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THE ALTMANS

“We’re out of yogurt.”

It was less a statement than an accusation, which Dan delivered in a tone of wounded sorrow as he stared into the open refrigerator. Its top shelf, where the big tubs of Greek yogurt usually sat, was desolate except for some leftover olives in a plastic Whole Foods tub and that two-year-old jar of pineapple salsa he’d bought by accident and couldn’t bring himself to throw out even though nobody in the house wanted anything to do with a salsa defiled by fruit.

The target of his accusation wasn’t listening. Jen sat at the kitchen table in front of a mug of coffee, wearing the Michigan T-shirt she’d slept in and staring dead-eyed at her phone. On its screen was a chunk of text from an article in the Nutrition and Fitness section of the New York Times app titled “How to Stop Yourself from Crying.”

Upon seeing the headline as she scrolled, Jen’s initial reaction had been amused contempt: When did the Times start running articles that Woman’s Day rejected?

But that had quickly given way to a second, much less cynical thought: Maybe this could help.

Unfortunately, three paragraphs in, she’d realized the article was pitched exclusively to readers who didn’t want to quit crying so much as they just wanted to quit doing it in front of other people. Jen did her crying alone, usually in the upstairs bathroom on school days when nobody was home, and the Times apparently felt this was either not a problem at all or so grave as to be beyond its capacity to fix. It was hard to tell which.

Either way, by the time Dan issued his yogurt indictment, she’d stopped even trying to read the article. Her eyes were still fixed on the screen, but her mind had wandered off to wrestle with the binary choice that had come to dominate her weekdays: Will I or won’t I?

No. Not today.

Well, maybe—

No! Jesus.

But—

“Didn’t you go shopping yesterday?”

Having failed to engage his wife’s attention through passive aggression, Dan was trying again, without the passive part this time.

“I thought you were going to—Jen…? Jen!”

Finally, she turned her head from the phone. “What?”

“Why didn’t you go shopping yesterday?”

“I did! I got dinner.” Dinner had been lasagna and sautéed spinach carried out from Delectables, an overpriced gourmet place on Hawthorne Avenue that only sold prepared foods. She’d chosen it late Monday afternoon over more versatile shopping alternatives for a simple reason she didn’t dare articulate to Dan: it was possible to drive to Delectables and back by executing only right turns.

“Why didn’t you get breakfast stuff?”

“I was working! I put in a Fresh Direct order. I don’t know why it hasn’t come yet.” Jen’s laptop was on the table, halfway between her and Max. She moved her coffee mug to clear a path and dragged over the laptop. Before she opened the screen, she reached out and smacked her fourteen-year-old son’s free hand.

Max was wearing a pair of massive blue headphones that dwarfed his skull, making him look like some kind of cyborg monkey as he shoveled cereal into his mouth while watching a martial arts video on his phone. Its cracked screen lay flat beside the cereal bowl, little pinpoints of splashed milk speckling the image of a shirtless, steroid-swollen man in a Mohawk who was conducting a tutorial on the mechanics of an elbow smash to the face.

“What?” Max snapped.

“Quit staring at your screen,” Jen scolded him as she clicked on the Fresh Direct link in her browser bar.

“You’re staring at yours!”

“I’m staring with a purpose.”

“So am I!”

What his mother didn’t know, because Max would’ve sooner cut off a finger than explain it to her, was that the elbow-to-the-face video was no idle entertainment. It was source material in a research project with serious implications for his future.

“I think we should all stop staring at our screens,” Dan declared.

Jen’s irritation at this—as if her husband wasn’t about to spend the entire commute into Manhattan staring at his screen—was compounded by her simultaneous realization that $137.54 worth of food was still sitting in her Fresh Direct cart. Somehow, she’d failed to complete the order.

“Shit.”

“What?”

“I forg—” Bad idea, don’t admit that. “It takes forever to schedule this stuff.” She clicked on the next available delivery window and quickly finished the transaction as the headache she’d woken up with reasserted itself in a stab of pain just behind her left eyeball. “Eight to ten tomorrow night.”

“Tomorrow night? What are we going to do until then?”

“Go to the store like normal people?” The words came out in a snarl. Jen knew counterattacking was a poor choice, but it was tough to act strategically with an invisible icepick digging into her skull.

“Who’s going to go to the store?” Dan felt secure enough in his occupation of the moral high ground to ratchet up his tone from aggrieved to indignant.

“Do you want to?”

Dan sucked in his breath. For Jen to suggest that he buy weekday groceries, five minutes before he left for work with no chance of getting home prior to dinner, wasn’t just logistically absurd. It was a violation of their marriage contract. According to the unwritten rules governing their relationship, Jen maintained the shopping list and bought all the groceries except on special occasions. Even then, they both knew it was a bad idea to let Dan shop alone. The pineapple salsa was proof of that.

And assuming he did have both the time to shop and the mental bandwidth to make a list (which he didn’t, given that he was facing a highly stressful workday of creative demands he hadn’t yet figured out how to meet), if Dan accepted such a major off-loading of his wife’s household responsibilities onto his own plate, what would he get in return? If Dan bought groceries on a Tuesday, would Jen blow the leaves on Saturday? Would she file the insurance claim for Chloe’s out-of-network therapist appointment? Would she—what the hell, let’s put all our cards on the table here—quit chasing the financial crumbs of short-term consulting gigs and actually commit to going back full-time so he didn’t have to keep shouldering ninety percent of their income burden?

This was some nonsense.

“When would I go to the store? We have to break two new stories today! The room could go till midnight!”

Jen slammed her laptop shut, conceding defeat. “Settle down! I’m going to the store! Jesus.”

“I mean, is that a problem?”

“No. I’m on a deadline, but—whatever. It’s fine.” She got up from the table and gritted her teeth against the headache as she retrieved a pad of Post-its and a pen from the countertop.

“A deadline for what? The Rutgers thing?”

“Yeah. That’s why I didn’t get to the store yesterday.” The Rutgers thing had been over for a week—did I submit the last invoice? need to check on that—but Dan didn’t know this, so Jen figured it was safe to reanimate its corpse in the service of clawing back a little moral advantage. “What do we need besides yogurt?”

“Granola, fruit, milk…” Dan had reopened the fridge and was scanning its contents with mounting concern. “OJ… cold cuts… every kind of cheese… Jesus, what am I going to eat for breakfast?”

“There’s eggs.”

“I don’t have time for eggs! I’ll miss the eight eleven.”

“You don’t start until ten.”

“I don’t have anything to pitch yet! I need to get in early and do some thinking. Shit… I’ll just eat at Barnaby’s.”

“You have time for Barnaby’s, but not eggs?”

“It’s quiet in the mornings—I can work there awhile and take the eight fifty-two. Do you have cash?”

“I did, until Chloe’s ACT tutor took it all.” Jen looked up from her list. “Max, what food do you need?”

