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      Smitha locked her office door and turned away for the last time that semester. She wasn’t done with work, goodness no—the briefcase full of papers and USB full of research proved that—but it was nice to think that she’d have some time away from students, away from scheduled classes and meetings and office hours. After three years of teaching, she’d gotten a handle on things, mostly, but a break was always welcome.

      In the next few weeks, she would have plenty of time for researching. Plenty of time for making merry. And plenty of time with Thomas.

      She narrowly dodged a snowball fight that a few students had started outside the red brick building. Spirits were high all around at the end of the semester. Happy voices followed her down the sidewalk.

      Smitha turned left out of the wide driveway that led into campus and began walking down the mostly broken sidewalk that led into town. It wasn’t a long walk from campus to their house, even in the snow and cold. Always an attentive husband, Thomas urged her to just take the car, but Smitha liked walking.

      Smitha followed the road around a small bend and turned into a residential street, brick-paved and lined with tidy homes shining white lights from windows and orange lights from streetlamps on the humps of snow-covered bushes. Smitha picked up her pace as the large house, too large for her and Thomas alone but just right for the family they wanted someday, came into view.

      The curtains were drawn. Thomas’s shadow passed by the lighted window once, twice. He would be getting dinner ready, something warm and filling. The piquant smell of it floated out to greet her as she drew closer.

      Another shadow appeared through the curtain. It was tall and thin, with sharp angles and pointed edges. It flickered, sometimes obstructing the light, sometimes allowing it to shine through. It was not a person, could not be a human.

      Smitha didn’t know what it was, the thing in the window, but just the form of it caused her blood to chill and her stomach to bottom out. She began to run but slipped on the snowy sidewalk. She fell to her knees, dropped her briefcase, cried out.

      Behind the curtain, the strange shape grabbed Thomas. The shadows clashed, swayed, began melting together. The attacking shadow grew darker—Thomas’s shadow disappeared. There was only one shadow now, solid and sharp. Smitha realized there had only been one shadow from the beginning; a trick of the evening light fooling her into thinking there were two. Then even that was gone, as the streetlight outside the window flashed to life and washed it away.

      Smitha shuddered as a wave of cold washed over her, so intense that for a moment she could think of nothing else. It left her feeling disoriented, sitting on the ice for a long moment trying to remember how’d she gotten there and what had seemed so important that she hadn’t stood back up. It was something about a shadow, she thought. She blinked several times in rapid succession, squishing her eyes closed and giving her head a hard shake each time she opened them; a trick she often employed to kick start her memory when she lost focus. Nothing. The itch at the back of her brain persisted for a few seconds and then faded away. If she’d forgotten something important enough, she reasoned, she’d remember it later. Probably when she was trying to sleep.

      She struggled to her feet, complaining under her breath about the city council and their failed promises.

      “Salt for the sidewalks, my foot,” she said.

      A window was open near the back of the house. Smitha didn’t remember leaving it open, but she must have. Sometimes the old house’s heating went into overdrive, and she had to crack a window to get the temperature normalized. She wasn’t worried about a break-in, not in this sleepy little town. Anyway, it was clear no one had been in the house but her: nothing was disturbed, nothing was missing.

      She checked the stew that had been cooking in the crockpot all day. It smelled delicious, warm, and filling. She would eat some later, alone as usual at her table with a book and maybe some soft music in the background. A simple, quiet evening.

      Smitha had been single her whole life, and she was used to it. Sometimes she wondered what it would be like to have someone waiting for her when she got home. But really, she didn’t mind being alone. Plenty of time to get some work done, to read and research and grade. She’d call Charlie on Christmas Day, chat with her best friend for a few hours, and that would be enough.

      Outside the snow began to fall again, large white flakes filling the dark night sky, settling on bushes, trees, unsalted sidewalks, and the spiky, pointed outline of a monster that made its way stealthily back to campus, to slink unseen into the abandoned building that housed the rest of its kin.
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      Charlie used to believe in magic.

      Not the unexplainable, mystical kind—no, he knew that existed, and he hated it. The mundane kind of magic. The beauty of sunsets. The ability of music to encapsulate one moment in time. The crash of the ocean at night. True love.

