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			Sometimes you just need to escape. For crooked politicians, military brass from third-world nations, and white-collar criminals looking to avoid either prison or a deadlier form of payback, there’s Exit Strategy. With just one call, Exit Strategy helps these wealthy-but-wanted types disappear completely. They can fake your death, give you a new name and face, and launder whatever ill-gotten funds you need to establish a new life on the other side of the world.

			When Jordan Parrish, the brilliant founder of a medical technology start-up, made the call, he thought he had no other way out. With his marriage in shambles and his company on the brink of financial ruin, it seemed the only way to make things right. But after his exit, he began to wonder about the circumstances that led him to make that momentous decision: was someone, in fact, working against him? To find out, Jordan will have to break the cardinal rule of Exit Strategy: you can never, ever go back.

			Charlton Pettus’s Exit Strategy is a cutting-edge, globe-trotting thriller about the type of shadowy organization that most of us have long suspected exists behind the scenes. 
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			BEFORE

			As Jordan saw it there were only three options: nothing, the pills or the number. If he did nothing, he knew exactly how it would go. First he’d lose the company, then the house and finally his family, assuming you didn’t count them as lost already. In a few months everything he loved would be gone.

			Option B, then, the pills. Dr. Rosen had written the prescriptions after they’d lost the baby. (Say her name. Elizabeth. Her name was Elizabeth.) Zoloft for Stephanie and sleepy red Seconal for Jordan. Steph had taken hers dutifully, almost mechanically, until the day she’d simply stopped. Jordan had hoarded. He rolled the little bottle appreciatively in his hand. A dense solid sound, no hollow space for capsules to tumble. That good night held no terrors, far from it, but there were issues. The generous policy on his life wouldn’t pay out in case of suicide, or as they euphemistically put it, “Intentional Self-Destruction.” The unraveling would carry on without him. Just another mess for someone else to clean up.

			Which left only the number. Jordan smoothed out the piece of paper. It had been tucked in his wallet so long the creases had taken on a feathered, leathery permanence. In Dr. Rosen’s neat, even hand: “Exit Strategy” and the number. He typed the ten digits into the phone. They hovered on the screen, bland and banal. The clock said 12:34. Good omen. He pressed the green icon.

			With that simple motion a cascade of chemical reactions started in his nervous system. Time seemed to slow to a near standstill; his ears buzzed and flushed. He had the distinct sensation of floating just behind and slightly above himself, tinglingly aware and alert but, at the same time, apart. Everything would be all right.

			After what seemed like a very long time there was a click on the line as the connection was established and then the ring. It sounded hollow and distant like an overseas call but the ringtone was definitely American. His hands, without any conscious thought, had begun to deftly refold the paper, crimping here, creasing there. The ringtone stopped. Silence. “Hello?” Jordan said. His voice sounded odd in his ear. Then there was a quick series of electronic beeps and the line went dead.

			He stared at the phone in his hand until the operator’s voice came, loud and metallic. “If you’d like to make a call...” Redials produced nothing but a busy signal. For a long time he just sat. When he finally left the office, the heavy wood door shut with a muted click. The pills were shoved deep in his pocket and a tiny origami possum lay on its side on the desk. It was cold already. Boston winters started in August and ended in July. He should have worn a sweater.

			A van was blocking the alley, its exhaust billowing. The driver, a solid man with an ex-jock’s belly squeezed into a tight blue jacket, had gotten out and was complaining loudly on his phone. Jordan tried to engage the slender, vaguely foreign-looking man in the passenger seat but he just stared straight ahead. Swearing under his breath, Jordan walked around the back of the van. As he rounded the corner he caught a glimpse of blue jacket and heard a door open behind him. Then there was a brilliant flash of light that didn’t seem related in any way to the heavy impact on the back of his head. As his knees buckled he thought he felt a hand on his back, then nothing.

			* * *

			The van pulled out onto Dunster Street, made the left on Comm. Ave., then merged into the northbound flow on Storrow Drive. Jordan’s Prius followed several car lengths behind with the slender foreign man at the wheel. Neither vehicle ever exceeded the speed limit.
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			SCHRÖDINGER’S CAT

			“But, Dr. Parrish, that is absurd. The cat can’t be alive and dead at the same time.”

			Dr. Stephanie Parrish smiled. The corners of her eyes crinkled and her mouth turned up gradually as if against her will. She glanced at the speaker’s name tag.

