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The Game

IT WAS ONLY AFTER his mom disappeared that Max started playing the game. He’d downloaded it months before because his friend Orson wouldn’t shut up about it. The game was simple, he said, something you played on your tablet, but it was—direct quote here—“truly a thing of beauty.” Not your typical eye-candy flashy animation that tries to make a fantasy world look real. This game had, according to Orson, “elegant graphic design.” Which he knew Max would appreciate. And which Max was pretty sure he would once he got around to playing it. But at the time he was still obsessed with Muerte: The Skull.

Then the mom thing happened, and Max got desperate for something to distract him from the dark thoughts that had roosted in his brain like bats in a cave. What he needed was something easy, a game that wouldn’t make him think too hard, and wouldn’t stress him out any more than he already was. The beautiful and elegant part was just an added bonus.

Turned out, the game met all these requirements. It was, after all, about pruning trees.

So Max opened it and started playing. And right away he saw what Orson meant about the design. It looked like art—flat graphics, stark and clean, with hard shapes in red, yellow, and black. The electronic soundtrack was soft and serene, kind of Zen, with just a hint of foreboding.

His task was to help trees grow by carefully pruning them with a swipe of his finger, guiding them, urging them to lean toward the light while protecting them from various kinds of danger. If he failed, he could always grow another one and try again. But if he got it right, the trees would burst into bloom, then the petals would fly off into a star-filled sky with a whooshing sound, like wind.

Everything about the game was gorgeous. Max found himself wishing he’d designed it himself. The problem was, it didn’t go on in the way it had started. With each new level, the world grew more hostile, with fire and drought, urban sprawl, and the shadows of looming factory buildings, wild winds, and dying soil.

At random times he’d get this tiny blue flower, perched on a ledge somewhere, bright and cheerful, a little spark of hope. But that was just a tease because after a while he stopped seeing the flowers anymore. And the trees, no matter what he did to help them, grew gnarled and ugly.

It crept up on him a little at a time. The anxiety began to build and the tasks got harder, until the heart-stopping moment of the muffled explosion, after which the screen went dark. Then the earth was spinning through space and time, the stars whirling by overhead, until it came to rest on the final scene: a single tree, leafless and bent almost to the ground, alone in the darkness of a ruined planet.

But, no, that couldn’t be the ending! Max refused to accept it. So he started pruning tenderly, with infinite care, until slowly, slowly it began to right itself, to stand straight, and to grow slowly, slowly toward the light of the stars. Which was all there was left—the sun was gone.

But the tree never bloomed. Instead, it faded to white, or maybe it was silver, like a ghost tree, terrible and beautiful and unbearably sad.

Max was stunned by that final screen. Because the sense of loss, the hopelessness, was exactly how he was feeling just then—only without the beautiful graphics and the Zen music.

Yet he didn’t delete the game. He started over and played it again, hoping it would be like all the other games he’d ever played—that if he figured out the right tricks and was really smart, eventually he could win. But however many times he played it, the ending was always the same.

So why would he keep playing a game that would always end in tragedy? Because he was addicted to it? Because, no matter how badly things turned out, it was still beautiful? Yes to both.

But it also had something to do with Max’s inner hopefulness. Because deep down he refused to accept anything short of a happy ending. And he was determined to keep trying till he got one. In the game, and in his life.

What Max didn’t yet know—though he would, in time—was that the “right trick” had never been some secret key or special move. The trick was never giving up.
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Chapter One

IT’S AN ORDINARY DAY, like any other. In this case a Tuesday in early August. Max and his sister have just come home from Discovery Camp. Which isn’t actually a camp, just a summer enrichment program at their school. They like it, though, and go every year.

In the past their downstairs neighbor Penelope would pick them up in the afternoons—from school or from camp—and stay with them till one of their parents got home. But Max has just turned twelve and is now considered old enough to take charge of Rosie on the subway and at home.

He has mixed feelings about this. Rosie can be a real pain. And if she has a meltdown and he’s the one in charge, he’ll have to deal with it. On the other hand, it means a significant increase in his allowance. And it’s nice to be trusted.