      But the soft colors of a beautiful sunset were a result of pollution and music these days was garbage. The ocean was full of plastic, and true love, like all good things, did not last.

      “Maybe it's because I'm older now,” Charlie said. “I mean, not like you guys old. Not that there's anything wrong with that. Grey hair is a crown of splendor and all that.”

      His audience said nothing.

      “But you know, I'm thirty ... five? Six? How old am I? Whatever, it doesn't matter. I'm not a child anymore, and I've put childish things behind me.” He wagged a finger at one of the old men who slumped in a wheelchair. “Don't look at me like that, Leonard. I know what you're thinking. 'But Charlie, you seem so cheerful and full of life!’ That, Leonard, is because I'm a good actor.”

      Sandra bustled up, arms full of noisemakers.

      “Thanks for filling in, Charlie,” she said. “I can't believe traffic was so bad!”

      “Not a problem. We've just been chatting.”

      “You're the best. Want to stay and have some fun?”

      And he did want to, so he did, helping the residents shake their noisemakers to the patriotic music Sandra played. He even started up a parade around the Hickory Glen Assisted Living and Memory Care Facility community room, drafting other residents and workers to push a few wheelchairs until he and Leonard were at the head of a long chain. By the time music therapy was over, he had made three nurses and two residents giggle and even Leonard had cracked a smile.

      Charlie spent his lunch break sprawled across the back seat of his car, eyes closed, letting the early autumn sun shine on his face. Then he went back inside, ignoring the rubbery-faced, open-ribbed monster stalking the parking lot. A few more resident visits and some paperwork later and he was done for the day.

      The monster in the parking lot was still there. Charlie still ignored it, as best he could. It wasn't easy. The hatchet sharp face leering out of the not-quite-there body chilled his bones with fear if it got too close. He wasn’t sure which was worse—the hungry, spectral bodies of the unreal beings or the monstrous, solid forms they took after consuming someone and stealing their place in reality. He hadn’t seen a Real Boy in years, but they still haunted his nightmares.

      He didn't want to go home yet so he drove to a nearby park. The sun was out and even though there was some bite to the air the park was full.

      Charlie walked the paths, not really paying attention to where he was going. No monsters at the park, thank goodness, but there were lots of young couples, which was almost as bad.

      Well, not really. But it still wasn't easy to watch.

      “Grim today, Charlie old boy,” he said to himself. Unfortunately, himself was not being a good conversationalist.

      Alone with his thoughts. This walk had been a bad idea. Today wasn't a good alone day. He needed noise and lights and distraction. Maybe he'd change and hit the clubs. Did he even have to change? He glanced down at his work outfit—close-fitting black jeans, sleeveless gray cardigan, lighter gray dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up.

      “Hey,” he said, turning suddenly and surprising a rollerblader who looked to be a few years younger than he. “Is this a good club outfit? Maybe if I take off the cardigan?”

      To his surprise she sneered.

      “Aren't you a little old to be hitting the clubs?” she asked, and zoomed past, leaving only her mean laugh behind.

      “What the hell?” Charlie asked, genuinely shocked.

      His phone rang. He checked the number—the Professor—and answered the call.

      “Smitha,” he said, “someone just called me old!”

      "We are old, Charlie."

      The Professor's voice was calm and familiar, a cool hand on his fevered soul. He always answered when the Professor called. She was the only thing about the past that made him feel good.

      "True," he conceded, "but it was rude of her to point it out. So, what's up? Hey, wasn't your date with Beau today?"

      "It wasn't a date!" Smitha protested. "We just got lunch together, that's all."

      "Uh huh. Just throw him over your desk and kiss him, Smitha."

      "Charlie! I could never do that. And it wasn't a date, really."

      Charlie mouthed it was a date as he walked past a little girl jumping rope. "So how did your not-date go, then?"

      Smitha told him all about her not-date-but-totally-a-date and Charlie listened and walked, walked and talked, until the sun was nearly down.

      "I should let you go," Smitha said eventually. "You probably have plans?"

      She was digging, her voice indicating that she hoped he did have something lined up with someone.

      "Tons," Charlie said, which was a lie.

      Smitha started to say something but stopped herself.

      "Well, have fun," she said finally. "Be safe. Be good."