Engrossed in a step-by-step walkthrough of an open palm strike to the chin, Max failed to hear the question.

“Max!”

No response. Dan added his voice to Jen’s. “Max!”

Still nothing.

“MAX!”

The yelling finally reached a volume loud enough to penetrate Max’s headphones. He pulled the muff off one ear. “What?”

“What do you need from the grocery store?”

“I dunno. Cheese sticks? More cereal.” He let the muff drop back against his ear, shutting out his parents again.

“Don’t get him more of that cereal,” Dan warned Jen. “It’s terrible for him.”

“It’s the only thing he’ll eat for breakfast.”

“If you don’t buy it, he won’t eat it.”

“Then he won’t eat anything! Look how skinny he is.”

Chloe entered the kitchen, her still-damp hair carrying the strawberry scent of shampoo. She’d paired a bright blue halter top that showcased her toned upper arms with a simmering scowl so hostile that Dan instantly stepped back to give her a clear path to the fridge.

“What a skinny little loser. Right, Mom?” Chloe spat out each word through a clenched jaw as she yanked open the freezer door.

Dan and Jen exchanged a look. Their daughter was loaded for bear, and neither of them knew why.

“You okay, sweetheart?” Dan asked.

“Yeah. I’m fine! For a loser.”

Jen narrowed her eyes in an expression that was equal parts weariness and pain. “What point are you trying to—”

“Jesus!” Chloe exploded in fury as she stared into the open freezer, which was only slightly less empty than the fridge. Her head spun around to glare daggers at Jen. “You didn’t get more acai bowls? What am I going to eat for breakfast?”

“I have a job, Chloe!” Jen shot back. “I have more responsibilities than just—”

“I have an AP Gov test first period! What am I going to eat?” Chloe yelled so loudly that Max had to turn the volume on his phone up three more ticks.

“Why are you being so emotional?” Jen yelled back.

Chloe let out a noise that fell somewhere between a snort and a wail. “Huh! Yeah! I wonder why?”

It was clear to Dan that whatever massive mother-daughter fight was brewing, he wasn’t implicated in it—and past experience had taught him that any attempt to mediate was not just likely to fail, but would risk expanding the conflict beyond its current borders.

He decided to flee. Before he did, he offered Chloe a spot in the lifeboat.

“I’m going to Barnaby’s,” he told her. “You want to come? I’ll buy you breakfast.”

Having made the offer on impulse, Dan was just beginning to calculate the level of paternal self-sacrifice involved in eating breakfast with his daughter while being completely unprepared for the ten a.m. writers’ room when Chloe rendered the issue moot by rejecting his offer with a snarl. “I have a gov test! Emma’s picking me up.”

“Okay! All good.” He put a gentle, supportive hand on her tense upper back as he slipped past her to fetch his messenger bag from the counter.

“If you treat me like a human being, I’ll make you eggs,” Jen told her daughter in a voice too bitter to accomplish anything except further escalation.

“I hate eggs!”

“Gotta go—love you both—please don’t fight!” Dan called out over his shoulder as he escaped to the mudroom and the garage beyond.

“Thanks for your help, have a super day!” Jen told the back of her husband’s head. Then she returned to her daughter with a weary sigh. “Will you please tell me why you’re so pissed off?”

“You don’t know? You seriously don’t know?” Chloe’s voice quivered. Her volatile emotional state had multiple overlapping sources: yesterday’s sectional tennis final, Friday’s BC calculus quiz, this morning’s AP Government exam, last Sunday’s practice ACT test, this Saturday’s actual ACT test, record low acceptance rates at elite US colleges, the supplemental essays for her early decision application to Dartmouth, climate change, Josh Houser’s Instagram feed, the absence of enlightened global political leadership, the absence of acai bowls in the freezer, and above all her mother’s capacity for casual, apparently oblivious cruelty.

Jen winced as she watched Chloe’s upper lip tremble. Her daughter had just posed a single-question, pass-fail exam, and Jen knew she was about to flunk it.

“Is it about the sectional?”

“It’s about the essay!”

“What about it?”

“OH MY GOD!”

“Chloe! If you don’t tell me, I can’t help—”

“I can’t believe this!”

Over at the table, Max dialed his phone’s volume up to maximum and shifted his seat by thirty degrees to move the altercation out of his line of sight so he could finish watching “Top Five One-Punch Knockouts” in peace. He had his own battle to fight. And unlike his sister’s never-ending cold war with their mother, he planned to bring his to a swift and decisive conclusion.

Max had done his homework. He’d spent the past two weeks watching how-to martial arts videos on YouTube and doing push-ups in his bedroom after dinner. He was almost ready for the reckoning. All he had to do now was figure out how to goad Jordan Stankovic into taking another swing at him.

It was 7:54 a.m. on the last normal Tuesday morning in Lincolnwood, New Jersey.




DAN

Sitting inside his Lexus with the windows up, Dan could still hear Chloe and Jen going at it in the kitchen. As he hit the clicker that raised the garage door, he rolled down his window to monitor the noise level in case Judge Distefano was walking his dachshund next door. The Altmans were yellers—it was more or less genetic on Jen’s side of the family—but Dan preferred to deceive himself that their neighbors in the other four houses on Brantley Circle’s little cul-de-sac didn’t already know this.

The elderly, dignified judge and his equally dignified wiener dog were nowhere in sight, but the front yard of the Mediterranean-style McMansion directly across from the judge’s house was being patrolled by the Stankovics’ asshole schnauzer, Dazzle. The mechanical rumble of the Altmans’ garage door sent her into a frenzy of borderline-psychotic barking that more than overwhelmed the muffled strains of Jen and Chloe’s fight.

Dazzle’s owner, Eddie Stankovic, was in his driveway, dressed in Giants sweats and leaning his big frame against the side of his black Corvette while he sucked on a vape box. If he noticed that his dog was losing her shit loudly enough to wake everyone within a half-mile radius, he gave no indication of it. As Dan pulled his car out of the drive and Dazzle frantically mirrored its movements along the perimeter of the invisible fence connected to her shock collar, Eddie smirked and waved.

“Hey, Hollywood!” he yelled over the din of his dog and the lowering garage door. “Where’s my money?”

Dan leaned his head out of the car window and shook it in mock helplessness. “I’m trying, man! Business affairs is a bitch!” Then he waved goodbye and switched on the radio, cranking up ’80s on 8 to drown out Dazzle as he exited the cul-de-sac and turned right onto Willis Road.

Eddie had been beating the where’s-my-money? joke into the ground for two years, although after all that time, Dan still wasn’t sure if his neighbor considered it a joke or a legitimate demand for creative compensation from Bullet Town: NYC, the CBS police procedural-slash-paean to vigilante justice on which Dan was a supervising producer. Unlike most of his friends and acquaintances, who combined their vicarious excitement over Dan’s midlife career transition from securities law to screenwriting with a near-total lack of interest in watching the show, Eddie was a rabid fan.