On this particular, ordinary day Max is feeling pretty full of himself. Like he’s the third adult in the family now, with all this new authority to swing around. Also, he’s pumped about his art class at camp. They’d worked on etchings that day, which was something new and totally cool—scratching images onto a metal plate with a stylus, rubbing ink into the scratches, then wiping off the rest, then putting the plate through a press, where the image is transferred through pressure onto a special kind of soft paper.

He loves the feeling of the stylus in his hand, the little scratches in the metal that will become thin black lines, and the way he has to think backward, because the image will be reversed when it’s printed. Max feels this technique is perfectly aligned to the way his brain works. His teacher apparently thinks so too. This very day he said Max was “a natural.”

Their dad comes home at the usual time, around six thirty. He asks how their day went, as he always does, usually in the exact same words. They answer, as they always do, that their day was fine. Then Dad says, like it’s nothing special, “Mom won’t be home for dinner tonight.”

This doesn’t strike Max as unusual. He doesn’t ask why she won’t be home, whether she has a patient in crisis at the cancer center, or has gone to a conference, or what. He just opens the kitchen drawer where they keep the take-out menus and flips through them. Later, he won’t recall what they ordered, or what he did that night. It’s too routine to leave a trace in his memory.

It goes on like that for two more days, by which point, for reasons he can’t quite put his finger on, Max has started to feel uneasy. He assumes his mom is doing something work-related. And his dad doesn’t seem concerned. But somewhere deep in his consciousness he has the sense that something is off.

Her absence has caused a shift in their routines. They’ve retreated to their separate corners, plugged into their devices, hardly talk to each other anymore. They’re like a table that’s missing a leg. It no longer functions. Lean on it and it’ll tip over. His mom, Max realizes for the first time, is the essential element—the sun to their planets.

Another day passes. It’s Friday. They’ve eaten their latest take-out dinner, pretty much in silence. Now Rosie has plopped herself down in front of the TV, which Dad has chosen to ignore because he’s in his bedroom messing with his computer. Max figures that if watching endless hours of TV will keep his sister from whining or acting weird, then hooray. He goes into his room to work on a preparatory drawing for his art class on Monday.

He wants the image to make full use of the crosshatched lines that are typical of etchings. So he does a night scene with a monster coming through a door. Then he remembers what the teacher said about contrast and negative space and decides he needs a light area to set off all that dark. So he starts over, this time drawing a big, shaggy bear walking on a tightrope with a white sky in the background, silhouettes of tall buildings leaning in on either side.

This feels like a total success. It’s going to be awesome.

When the weekend rolls around with still no sign of Mom, no calls, no nothing, Max’s feelings shift from quiet unease to hard-core anxiety. At which point he wonders aloud, as they sit over breakfast that Saturday morning, when exactly will Mom be coming home?

“I don’t know,” Dad says.

Just like that: I don’t know. He sounds kind of snappish when he says it too. Like he’s irritated or angry. Like Max has been constantly pestering him with questions, when in fact it’s the first time he’s even brought it up. Dad doesn’t look at him when he says it either, just gazes down at his yogurt and blueberries. His spoon. The table.

“Where is she, anyway?” Rosie asks, having obviously failed to catch the edge in their father’s voice.

“She’s gone to help a friend.”

He’s still staring at his breakfast, so Rosie turns to Max with a puzzled expression. Because even an eight-year-old can figure out that “helping a friend” is not a place, and therefore not an answer to her question.

Max gives her a significant look and subtly lifts a finger to say, wait. Rosie receives the message: when Dad leaves for the gym, where he goes every Saturday morning at exactly the same time, they will talk.

“Okay,” Rosie says as soon as they hear the faint ding of the elevator’s arrival on the fourteenth floor. “That was weird.”

“Yes, it was. He’s either super vague or says he doesn’t know. It’s like he’s hiding something.”