      "Always, Prof. Always. Love you."

      "Love you too, Charlie."

      A monster was waiting outside his apartment building, so he kept driving and ended up at his favorite club. He took off the cardigan and went inside. According to a very friendly young man named Frank, his outfit was just right.
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        * * *

      

      Smitha ended class ten minutes early.

      She wasn't in the habit—the students had paid for this class, and she was going to give them every minute of value—but there was no point in continuing. Money, Credit, and Banking was right after lunch and it was a struggle to keep the kids awake on a good day. A beautiful day like today? Impossible. A full third of the students had skipped class to spend time in the unexpected warm weather. The other two-thirds had at least shown up, but they kept casting longing glances out the large classroom windows. When her projector remote malfunctioned Smitha gave up. She tossed it down on the podium and said "That's it for today. We'll finish up next week."

      There were no objections.

      The classroom was in the Fine Arts Building and her office was across the lawn in Bohm-Bawerk Business Center, so she enjoyed a leisurely stroll in the sun. Students sprawled on beach towels or just sat in the grass, chatting and laughing. Smitha smiled, full of nostalgia for her own college days. She remembered many days of sitting on that same lawn with her friends.

      Back in her office Smitha put down her briefcase and pulled up the day's schedule on her computer. She had a section of International Economics at 3 p.m. and there was a guest speaker in the evening that she and Beau were meeting up to see.

      On a whim she clicked on the 9 p.m. box and added "Coffee with Beau". Its casual inclusion made her smile. How nice it would be to make it a recurring event, coffee with Beau every day. A little time set aside for talking and laughing together, a little oasis in the day.

      She deleted the event.

      “Dr. Pillai?”

      A student from her Money, Credit, and Banking class stood in the doorway, looking sheepish.

      “I know it’s not your office hours, but I have a question about today’s lecture …?”

      “Come on in,” Smitha said. “I have a few minutes.”

      The rest of the day passed as it usually did, grading and talking with students and giving her lecture, snacking out of her top drawer until she had a chance to run to the student union to pick up something to eat. She was finishing up a chicken tender wrap when Beau knocked on the door.

      “You ready?”

       Smitha looked up and met his broad smile. Beau had a great smile, huge and bright and focused right on her. She quickly stood and walked around her desk to greet him.

      “Yep, ready! Let me just grab my bag and we can head over.”

      Beau wandered around her office while she closed her computer and gathered her things.

      “I love your shelves,” he said. “They’re filled with whimsy and surprise.”

      “And economics textbooks,” Smitha pointed out.

      “Yes. But look at this!” Beau lifted a small figure off a shelf. It was a ceramic tiger, sloppily painted in orange and black.

      “My nephew made that. He’s six.”

      “It’s great. I love it.” Beau replaced the tiger and moved along the shelf. “Is that a God’s eye? And what kind of fossil is that?”

      “It’s a footprint from an Alwalkeria. It was a small theropod ... it lived in India. Late Triassic. I'm ready. We'd better get going."

      Beau turned from the shelves.

      "Okay, let's—hey. You've got a little—" He motioned to Smitha's cheek. "Here, let me."

      Beau grabbed a napkin off her desk and reached out, gently wiping away a smudge of ranch dressing. His hand lingered near her face just a little longer than it needed to.

      "How embarrassing," Smitha muttered, looking away. She was trying very hard not to remember what Charlie had said about Beau the last time they talked.

      Beau cleared his throat and stepped back a pace. He threw the napkin in the trash.

      "Well," he said, "let's go." He offered his arm with a smile which teetered between friendly and flirty, and Smitha took it. They walked together to the lecture hall and sat side by side, legs touching at the knee, elbows brushing.
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      Later that evening Smitha and Beau strolled down the sidewalk, talking animatedly. The campus streetlights painted everything with flicking orange and pale yellow. It was growing colder, a crisp fall evening. A few students were still out, bundled up and walking quickly or standing in pairs or small groups talking.

      Smitha and Beau reached Smitha's car in the parking lot but continued to talk for several minutes until the conversation reached a natural pause. Suddenly, in the quiet, they each realized they were standing too close. Smitha broke the silence.

      “Well … thanks for going with me. To the speaker. It was good."