			“Of course you’re right, Mr. Edelman, but that was Schrödinger’s point, reductio ad absurdum. We talk a great deal about the wave function of a particle, the probability of its state. It is only the act of observation that finally forces the particle, or the cat in this case, into one state or the other. Our curiosity kills the cat. You see?”

			Edelman laughed loudly. He had been drinking steadily during the speeches and was now feeling every inch the magnanimous donor of the university’s shining new Edelman Library. “Not at all! More confused than ever. Try again.” As one of Harvard’s more profligate benefactors, Lawrence Edelman felt absolutely justified in monopolizing the junior professor’s time. Stephanie Parrish was, at thirty-eight, in his view, without question the most beautiful woman in the room and so, by rights, his for the evening. Long brown hair streaked with gold framed a delicate oval face with eyes that hinted at gray, green and blue without, appropriately, he supposed, committing to any.

			“There you are.” Stephanie leaned back slightly to admit Alex Prenn into the conversation. “Larry, how are you?” Alex asked, clapping an arm around Edelman’s meaty shoulder. “Good turnout. I’m afraid I’m going to have to borrow Dr. Parrish for a bit.” He nodded to the podium at the front of the ballroom. “Don’t worry, I promise to bring her back.”

			Edelman murmured something not quite intelligible and steadied himself against a large column.

			“Thank you,” Stephanie whispered into Alex’s ear as he guided her between tables of well-heeled donors and university dignitaries interspersed with second-tier local politicians and a sprinkling of ferret-eyed Big Pharma flacks.

			Prenn had a military carriage; people often assumed, incorrectly, that he was ex-army or navy. His short-cropped hair was receding slightly and gray at the temples. He gave her a gentle squeeze as they wove toward the dais. “He had his turn.”

			She smiled and leaned into him.

			“Ladies and gentlemen, if I could intrude on your patience one last time...” Alex paused to let the conversational walla subside. There was a clattering of dishes and a shriek of laughter cut short.

			“I’d like to introduce you all to Dr. Stephanie Parrish. As most of you know, she is Jordan’s widow and a long-standing member of the physics department here at Harvard.” Warm applause. Sympathy applause. She felt their eyes on her as she stepped to the podium. The genius’s widow. They had heard the rumors. Craning to see the wreckage. She felt her face begin to set into the cool indifferent expression she wore to keep gawkers at bay, but forced a smile.

			“Thank you so much. Happy holidays to you all. I promise I won’t take too much more of your time. You have been very patient and very generous. I know Jordan would have been incredibly moved.” She glanced at the blown-up photo on its flimsy easel. It was an old picture, from Genometry’s early days, probably before the kids were born. His eyes still shone with the fierce intelligence and determination she had fallen in love with.

			“My husband’s work was so important, and by endowing this chair in his name, all of you have ensured that it will go on, that a new generation will have the tools to pick up the torch.” She paused and laughed. “Sorry, that was awful. I’m new at this kind of thing. I can’t imagine what kind of tools would be appropriate in torch lifting.” Ripples of laughter, generous; they were on her side.

			She pushed on. “Jordan always dreamed of a world without disease, of a world where our bodies repaired themselves. Today, thanks to you, we are a step closer to realizing that dream. So, thank you.” More applause, sustained now. At the back, people were standing, nodding toward the tables in front where senior executives from Genometry and Pfizer clapped politely, basking in the acknowledgment of their largesse with as much grace as they could muster.

			“Was it horrible?” Stephanie asked, sliding into her seat.

			“Pitch-perfect,” Alex said. “Short and sweet. Totally natural.” He squeezed her hand.

			“I should have said more...”

			“No, it was right. They’ve heard plenty. You just needed to bring it all back to Jordan. It was great. Simon, back me up.”

			Simon Perry sat on Stephanie’s left. He looked up from the plate where he’d been distractedly pushing quartered roast beets through a sea of baby greens dotted with bergs of purple-stained chèvre. “Oh, yes, no, absolutely. Just the right tone.” He was an angular, nervous man with a prominent Adam’s apple and short gray-bordered hair that receded steeply from the center of his forehead. His mother was Jamaican and his father Senegalese, but Simon’s upbringing had been quintessentially British. He spoke with a deliberate, considered accent, its edges dulled by decades in America but the Eton provenance still evident. He started to say something else, then shook his head as if to himself and returned to his beets.

			“Thank you, Simon,” Stephanie said finally, “for being kind, if not entirely honest.”

			After a moment, “He would have hated it, y’know.”