“You think they’re getting a divorce?” Her voice rises a notch or two, edging dangerously close to the dreaded baby whine. And Max really does not want to deal with a Rosie freak-out right now.

“Don’t be ridiculous!” he says.

“Why? Lots of people get divorced.”

“I know that. But not them. No way.”

“Then maybe he’s not telling us because it’s something bad. Like she’s been kidnapped by the Mafia and Dad can’t raise the ransom and they’re threatening to kill her if he doesn’t pay.”

“You watch way too much TV.”

She shrugs. “Well, something’s wrong.”

“Yeah, something definitely is.”

Then Max has one of those sudden, head-banging, what-was-I-thinking? moments. “This is so stupid!” he says, grabbing his phone. “We should just call her!” He can’t imagine why he didn’t do it days ago.

So he punches in her number and waits while it rings. Rosie’s watching him like a vulture, so he turns his back on her.

“What?” she says, when Max has been silent for like three seconds.

“Voicemail.” He waits for the beep, then leaves a message. “Mom, will you please call me back? Because we’d really like to know where you are and when you’re coming home and Dad’s not telling us anything and it’s freaking us out. Okay? Please?”

“That should do it,” Rosie says, heading back into the kitchen with her mostly empty orange juice glass.

But Max isn’t giving up. If his mother is ignoring her calls because she’s so busy “helping her friend,” he’ll keep on calling and texting till she finally answers, just to make it stop. As before, it rings and rings, then goes to voicemail. This time he doesn’t leave a message.

“What was that?” Rosie’s standing in the kitchen door.

“What was what?”

“That humming sound. Like hummmm, hummmm, hummmm.”

A tingling starts in his scalp, then runs down his neck and into his back and arms till it ends with a shudder. He knows exactly what that was. The kitchen is right next to Mom and Dad’s bedroom and their dresser is up against the common wall. Which is why Rosie heard it.

He gets up and goes into their room.

“What are you doing?” Rosie says, standing right behind him.

“I’m staring at the dresser.”

“Yeah, I know. But why?”

“I’m thinking.” What he’s thinking is that it’ll feel kind of gross to open his parents’ drawers and go digging around in their underwear. Then he hears the humming sound again, exactly as Rosie described.

“That’s it!” she says.

The phone is in the third drawer down, under a tidy pile of nightgowns. He pulls it out and answers before the caller hangs up.

“Dory?”

“No, Dad. It’s me. I think you need to come home right now.”

Dad’s breathing hard when he comes in, like he ran all the way from the gym to their apartment, which he probably did. “Are you all right?” he says.

“Not really.” Max sends the phone sliding like a hockey puck across the coffee table, knowing his dad will catch it, which he does. Max is angry and he wants to make that abundantly clear.

Dad stares at the familiar phone case with the antique-looking flowers on a cream-colored background. “Where did you find this?”

“In a drawer, hidden under her nightgowns. She turned off the ringer but forgot to change the settings so it wouldn’t vibrate.”

“What—she hid her phone? In a bedroom drawer?”

“That’s what I just said.”

Dad sags in his chair, head flopped back, and stares at the ceiling in silence.

“Time to tell us the truth, Dad.”

“I have been telling you the truth,” he snaps, pulling out his own phone and turning it on. “Your mom called on Tuesday, but I was in the subway where there was no service, so she left a message. When I called back, she didn’t answer.”

“And?”

Reluctantly: “I haven’t heard from her since.”

“You could have told us that. It was the same as a lie, pretending everything was normal.”

“I thought it was at first. Strange, but within the bounds of normalcy. And I didn’t want to worry you.”

“In what possible way is it ‘within the bounds of normalcy’?”

“Okay, Max, why don’t you just calm down and listen to what she said before you rush to judgment.” He presses play on the voicemail message and holds out the phone so they can hear.


Hi, it’s me. I guess you’re on your way home. Shoot! And now I have to run and catch a train. But I need to tell you I’ll be out of pocket for a while. An old friend’s in the middle of a crisis and for some reason he needs my medical expertise. I don’t know what it’s all about, he was very circumspect, but he said it was complicated and might take a while. So please don’t worry if I can’t get back to you right away. Okay? Love you.

