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      For Kai, who’s better than fiction

      




      
      
      CHAPTER 1

      

   From: Jennifer Scribner-Snyder
      

      
      To: Beth Fremont
      

      
      Sent: Wed, 08/18/1999 9:06 AM
      

      
      Subject: Where are you?
      

      
      Would it kill you to get here before noon? I’m sitting here among the shards of my life as I know it, and you … if I know
         you, you just woke up. You’re probably eating oatmeal and watching Sally Jessy Raphael. E-mail me when you get in, before you do anything else. Don’t even read the comics.
      

      
      <<Beth to Jennifer>> Okay, I’m putting you before the comics, but make it quick. I’ve got an ongoing argument with Derek about whether For Better or For Worse is set in Canada, and today might be the day they prove me right.
      

      
      <<Jennifer to Beth>> I think I’m pregnant.
      

      
      <<Beth to Jennifer>> What? Why do you think you’re pregnant?
      

      
      <<Jennifer to Beth>> I had three drinks last Saturday.
      

      
      <<Beth to Jennifer>> I think we need to have a little talk about the birds and the bees. That’s not exactly how it happens.
      

      
      <<Jennifer to Beth>> Whenever I have too much to drink, I start to feel pregnant. I think it’s because I never drink, and it would just figure that the one time I decide to loosen up, I get pregnant. Three hours of weakness, and now I’m going to spend the rest of my life wrestling
         with the special needs of a fetal alcoholic.
      

      
      <<Beth to Jennifer>> I don’t think they call them that.
      

      
      <<Jennifer to Beth>> Its little eyes will be too far apart, and everyone will look at me in the grocery store and whisper, “Look at that horrible
         lush. She couldn’t part with her Zima for nine months. It’s tragic.”
      

      
      <<Beth to Jennifer>> You drink Zima?
      

      
      <<Jennifer to Beth>> It’s really quite refreshing.
      

      
      <<Beth to Jennifer>> You’re not pregnant.
      

      
      <<Jennifer to Beth>> I am.
      

      
      Normally, two days before my period, my face is broken out, and I get pre-cramps cramping. But my skin is as clear as a baby’s
         bottom. And instead of cramps, I feel this strangeness in my womb region. Almost a presence.
      

      
      <<Beth to Jennifer>> I dare you to call Ask-A-Nurse and tell them that you’ve got a presence in your womb region.
      

      
      <<Jennifer to Beth>> Given: This is not my first pregnancy scare. I will acknowledge that thinking I’m pregnant is practically a part of my monthly
         premenstrual regimen. But I’m telling you, this is different. I feel different. It’s like my body is telling me, “It has Begun.”
      

      
      I can’t stop worrying about what happens next. First I get sick. And then I get fat. And then I die of an aneurysm in the
         delivery room.
      

      
      <<Beth to Jennifer>> OR … and then you give birth to a beautiful child. (See how you’ve tricked me into playing along with your pregnancy fiction?)
      

      
      <<Jennifer to Beth>> OR … and then I give birth to a beautiful child, whom I never see because he spends all his waking hours at the day-care
         center with some minimum-wage slave he thinks is his mother. Mitch and I try to eat dinner together after the baby’s in bed, but we’re both so tired all the time. I start to doze
         off while he tells me about his day; he’s relieved because he wasn’t up to talking anyway. He eats his sloppy joe in silence
         and thinks about the shapely new consumer-science teacher at the high school. She wears black pumps and nude panty hose and
         rayon skirts that shimmy up her thighs whenever she sits down.
      

      
      <<Beth to Jennifer>> What does Mitch think? (About the Presence in your womb. Not the new consumer-science teacher.)
      

      
      <<Jennifer to Beth>> He thinks I should take a pregnancy test.
      

      
      <<Beth to Jennifer>> Good man. Perhaps a common-sensical kind of guy like Mitch would have been better off with that home ec teacher. (She’d never
         make sloppy joes for dinner.) But I guess he’s stuck with you, especially now that there’s a special-needs child on the way.
      





      
      
      CHAPTER 2

      
      “LINCOLN, YOU LOOK terrible.”
      

      
      “Thanks, Mom.” He’d have to take her word for it. He hadn’t looked in a mirror today. Or yesterday. Lincoln rubbed his eyes
         and ran his fingers through his hair, trying to smooth it down … or maybe just over. Maybe he should have combed it when he
         got out of the shower last night.
      

      
      “Seriously, look at you. And look at the clock. It’s noon. Did you just wake up?”

      
      “Mom, I don’t get off work until one A.M.” 
      

      
      She frowned, then handed him a spoon. “Here,” she said, “stir these beans.” She turned on the mixer and half shouted over
         it. “I still don’t understand what you do in that place that can’t be done in daylight.… No, honey, not like that, you’re
         just petting them. Really stir.”

      
      Lincoln stirred harder. The whole kitchen smelled like ham and onions and something else, something sweet. His stomach was
         growling. “I told you,” he said, trying to be heard, “somebody has to be there. In case there’s a computer problem, and …
         I don’t know …”
      

      
      “What don’t you know?” She turned off the mixer and looked at him.

      
      “I think maybe they want me to work at night so that I don’t get close to anyone else.”

      
      “What?”

      
      “Well, if I got to know people,” he said, “I might …”

      
      “Stir. Talk and stir.”

      
      
      “If I got to know people”—he stirred—“I might not feel so impartial when I’m enforcing the rules.”

      
      “I still don’t like that you read other people’s mail. Especially at night, in an empty building. That shouldn’t be someone’s
         job.” She tasted whatever she was mixing with her finger, then held the bowl out to him. “Here, taste this … What kind of
         world do we live in, where that’s a career?”
      

      
      He ran his finger around the edge of the bowl and tasted it. Icing.

      
      “Can you taste the maple syrup?”