Too rabid, in fact: almost from the minute he learned Dan had been hired as a story editor on Bullet Town: NYC’s first season, Eddie had started bombarding him with pitches for potential story lines whenever they crossed paths while taking out the recycling. Eddie’s ideas mostly involved murder via dry cleaning accessories. He owned Capo’s Cleaners, a seven-location chain whose delivery vans sported a giant cartoon head of an Edward G. Robinson lookalike growling, I’m gonna show you a clean you can’t refuse! The company’s advertising borrowed so liberally from Hollywood mob movies that two different studios had sent Eddie cease-and-desist letters, copies of which he proudly hung in frames next to the cash registers at all seven locations.

Eddie’s ideas for Bullet Town were terrible, and Dan had never repeated them to anyone at the show. But when the showrunner, Marty Callahan, wrote three bloody corpses hanging from a dry cleaner’s garment conveyor into the first season finale, Eddie refused to believe it was a coincidence. Next to all of his cease-and-desist letters, he hung giant blurry screenshots of the carnage under a caption that read CAPO’S ON BULLET TOWN: NYC! Then he began to pester Dan for money.

Putting his meathead neighbor’s dumb joke to bed was the least of the many things Dan looked forward to about eventually leaving BT: NYC for another show—an actually good one, ideally created by Dan himself, and the kind of prestige drama that his friends and relatives could be expected to watch non-ironically.

But that was a long-term goal. In the short term, Dan needed to come up with replacement plots for the two story outlines the network had rejected on Monday.

Dead or Alive’s “You Spin Me Round” came on the radio. As he guided his Lexus downhill, past the genteel homes of Upper Lincolnwood, he began to twitch his head in time with the music as his fingers tapped a beat on the steering wheel.

Guy murders his obnoxious neighbor?

Again?

He’d already killed off a fictional Eddie in episode thirty-seven, although the real Eddie had failed to recognize his own speech patterns, wardrobe, and marketing practices once they’d been laundered through the character of a pizza chain owner named Lenny. Dazzle the schnauzer had also gotten her mortal reward, in episode fifty-four.

What else you got, Danny Boy?

He heard the taunt in the voice of his boss, Marty—Dan’s old friend, recent savior, and more recent nemesis, a six-foot-three man-child with a goofy grin that masked a bottomless insecurity. Occasionally, it exploded into rage; Dan had seen flashes of that over their three-plus years working together, but Marty had never directed it at him until last May, when in the course of a single conversation about his contract renewal, Dan managed to fall from his perch as Marty’s golden boy to a near-pariah who, despite being the workhorse of BT: NYC’s writing staff, almost hadn’t been brought back for the fourth season.

Five months and ten episodes later, Marty still wasn’t over it. As a lifelong people-pleaser, this meant Dan wasn’t, either. But the freeze had been slowly thawing, and Dan suspected that if he could crack these two replacement stories, the creative offering might finally persuade Marty to get over his pissy grudge.

Reaching the stoplight at Hawthorne Avenue, Dan shifted his foot from the gas to the brake. He took a long, deep breath of the crisp October air, and as he paused to let it out, he felt the familiar flutter of creative anxiety in his gut.

I’ve got nothing.

He let the breath out in a whoosh.

Two hours. Plenty of time.

Of all the gifts his career change had bestowed on Dan, his optimism was perhaps the most surprising to him. He’d always been self-confident in a narrow sense—even back in his old life on the existential treadmill of corporate law, with its mandatory suits and eleven-hour workdays billed in six-minute increments, he never doubted his ability to handle whatever life shoveled onto his plate.

He just refused to believe that things ever worked out, for himself or anybody. Corporate Law Dan was a grim fatalist with a profound skepticism about the notion that the moral arc of the universe bent toward justice.

But now—after a miracle of self-reinvention that saw him trade his dreary Talmudic parsings of Rule 105 under Regulation M of the Securities Exchange Act for a career in which he got paid mid-six figures to dream up lurid sadomasochistic fantasies involving a deranged fictional cop, assemble them into a sequence of cause and effect, and watch Ray Liotta perform the results on a soundstage in Queens—he possessed a faith in karmic fairness that his old self would have considered dangerously naïve. New Improved Hollywood Dan believed that life unfolded according to a plan which—given sufficient inputs of talent and hard work—could be controlled, or at least directed.

It was a solvable puzzle. All of it.

Episodes eighty-four and eighty-six? Solvable puzzle.

Dan’s strained relationship with Marty? Solvable.

Even Jen and the kids were solvable.

But Jesus, they’d been a handful lately.

Chloe was a basket case of anxiety over grades, tennis, and her last-ditch third swing at the ACT before the Dartmouth early decision deadline. Max seemed trapped in the personality-distortion field of puberty, both desperately in need of guidance (or, at a minimum, some kind of extracurricular that didn’t involve staring at a screen) and totally uninterested in accepting it, at least from his parents.

And Jen was barely holding it together. Her career was a mess, and her compensatory decision to assume managerial control over Chloe’s college application process, while well-intentioned, had ignited a psychodramatic mother-daughter trash fire that Dan worried was doing more harm than good.

If nothing else, it was the reason his wife had been putting away half a bottle of wine a night recently. He couldn’t blame her for that. Psychologically, Jen’s problem was obvious: she’d spent the last seventeen years devoting herself to the kids, and now that they were getting old enough not to need her anymore, she was mentally stuck between the two stools of full-time parenting and full-time work. Hopefully, the end of the college admissions melodrama would set her free to finally put the focus back on herself. She’d had a great career going before she stopped out to be a full-time mom. And sure, maybe she’d stayed out a little too long. But she was still young and talented enough to get back on track. She just had to put herself out there, quit spinning her wheels on short-term marketing projects and get across the river to network in Manhattan.

What Jen really needed was a Bullet Town: NYC of her own. A professional rebirth. A new and improved Jen.

She’d get there eventually. So would the kids. Chloe might be stressed, but she was a badass. In a couple months, all that stress would pay off when she got in early to Dartmouth. Max would figure things out, too. He was a good kid. Awkward, a little insecure, even worse at sports than Dan had been at that age. But he was smart, with a sharp sense of humor and a strong creative streak. That movie he’d made at arts camp over the summer had showed some real promise. If he could just keep building on that, he’d eventually come out the other side of puberty as the capable young man he was destined to be.

Notwithstanding all the recent bickering and foul moods in the Altman household, fundamentally all four of them were fine.

More than fine. They were blessed.

Dan parked his car in the New Jersey Transit lot at the Upper Lincolnwood station, then crossed the street to Barnaby’s. It was a recent addition to the two-block cluster of businesses on Hawthorne, run by a couple of hipster refugees from Bushwick who had impeccable design taste and served high-end breakfast and lunch items that were almost delicious enough to justify their prices. Dan ordered a large coffee and an organic yogurt with granola and berries, gave the server behind the counter his name, and took a seat at one of the small tables along the exposed brick side wall. Then he pulled his black leather Moleskine from his messenger bag, slipped off the elastic closure, and looked at the notes he’d scrawled during last night’s commute home.