Oh—there’s a lasagna in the freezer. You’ll have to microwave it first to thaw it out, then bake it till it’s bubbly, maybe half an hour. Bye!



“What’s circumspect?” Rosie asks.

“Careful. Cautious. She meant that her friend was being secretive, not telling her very much.”

“And that didn’t creep you out?” Max asks. “I mean, right from the start? That she left that message with, like, no information, then basically disappeared?”

“I found it troubling, yes. But to be fair, she didn’t have much information to give.”

“Yeah, she did. Her old friend’s name. And where she was going on the train.”

“She was in a rush.”

“She managed to mention the lasagna.”

“Come on, Max, take a deep breath.”

Max looks down at his hands instead, not wanting to meet his father’s eyes.

“And to answer your question—yes, it did seem odd, even at the beginning. But it was clearly something Dory felt she needed to do. She didn’t sound upset, just hurried. And your mom, as you know, is quite a capable person. I trusted her to handle whatever it was. More to the point, she specifically said not to worry if she couldn’t check in right away. I was giving it a little more time.”

“But you called her this morning,” Rosie said.

“I’ve been calling her every day, quite a few times a day, actually. Now I know why she never answered.”

He’s swiping her phone with his finger now, searching through the incoming calls. Max leans over to watch as he scrolls through a long list of names and numbers. There are Max’s two calls, a whole string of them from Dad, and four or five from their grandmother Mozelle. At last he finds the one he’s looking for. On Tuesday at 6:07 p.m.:


No Caller ID

    unknown



“Great,” he says. “The anonymous friend.”

“What about Dr. Sharma? She must know something. Mom would have told her she was going away.”

“Actually, she did.”

“You called her?”

“No. Dr. Sharma called me. Mom had told her she needed to start her vacation a few days early. Said it was a family emergency, and would she cover her patients? So naturally Dr. Sharma was concerned. She thought someone had died.”

“But it wasn’t. A family emergency.”

“I know that, Rosie, but it was probably simpler than going into all that business about an old friend with a crisis. And here’s the thing: When your mom tells me something, I believe it, because she’s a good and truthful person. And with her word as the absolute given, I’ve been adjusting the possible scenarios to meet the mounting evidence. But this business of hiding her phone is the real kicker—there’s no explanation for that.”

“There is, actually,” Max says. “Her friend said not to bring it because he might be traced through her.”

“What, by the police? You’re suggesting her friend is a criminal?”

“I don’t know what he is, Dad, but he’s using a burner phone.”

Silence hangs heavy around them like dread.

“Well,” Dad says, “I’m going to go call Mozelle. She’s probably worried too. And she might have some light to shed on the subject of Mom’s old friends.” With that he goes into his room and shuts the door.

Then, as if on cue, Rosie starts to unwind. Max can feel the freak-out coming. And at that particular moment he Just Cannot Bear It.

So he gets a charger and plugs in Mom’s phone, turning on the ringer in case Mom actually has been kidnapped and there’s a ransom call. Gets Fluffy Rabbit from Rosie’s room and thrusts it into her outstretched arms. Pops the Ponyo DVD into the player. Then he sits on the floor beside his sister as she stares fixedly at the screen, slipping gradually into the warm, familiar anesthetic bath that is Ponyo’s magical world, where danger and fear cannot touch her because she’s seen this movie a million times and knows exactly how it ends. Love will overcome the wildest storms and the most powerful sorcery. And everything will be resolved in weird and wonderful ways. Happy ever after.

Finally, when Rosie is glassy-eyed and frozen with attention, Max leaves her to it. Goes to his room, shuts the door, and starts playing his game.
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Chapter Two

MOZELLE SHOWS UP a little after two. She’s brought an overnight bag, which means she’ll be staying over. This comes as a relief to Max. Because Mozelle is the only person who, in the absence of Mom, can act as the fourth leg that will make the family stable again.