      
      He nodded. “The building isn’t really empty,” he said. “There are people working up in the newsroom.”

      
      “Do you talk to them?”

      
      “No. But I read their e-mail.”

      
      “It’s not right. How can people express themselves in a place like that? Knowing someone’s lurking in their thoughts.”

      
      “I’m not in their thoughts. I’m in their computers, in the company’s computers. Everyone knows it’s happening …” It was hopeless
         trying to explain it to her. She’d never even seen e-mail.
      

      
      “Give me that spoon,” she sighed. “You’ll ruin the whole batch.” He gave her the spoon and sat down at the kitchen table,
         next to a plate of steaming corn bread. “We had a mailman once,” she said. “Remember? He’d read our postcards? And he’d always
         make these knowing comments. ‘Your friend is having a good time in South Carolina, I see.’ Or, ‘I’ve never been to Mount Rushmore
         myself.’ They must all read postcards, all those mailmen. Mail people. It’s a repetitive job. But this one was almost proud
         of it—gloaty. I think he told the neighbors that I subscribed to Ms.”

      
      “It’s not like that,” Lincoln said, rubbing his eyes again. “I only read enough to see if they’re breaking a rule. It’s not
         like I’m reading their diaries or something.”
      

      
      His mother wasn’t listening.

      
      “Are you hungry? You look hungry. You look deficient, if you want to know the truth. Here, honey, hand me that plate.” He
         got up and handed her a plate, and she caught him by the wrist. “Lincoln … What’s wrong with your hands?”
      

      
      “Nothing’s wrong.”

      
      
      “Look at your fingers—they’re gray.”

      
      “It’s ink.”

      
      “What?”

      
      “Ink.”

      
      WHEN LINCOLN WORKED at McDonald’s in high school, the cooking oil got into everything. When he came home at night, he felt all over the way your
         hands feel when you get done eating French fries. The oil would get into his skin and his hair. The next day, he would sweat
         it out into his school clothes.
      

      
      At The Courier, it was ink. A gray film over everything, no matter how much anyone cleaned. A gray stain on the textured walls and the acoustic
         ceiling tiles.
      

      
      The night copy editors actually handled the papers, every edition, hot off the presses. They left gray fingerprints on their
         keyboards and desks. They reminded Lincoln of moles. Serious people with thick glasses and gray skin. That might just be the lighting, he thought. Maybe he wouldn’t recognize them in the sunshine. In full color.
      

      
      They surely wouldn’t recognize him. Lincoln spent most of his time at work in the information technology office downstairs.
         It had been a darkroom about five years and two dozen fluorescent lights ago, and with all of the lights and the computer
         servers, it was like sitting inside a headache.
      

      
      Lincoln liked getting called up to the newsroom, to reboot a machine or sort out a printer. The newsroom was wide and open,
         with a long wall of windows, and it was never completely empty. The nightside editors worked as late as he did. They sat in
         a clump at one end of the room, under a bank of televisions. There were two, who sat together, right next to the printer,
         who were young and pretty. (Yes, Lincoln had decided, you could be both pretty and molelike.) He wondered if people who worked nights went on dates during the day.
      

   




      
      
      CHAPTER 3

      

      From: Beth Fremont
      

      
      To: Jennifer Scribner-Snyder
      

      
      Sent: Fri, 08/20/1999 10:38 AM
      

      
      Subject: I sort of hate to ask, but … 
      

      
      Are we done pretending that you’re pregnant?

      
      <<Jennifer to Beth>> Not for 40 weeks. Maybe 38 by now … 
      

      
      <<Beth to Jennifer>> Does that mean we can’t talk about other things?
      

      
      <<Jennifer to Beth>> No, it means we should talk about other things. I’m trying not to dwell on it.
      

      
      <<Beth to Jennifer>> Good plan.
      

      
      Okay. So. Last night, I got a call from my little sister. She’s getting married.

      
      <<Jennifer to Beth>> Doesn’t her husband mind?
      

      
      <<Beth to Jennifer>> My other little sister. Kiley. You met her boyfriend … fiancé, Brian, at my parents’ house on Memorial Day. Remember? We were making fun of the Sigma Chi tattoo on his ankle … 
      

      
      <<Jennifer to Beth>> Right, Brian. I remember. We like him, right?
      

      
      
      <<Beth to Jennifer>> We love him. He’s great. He’s just the kind of guy you hope your daughter will meet someday at an upside-down-margarita party.
      

      
      <<Jennifer to Beth>> Is that a fetal-alcoholic joke?
      

      
      This wedding is your parents’ fault. They named her Kiley. She was doomed from birth to marry a hunky, fratty premed major.

      
      <<Beth to Jennifer>> Pre-law. But Kiley thinks he’ll end up running his dad’s plumbing supply company.
      

      
      <<Jennifer to Beth>> Could be worse.
      

      
      <<Beth to Jennifer>> It could hardly be better.
      

      
      <<Jennifer to Beth>> Oh. I’m sorry. I just now got that this wasn’t good news. What did Chris say?
      

      
      <<Beth to Jennifer>> The usual. That Brian’s a tool. That Kiley listens to too much Dave Matthews. Also, he said, “I’ve got practice tonight,
         so don’t wait up, hey, hand me those Zig-Zags, would you, are you in the wedding? Cool, at least I’ll get to see you in another
         one of those Scarlett O’Hara dresses. You’re a hot bridesmaid, come here. Did you listen to that tape I left for you? Danny
         says I’m playing all over his bass line, but Jesus, I’m doing him a favor.”
      

      
      And then he proposed. In Bizarro World.

      
      In the real world, Chris is never going to propose. And I can’t decide if that makes him a jerk—or if maybe I’m the jerk for
         wanting it so bad. And I can’t even talk to him about it, about marriage, because he would say that he does want it. Soon. When he’s got some momentum going. When the band is back on track. That he doesn’t want to be a drag on me,
         he doesn’t want me to have to support him … 
      

      
      Please don’t point out that I already support him—because that’s only mostly true.

