”

“I talked to her for two minutes. She knows a very enterprising dude. He may be a good contact. But let’s not change the subject.”

I’ve finally gotten Kristin and Andrew to sit still. Anna is in the other room hunched over her calculator, so this family meeting is being taken off course by Kristin’s apparent disdain for our neighbor.

“I didn’t even know you knew her.”

“Well, now you know.”

Earlier, when I announced my job loss to the kids, they seemed totally indifferent, like it wasn’t really their problem. I don’t want to frighten them, but I need them to know this could affect them enormously and I need their help.

“Dad,” Andrew says, lying down across the couch. “Do you just have a list or something you can give us?”

“Try to stay upright,” I say. “Your mom will just be a second.”

“I have to be at work. I have a job,” Kristin says.

Kristin looks like her mom, only stringier. Her hair’s stringier, her gangly arms and legs are stringier. When she’s curled up on the couch, she looks like an exhausted ball of yarn. Every time I call her, she answers the phone, “What now?” I’m not sure if that greeting is for everybody or only me. She drives this ancient VW Scirocco that must be 101 years old. I was going to help her buy a car but she insisted on paying for one herself with the money she makes working at a bath shop downtown. Know two things about Kristin: (1) After she blew out the candles at her fourteenth birthday party, she turned to Anna and me and said, “OK, you two have done what you could. Parenting ends at fourteen. I’ll take it from here.” And she pretty much has. (2) She has a 4.7 grade point average.

“I’ll take notes,” Andrew says, stretching his long arm over to the desk and pulling out a pen and a scrap of paper. His loose, curly hair flops over his oddly angular quarterback’s face (I don’t know where it comes from). I’m amazed at how big he’s getting and frightened by how much food he can consume. I hate looking at my own children as consumers. Andrew has so many good traits—earnest, athletic, generous, master of Call of Duty: Modern Warfare 2—but all I’m looking at right now are his massive incisors, and I know he’s capable of devouring everything in sight.

“OK, while we’re waiting for Mom can we at least talk about the laptops? There’s no reason for them to always be plugged in,” I say. “I know you don’t want to deal with recharging but that’s how they’re made.”

“You don’t know how laptops are made,” Kristin says.

“And the phone chargers.”

“Why didn’t you just retire before they fired you?” Kristin says.

“Is this why you watered down the Gatorade tonight?” Andrew asks.

“I didn’t do it consciously, but maybe subconsciously I added less powder or more water,” I say.

“Or both,” Andrew says.

“Just because you don’t have a job, don’t act like you’re our boss now,” Kristin says. “That’s not going to fly. You’re not some overlord now.”

“Overlord. I like that,” Andrew says.

“Thanks,” Kristin says.

“Don’t team up against me,” I say, even though I like seeing Andrew become an ally for his sister. There was a time, not that long ago, when he’d go mum and barely speak his mind.

He is often quiet but he is not shy. When he was younger I made the mistake of thinking he was genetically inhibited, that he’d inherited my social reserve and tendency to withdraw. But one afternoon we were at the skating rink and there was a race for a prize. An intimidating array of older boys assembled on the starting line, as did Andrew without hesitation. Lost by a mile, but he went for it. The reserve was off. I was never like that, no matter how big the prize. I just cowered back and watched. These days, when irritating relatives corner Andrew and say, “Why are you so shy?” he responds, “I’m not shy. I just don’t have anything to say at the moment. Check with me later.” He seems to know who he is, even if everybody else—including me—isn’t privy to exactly who that is quite yet.

“Can we keep Showtime? I have to see Dexter,” Andrew says.

We don’t live that high to begin with, so when we set out to prune our list of meager luxuries, we have little choice but to hit the movie channels. They’re always the first to go.

“Maybe we can just get Showtime for the twelve weeks when Dexter is on and then cancel it.”

“I want it when The Tudors are on; then you can cancel it,” Kristin says.

“There are other things,” I say. “We can really make a dent if we all use the same shampoo. I counted six different in each bathroom. You can buy one kind in bulk and—”

“I’m not using shampoo that comes in a pail,” Kristin says, getting up.

“Where are you going?”