She’s not her usual cheery self, but she still goes through the motions, dispensing hugs like medicine. Then she settles on the couch, Rosie beside her, as the family gathers around the coffee table and gets down to business.

“So, this guy,” Dad says. “We know he’s someone from Dory’s past—she called him an ‘old friend.’ But she didn’t mention him by name, which she would have done if it was someone I knew. That takes us back before college, when I first came on the scene.”

Mozelle nods. She’s already figured that out.

“Can you think of anybody from the past who seems at all likely? High school, or a summer job? An old boyfriend, maybe?”

“No. I searched my memory the whole way here and no one really fits. By high school, Dory was part of a solid and ongoing group of friends—and you know them all. They were at your wedding. She would have referred to them by name.”

“How about before that? Middle school, elementary school, even—like, they used to play together all the time, then as they got older, they drifted apart. But they still went to the same schools and were aware of each other over the years, in a casual sort of way. Then this guy heard that Dory was a doctor, and since he knew her and he needed someone with medical expertise, he called.”

Mozelle shakes her head. “He didn’t just stop by the hospital or call asking for advice. He expected her to drop everything, including her job and her family, hop on a train, and go help him with some nameless emergency. That’s a huge ask from a kid she used to play with in second grade.”

“Yeah,” Dad says. “You’re right.”

“This feels like a real relationship, like they have a history and she genuinely trusts him and cares about him. But I can’t think of anyone who fits those parameters. Is there anything else?”

Dad shrugs. “Nothing you don’t already know. She hid her phone, the caller was anonymous, and we haven’t heard from her since Tuesday. It’s just so unlike her.”

Mozelle removes her glasses, cleans an invisible spot, then puts them back on. “Not to mention that we were supposed to drive upstate on Monday so she could help me clear out the cabin. It was all planned. She’d arranged to take a week off to do it. If she suddenly had to cancel, you’d think she’d have given me a call.”

“Oh, Mozelle, I’m sorry! I completely forgot you guys were doing that. It’s just, I’ve been so distracted.”

She waves away his apology. “It’s okay. But it does give us a deadline of sorts. It may be that she expects to have things wrapped up and be home in time for the trip. I’m sure she would have called me otherwise.”

“She can’t call if she doesn’t have her phone,” Max says.

Dad gives him a tired look. “The world is full of phones, Max. Her mysterious friend has a phone.”

“If he hasn’t already thrown it into the river.”

“Okay, that’s enough. You’re not helping.”

They sit for a while in silence, thinking about a world full of phones and a mother who still hasn’t called. Then, as if things weren’t bad enough, Rosie starts regressing. That’s what Mom calls it when Rosie puts on this pouty baby face, shuffles her feet in a baby walk, and lapses into a fake, annoying, high-pitched baby voice. “I want Mommy,” she whimpers. (Also part of the act, the “Mommy” and “Daddy” thing.)

It makes Max want to scream. And if they were alone, just the two of them, he might let himself totally lose it. Instead, while Mozelle takes Rosie in her arms and speaks to her in a soft, soothing voice, he starts Ponyo over from the beginning. Then he sits beside her, once again, staring mindlessly at the screen, till the sniffling and whimpering finally stop.

Meanwhile, the grown-ups have retreated to the kitchen for a private conversation. This seems unfair to Max. If he’s old enough to manage an eight-year-old on the New York subway, he should be included in whatever it is they’re discussing. Then, while Max is still sulking about injustice, Dad passes through the living room, unplugs Mom’s phone, slips it into his pocket, and says he’s going out for a bit. Wordlessly, Mozelle comes in and plants herself on the couch.

Max quietly gets up off the floor and goes over to sit beside her. “Where’d he go?” he whispers so Rosie won’t hear.

Mozelle gives him a sad look, like she really doesn’t want to tell him. Then silently she mouths the word police.

Two hours later Dad comes home with a bag of takeout from the Indian place around the corner. He doesn’t say anything, just passes through the living room again and sets the food on the kitchen table.