      “She was a good speaker,” Beau said. “Thanks for inviting me.”

      For the hundredth time Smitha wondered if she should ask him out for a cup of coffee, continue the night in the small all-hours cafe down on Main Street. For the hundredth time, something stopped her. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to, it was just— she couldn’t.

      “Well,” she said again. “Class in the morning. I should get going.”

      “Yeah,” Beau agreed. “Same here. So ... goodnight.”

      He started to lean down, definitely giving out kissing vibes. Smitha really wanted to kiss him, but again—she couldn’t. So, she squeezed his hand and gave him an apologetic smile.

      “Goodnight, Beau,” she said. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      She got in the car and started it, because she knew Beau wouldn’t leave until he was sure she could get home. Then, after his taillights had disappeared around the entrance bend, she turned off the car and got out. She needed to take a walk.

      Ravencrest College was divided into two parts, colloquially known as Upper and Lower Campus. Upper Campus was where the academic buildings clustered, fine arts, science, and engineering all staring each other down in a rough boxy standoff. Lower Campus housed the various dormitories, the chapel, and the main administration building.

      When she was in college and needed to think, Smitha would circuit around Lower Campus, from her dorm past the chapel, past the creepy bronze statue of the founder, around by the flagpole, up past the admin building and back again. They all took walks, the whole gang, at any time of the day but most often, it seemed, at night. Any heartbreak, or failed test, or bout of loneliness, any bad thing at all would see two or three of them perambulating in the dark, allowing the easy movement and cover of night to free up whatever words needed said.

      She walked by herself now. Most of the time she didn’t mind the solitude, but occasionally, like now, she wished Charlie or Alice or Mona were there to give her some advice. Mona would have been good—she was always straight to the point, able to get to the heart of the trouble with incisive quips that somehow managed to seem compassionate and truthful.

      “What’s on your mind, Professor?” Mona would have asked with no preamble. “Got a problem with Nerd Charming back there?”

      “No problem,” Smitha muttered. “He’s a good guy. Good company.”

      “So snatch him up,” Mona would have said. Smitha could imagine the sideways look her friend would have given her, eyes narrowing through purple-hued fringe. “What’s stopping you?”

      “I don’t know,” Smitha said, talking as much to the phantom of her dead friend as to herself. “He wants to—I want to. It just doesn’t feel right.”

      “Why?” Mona would have asked. Smitha repeated it. “Why?”

      Her feet thumped the pavement. From the parking lot, up past the administration building, across to the chapel, and again, asking herself and the shadow of Mona “why?” Past the flagpole and ask “why?” Skirt the parking lot, not ready to go home yet, and head to the chapel again, asking “why?” Pass the bronze statue and⁠—

      Smitha stopped at the bench where the creepy statue sat like some old-timey Ronald McDonald. A memory slid into place the way memories sometimes do, and Smitha frowned.

      “There wasn’t a gate here before, was there?” she asked.

      The ghost of Mona stayed silent.

      Whether there used to be or not, there was a gate now, rickety iron hid between two overgrown bushes. When Smitha approached and peered through it she could see, like Alice at the keyhole, a garden on the other side. While Alice’s garden looked delightfully inviting, however, Smitha’s looked— rather boring, actually. Very normal, with bushes cut in very ordinary shapes and low beds overgrown by the most mundane plants. Smitha found herself so uninterested in the garden beyond the gate that she would have walked away and never thought of it again—if not for the persistent worry that the garden had not always been there. It looked as if it had been abandoned for decades, but Smitha couldn’t shake the idea that only a handful of years earlier something else had stood on the other side of the hedges.

      She tried the gate. It clacked, sticking, but when she pulled slightly it swung open. She stepped through. The gate swung closed behind her.

      The garden was enclosed by huge trees that arced overhead, a skeletal ceiling of branches. A few lamp posts burned orange, providing just enough dim light to make you see things that weren’t actually there. A large shape resolved itself as Smitha walked closer, into a greenhouse covered with old vines and new fallen leaves.

      Smitha shivered in a sudden cold gust and rubbed her arms, peering closer at the greenhouse. She frowned at it and blinked, for a moment seeing another building overlaying the greenhouse. A building that looked just as old and abandoned, one that was long and low-

      “The pool house?”