Every episode of BT: NYC unfolded according to a strict formula. In the cold opening, a New Yorker was murdered. In Act 1, Detective Vargas was assigned the case. By Act 3, he’d solved it. In Act 4, the feckless criminal justice system botched the prosecution, and the murderer went free. In the Act 5 climax, Vargas murdered the murderer, leaving no evidence of his involvement and ensuring that justice had been done in a manner that only seemed fascist if you thought about it too hard.

Several op-ed writers had done just that over the first two seasons, but for the show’s 9.1 million remaining viewers (not terrible, although well off its season one peak of 12.3 million), the story arc was as satisfying as it was predictable.

Even so, the lower ratings had brought increased meddling from the network, which had just rejected two of Marty’s most recent story outlines on the grounds that their templates—“disgruntled-ex-wife-murders-successful-former-husband” and “pompous-critic-gets-offed-by-righteously-angry-subject-of-bad-review”—had already been used in at least four episodes each.

This statistic was unsurprising to anyone familiar with Marty’s marital history, his views on the state of professional television criticism, and his habit of using Detective Vargas as a proxy for the exorcism of his personal demons. Nevertheless, it left the writers’ room with a pair of gaping holes that needed filling ASAP. So far, the only options Dan had come up with were:


	Crooked cop shaking down produce stand guy–Vargas poisons w/exotic Chinese veg?

	Mossad agent shot by Hamas Uber driver–Vargas has to work w/hot Israeli cointel

	School principal runs pedo ring–Vargas asphyxiates w/blackboard eraser (retro?)



None of these seemed promising, even by the eroding standards of season four. If Dan wanted the glory of bailing out the writing staff—as well as the satisfaction of finally redeeming himself in Marty’s eyes—he needed more and better. And he needed it by the time the writers’ room convened at ten.

He tucked his AirPods into his ears, cranked up a live version of “The Core” from Clapton’s Crossroads 2, and uncapped the monogrammed Waterman pen that he’d received as a gift on his fiftieth birthday. Pushing his glasses up on the bridge of his nose, he narrowed his eyes in a determined glare.

Time to kick ass.

It was 8:07 a.m.




CHLOE

Emma Schroeder’s white Jetta was idling at the foot of the Altmans’ driveway. Still red-eyed and glowering from the breakfast fight with her mom, Chloe stalked down the drive, her racket bag and overstuffed backpack on either shoulder. She flung open the passenger door, shoved the rackets in the back, and sank into the seat with her pack on her lap, slamming the door with enough force to compel Emma’s question:

“What’s the matter?”

“My mom is such a dick.”

Emma shook her head as she steered out of Brantley Circle. “That’s a gendered insult. Women can’t be dicks.”

“Fine, whatever. She’s a fucking bitch.”

“Okay, that’s misogynistic.”

“How? I’m a woman! She’s my mom.”

“Yeah, but you’ve internalized this totally toxic social norm where any woman who acts assertively gets called a bitch. Which is how the patriarchy—”

“Emma!” She was Chloe’s best and most supportive friend, but in the six months since she’d started hanging out on Twitter, she’d developed an exhausting habit of dragging their conversations into rabbit holes of sociocultural critique. “Can we just talk about why I’m mad?”

“Okay! Sorry. Tell me what happened. But first, take a deep, cleansing breath.”

Chloe filled her lungs, then pushed the air out in a sharp huff.

“Okay, that actually helped,” she admitted.

“Right? So, what’s up?”

As she spoke, Chloe unzipped an outer pocket of her backpack and took out one of the protein bars she’d wound up grabbing for her breakfast. “You know how the Dartmouth supplemental is, like, ‘Talk about an episode in your life where you showed resilience?’ And I was going to write about that crazy thing that happened with my backhand where I basically forgot how to hit it?”

Emma nodded. “You got the yips.” Emma didn’t play tennis, but she was a forward on the varsity basketball team, so she could relate to Chloe’s problem on a sports-psychology level.

“Right. And the more I tried to fix it, the worse it got. I went to, like, two different pros, saw a therapist, tried that visualization shit—”

“But you got over it. Right?”

“I thought I did. For, like, a week. Then yesterday, it came back again! Right in the fucking middle of sectionals!”

“Ohmygod! Why didn’t I know this already?”

“I just didn’t want to deal.” Chloe pressed her eyes shut and swallowed hard. “I mean, it’s like, whatever. Lydia won, and so did both the doubles, so we’re still in the tournament. But, like, not only did I totally choke—it blew up my whole essay! Because it was going to be all, ‘I had this crazy problem, and I worked my butt off, and I fixed it—’ ”

“ ’Cause you’ve got grit! Admissions people eat that shit up.”

“Yeah. Except I have no grit. Because I can’t hit a fucking backhand!”

“Well, but… maybe it’s just, like, a different kind of grit—”

“That’s what I started thinking,” Chloe agreed through a mouthful of protein bar. “Right? Like, emotional maturity grit. So last night, I rewrote it to be, like, ‘Sometimes you work your butt off, and it’s still not enough. But as long as you worked your absolute hardest—’ ”

“You gotta be okay with the outcome. ’Cause you did your best. Totally! Focus on the effort. That’s good shit.”

“Right? Right? So I go to bed thinking, like, maybe the essay’s actually better this way. Like, it’s more real or something.”

“Sounds good to me.”

“But then after I went to sleep, my mom went on the Google Doc and shit all over me. Like, not even just the essay—like, me as a human being.”

“She did not!”

“Oh, yeah. She was, like, ‘You sound like a total fucking loser.’ ”

“Ohmygod!”

“I mean, she didn’t say ‘fucking.’ But she was, like, ‘You’re a loser, and you should throw this whole thing out and write about math class.’ ”

“Ohmygod, Frenchie… I am so sorry. That sucks so much.”

“It gets worse.” Chloe’s voice was starting to break. “This morning, I come down to breakfast, and she’s, like, ‘Why are you so emotional?’ ”

“Are you kidding me? After she wrote that shit?”

“Right? I was, like, ‘You called me a loser!’ And then—ohmygod! She was, like, ‘No, I didn’t.’ ”

“Whaaaat? Was she trying to gaslight you?”

“Basically! It was the craziest thing—she was, like, ‘You’re misinterpreting me.’ And I was, like, ‘Read what you wrote!’ I swear to God, I think she might’ve been too drunk to remember writing it.”

Emma laughed in disbelief. “Holy shit! Your mom was wasted on a Monday night? That’s, like, intervention time.”

Chloe shook her head, recoiling from the idea. “No, I mean, she’s not—I’m totally kidding. Like, she drinks a lot. But not, like, a lot a lot.” She stuffed the rest of the protein bar in her mouth, then crumpled the wrapper in her fist. “But, like—” She struggled to get the words out past the protein bar. “Would your parents shit all over you like that?”