			“Sorry?”

			“This.” He swept his hand sloppily to include the whole room. “These people—” he pointed to the adjoining tables “—he used to call them Pfuckers, Pfools, Pfilistines and any other silly Pf thing he could come up with. Hated the lot of them. Press, too. Thought it was all crap. Where were they when it would have helped?”

			“I’m sure you’re right,” Stephanie said with a tight smile. “The socializing alone would have made him completely miserable.” She thought about it for a moment, then leaned in as if she was sharing a secret.

			“Let’s be honest, Simon, he never would have come. He would have found a reason to be somewhere else. Anywhere.”
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			SENSES WORKING OVERTIME

			In the darkness Jordan pressed his left palm to the sole of his right foot, gently evening them up. He measured carefully. The foot was exactly one hand plus a hair under an index finger long. The lights would come on soon with their dull green buzzing. He had adapted to the cycle of light and dark even though he was pretty sure it had no correlation with night and day. When they came on he’d measure again just to be sure. Then he’d pace off the room. He was sure it was shrinking. He was careful, very precise, heel to toe, heel to toe, always patient, always certain the second toe met the heel squarely. For a long time, wall to wall had measured thirty-six of his feet plus a bit, but yesterday it had been thirty-five and a half. He’d checked and rechecked. Thirty-five and a half. There was no mistake. He’d studied the way the wall met the floor. It was perfect. No sign of how such a thing might be done. He’d used his spoon to scratch the tile right at the join. If the marks were gone, he’d know. Unless they were shrinking the whole room somehow.

			He should measure the height. No, that was crazy. He wasn’t crazy.

			A pride of lions, a murder of crows, a crash of rhinos, a fesnyng of ferrets, a pity, no, a piteousness of doves, a memory of elephants, an ascension of larks. He wasn’t crazy. He’d measure and check the marks, then maybe they’d let him fold for a while.

			* * *

			Alex was awake. He lay still and listened. Breathing, a light rustle of sheets. That’s right, there was a girl. He’d texted Vanessa after the fund-raiser, feeling celebratory and a little drunk, and she’d sent her over. Allegedly Russian, though Alex thought more likely Polish. She had a softness to her, a plushness. Alex opened an eye and slowly turned his head. She was still asleep, puffy lips parted so he could just see the tips of her two front teeth. A tousled blond mane framed her face and fanned out over the pillow. Alex smiled to himself. Exquisite as promised, young Bardot. Winter sun shone through the blinds striping the bed. From the angle he guessed noon or a bit after.

			He reached for his phone on the bedside table, careful not to wake the girl. Sixty-seven new emails and a dozen texts. He flipped through. Mostly congratulations. One of the Pfizer PR minions had forwarded a post from an apparently influential investment blogger.

			Our little birds tell us a deal is apparently close for drug behemoth Pfizer (PFE) to acquire tiny Cambridge-based Genometry (GNM). Pfizer shares were off nearly three-quarters of a point in after-hours trading as speculation swirled at a heavily attended gala celebrating a newly endowed chair in memory of Genometry founder Jordan Parrish. GNM has been trading in the penny stock range on the Hong Kong Exchange after several years of disappointing trials for their proprietary protein modeling software; however, share price is up today nearly two hundred percent (!) on the rumors. If the deal goes through, GNM shareholders could find themselves awash in bargain basement shares of the world’s largest drug maker so Genometry is our #TwitPickoftheday.

			He nodded, not bad. People were doing their jobs. And then there was a text from Stephanie.

			Thank you for last night. And for everything. You have been a good friend. I wouldn’t have made it through without you. (I guess you can apply that to last night or the last year, ha, ha.)

			Anyway, I talked to the kids—if you don’t have plans we’d love to have you join us for Christmas lunch (but of course totally understand if you can’t). Invitation—not pressure. :) Lmk.

			Annnnnd, yes to Gardner outing. Wed.? Xo, S

			The girl yawned, arching her back and rolling her head gently from side to side. Alex was transfixed by the way the sun caught the impossibly fine hairs on her arms and upper thighs. He leaned over and breathed in. Soap and sex and a hint of lavender, and something else, something tangy and slightly sour like buttermilk. He ran a finger lightly down her stomach, leaving a goose-bump wake.

			She made a sound like a great cat purring and tugged at her right wrist, which was still tied to the bedpost with Alex’s blue-and-yellow-striped necktie. Her eyes half-open, she fixed him with a petulant stare. He smiled and moved closer. He opened the Sonos app on his phone and pulled up the song running through his head. XTC, off English Settlement. He turned up the volume and rich sound filled the bedroom and then Andy Partridge’s glottal whine.