      She blinked again and the overlay was gone, but the feeling, that of a building out of place, remained. 

      And when the creature appeared around the corner of the greenhouse, it felt like Smitha herself was thrown out of place and time.

      It had an angular face, coming to a sharp point at its nose with one large, watery eye on each side and a row of terrifying teeth through which a tangled mass of tongues lolled. Beneath its face, the faint outline of a robe fluttered open around a set of barbed and barbarous ribs. It turned its head to one side and looked right at Smitha. 

      And suddenly she remembered everything, and she turned and ran, stumbling over the detritus on the garden path, fumbling with the gate. It would not open—it would not open—-and she knew that the monster was right behind her, and then the gate swung open and she bolted through. She ran, past the bronze statue, past the flagpole, to the parking lot and her car, where she dug for her keys, looking and looking behind her but seeing nothing. The car unlocked. She jumped in and turned on the ignition, locked the door behind her, flipped on her headlights, and sat for a moment, catching her breath. The thing, the monster, was gone.

      She remembered. She remembered everything. The monsters and the pool house and Mona—poor Mona. Fifteen years later and she finally remembered, and with the memories came the realization that they weren't done. Her family still had work to do.

      And it was up to her to get them all back.
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        * * *

      

      Shut the door. Lock it. Keys in the bowl. Pour a drink. Lay down on the couch and try not to think.

      Sometimes Charlie fell asleep. A half an hour, an hour, any little bit of sleep he could sneak in before the dreams started.

      Sometimes music helped. Sometimes it made things worse. Sometimes a pill or two, sometimes a casual hookup, a nice gentleman or lady to help him forget for a night.

      And some nights there was nothing to do but lay back and try to pretend that everything was fine, that he was not haunted by memories, that Mona was not dead, that he didn't live in fear of seeing, around every corner, one of those creatures that did not belong in this world.

      He called them Nowhere Men, like the Beatles song, and tried not to think about the nowhere land they came from, or the world being at their command.

      Because damn, that was a terrifying thought.

      And maybe it was true, maybe the whole world was controlled by those long, thin creatures with the terrible eyes and nightmare faces. Maybe that's why he saw them all the time, not just in his memories of the day they lost Mona, but now, at work, on the street, everywhere.

      Or maybe he was going crazy and the whole thing was all in his head.

      Or maybe he was already crazy.

      Some days he didn't know which would be better, if the Nowhere Men were real or if he was out of his mind.

      Charlie got home, went through his routine—door, lock, keys, drink—and decided to self-medicate with music. He played it loud, sang along with the ones he knew—and he knew them all—and let the drums pound him into forgetfulness for a while.

      His phone automatically paused the music when it rang, which was annoying. But he answered anyway because it was the Professor and he always answered for the Professor.

      "Hey, Charlie."

      "And how are you tonight, love?"

      She talked about nothing much for a while, which was par for the course on these calls. It was a kind of forgetting, letting the Professor's familiar voice wash over him, participating in the treasured personal banalities that make up any casual conversation between long-time friends, dancing around his apartment to the music that was no longer playing.

      Finally she fell silent for a moment, long enough for Charlie to pour another glass, and then said "Charlie … something's happening."

      "Something's always happening somewhere, darling."

      "No, I mean … look, this is going to sound really weird, so don't laugh and don't interrupt … something's happening. With the—the portal."

      Charlie choked on his wine.

      The Professor continued, all in a rush, as if now that she'd decided to say something she was anxious to have it done.

      "I know that probably doesn't make any sense, and I can’t put a finger on it, but something feels wrong. And there’s a weird greenhouse or something where the pool house used to be, before ... and, um, I think I saw one of them. Those creatures. The Nowhere Men,” she said, forcing herself to speak the name.  “Do … do you understand anything I'm talking about? Do you remember?"

      “Yeah," Charlie said, and was surprised to find his eyes wet with tears. "I remember."

      “But I didn’t, Charlie. I didn’t remember. How did I not remember? I was walking through lower campus, right past the … the statue? You know ... the statue?”

      “The weird founder statue that makes him look like a southern gentleman from a Warner Brothers cartoon? Yeah.”