“No, they’d have Linda do it.” Linda was Emma’s college admissions consultant. “Except they pay her too much to actually shit on me? So she’d probably just, like, rewrite my essay until I had no idea what it even meant anymore.”

Chloe sighed. “I don’t know. Maybe I shouldn’t ED to Dartmouth.”

“That’s crazy! Where would you ED?”

“I don’t know. NYU?”

“Do they have a supplemental?”

“I think so. But it’s not bad. It’s, like, one essay.”

“I feel like you can do better than NYU. What’s their ACT?”

“I forget. I’d have to check Naviance.” Chloe pulled an apple out of her bag, then rummaged in another pocket for her phone. “But it’s definitely lower. So I wouldn’t have to take the ACT Saturday and risk getting a shitty score—”

“But there’s no way that’ll happen. Right? I mean, your practice scores—”

“Ohmygod! I didn’t tell you this? I took a practice test Sunday and got a twenty-nine on the math.”

“Holy shittles! How did that happen?”

“I don’t know!” Chloe had finally found her phone. “I swear to God, this has been the worst week of my li—AAAAAH!”

“What?”

Chloe straightened her shoulders, squirming back against the seat as her eyes stayed riveted on the screen. She pressed her thumb on an Instagram notification. “Josh replied to my comment!”

“The one from last night? What did he say?”

“ ‘IKR…’ then a laughing emoji… then ‘Do u know any good ones…’ then a winking emoji.”

Emma scrunched up her nose, confused. “Wait, what did he post again?”

“This selfie of, like, half his face, and he’s lying on the floor, and the caption is, ‘TFW u swam a three mile set and can’t stand up.”

“And your comment was…?”

“ ‘Awww poor baby,’ crutch emoji, ‘somebody needs a massage therapist.’ ”

“And he said?”

“ ‘IKR, do u know any good ones?’ ”

“So he’s basically saying, ‘Give me a massage’?”

“Right? How should I reply?”

“Don’t.”

“At all?”

“It took him, what? Twelve hours to answer you?”

“Nine. And a half. But I don’t think he’s on Insta that much. He might not even have notifications on.”

“So what? Don’t reply until at least lunch.”

“But what do I say then?”

“Then you neg him. Be, like, ‘I know this amazing three-hundred-pound Swedish guy named Hans.’ ”

“Savage! I like that.”

Emma squinted as she looked through the windshield. They were driving down an empty residential side street. Up ahead on Broadmoor Avenue, the traffic was bumper-to-bumper in the direction of the high school. “Hey, isn’t that your brother?”

Just off the curb a short distance from the corner, Max was standing hunched behind a parked car, straddling his mountain bike with his fist against his mouth. As the Jetta closed the distance between them, he lowered the fist and exhaled a cloud of vapor twice the size of his head.

“Ohmygod, he is such a little criminal.” Chloe lowered the window and bellowed, “Max Altman! You’re under arrest!”




MAX

His sister’s yell startled him so much that Max nearly fell over when his flinch jostled the bike hard enough to send its front wheel spinning backward into his leg. He managed to stay on his feet, but only at the price of looking like an idiot. As the Jetta stopped at the corner a few feet ahead, he flipped Chloe off. She leaned out the window and yelled back at him.

“You said you were quitting!”

“I’m tapering!”

This wasn’t true, unless it was somehow possible to taper up.

“You’d better be! Or I’m telling Mom!”

Max scowled at the Jetta as it turned up Broadmoor, merging into the line of cars headed for the high school. His fight-or-flight response had been on a hair trigger lately, and Chloe’s surprise shout had just flooded his mental circuits with an adrenaline surge of fear that was combining in unpleasant ways with the head rush from his fourth Juul hit of the day. Suddenly, his arms and legs felt so shaky that he wasn’t sure he could pedal straight.

My sister’s a dick.

He took a deep breath, trying to settle his nerves. Rationally, he knew it was silly to fear an unprovoked attack. In the two and a half weeks since Jordan Stankovic had punched Max in the side of the head while they waited in line for slices at Mario’s Pizza, his assailant hadn’t even made eye contact with him, let alone threatened him again.

But Max’s limbic system wasn’t big on rationality. His fingers trembled as he zipped the Juul into the chest pocket of his jacket. Dismounting the bike, he lifted it over the curb onto the sidewalk. Better to go on foot until the shakes went away.

He turned onto Broadmoor, and the whole school arrival scene opened up in front of him. Hundreds of kids, borne by cars, buses, bikes, and skateboards, were funneling into the Gothic-arched maw of Lincolnwood High’s century-old building. Up ahead on the sidewalk, Max spotted the familiar logo of Dennis Gerdes’s Attack on Titan backpack. He quickened his pace, catching up with Dennis and Andy Ko just before they reached the crosswalk at Grove Street.

“What up?”

“Yo.” His friends gave him perfunctory nods before returning to their conversation. “Just hang out on the roof and snipe people,” Dennis was telling Andy.

“No way, dude. They’ll come up through the building next door and pick me off from behind.”

Ugh. “When are you going to quit playing COD?” Max asked them.

Andy snorted. “When are you going to start again?”

“You should get back into it,” Dennis told him. “New maps dropped yesterday!”

Max rolled his eyes. “Ohmygod. So exciting. My dick gets hard just thinking about it.”

“Your loss, bruh,” Andy said with a shrug. Then he and Dennis returned to their COD talk. Max fell in behind them, simmering in silence.

It was no exaggeration to say that the Call of Duty multiplayer was the root of all his problems. Until his three closest friends—Dennis, Andy, and Ben Schwartz—had all gotten way too into it while Max was away at summer camp, he’d been the alpha in their group. When they played D&D, he was the dungeon master. When they played poker—a game Max had introduced them to!—he usually won. And even though they all pretended to look down on him for it, the fact that he had a Juul addiction gave him street cred none of them possessed.

If he’d had a fair start when the locus of their social lives unexpectedly moved to the COD multiplayer, he might’ve been able to sustain his dominance, or at least hold his own. But by the time he got back from Camp Meadowlark, they all had six weeks’ worth of combat experience on him, and Max—who, owing to an embarrassing lack of hand-eye coordination, had always sucked at video games—never caught up. He was the weak link on any team, with a kill–death ratio that lagged far behind his friends.

The situation was aggravating but tolerable, right up until school started and Andy brought Grayson Oliver into it. Grayson was a braying jackass on the freshman football team who was so obnoxious that he only had one friend in their entire class: big, dumb, lumbering Jordan Stankovic. Jordan and Max had been next-door neighbors for most of their lives, but other than a brief Pokémon-related dalliance in the second grade, Max had largely avoided socializing with him. Jordan was just no fun at all. He had the personality of a lump of three-day-old mashed potatoes that had somehow become sentient, and in the absence of charisma or better options, he loped around after Grayson like a needy puppy.