“To make a point,” she says. “I’ll be right back.”

“One cereal each?” I say to Andrew. “Can you live with that?”

“Cinnamon Toast Crunch,” Andrew says.

“I’ll eat that, too,” I say. “I’ll eat whatever is there. That’s going to be my attitude. My needs will be met by whatever is already available.”

Kristin comes sauntering back in wearing a pair of yellow rubber gloves that extend up to her elbows.

“Look where being cheap and cutting costs got you before,” she says, raising one arm and giving me the stilted wave of a princess on parade.

OK, when I needed to repair some stucco near our side door I hired these suspect-looking guys going house-to-house offering labor on the cheap. The job looked perfectly fine when they finished but they must have somehow put the grating for the stucco up against some wiring in the wall because every time someone touches the door now they get shocked.

“Electrocuted,” Kristin says.

Now we keep a pair of rubber gloves in the flower box near the door to avoid electrocution, and it’s been working out fine. (Unless you’re barefoot and don’t know about the rubber sandals we stash there.)

“I admit, that was foolhardy of me,” I say. “But that’s not the kind of cost cutting I’m talking about now.”

“Foolhardy,” Kristin says.

“I like that. Foolhardy,” Andrew says.

“I’m also looking at the Go-Gurts. I think we can get a big tub of yogurt and then put them in those little Tupperware cups we already have with the snap lids.”

“Auck!” Kristin says.

“What? I’ll set it up. In a year’s time, how many do you think you eat? We have to start multiplying this stuff out. You’d be shocked at how much we could save.”

“I really don’t feel like multiplying my Go-Gurts by fifty-two right now,” Kristin says.

“I want to start having a hamburger night,” I say. “I know it’s not all that healthy, but when McDonald’s has the thirty-nine-cent burgers on Wednesdays we really should be taking advantage of being able to feed a family of four on a dollar fifty-six. You multiply that by fifty-two and it’s …”

“Eighty-one dollars and twelve cents,” Kristin says.

“What about fries?” Andrew says.

“No, that would blow it,” I say. “And we get drinks at home, too.”

“What about cheeseburgers? They’re only forty-nine cents on Wednesdays,” Andrew says.

“No, that would cost a dollar ninety-six.”

“So?”

“That doesn’t sound as good,” I say.

“How does a dollar ninety-six not sound as good as a dollar fifty-six?” Kristin says.

“Dad’s right. It doesn’t sound as good,” Andrew says.

“I’m going to buy my own shampoo and just nobody else touch it,” Kristin says.

Andrew sits up and glares into the bubbling fish tank at the end of the couch. “How much energy do these fish tanks use?” he says.

“I don’t know. Probably too much,” I say. “I don’t know why your mom has to light them up every night. They get plenty of natural light in the daytime.”

“They’re not even pretty fish. They look like lake fish,” Andrew says.

“I know.”

“You guys are idiots,” Kristin says, before shouting, “Mom, the idiots are going to turn out the lights in your fish tanks!”

“What’s going on?” Anna says, rushing into the room.

“Dad wants to shut down our computers and all the fish tank lights and have us all dipping into a community pail of shampoo,” Kristin says.

“Get away from the tanks,” Anna says, stepping in front of me.

“We were just talking about things we could cut back on and …”

“It’s not like the fish are reading in there,” Andrew says.

“Is this your idea of a family meeting?” Anna says.

“I’m trying,” I say.

I can’t quite put it into words for them, but, to be honest, I just want to break away from the fear that all the responsibility is on me. I like the idea of us all pulling together, even if it’s just to survive in the short term. I want to make the kids realize a big chunk of the money coming into this house was from my paycheck and now that has stopped. It’s that simple. They have to understand that in these harrowing times, in order to stay alive, we may have to water down the Gatorade.

“Hey, if nothing else, I just want this meeting to make the point that we’re all in this together,” I say.

“Got it.” Kristin gets up, heading for the kitchen.

“And I want to have a garage sale to make extra money. Everybody start gathering up things.”

“You’re on your own with that,” Anna says.

“Here,” Andrew says, handing me a sheet of paper that reads NOTES across the top, but then there’s all white space except for a single word: “OverLord.”