			Hey, hey, The clouds are whey.

			There’s straw for the donkeys,

			And the innocents can all sleep safely,

			All sleep safely.

			She frowned and pulled again on the tie, shaking the bed frame so it knocked against the wall.

			My, my, sun is pie.

			There’s fodder for the cannons,

			And the guilty ones can all sleep safely,

			All sleep safely.

			He ran his tongue down her arm as his hand opened her legs. An infinity of smells but only the four, no, five tastes. He ticked them off out loud as he discovered them.

			“Sweet. Sour. Salty. Bitter. Umami...”

			And all the world is biscuit-shaped.

			It’s just for me to feed my face,

			And I can see, hear, smell, touch, taste.

			And I’ve got one, two, three, four, five senses working overtime.

			Trying to take this all in...

			Trying to taste the difference ’tween a lemon and a lime,

			Pain and pleasure, and the church bells softly chime.
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			OAKRIDGE

			A great deal of thought had gone into the decor. The principal’s office managed to successfully interweave the potentially discordant strands of its nuanced message. A clutch of framed diplomas from esteemed colleges was balanced by a beaded deerskin certification from the Narragansett Tribal Authority. The bookcase gave agonizingly balanced time to progressive staples like Spencer, Steiner and Montessori, classical works from Virgil to Shakespeare and global fiction from Bolaño to Walker. Photographs on her walls and desk firmly established Margot’s bona fides as both a compassionate caregiver and a responsible custodian to her precious charges.

			“Stephanie. Thank you for coming.”

			Margot came around from behind her desk, hand extended with a broad smile only partially dampened by the concerned, vaguely regretful furrow of her brow.

			“Can I offer you a tea? Water? Yes, I know we should be using glass, but I’m always afraid someone’s going to cut themselves,” she said, nodding to the neat stack of water bottles on the tea table.

			Oakridge had been Jordan’s choice. He would never have admitted it but the private school was a yardstick of his own success. Toward the end when the fiscal levee was starting to crumble, he had put the Oakridge bills on a credit card.

			“I wondered if you and I might catch up a bit before I have Sophie join us.” It came across as a question.

			“Of course.”

			“How have things been, at home?” Margot leaned back in her chair and interlaced her fingers over her expansive chest. Her expression was open, expectant, patient, supportive and utterly free of judgment. Christ, she was good, Stephanie thought.

			“Fine. I mean, obviously it’s been a little...challenging for all of us, but fine. Sophie has seemed—” she floundered for a moment before concluding helplessly “—fine.” Margot nodded sagely but said nothing. Waiting.

			“She lost her father. I can only imagine how a ten-year-old processes something like that.”

			“Of course.” Silence. She would need more. Gossip was the currency here. Yes, your child may stay at our prestigious institution despite beating the crap out of some tormenting bitch, but only if you pay the toll in full. Stephanie sighed.

			“I’m sure you’ve heard the stories.”

			Nothing.

			“Jordan, my husband, had been having an affair. Apparently for some time.” Margot’s expression subtly softened and became more attentive. That’s it. Now we’re getting somewhere.

			“I never knew about it, but it seems he’d kept an apartment on Marlboro Street. He and this...this woman had been on the way back from the Cape together when the accident happened. Her car rolled down an embankment into a pond. They both drowned. Most of it was kept out of the news but the police were not so discreet. Sophie heard it all. She loved her dad very much. It was terrible for her, particularly for her.” Stephanie glanced up. Confirmation of rumor but no fresh product. She’d need more.

			“We weren’t allowed to see him, even the funeral was closed casket. The bodies were in the water for a while and apparently... Well, they wouldn’t let us see the body. I think that was the worst—there was no real closure and Sophie had nightmares for weeks. You know, her father as some hideous bloated zombie lurching out of the water...”

			“How awful,” Margot said, shaking her head with an expression of deepest sympathy. She pressed the intercom on her phone. “Would you send Sophie in, please?”

			* * *

			On the way home Sophie sat sullenly in the backseat even though her mother had been letting her sit up front for months. “You can’t keep doing this sort of thing, you know.” Stephanie glanced at her daughter in the rearview mirror.

			“She started it.”

			“Yes, but you escalated—Christ, you literally beat her up. We’re lucky they’re letting you come back.”