There was no good reason to hang out with either of them. But somewhere around the second week of school, Andy had bonded with Grayson in study hall over COD and invited him—without bothering to clear the invite with Max or anyone else—to join their cadre’s nightly deathmatch. When Grayson showed up, he brought Jordan along.

Jordan sucked at COD. But he sucked just a little bit less than Max did.

From there, it was a rapid and psychologically punishing descent to the fateful afternoon in Mario’s Pizza when a round of COD-inspired trash-talking led Jordan to crudely insult Max’s manhood. Max countered with a put-down so withering that the enraged yet verbally incompetent Jordan struck back with a fist to the side of Max’s skull.

The assault came as a shock to everyone, bystanders included. Physical violence among the town’s adolescent boys was rare, and Max—who responded not by counterattacking, but by fleeing the scene before anyone could register the tears welling in his eyes—expected his friends to close ranks around him in the aftermath, shunning Jordan out of solidarity.

Instead, something like the opposite had happened. Dennis, Andy, and Ben all agreed that what Jordan had done was totally uncool. But then they quickly drew a curtain of embarrassed silence around the incident—except for Grayson, who told the entire freshman football team about it at practice that week—and continued their nightly deathmatches with Max’s assailant, while giving no thought at all to the feelings of his victim. Within a couple of days, it was like the whole thing had never happened.

Except to Max. The incident haunted him day and night. It wasn’t the trauma so much as the fact that it shattered his sense of place in the hierarchy of Lincolnwood High’s freshman class. Prior to the punch in the head, Max placed himself somewhere in the lower part of the upper fiftieth percentile—not an obvious baller like Mike Santiago or Jack Metcalfe, but still higher status than Dennis, Andy, or Ben, and much cooler than Jordan or Grayson.

Plus, he’d gone into that school year with some real upward momentum. Summer camp in Maine had been a massive success. Not only had Max been the de facto leader of Cabin Six and the writer, director, and star of a short film, Attack of the Killer Mosquitoes, that triggered peals of laughter when it was shown to the whole camp at Arts Night. He’d also enjoyed an unexpected end-of-summer hookup with Anna Schwartzman, who was both a year older than him and the kind of girl he’d previously considered unattainable.

Entering high school in September, Max was riding so high that he’d started to fantasize about making a play for Kayleigh Adams. He’d had a secret crush on her since seventh grade, and she’d always seemed way out of his league—in the social order, Kayleigh was pretty and well-liked enough to flirt with the ninetieth percentile. But the ego boost from his directorial debut and his summer mini romance had left Max with both a heightened sense of the possible and a road map for achieving the kind of performing-arts-based success that might compensate for his lack of athletic ability.

Kayleigh’s nose ring and the streak of dyed magenta in her hair indicated she was probably artsy enough to be won over by that kind of thing. All Max had to do was figure out how to replicate his filmmaking success in the context of school. He’d already started daydreaming about how to make that happen when Jordan’s fist threw a wrench into everything.

If character is revealed through action—as Max’s summer filmmaking teacher had drilled into him—then those few seconds in the pizza place had been life-altering. Max had outed himself as someone who, when physically attacked, would respond not by standing up for himself, but by running away like a little bitch. The fact that he’d been victimized by such a low-status clown as Jordan only multiplied the shame.

It didn’t matter that the story probably hadn’t spread as far as Kayleigh, or that even loudmouthed Grayson quit teasing him about it after a couple of days. The fact that Max knew himself to be a coward was so devastating to his self-esteem that he’d come to view kicking Jordan’s ass as his only route back to mental and social health.

His YouTube research had yielded a best-in-class option for taking down a much larger opponent: a karate chop to the nerve endings at the base of the neck, which if delivered with proper form (full twist at the hips, weight moving forward, keep the shoulder horizontal) should be sufficient to literally bring Jordan to his knees. The only remaining question was how to instigate a second fight. He couldn’t strike without warning—the YouTubers had been unanimous that only bullies threw sucker punches. So he had to get Jordan to come at him first, verbally if not physically. That was challenging, not least because Jordan seemed determined to ignore him. Engineering a showdown would require some creativity.

But if there was one thing Max still had confidence in, it was his imagination. As he peeled off from Dennis and Andy and guided his bike through the before-school crowd on the fading buzz of his Juul hit, he conjured his adversary in his mind’s eye and began to brainstorm possible opening lines.

Yo, Jordan—we’ve got some unfinished business.

So, Jordan—I couldn’t help noticing you haven’t apologized to me yet.

Hey, Jordan—remember that conversation we started at Mario’s a couple weeks ago? It’s time to finish it.

None of those felt right. But given enough time, he’d figure it out. Max locked up his bike at the rack on the edge of the parking lot and joined the stream of kids heading into the building.

It was 8:27 a.m.




JEN

The house had been silent since Chloe slammed the front door on her way out. Jen sat slouched at the kitchen table, arms folded against her chest, staring unfocused at the black screen of her laptop. It had gone to sleep.

Sooner or later, she’d have to wake it up, open the Google Doc, and figure out what she’d written last night to set off her daughter.

She had a hazy memory of having read and rolled her eyes at Chloe’s latest draft of the Dartmouth supplemental. But why had Jen wound up reading it in the first place? As best she could recall, she’d only gone online to check Everlane for winter sweaters.

A Google Docs notification must have popped up while she was browsing, and she’d clicked over to it. And then apparently left a comment or three.

How bad could it have been? I was sober enough not to buy any sweaters.

Or was I? Did I buy sweaters last night?

Jesus, my head hurts.

She dragged her index finger across the laptop’s trackpad, bringing the screen to life. Scanned her inbox to confirm the absence of purchase receipts. Then she got up, plodded to the sink, turned on the faucet, and let the water run cold as she fetched a drinking glass from the cabinet. She filled it to the brim, then gulped down most of it before stopping abruptly when her stomach threatened to reverse gears.

I’ve got to quit doing this.

She half filled the glass and took it back to the table. Sat down again in front of the computer.

Her desktop image was a picture from their end-of-summer trip to Nantucket. All four Altmans stood grinning on a dock. The oversized sunglasses Max had refused to take off looked a little absurd, but his smile—usually the weak link in any family photo, a pasted-on grimace that came off as more pained than happy—actually seemed genuine. Jen wondered, not for the first time, if she should use the picture for their holiday card.

Then she shifted her gaze to Chloe and remembered why she was sitting there.

Shit…

How bad could it be?

She opened her browser and hovered over the Google Docs tab for a moment before losing her courage and clicking to the New York Times instead. She scrolled down the home page, so distracted that she was on her fourth headline before she realized she’d already read them all.

She clicked over to Weather Underground. Low sixties and sunny for the next two days, then a bad stretch of heavy rain Thursday. A remnant of that hurricane coming up from the Gulf.