      “And there was a garden behind it, with a path down to a greenhouse. Charlie, I’ve walked that route hundreds of times, and I’ve never noticed it. And there was ... a Nowhere Man. On the path. I felt the air ripple, and the shock of that sensory memory was so strong everything else came rushing back. I remember everything, Charlie. About what happened. About ... Mona. Charlie, how could I forget what happened to Mona?

      "I know," Charlie said, because he couldn't think of anything else to say.

      "So … you do remember, too? For real?"

      The Professor sounded pleading, desperate to have what she was feeling, seeing, validated. Charlie thought that, if he were more mean or vindictive or sober, he might pretend to not know what she was talking about. Give her a taste, just for a little bit, of what he had felt for those first few months, when it seemed like everyone was gaslighting him, before he realized that he was the only one who remembered.

      But he didn't feel vindictive tonight, and mean wasn't a good look on him, and he certainly wasn't sober, so he said "Oh yes, Prof. I remember it all, too."

      The Professor sighed, deeply, in relief, and gave a little laugh.

      "I'm so glad," she said. "I'm so glad I'm not alone."

      Charlie almost cried at the words. Not alone. He had been alone for fifteen years, sitting alone for fifteen years with the constant conflict seesawing in his mind. Sometimes he had been able to convince himself that it was all in his head, that the monsters were just lingering effects from a bad head injury in college. Sometimes his memories of the monsters, the demon dogs, that final fight, were all too real, and he knew there was no way it was imaginary.

      But now Smitha had seen one. He hadn’t mentioned the monsters to Smitha since that day in the hospital, hadn’t mentioned them to anyone. It couldn’t be her playing into his stories, it couldn’t be some sort of shared delusion. She had seen a monster. The monsters did exist. 

      "Charlie—I don't think it's done with us. I think … I think I need you all to come back.”

      "That's a no from me, babe,” Charlie said immediately.

      "But Charlie⁠—"

      "You know I love you, but I've got things to see! People to do! I can't run back to campus just for a—a weird feeling."

       He wandered over to the window, looked out, jumped back when he saw a Nowhere Man standing under the streetlamp a few feet away.

      "But you said you remembered!" the Professor said. "Then you remember what happened last time, and⁠—"

      "Of course I remember what happened, I've spent fifteen years being the only one who remembered. I’ve been half wishing I could tell you for fifteen years. Flipping back and forth between hoping one of you would wake up and remember, so I didn’t have to wonder if I was going mad, and praying none of you ever remembered a damn thing, because it is a living hell to remember. So forgive me if the whole thing seems a little less urgent to me.”

      The Professor gave a little gasp.

      "Oh … Charlie, I didn't realize⁠—"

      She said more, but Charlie wasn't listening, because when he looked out the window again the Nowhere Man was right outside, staring at him.

      This time he didn't jump back. This time he was frozen, a fabulous but terrified little bunny staring into the eyes of an apex predator.

      Those eyes, ugh. They looked wet. Full of liquid. Shimmering in the dim evening lit by streetlights, rippling like the pool, like the portal⁠—

      —and the Words were in his head, the magical nonsense that had saved his life and condemned his future fifteen years ago, rising again unbidden to his lips, and he was screaming, a mix of alien syllables and good old American vulgarity, and he raised his fist to smash the window⁠—

      and when he came back to himself the Nowhere Man was gone, the night was clear, and the Professor was calling his name over the phone.

      "Charlie? Charlie! Are you okay? Is everything alright?"

      He let the curtain drop over the broken window, wrapped his other hand in his T-shirt to keep from bleeding all over the carpet.

      "Charlie … what is going on?"

      A frown twisted his lips, where tiny blisters were beginning to form.

      “It’s starting again.”
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      Upon consideration of this case, upon evidence submitted as provided by law, it is the judgment of the Court that a total divorce be granted between the parties of Joseph Thomas McCrea and Rebecca Brooke Finton-McCrea in this case. It is hereby ordered that the marriage contract entered into between the parties to this case is hereby set aside from this date, and fully dissolved.