Clearly this is a cover-up, to hide where he’s actually been—he’s gone to get dinner! But as cover-ups go, it’s pathetic. For one thing, they usually call and have the food delivered. For another, picking it up in person does not take two hours.

Mozelle gets up casually and joins him in the kitchen. Max, just as casually, follows in her wake. “What did they say?” he asks. “The police.”

Dad looks kind of gray. His voice sounds exhausted. “They don’t feel it qualifies as a missing persons case. Because of the message she left, how she specifically said she’d be out of touch for a while, and that we shouldn’t worry. It’s not like she went out to get bagels one morning and never came back.”

“Oh.”

“I got some curry.”

“Yeah, I see that.”

“Also I got that eggplant dish you like and some vegetable samosas. And raita. Are you hungry?”

Max looks at him for a long time. “Not even close,” he says.

It’s Sunday now, a quiet morning—or as quiet as the city ever gets. Max is on the bed with his tablet on his lap, Zen music floating through earbuds into his brain as he swipes the screen with his finger, surgically lopping off branches. He’s trying to prevent his latest tree from touching the burning red orb that will turn it into a glowing coal, after which it will collapse into a heap of ash.

Mozelle is in the living room reading to Rosie. And Dad is at his computer, going through Mom’s Outlook contacts for unfamiliar male names. Which is why Max has gotten away with sitting alone in his room for hours, pruning electronic trees. His mom would never have allowed it. She’s obsessed with “limiting screen time.” And if his dad were his normal self, he wouldn’t allow it either.

So it catches Max off guard when he hears the knock on his door. He flips the cover over his tablet and yanks out the earbuds.

“Max? Can you come out, please?”

“Okay,” he says, hiding the evidence under his pillow, shuffling over to open the door. “What’s up?”

“Family meeting.”

Max feels a surge of dread. Apparently it shows on his face.

“Don’t worry, it’s nothing bad. And we’re going out to Noodle Village after.”

“After what?”

“The family meeting, Max.”

“So,” Dad says when they’ve settled themselves in the living room, “your grandmother has a proposal to make. Let me say in advance that I strongly approve. Mozelle, want to take it from there?”

“All right. But first I need to tell you a little story. Or not so much a story as a bit of background. So it’ll make sense, and you can fully appreciate—”

“Arggggh!” Max pretends to tear out his hair.

She laughs out loud. It’s nice for a change—laughter.

“All right, all right! Here it is: I propose we go on a little vacation together.” She stops there and makes them wait.

One beat, two beats, three beats . . .

“Can you tell us the story?” Rosie says.

“Why, yes, sweetheart, I’d be happy to.”

One beat, two beats . . .

Max knows what she’s doing, trying to lighten things up. And even though he can see right through her tactics, they work. He really does feel better.

“So, a long time ago, when your mother was five or six, Marvin and I bought a little log cabin in the woods.”

Max has heard his mom mention “the cabin” once or twice. He tries to remember more, but nothing comes.

“Is it an actual, real log cabin?”

“Yes, Rosie, though actual and real mean much the same thing, which is what we call redundant.” She might have said more, but Max and Rosie start poking her and screaming in protest. Even Dad is smiling now.

“All right,” she says when the ruckus has stopped. “The cabin is on the banks of a creek, near a lake, surrounded by every kind of beauty—tall trees and deep blue sky, the sound of rushing water and the wind in the branches, the smell of sun on the pines. We went there every summer when your mom was growing up. Then, around her senior year in high school, she sort of lost interest. There were all these other things she wanted to do—you know, a summer job, hanging out with her friends. So after that, for many years, it was just Marvin and me. And then, well . . .”

They give her a respectful silence while she shakes it off. The sadness.

“So, anyway. While we were dealing with Marvin’s illness, a developer started buying up cabins so he could tear them down and build a new development of lakeside homes. Most everybody jumped at the offer. The compound is old, and his price was fair. But even after Marvin died, I
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