Just get it over with.

Jen opened Google Docs and selected “Dartmouth Supplemental 3” from the top of the list.

There were only two comments in the right margin. The first was Jen’s, from Monday at 11:14 p.m.:


NOOOOO MESSAGE CAN NOT BE “ACCEPT DEFEAT”—ur brand is POET WARRIOR—this makes u sound like a loser—if u can’t spin as victory then trash this and write about how u used to suck at math



Underneath it was a response from Chloe at 7:27 a.m. today:


	I love you too mom



Ouch.

What the hell was I thinking?

I mean, she DID sound like a loser.

But, Jesus, don’t SAY that, you idiot.

Jen stared at the two comments for a while. She tried revising her opinion of the situation.

It’s not that bad. Chloe overreacted.

But the dull ache spreading in the pit of Jen’s stomach said otherwise. Her emotional hangover was starting to act as a force multiplier on her physical one.

I should go back to bed.

I should take a shower.

I should have a drink.

None of those things happened downstairs. She deleted her comment on the doc, pushed back from the table, stood up, and left the kitchen, not sure yet what path she’d take when she got to the second floor.

A moment later, she reached the top of the landing. At the end of the long hallway, the door to the linen closet loomed like a demonic portal in a Stephen King novel.

Don’t open it.

You have to.

One way or another, you’ve got to get rid of it.

She walked down the hall to the door. Turned the knob, drew it back, bent over, and reached deep into the gloom of the lower shelf, behind the spare guest room sheets.

She pulled out a one-liter bottle of Stolichnaya. It was half empty.

Think like an optimist, Jennifer. It’s not half empty. It’s half full!

Hahahahahaaaaaahhhhfuck.

She walked back to the stairs. Took three steps down, sank her butt onto the top step, and set the bottle next to the wall on her right.

Then she had a good cry.

Jennifer Anne Riehl, Michigan ’91, Wharton ’96, Deloitte, AmEx, class mom (K–4), Ridgefield Avenue School PTO Treasurer (three consecutive terms), was not the kind of person who drank vodka out of the bottle before noon on a weekday while unshowered and wearing sweatpants.

And yet somehow, it kept happening.

When is this going to end?

Today?

Is it over? Am I finally done?

Is this the first day of the rest of my life?

The answer was yes. But not in the sense Jen imagined.

It was 8:44 a.m.




DAN

The fifty minutes Dan spent staring at his notebook in Barnaby’s were unproductive. By the time he left to catch the 8:52 train, he’d only come up with two story ideas that felt even halfway viable:


	celeb chef murdered–Vargas loves his gnocchi?

	artist impaled on his own sculpture—OR artist is the perp?—performance artist—murder IS the performance?



Neither was likely to work. The former didn’t go anywhere plotwise, and Marty would inevitably shoot down the latter on the grounds that it was too highbrow. He’d probably accuse Dan of sniffing his own farts, which had become Marty’s go-to put-down ever since their falling out.

That, and calling Dan “Princeton boy.” Which was particularly galling, seeing as how they’d first met when Marty lived down the hall from him freshman year, and the whole sequence of events that led to Dan writing for Bullet Town: NYC began when they reconnected at their twenty-fifth reunion.

Fucking Marty…

I’ve got to give him something better than this.

As Dan hurried toward the Upper Lincolnwood station, he tried to quiet the whine of creative anxiety in his head with the thought that he could spend the forty-minute trip into Manhattan playing “Victim or Perpetrator?” It was an idea-generating exercise in which he imagined his fellow commuters as characters on BT: NYC, and over the years, it had been good for a surprisingly large number of ideas. In season three alone, the show had killed off almost a dozen riders of the Lincolnwood–Bergen line, most of them dispatched by their co-passengers.

Dan trotted up Forest Street and crossed the tracks to the inbound platform just as Pete Blackwell arrived from the other direction, coming downhill on foot from his family’s mansion on Mountain Avenue.

“Hey!” Dan greeted him with a grin as their paths converged on the platform. “You’re getting a late start.” In Lincolnwood’s commuter taxonomy, Pete was a 7:18, not an 8:52.

Pete rolled his big brown eyes in the direction of his genetically blessed hairline. “Tess’s shower backed up, so I had the rare pleasure of spending my morning snaking her drain.” It was very on-brand for Pete Blackwell to do his own plumbing. The only non-asshole hedge fund founder Dan had ever met, he had a net worth rumored to be in the ten figures, a face and build that belonged on a modeling runway, and a home listed on the National Register of Historic Places—yet he somehow managed to convey such an unassuming charm that nobody in Lincolnwood resented him, at least not out loud.

The whole Blackwell family was like that. Tess, the oldest of their three daughters, was Chloe’s age, and Jen had shared class mom duties more than once with Meg Blackwell, who actually had clocked time on a modeling runway before getting her master’s in public health from Johns Hopkins and cofounding a charity that distributed antimalarial mosquito nets in Africa.

“The absolute worst thing about the Blackwells,” Jen had once declared upon returning home from an evening spent assembling gift baskets for the elementary school faculty in Meg’s massive-yet-somehow-still-cozy living room, “is that there’s no worst thing about the Blackwells.”

Although Tess Blackwell’s angelic mane of thick, honey-blond hair apparently had its drawbacks, at least as far as their National Register of Historic Plumbing was concerned.

“Pulled a lot of hair out?” Dan asked with a sympathetic grimace.

“So much hair. I could’ve made a coat from it. By the way—thanks for the birthday invite! We’re looking forward to it.”

“You’re coming? That’s great! It’s just a small thing this time—it’s not like fifty-one’s a milestone.” When he turned fifty, Dan had thrown himself a cocktail party, and it was so much fun that he’d decided to do it again this year.

“After fifty, they’re all milestones, my friend.” The train was pulling in, and Pete had to raise his voice to be heard above the screech of the brakes.

“I guess so,” Dan conceded as they headed for the nearest door. “It’s mostly just an excuse to get people together. No gifts this time! Although I do love my pen.”

“We will get you absolutely nothing, I promise,” Pete said, patting him on the back as they stepped up into the train. Dan doubted that was true. Meg Blackwell was the kind of person who showed up to a no-gifts party not just with a gift, but an impeccably chosen one in a price range that walked the narrow line between thoughtful and extravagant.

As he settled into a rear-facing window seat and Pete continued past him down the aisle to a seat of his own, Dan savored the aftertaste of their exchange. One of the many dividends of his new career was that he’d become interesting to people like Pete and Meg Blackwell. Four years ago, Dan couldn’t have imagined them actually attending a party at his house—they would’ve instantly RSVP’d with regrets, citing some ironclad yet unverifiable excuse. But lately, when they ran into each other at school curriculum nights, Pete actively sought out Dan to make small talk. Coming from a man so rich he didn’t fly commercial and so handsome he could’ve played bass for Duran Duran, the attention was gratifying on a level that—as minor and silly as it might seem—felt like a validation of Dan’s existence.