      
      <<Jennifer to Beth>> Mostly? You pay his rent.
      

      
      <<Beth to Jennifer>> I pay the rent. I would have to pay rent anyway … I would have to pay the gas bill and the cable bill and everything else if I lived
         alone. I wouldn’t save a nickel if he moved out.
      

      
      
      Besides, I don’t mind paying most of the bills now, and I won’t mind doing it after we’re married. (My dad has always paid
         my mom’s bills, and no one calls her a parasite.)
      

      
      It isn’t the who-pays-the-bills issue that’s a problem. It’s the acting-like-an-adult issue. It’s acceptable in Chris’s world
         for a guy to live with his girlfriend while he works on a demo. It’s not as cool to chase your guitar fantasy while your wife’s
         at work.
      

      
      If you have a wife, you’re an adult. That’s not who Chris wants to be. Maybe that’s not who I want him to be.

      
      <<Jennifer to Beth>> Who do you want him to be?
      

      
      <<Beth to Jennifer>> Most days? I think I want the wild-haired music man. The guy who wakes you up at 2 a.m. to read you the poem he just wrote
         on your stomach. I want the boy with kaleidoscope eyes.
      

      
      <<Jennifer to Beth>> There would very likely be no more 2 a.m. tummy poems if Chris got a real job.
      

      
      <<Beth to Jennifer>> That’s true.
      

      
      <<Jennifer to Beth>> So you’re okay?
      

      
      <<Beth to Jennifer>> No. I’m about to get fitted for another bridesmaid dress. Strapless. Kiley’s already picked it out. I’m dog years away being
         from okay. But I don’t think I can complain, can I? I want him. And he wants to wait. And I still want him. So I can’t complain.
      

      
      <<Jennifer to Beth>> Of course you can complain. That’s un-alienable. On the bright side, at least you’re not pregnant.
      

      
      <<Beth to Jennifer>> Neither are you. Take a pregnancy test.
      






      
      
      CHAPTER 4

      
      JUST FOR THE record—his own internal record—Lincoln never would have applied for this job if the classified ad had said, “Wanted: someone
         to read other people’s e-mail. Swing shift.”
      

      
      The Courier ad had said, “Full-time opportunity for Internet security officer. $40K+ Health, dental.”
      

      
      Internet security officer. Lincoln had pictured himself building firewalls and protecting the newspaper from dangerous hackers—not
         sending out memos every time somebody in Accounting forwarded an off-color joke to the person in the next cubicle.
      

      
      The Courier was probably the last newspaper in America to give its reporters Internet access. At least that’s what Greg said. Greg was
         Lincoln’s boss, the head of the IT office. Greg could still remember when the reporters used electric typewriters. “And I
         can remember,” he said, “because it wasn’t that long ago—1992. We switched to computers because we couldn’t order the ribbon
         anymore, I shit you not.”
      

      
      This whole online thing was happening against management’s will, Greg said. As far as the publisher was concerned, giving
         employees Internet access was like giving them the option to work if they felt like it, look at porn if they didn’t.
      

      
      But not having the Internet was getting ridiculous.

      
      When the newspaper launched its Web site last year, the reporters couldn’t even go online to read their stories. And most
         readers wanted to e-mail in their letters to the editor these days, even third-graders and World War II veterans.
      

      
      
      By the time Lincoln started working at The Courier, the Internet experiment was in its third month. All employees had internal e-mail now. Key employees, and pretty much everyone
         in the news division, had some access to the World Wide Web.
      

      
      If you asked Greg, it was all going pretty well.

      
      If you asked anyone in upper management, it was chaos.

      
      People were shopping and gossiping; they were joining online forums and fantasy football leagues. There was some gambling
         going on. And some dirty stuff. “But that isn’t such a bad thing,” Greg argued. “It helps us weed out the sickos.”
      

      
      The worst thing about the Internet, as far as Greg’s bosses were concerned, was that it was now impossible to distinguish
         a roomful of people working diligently from a room full of people taking the What-Kind-of-Dog-Am-I? online personality quiz.
      

      
      And thus … Lincoln.

      
      On his very first night, Lincoln helped Greg load a new program called WebFence on to the network. WebFence would monitor
         everything everyone was doing on the Internet and the Intranet. Every e-mail. Every Web site. Every word.
      

      
      And Lincoln would monitor WebFence.

      
      An especially filthy-minded person (maybe Greg) had defined the program’s mail filters. There was a whole list of red flags:
         nasty words, racial slurs, supervisors’ names, words like “secret” and “classified.”
      

      
      That last one, “classified,” beached the entire network during Web-Fence’s first hour by flagging and storing each and every
         e-mail sent to or from the Classified Advertising department.
      

      
      The software also flagged large attachments, suspiciously long messages, suspiciously frequent messages.… Every day, hundreds
         of possibly illicit e-mails were sent to a secure mailbox, and it was Lincoln’s job to follow up on every one. That meant
         reading them, so he read them. But he didn’t enjoy it.
      

      
      He couldn’t admit this to his mother, but it did feel wrong, what he was doing, like eavesdropping. Maybe if he were the sort of person who liked that sort of thing … His
         girlfriend Sam—his ex-girlfriend—always used to peek in other people’s medicine cabinets. “Robitussin,” she’d report in the car on the way home. “And generic Band-Aids. And something that looked like a garlic press.”
      

      
      Lincoln didn’t even like using other people’s bathrooms.
      

      
      There was a whole complicated process he was supposed to follow if he caught someone actually breaking The Courier’s rules. But most offenses called for just a written warning, and most offenders got the message after that.
      