Anna drags me into the den. “You’re scaring them,” she says.

She’s still in her work clothes and her hair is a frizzy mess, stray tips wet from sucking and chewing on them while she crunched the numbers. “OK,” she says, running her finger across her notes. “It’s imperative that you sign up for unemployment within twenty-four hours, so do that tomorrow. But the good news is—”

“I didn’t expect this day to end with good news.”

“Relatively speaking,” she says. “I’m going to go over this ten more times before I go to bed tonight, but it appears to me that once the unemployment checks start coming—by the seventeenth if you sign up right away—and with the severance that should be arriving by the middle of next month we’ll be OK on income for twenty-one weeks.”

“That’s a lucky number.”

“That’s how much time you have to find a job, to figure out exactly what you want to do.”

“That’s a lot of time.”

“It’s enough.”

“So I can stop shaking? I can relax?”

“Well, I don’t know about relax,” Anna says, already punching at the numbers again. “But you can allow the children to have cheese on their burgers for a little while longer.”

avett brothers at the parker

Signing up for unemployment benefits online puts it all into perspective: I’m screwed.

After getting the twenty-one-week reprieve, I was planning to turn the first days of this mess into a mini-vacation. Spurred on by Gillian’s report on her first official day of unemployment: “I slept till 10:30 and watched two hours of Will & Grace reruns on Lifetime. Ate Doritos for lunch!”

Trying to relax, I sit outside on the porch, reading Spin magazine.

But it doesn’t take.

Eat some blueberry pancakes.

Doesn’t take.

Put Mermaid Avenue on the iPod.

Doesn’t take.

When Anna headed off to work at seven-thirty this morning she threw me a wave and said, “Have a …” before stopping short. I certainly wasn’t expecting a “Have a great day” or a “grand day” or even a “good day.” I would have accepted “nice” but she just stuttered, giggled loosely, and settled on, “Have a … day.”

I can do that.

Even though there’s this constant mix of the excitement of being liberated from the routine and the dread of not knowing how I will ever make a decent living again. One second I’m elated about going on to other things in life—doesn’t everybody dream of being set free? No boss. No deadlines. And the next I want to puke. I can’t seem to get into that vacation mode, so I follow Anna’s mandate and go online to fill out the state unemployment form.

I’m shocked by the math: Even the maximum amount allotted is barely milk money. I’m not sure if Anna figured that into her calculations. And the thought of having to report to the state where I applied for a job “each week” does nothing to ease my nausea.

People have already started asking me, “So, what are you going to do? How are you going to make money?”

All newspapers are in a state of severe contraction, if not death throes. Looking for a job there, or in any other part of the industry I committed my career to, would be more of a sick joke than an act of hope.

I had the bad fortune to be in the not-very-creative end of a creative enterprise, so I had two strikes against me right there. I used to pitch human-interest-type story ideas to get a byline but it rarely worked out. Once in a while I’d get to juice up a listing with a little flair. Like for The Life and Music of Celia Cruz I wrote, “Take a journey through the career of the ‘salsa queen’ as a large cast of singers and dancers bring to life the …”

I could do that all day. And I did.

But what employable skill did that represent? In retrospect, it was both too specialized and too unspecial to help me now. I always seem to be hard to characterize. When Gillian and Artie and I imagined what would come out of the exploded heads of our colleagues and it got to me it wasn’t that easy. Everyone just sort of went silent and then changed the subject. I guess a lot of people thought I was a dud but I was always listening to every word they said and on the day of our exploding heads I had hoped someone had noticed and would blurt out, “If Jeff’s head erupts the entire second floor of this building will look as if it is the dump for everything meaningful in our lives that ever fell behind a couch and was never retrieved. People will be scavenging through the debris and come across some personal scrap of paper or trinket they thought was lost forever, eternally intertwined with cat hair and stuck to a melted Sugar Daddy. And as the survivors step and crunch over all the little pieces of themselves that have been discarded and forgotten, they will suddenly get it. ‘Man,’ they’ll say, ‘all this time, he’s been storing all this. That’s what Jeff’s been doing. He’s been collecting 
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