He retrieved his Moleskine from his messenger bag, propped them both on his lap, reinserted his AirPods, dialed up Let It Bleed for atmosphere, uncapped his Meg-Blackwell-gifted Waterman pen, and raised his head to look around for a suitable “Victim or Perpetrator?” candidate.

A retired couple sharing the New York Times.

Husband murders wife? Vice versa?

Done to death. No pun intended.

The train pulled out of the station. As “Gimme Shelter” conjured the apocalypse in his ears, Dan moved on to the next candidate—a stylish business-casual gay millennial in a purple baseball cap.

Advertising exec murders…?

No. Too upscale.

Mom with eight-year-old in Hogwarts hat.

Mom kills kid? Ugh, no. Way too dark.

Kid kills mom? He’s an evil genius?

Could be cool.

But then Vargas would have to kill the kid.

So, no.

Dan looked around. There were no other good candidates. He’d have to wait for more passengers to come on at the next stop.

He took his glasses off, pulled the bottom of his T-shirt out from under his V-neck sweater, and used it to wipe the lenses clean. Then he put them back on and returned to the ideas he’d written down back at Barnaby’s, hoping to add more depth to them.

What if celebrity chef is a perp instead of a victim? And they poison someone?

Who would they poison? A presidential candidate? Too big.

Mayoral candidate? Running on a platform of… food labeling? Calorie counts?

Nobody gives a shit about food labeling.

The train pulled into the Lincoln Avenue station. Dan took out his phone and checked the time.

8:59 a.m.

A few dozen people boarded the train. On Dan’s earphones, “Love in Vain” gave way to “Country Honk.” It was a poor fit with his search for evil in the hearts of New Jersey commuters, so he swapped it out for the doom-laden chords of the first Black Sabbath album.

A mousy, Slavic-looking librarian type wearing John Lennon specs and a puffy maroon three-quarter-length coat sat down next to him.

Librarian murders author?

No. Too close to Misery.

Librarian gets murdered?

By who?

A guy who read a book about murdering a librarian.

This one was worth writing down.


	Creepy patron murders librarian—

	reenacts murder in crime novel he checked out



Dan glanced to his right. Mousy Librarian had taken out her phone and was playing some kind of Candy Crush knockoff.

Doesn’t read during commute.

Not a librarian.

Receptionist?

OR… maybe an incompetent librarian?

Who plays Candy Crush instead of reading books?


	Librarian doesn’t read books—creepy patron offended



The details might be wrong, but there was meat on this bone. Dan studied his seatmate out of the corner of his eye. She was laser-focused on her screen, mouth hanging open as her eyes followed the game in random, darting zigzags.


	Sweet—simple-minded—no friends—lonely



He looked around for minor characters to populate the story. Two rows away, in a front-facing seat on the south side of the train, was a heavyset Asian twentysomething wearing Bose headphones and staring into his laptop.


	Vargas gets list of guys who checked out same book

	Nerdy programmer fits serial killer profile

	BUT turns out to be innocent



This was good. Dan drew five vertical slashes in his notebook to represent the act breaks, then pondered how to label them.


	CO: poisoning? / V finds book / nerd dead end? / ? / trial / V kills w/sequel plot?



9:08 a.m. The train pulled into Newark Broad Street.

Twenty people exited the car. Forty more replaced them. Mousy Librarian was forced to scoot over so close to Dan that their jackets touched, in order to make room for a bearded hipster with a Captain America shield backpack and a button on the chest pocket of his fatigue jacket that read STRONG FEMALE PROTAGONIST.

Dan sat up a little straighter and—leaving some empty space under his act-break schematic for the librarian murder idea—added a new line in all caps:


	MURDER AT COMIC CON



Brilliant.

Cinematic setting, tons of fun. Skewed a little young for the BT: NYC audience, but that was fine, as long as the tone condescended to Comic Con in a way that let the audience feel superior.


	cosplay knight kills w/real sword

	(Ninja? Reaper w/scythe? Thor w/hammer?)

	montage: Vargas interrogates cosplay superheroes

	one offers to help investigate (I’m a superhero!)



Dan looked up from the page. “Victim or Perpetrator?” had delivered for him once again. It was such good stuff that he had to resist the urge to play air drums along with the Sabbath song chugging in his ears.

Thank God for New Jersey Transit.

He caught his reflection in the window, experienced his usual reaction—when the hell did I turn into a doughy middle-aged guy?—but was so pleased with his creative breakthrough that he managed, for the moment at least, to accept his physical decline with compassion rather than beating himself up for not eating salads at lunch or waking up early to exercise.

Beyond his reflection, the Newark skyline passed out of view as the train entered the no-man’s-land west of Jersey City. Dan let his mind wander as he watched fenced-in industrial equipment lots give way to an expanse of tall weeds, then open water bisected by the beginning of the seventy-five-foot-high viaduct that carried the New Jersey Turnpike over the Hackensack River toward Manhattan.

Dan turned his head to admire the massive, slender structure.

That’s a big viaduct.… Maybe somebody gets thrown off it in the cold opening? Then Vargas could partner up with a Jersey cop who—

The music in his AirPods stopped.

In the same instant, the lights on the train car winked out.

The background whirr of the circulation fans faded away, and the steady rumble of track seams passing underneath stretched and slowed. The scenery out the window gradually stopped moving across Dan’s field of view.

It was suddenly, disconcertingly quiet.

“Ugh!” Mousy Librarian huffed. Dan glanced at her. She was jabbing at her phone’s newly dead screen in frustration.

“What the hell?” a woman exclaimed from somewhere behind him.

Dan pulled out his iPhone to check the time and turn his music back on.

The screen was black. When Dan tapped it, nothing happened.

The eerie silence in the car began to fill up with mutters, grunts, and whispers of confusion and complaint. Dan kept tapping his screen.

Still nothing.

Oh, come on!

As he held down the side power button to restart his phone, he looked across the aisle at Nerdy Asian Programmer, who was glowering at his laptop while he tapped its unresponsive keyboard.

Someone in the back of the car called out, “Does anybody’s phone work?”

The answer seemed to be no.

Dan kept pressing down his power button, but the glowing white apple refused to reappear.

“What the heck is going on?” someone exclaimed.

Dan scowled. This better not be serious. I’ve got to get to work.

As he craned his neck, surveying the other frustrated passengers, a distant whine reached his ears from somewhere to the southeast.

In the space of a few seconds, it climbed in volume and pitch until it sounded like the shriek of a Nazi dive bomber in some World War II documentary.

Then a woman at the front end of the car screamed in terror.

“OHMYGO—!”

Other voices joined hers, but their cries were smothered in the roar of an explosion so thunderous that Dan felt it vibrate in his chest cavity.

The two-hundred-plus people in the car uttered a collective gasp of shock.

Then everybody began to move at once.
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