      
      In fact, the first round of warnings worked so well, Lincoln started to run out of things to do. WebFence kept flagging e-mails,
         a few dozen a day, but they were almost all false alarms. Greg didn’t seem to care. “Don’t worry,” he said to Lincoln on the
         first day that WebFence didn’t snag a single legitimate violator. “You won’t get fired. The men upstairs love what you’re
         doing.”
      

      
      “I’m not doing anything,” Lincoln said.

      
      “Sure, you are. You’re the guy who reads their e-mail. They’re all scared of you.”

      
      “Who’s scared? Who’s they?”

      
      “Everybody. Are you kidding? This whole building is talking about you.”

      
      “They’re not scared of me. They’re scared of getting caught.”

      
      “Getting caught by you. Just knowing that you’re snooping around their Sent folders every night is enough to keep them following
         the rules.”
      

      
      “But I’m not snooping around.”

      
      “You could,” Greg said.

      
      “I could?”

      
      Greg went back to what he was doing, some sort of laptop autopsy. “Look, Lincoln, I’ve told you. Somebody has to be here at
         night anyway. Somebody has to answer the phone and say, ‘Help desk.’ You’re just sitting around, I know. You don’t have enough
         work, I know. I don’t care. Do the crossword. Learn a foreign language. We had a gal who used to crochet …”
      

      
      Lincoln didn’t crochet.

      
      He read the newspaper. He brought in comic books and magazines and paperback novels. He called his sister sometimes, if it
         wasn’t too late and if he felt lonely.
      

      
      Mostly, he surfed the Net.

   




      
      
      CHAPTER 5

      
      From: Jennifer Scribner-Snyder

      

      
      To: Beth Fremont
      

      
      Sent: Wed, 08/25/1999 10:33 AM
      

      
      Subject: This is only a test. In the case of an actual emergency … 
      

      
      It’s here. Return to your usual programming.

      
      <<Beth to Jennifer>> It?
      

      
      <<Jennifer to Beth>> You know … it, the thing that tells you you’re not pregnant.
      

      
      <<Beth to Jennifer>> It? Do you mean your period? Your monthly? Did your aunt Ruby arrive for a five- to seven-day visit? Is it … that time?

      
      Why are you talking like you’re in a feminine napkin commercial?

      
      <<Jennifer to Beth>> I’m trying to be more careful. I don’t want to trigger one of those red flags and send some company watchdog computer into
         a frenzy, just because I sent an e-mail about it.

      
      <<Beth to Jennifer>> I can’t imagine that any of the company’s red-flag words involve menstruation.
      

      
      <<Jennifer to Beth>> So you’re not worried about it?
      

      
      <<Beth to Jennifer>> About your period?
      

      
      
      <<Jennifer to Beth>> No, about that note we got. The one that warned us not to send personal e-mails. The one that said we could be fired for
         improper use of our computers.
      

      
      <<Beth to Jennifer>> Am I worried that the bad guys from Tron are reading our e-mail? Uh, no. All this security stuff isn’t aimed at people like us. They’re trying to catch the pervs.
         The online porn addicts, the Internet blackjack players, the corporate spies … 
      

      
      <<Jennifer to Beth>> Those are probably all red-flag words. Pervs. Porn. Spies. I bet red flag is a red flag.
      

      
      <<Beth to Jennifer>> I don’t care if they are reading our mail. Bring it on, Tron! I dare you. Try to take away my freedom of expression. I’m a journalist. A free-speech
         warrior. I serve in the Army of the First Amendment. I didn’t take this job for the bad money and the regressive health care
         coverage. I’m here for the truth, the sunshine, the casting open of closed doors!
      

      
      <<Jennifer to Beth>> Free-speech warrior. I see. What are you fighting for? The right to give Billy Madison five stars?
      

      
      <<Beth to Jennifer>> Hey now. I wasn’t always a spoiled movie reviewer. Don’t forget my two years covering North Havenbrook. Two years in the
         trenches. I bled ink all over that suburb. I went Bob Woodward on its ass.
      

      
      Furthermore, I would have given Billy Madison six stars if they were mine to give. You know how I feel about Adam Sandler—and that I give bonus stars for Styx songs. (Two
         stars if it’s “Renegade.”)
      

      
      <<Jennifer to Beth>> Fine. I surrender. Company Internet policy be damned: I started my period last night.
      

      
      <<Beth to Jennifer>> Say it loud, say it proud. Congratulations.
      

      
      <<Jennifer to Beth>> Yeah, that’s the thing … 
      

      
      <<Beth to Jennifer>> What’s the thing?
      

      
      <<Jennifer to Beth>> When it started, I didn’t feel my usual hurricane of relief and Zima cravings.
      

      
      
      I mean, I was relieved—because, on top of the Zima drinking, I don’t think I’ve eaten anything with folic acid in the last
         six months. I may even be eating things that leach folic acid from your system, so I was definitely relieved—but I wasn’t
         ecstatic.
      

      
      I went downstairs to tell Mitch. He was working on marching band diagrams, which, normally, I wouldn’t interrupt, but this
         was important. “Just FYI,” I said, “I started my period.”
      

      
      And he set down his pencil and said, “Oh.” (Just like that. “Oh.”)

      
      When I asked him why he said it that way, he said he thought that maybe I really was pregnant this time—and that that would
         have been nice. “You know I want kids,” he said.
      

      
      “Right,” I said. “Someday.”

      
      “Someday soon,” he said.

      
      “Someday eventually. When we’re ready.”

      
      And then he turned back to his diagrams. Not mad or impatient. Just sorrowful, which is much, much worse. So I said, “When
         we’re ready, right?” And he said … 
      

      
      “I’m ready now. I’m ready last year, Jenny, and I’m starting to think that maybe you never will be. You don’t even want to
         be ready. You act like getting pregnant is a disease you can catch from public toilets.”
      