      Joe stopped after the first paragraph. It hardly mattered anyway—uncontested, clean, practically clinical. They hadn’t even needed to separate their assets, as they’d never truly joined them to begin with; their shared apartment was the only testament to anything resembling joint lives. Separate bank accounts, sure, no problems there. But in retrospect, they’d kept separate everything. Effectively independent lives which overlapped for ... hell ... eighteen months? They’d been separated longer than they’d been married.

      He thought about calling somebody. It’d been two years since Becca moved out, but the finality of divorce papers, the weird ceremony of the delivery man and the signed receipt—it felt important, somehow; awful, sad, but important. And he observed the importance alone, in his small office, a lukewarm takeaway cup of coffee for comfort while he stared at next month’s scheduling on his computer screen. His location, a fairly large coffee shop at the corner of the insignificant business district of Allentown, Pennsylvania, had lost two baristas this month, one to grad school and one to a continuing refusal to show up on time for work, and he was having to pencil himself into coverage for a distressing number of shifts in the coming month. He hated working the floor, in part because he’d always hated the job, and in part because it cost him time elsewhere—time he would have to make up by staying late hours. And he was salaried, a ‘perk’ of management, so there would be no extra money in it for him. Even if he managed to hire new staff—another drain on time—there would be on-boarding and training and months of getting them up to speed. He was looking at sixty-hour weeks for the foreseeable future.

      Should he call someone? There wasn’t anyone to call really, was there? He had some drinking buddies, but nobody he’d consider a ‘talk about it’ friend, not really. He could call his mother, perhaps. But the first divorce hadn’t gone over well with her, and he was not particularly interested in a replay of that conversation six years and another failed relationship later. It could wait until Thanksgiving, when she could get out all her single mom guilt in one miserable go.

      "I did the best I could," she'd say, "but it was only me and you and I always worried that you didn't have a father figure."

       Joe knew it wasn't her fault. He was the screw-up.

      He looked at his phone. I should call Charlie, he thought. A second thought crowded in and tried to shove the first thought away in shame: I don’t think he even knew I was married again. They hadn’t spoken much over the years, and the rare text or email never got into anything truly personal. I probably should have invited him to the wedding, though. But we kept it small—I really didn’t invite anybody. The second thought came round again with another haymaker of guilt: you invited the Professor. You knew she was unlikely to make it, but at least you sent her a courtesy invite. But for some reason you couldn’t be bothered to invite your best friend.

      A third thought snapped to attention on the heels of that unexpected end to the second thought. Best friend? Haven’t used those words in a while.

      He explored it, if only to ignore the bleak reality of the scheduling sheet for another few minutes. Did he have a best friend? It had always been Charlie, hadn’t it? Charlie occupied the ‘best friend’ space in his head within the first two weeks of freshman year and had never relinquished the title. But could you still consider someone your best friend if you’d only spoken half a dozen times in a decade? Should thirty-seven-year-old men even care about such things?

      It still felt right, somehow. The bond between them was forged from steel. Unbreakable, even by the relentless erosive force of time. But still ... a phone call? How would he even start? Maybe the bonds weren’t broken, but somewhere along the line a thick, dark curtain had descended between them, and he wasn’t sure how to go about lifting it.

      He picked up his phone. Spun it around in his palm a few times, flicking it with his thumb as it turned to keep the momentum going until he lost his grip and it skittered across his desk and onto the floor. He was about to stand up to retrieve it when his door cracked open and a worried face peered through the gap.

      “You in there, boss?”

      “Yeah, Ganesh, come on in.”

      Ganesh, a smartly dressed, handsome man in his mid-twenties, slipped in the door as he always did, opening it just enough to squeeze his narrow frame through, sideways, and then quickly and quietly shutting it behind him just as his foot cleared the gap.

      “I have ... that is ... do you have a minute?”

      Ganesh, a normally composed and comfortable man, looked nervous. Joe’s heart sank. He knew the look.

      “Sit down, Ganesh. Plenty of time for you. What’s up?”

      “Well, it’s just that ...” Ganesh squirmed, looking around the room. “... is that your phone on the floor, boss?”

      “When are you leaving, Ganesh?” Joe asked, ignoring the question.

      “I ... today? I mean, if that’s okay? I’ll finish out the shift, of course. Only I just got a call from KerryCorps and they said I can start on Monday.”

      “KerryCorps, eh? A proper engineering
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