      
      <<Beth to Jennifer>> What did you say?
      

      
      <<Jennifer to Beth>> What could I say? I’m not ready. And maybe I misled him every time I used the words “someday” and “eventually.” I can’t picture myself with kids …
         
      

      
      But I couldn’t picture myself married, either, until I met Mitch. I always thought the kid idea would grow on me, that all
         Mitch’s healthy desires would infect me, and one morning I’d wake up thinking, “What a beautiful world in which to bring a
         child.”
      

      
      What if that never happens?

      
      What if he decides to cut his losses and find some perfectly normal woman who—on top of being naturally thin and never having
         turned to prescription antidepressants—also wants to have his babies ASAP?
      

      
      
      <<Beth to Jennifer>> Like Barbie in a state of perpetual ovulation.
      

      
      <<Jennifer to Beth>> Yes.
      

      
      <<Beth to Jennifer>> Like the fictional new consumer-science teacher.
      

      
      <<Jennifer to Beth>> Yes!
      

      
      <<Beth to Jennifer>> It won’t happen.
      

      
      <<Jennifer to Beth>> Why not?
      

      
      <<Beth to Jennifer>> For the same reason Mitch tries to grow giant pumpkins every summer—even though your yard is too small, is infested with
         beetles and doesn’t get enough sun. Mitch doesn’t want the easy thing. He wants to work a little harder to get the thing he
         really wants.
      

      
      <<Jennifer to Beth>> So he’s a fool. A fool whose seeds find no purchase.
      

      
      <<Beth to Jennifer>> That’s not the point. The point is, he’s a fool who won’t give up on you.
      

      
      <<Jennifer to Beth>> I’m not sure that you’re right, but I think I might feel better now. So, good work.
      

      
      <<Beth to Jennifer>> Anytime.
      

      
      (You know that I mean anytime after 10:30 a.m. or so, right?)

      
      <<Jennifer to Beth>> (I do.)
      

   




      
      
      CHAPTER 6

      
      JENNIFER SCRIBNER-SNYDER, ACCORDING to the company directory, was a Features copy editor.
      

      
      Beth Fremont, Lincoln knew. He knew of, anyway. He’d read her movie reviews. She was funny, and he usually agreed with her. She was the reason he’d gone to see Dark City and Flirting With Disaster and Babe.

      
      By the time Lincoln realized that he hadn’t sent a warning to Beth Fremont and Jennifer Scribner-Snyder—after who knew how
         many offenses, three? half a dozen?—he couldn’t remember why not. Maybe because he couldn’t always figure out what rule they
         were breaking. Maybe because they seemed completely harmless. And nice.
      

      
      And now he couldn’t send them a warning, not tonight. Not when they were actually worried about getting a warning. That would
         be weird, wouldn’t it? Knowing someone had read an e-mail you’d written about whether someone was reading your e-mail? If
         you were an excessively paranoid person, it could make you wonder whether all the other things you were worried about were also true. It might make you think, “Maybe they are all out to get me.”
      

      
      Lincoln didn’t want to be the bad guy from Tron.
      

      
      And also … Also, he kind of liked Beth and Jennifer, as much as you can like people from reading their e-mail, only some of
         their e-mail.
      

      
      He read through the exchange again. “Ass” was definitely a red-flagged word. So was “blackjack” and “porn.” He wasn’t sure
         about “perv” or “menstruation.”
      

      
      He trashed the files and went home.

      
      
      “YOU DON’T HAVE to pack me a lunch,” Lincoln told his mother. Even though he liked it when she did. He’d practically given up fast food since
         he moved back home. There was always something baking in his mother’s kitchen, or frying or simmering or cooling on a plate.
         She was always pushing Pyrex containers into his hands on his way out the door.
      

      
      “I’m not packing you lunch,” she said. “I’m packing you dinner.”

      
      “But you don’t have to,” he said. He didn’t mind living with his mother, but there are degrees of living with your mother. And he was pretty sure that letting her cook every meal for him was too many degrees. She’d started
         planning her days around feeding him.
      

      
      “I don’t have to do anything,” she said, handing him a grocery bag with a heavy glass dish clinking inside.
      

      
      “What’d you make?” he asked. It smelled like cinnamon.

      
      “Tandoori chicken. I think. I mean, I don’t have a tandoori or a tandoor, one of those ovens, and I didn’t have enough yogurt,
         they use yogurt, don’t you think? I used sour cream. And paprika. Maybe it’s chicken paprikash … I know I don’t have to make
         you dinner, you know. I want to. I feel better when you eat—when you eat real food, not something that comes in a wrapper.
         I’m already so worried about you, the way you don’t sleep, and you’re never in the sun …”
      

      
      “I sleep, Mom.”

      
      “During the day. We’re meant to be awake with the sun, soaking up vitamin D, and sleeping at night, in the dark. When you
         were a little boy, I wouldn’t even let you sleep with a night-light, do you remember? It interferes with melatonin production.”
      

      
      “Okay,” he said. He couldn’t think of a time he’d argued with her and won.

      
      “Okay, what does ‘okay’ mean?”

      
      “It means, okay, I hear you.”

      
      “Oh. Well. Then that doesn’t mean anything at all. Take the chicken, would you? Eat it?”

      
      “I will.” He held the bag against his chest and smiled. He tried to look like somebody she didn’t need to worry about so much. “Of course I will,” he said. “Thank you.”
      

      
      GREG WAS WAITING for Lincoln when he walked into the IT office. It was always a few degrees colder in there, for the servers. You’d think
         that would be nice. Refreshing. But it was more of a clammy than a cool.
      

      
      “Hey, Senator,” Greg said, “I got to thinking about what you were saying a few days ago, you know, about not having enough
         to do. So I found you something.”
      

      
      “Great,” Lincoln said, meaning it.

      
      “You can start archiving and compressing all the user-stored files from the last six months or so,” Greg said, clearly thinking
         this was an inspired idea.
      

      
      Lincoln wasn’t so sure.

      
      “Why would you want me to do that?” he said. “It’s a waste of time.”

      
      “I thought that’s what you were looking for.”

      
      “I was looking for … Well, I wasn’t looking for anything. I just felt bad getting paid to do nothing.”

      
      “And now you don’t have to feel bad,” Greg said. “I just gave you something to do.”

      
      “Yeah, but archiving and compressing … That could take years. And it doesn’t matter.”

      
      Greg put on his Windbreaker and gathered up a stack of folders. He was leaving early to take his kid to the orthodontist.
         “There’s no pleasing you, is there, Lincoln? This is why you don’t have a woman.”
      

      
      How does he know I don’t have a woman, Lincoln wondered.
      

      
      He spent the rest of the night archiving and compressing files, just to spite Greg. (Even though Greg would never notice that
         the work was done, let alone that it was done spitefully.) Lincoln archived and compressed and thought hard about quitting.
         He might have walked out, there and then, if anyone had been in the IT office to accept his resignation.
      

      
      It was almost ten o’clock when he remembered his mother’s tandoori chicken.

      
      The container had tilted open in its paper bag, and there was a pool of bright orange sauce on the carpet under his desk. The girl who sat there during the day, Kristi, would be angry. She’d
         already left Lincoln a Post-it note asking him to stop eating at her workstation. She said he was getting crumbs in her keyboard.
      

      
      Lincoln took what was left of the chicken up to the second-floor break room. Almost nobody used the break room at night—the
         copy editors ate at their desks—but it was still livelier than the empty information technology office. He liked all the vending
         machines, and sometimes his break would overlap with the janitors’. Not tonight. Tonight, the room was empty.
      

      
      For once, Lincoln was glad to be alone. He grabbed a plastic fork and started eating his chicken at a table in the corner.
         He didn’t bother heating it up.
      

      
      Two people walked into the break room then, a man and a woman. They were arguing about something. Amicably. “Give our readers
         some credit,” the woman said, wagging a rolled-up Sports section at the man and leaning against the coffee machine. “I can’t,”
         he said. “I’ve met too many of them.” The man was wearing a dingy white shirt and a thick brown tie. He looked like he hadn’t
         changed his clothes or gotten a good night’s sleep since the Carter presidency. The woman was younger. She had bright eyes
         and broad shoulders and hair that fell to the middle of her back. She was too pretty to look at.
      

      
      They were all too pretty to look at. He couldn’t remember the last time he had looked a woman in the eyes. A woman who wasn’t
         his mother. Or his sister, Eve.
      

      
      If he didn’t look, he didn’t risk accidental eye contact. He hated that feeling—at the bank, in elevators—when you inadvertently
         catch someone’s eye, and she feels compelled to show you she’s not interested. They did that sometimes, looked away pointedly
         before you even realized you were looking at them. Lincoln had apologized to a woman once when their eyes had met, unintentionally,
         over a gas pump. She’d pretended not to hear him and looked away.
      

      
      “If you don’t get a date,” Eve kept threatening, “I’m going to start fixing you up with nice, Lutheran girls. Hard-core Lutherans.
         Missouri Synod.”
      

      
      “You wouldn’t,” he told her. “If any of your church friends met Mom, it would totally ruin your rep. Nobody would want to sit next to you at adult Bible study.”
      

      
      The woman in the break room laughed and shook her head. “You’re being perverse,” she said. She was so preoccupied with her
         argument, it almost felt safe to watch her. She was wearing faded jeans and a soft green jacket that inched up when she bent
         over to get her coffee. There were freckles on the small of her back. Lincoln looked away.
      

      
      “There’s nothing wrong with you, Lincoln,” his sister would tell him. “You’ve been on dates. You’ve had a girlfriend. There
         is nothing about you that is inherently un-dateable.”
      

      
      “Is this supposed to be a pep talk? Because all I’m hearing is ‘inherently un-dateable.’ ”

      Lincoln had been on dates. He’d had a girlfriend. He’d seen the small of a woman’s back before. He’d stood at concerts and
         football games and basement parties with his hand on a woman’s back, on Sam’s back, with his fingers sliding inside her sweater.
         He’d felt like he was getting away with some secret intimacy, touching her like that when no one was paying attention.
      

      
      Lincoln wasn’t inherently un-dateable. He’d gone on a date three years ago. A friend’s sister had needed a date to a wedding.
         She’d danced all night with one of the groomsmen, who turned out to be her second cousin, while Lincoln ate exactly thirteen
         cream cheese mints.
      

      
      He wasn’t scared, exactly, to start dating again. He just couldn’t visualize it. He could imagine himself a year in, at the
         comfortable place, the hand-at-the-small-of-the-back place. But the meeting, the making a girl like him … He was useless at
         all that.
      

      
      “I don’t believe that,” Eve said. “You met Sam. You made her fall in love with you.”

      
      He hadn’t, actually. He hadn’t even noticed Sam before she started poking him in the shoulder during tenth-grade world geography.
         “You have very nice posture,” she’d said. “Did you know you have a mole on the back of your neck?
      

      
      “I spend a lot of time looking at the back of your neck,” she said. “I could probably identify your body if there was ever
         an accident. As long as your neck wasn’t hopelessly disfigured.”
      

      
      
      It made him blush. The next day, she told him that he smelled like peaches. She was loud. And funny. (But not as funny as
         loud.) And it was nothing for her to look you straight in the eye—in front of people—and say, “No, really, Lincoln, you smell
         like peaches.” And she would laugh, and he would blush.
      

      
      She liked embarrassing him. She liked that she could.

      
      When she asked him to Homecoming, he thought that it might be a joke, that she’d spend the night teasing him in front of her
         friends. But he said yes anyway. And she didn’t.
      

      
      Sam was different when they were alone. She was quiet—well, quieter—and he could tell her anything, even things that mattered.
         She liked to talk about things that mattered. She was wholehearted, and fierce.
      

      
      He hadn’t made Sam fall in love with him. She just did.

      
      And he’d loved her back.

      
      Lincoln looked up at the coffee machine. The man in the rumpled shirt and the girl with the freckles were gone.

   




      
      
      CHAPTER 7

      
      From: Beth Fremont
      

      
      To: Jennifer Scribner-Snyder
      

      
      Sent: Mon, 08/30/1999 11:24 AM
      

      
      Subject: Who looks good in a strapless dress?
      

      
      Not just strapless. A strapless sheath. Who can pull that off?

      
      <<Jennifer to Beth>> Um, Joan Collins. Lynda Carter. Shania Twain … 
      

      
      <<Beth to Jennifer>>

      
      1. Do you only watch the Lifetime Network? Or do you also occasionally watch Hollywood Squares?

      
      2. Even those lovely ladies would look hippy standing next to my sister’s bridesmaids. They’re all 20 years old and have “I
         might not be throwing up in the Tri-Delt bathroom after dinner, but my roommate is, and I like to borrow her jeans” hips.
      

      
      Maybe I could have gotten away with a strapless sheath once … for like one day in 1989, but that day is long gone.

      
      <<Jennifer to Beth>> Ten years gone.
      

      
      <<Beth to Jennifer>> Thanks for that. Oh, and did I tell you that the wedding might have a theme? Kiley’s fiancé wants to do something with the
         New Millennium.
      

      
      <<Jennifer to Beth>> What does that even mean?
      

      
      
      <<Beth to Jennifer>> Damned if I know. I wish it meant that I could wear a silver jumpsuit.
      

      
      <<Jennifer to Beth>> Maybe your sister would let you wear a wrap or a sweater or something so that you won’t feel so exposed.
      

      
      <<Beth to Jennifer>> That’s a good idea. Maybe I could talk Gwen into wearing one, too, so that I’m not the only one.
      

      
      <<Jennifer to Beth>> Your sister Gwen is in the wedding? She’s not a teeny-tiny Tri-Delt. You won’t be the only life-size bridesmaid.
      

      
      <<Beth to Jennifer>> No, you’re right. You’re right. I’m not sure why I’m getting so upset about this. This dress, this wedding. I really am happy
         for Kiley. And for you and every other happily married lady.
      

      
      Except for that I’m not happy for you. I kind of want you all to drop dead. When Kiley showed me her ring—platinum, 1.4 carats—I
         really wanted to say something mean about it. Who really needs a ring that big? I ask you. It was rings that big that made
         our grandmothers think Elizabeth Taylor was a whore.
      

      
      And then I actually did say something mean, quite a few somethings mean.

      
      We were at the bridal shop for our first fitting (yes, already), and I said that sage green is the color of dirty aquarium
         water. And that polyester crepe smells like B.O. even before you put it on.
      

      
      And when she told us her wedding song—of course, they’ve already picked their wedding song, and of course, it’s “What a Wonderful
         World” by Louis Armstrong—I said that choosing that song is the sonic equivalent of buying picture frames and never replacing
         the photos of the models.
      

      
      <<Jennifer to Beth>> Ouch. Are you still in the wedding?
      

      
      <<Beth to Jennifer>> I’m still the maid of honor.
      

      
      Nobody was listening to me snipe. Kiley was trying on veils, and the other bridesmaids were too busy counting each other’s
         ribs to pay attention.
      

      
      
      I felt like such a lousy human being when I left that bridal shop. I felt bad for making a scene. I felt mad that no one had
         noticed. I felt like the sort of person who would set something on fire just to get attention. Which suddenly seemed like
         a really good idea … 
      

      
      Setting something on fire. Something made of polyester crepe.

      
      I couldn’t torch Kiley’s dress—not yet, I won’t even get it for 10 to 12 weeks—but I have a whole closet full of dead dresses.
         Prom dresses. Bridesmaid dresses. I was all prepared to scoop them up in big fluffy armfuls and throw them into the Dumpster
         outside my building. I was going to light a cigarette in their flames, like I was the cool girl in Heathers … 
      

      
      But I couldn’t. Because I’m not that girl. I’m not the Winona Ryder character in any movie. Jo from Little Women, just for example, never would have started laying all those dresses out on her bed and trying them on, one by one … 
      

      
      Including the off-the-shoulder number I wore to my brother’s wedding 12 years ago. It’s teal (that was 1987’s sage green)
         with puffy sleeves and peach rosettes at the waist. Of course it was too tight, and of course it wouldn’t zip—because I’m
         not 16 anymore. That’s when it hit me—I’m not 16 anymore.

      
      And I don’t mean that in an offhand “well, obviously” way. I mean it like “Jack and Diane.” Like, “Oh, yeah, life goes on, long after the thrill of living is gone.”
      

      
      I’m not even the same person who could zip up that dress. That person thought that wearing an ugly dress on the happiest day
         of someone else’s life was just the beginning—the line you have to stand in to get to your own happiest day.
      

      
      There is no such line. There’s just the waiting room scene from Beetlejuice. (Another movie where I’m not Winona.)
      

      
      I had dresses spread all over the spare bedroom when Chris came home. I tried to come up with some normal reason to be wearing
         a dusty bridesmaid dress and crying. But he reeked of cigarette smoke and went straight in to take a shower, so I didn’t have
         to explain—which was even more upsetting because what I really wanted was for someone else to feel sorry for me.
      

      
      
      <<Jennifer to Beth>> I feel sorry for you.
      

      
      <<Beth to Jennifer>> Really?
      

      
      <<Jennifer to Beth>> Really. I think you’re pathetic. It’s almost painfully embarrassing to read your messages when you’re like this.
      

      
      <<Beth to Jennifer>> You know just what to say to a girl. Next you’ll be telling me that I’ll make a beautiful bride someday … 
      

      
      <<Jennifer to Beth>> You will. Of course you will. And by the time Chris gets around to asking you, I’ll bet everyone will get married in silver
         jumpsuits.
      

   




      
      
      CHAPTER 8

      
      “WHAT DO YOU care if they pay you to sit there?” Lincoln’s sister asked.
      

      
      He’d called Eve because he was bored. Because he’d already read everything in the WebFence folder. He’d read some of it twice
         … 
      

      
      Beth and Jennifer again. He didn’t send them a warning. Again. He was starting to feel like he knew them, like they were his
         work friends. Weird. Yet another reason to quit this job.
      

      
      “I don’t care,” he said to Eve.
      

      
      “You must. You called me to whine about it.”

      
      “I’m not whining,” Lincoln said, a little too forcefully.

      
      “This was supposed to be your nothing job. You told me you wanted a job that wouldn’t take too much brainpower, so that you
         could devote all your energy to deciding what to do next.”
      

      
      “That’s true.”

      
      “So, what do you care if they’re paying you to do nothing? That sounds ideal. Use that time to read What Color Is Your Parachute? Start working on your five-year plan.” She was practically shouting to be heard over some mechanical noise.
      

      
      “Are you vacuuming?”

      
      “I’m DustBust-ing,” she said.

      
      “Stop. It makes you sound strident.”

      
      “I am strident.”

      
      “Well, it makes you sound excessively strident,” he said. “Now I don’t remember what I was saying.”

      
      
      “You were whining about getting paid to do nothing.” Eve turned off the DustBuster.

      
      “It’s just that getting paid to do nothing is a constant reminder that I’m doing nothing,” Lincoln said. “And doing nothing takes more energy than you’d think. I’m tired all the time.”
      

      
      “How could you possibly be tired all the time? Every time I call, you’re asleep.”

      
      “Eve, I don’t get off work until one in the morning.”

      
      “You should still be awake by noon.”

      
      “I get home at one thirty. I’m wired. I mess around on the computer for another hour or two. I fall asleep at, like, four.
         I get up at one, one thirty. And then I spend the next three hours thinking about how there’s not enough time to do anything
         before I go to work. I watch Quantum Leap reruns and mess around on the computer some more. I go to work. Rinse. Repeat. ‘Second verse same as the first.’ ”
      

      
      “That sounds awful, Lincoln.”

      
      “It is awful.”

      
      “You should quit that job.”

      
      “I should quit this job …,” he said, “but if I keep it, I can move out of Mom’s house.”

      
      “How soon?”

      
      “As soon as I want. The money’s good.”

      
      “Don’t quit,” Eve said firmly. “Move out. Find a new job. Then quit.”
      

      
      He knew she would say that. In Eve’s mind, all of Lincoln’s problems would go away if he moved out of their mother’s house.
         “You’ll never have your own life as long as you live there,” Eve told him whenever she had the chance. She’d tell him to keep
         a job at a meatpacking plant if it meant getting his own apartment.
      

      
      But Lincoln wasn’t sure he even wanted to move out. He liked his mom’s house. He liked the way everything about it was already
         broken in. Lincoln had the whole upstairs to himself; he even had his own bathroom. And he usually didn’t mind being around
         his mom. He wished she would give him a little more space sometimes. Headspace.

      
      “Don’t you hate telling people that you still live at home?” Eve would ask.

      
      
      “Who asks me where I live?”

      
      “New people.”

      
      “I don’t meet any new people.”

      
      “You won’t ever meet any new people as long as you’re living at home.”
      

      
      “Who am I going to meet if I get my own apartment? Do you see me hanging out at the pool? Starting conversations in the community
         weight room?”
      

      
      “Maybe,” she said. “Why not? You know how to swim.”

      
      “I don’t like apartment complexes. I don’t like the carpet and the little concrete balconies and the cabinets.”

      
      “What’s wrong with the cabinets?”

      
      “They’re made of fiberboard, and they smell like mice.”

      
      “Gross, Lincoln. Whose apartments have you even been in?”

      
      “I have friends who live in apartments.”

      
      “Gross apartments, apparently.”

      
      “Single-guy apartments. You don’t know what it’s like.”

      
      Eve had moved out when she was nineteen. She’d married Jake, a guy she’d met at community college. He was ten years older
         and in the air force. He bought her a ranch-style house in the suburbs, and Eve painted every room a different shade of cream.
      

      
      Lincoln used to sleep over at their house on weekends. He was eleven, and Eve let him have his own bedroom. “You’re always
         welcome here,” she told him. “Always. For as long as you want. This is your home, too.”
      

      
      He liked staying at Eve and Jake’s house, but he never felt like he needed to escape to it. He’d never felt like he needed
         to escape from their mother, not like Eve had. He didn’t understand the anger between them. He didn’t even recognize his mother
         in the stories Eve told.
      

      
      “Mom never had a bong,” he’d protest.

      
      “Oh yes, she did. It was made out of a Dr Pepper bottle, and she kept it on the coffee table.”

      
      “Now I know you’re lying. Mom would never drink Dr Pepper.”

      
      WHEN LINCOLN GOT to work the next afternoon, Greg was arguing with someone on the phone. He’d hired an outside consultant to take care of
         the newspaper’s Y2K issues, and now the consultant was saying he wouldn’t be able to get to The Courier until early February. Greg called the guy a charlatan and a one-eyed gypsy, and hung up on him.
      

      
      “I can help with the Y2K stuff,” Lincoln said. “I’ve done some programming.”

      
      “Yeah,” Greg said, “we’ll have you, me … a couple
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