			Sophie didn’t say anything else for a while. She just looked out the window. When she followed them just with her eyes the trees seemed to whiz by so fast but when she moved her whole head they slowed down so they almost stood still. “I’m not like you,” she said quietly. “I can’t just pretend everything’s all right all the time.”

			* * *

			The only light in the cell was from the large screen mounted high on the wall. Jordan’s arms were raised like a conductor’s. All of his attention was focused on the two long cylinders, one tan and one green, twisted together like snakes in a can. Moving his hands in the air, he rotated the image so he could see it from every angle. Finally he brought his hands slowly together, folding the animated protein on the screen into a position where hydrogen bonds held it in place. He clicked the green “done” button on the lower right corner, and the protein disappeared with a cheap digital fanfare and a new puzzle took its place.
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			LAMENTATION

			Alex rang the bell again. He didn’t hear anything; it could be broken. Stephanie’s car was in the driveway. He tried the knob. Unlocked. He eased the heavy door open. It groaned in protest. “Hello?”

			“Hey, Alex,” Stephanie called from upstairs somewhere. “Come on in. There’s coffee, help yourself. I’ll be down in a minute.” Alex dumped his coat over the radiator in the front hall and went into the kitchen. The sun was reflecting off the snow in the yard, filling the room with a cool blue light. The sink was full of breakfast dishes, and the tang of souring milk mixed with the smell of burned toast and overcooked coffee gave the house a feel of rumpled normalcy. He took the spare key to Jordan’s old office off his key ring and laid it on the counter.

			“Sorry,” she said brightly, coming into the kitchen, wiping stray wisps with the back of her hand. “Just trying to pull things together a little here before I go attack the office.” She was wearing a pair of blue Patriots sweatpants, tube socks and a white T-shirt. Her face was flushed and lightly beaded with sweat. Her hair was in a high ponytail. She looked, Alex thought, save a few fine lines around the mouth and eyes and the odd strand of gray, just like the incandescent sophomore he had first met almost two decades before.

			* * *

			Jordan and Alex had shared an apartment on Exeter Street in Back Bay after college. It abutted a parking lot and a gay disco whose steady thump had lulled them to sleep most nights. Alex had a theory about fetal memory of the mother’s heartbeat, which he trotted out whenever an overnight guest complained. Jordan waited tables at the Harvard Bookstore Café on Newbury Street to make rent while he did his doctoral work at MIT. Alex was getting his hours as a pilot and making and losing little fortunes, never more than a few hundred dollars either way, trading penny stocks. This left a lot of time for lounging around the apartment listening to late Miles Davis and Ornette Coleman. On summer nights when the little place was insufferably hot and the disco pulse particularly irritating, Alex would walk around the corner to the café and sit at one of Jordan’s outdoor tables. He would troll the bookstore for a particular sort of pretentious philosophy book and the earnest undergraduate coeds who often read them. If he found either, he could return to his table and while away the evening sipping from a cup Jordan kept filled with coffee or white wine as the pace required. One muggy August night he was sitting at his usual table with a collection of enticing books arranged to catch the eye—The Dancing Wu Li Masters, The Tao of Physics, The Tao of Pooh (in case a little levity was called for), Theosophia Practica, The Secret Teachings of All Ages: An Encyclopedic Outline of Masonic, Hermetic, Kabbalistic and Rosicrucian Symbolic Philosophy and, finally, The Riddle Wrapped in Enigma. He was sipping a cup of the house white and thumbing through The Tao of Physics, trying to look thoughtful when a beautiful brunette in black pants over a black leotard—maybe a dancer, he thought—approached the table and considered him for a moment.

			“Excuse me,” she said.

			“Yes,” Alex said, looking up, every inch the intellectual disturbed at his study.

			“Are you reading this one?” the girl asked, picking up The Riddle Wrapped in Enigma.

			“Not at this moment but it looked quite interesting.”

			“Yes, I rather thought so, too, and it seems you have the last copy,” she said, regarding him coolly, a little smile playing around the corner of her mouth. She waited to see if he would offer her the book but he just smiled back up at her.

			Finally he said, “I was going to buy it but, please, have a seat, read away, see if it speaks to you.” With a little laugh and a nod, the girl pulled out a chair and sat down.

			“Thank you...” she said, holding out her hand.

			“Alex, Alex Prenn.”

			“Thank you, Alex Prenn. I’m Stephanie.” She took up the book and started flipping through the index. Without raising her eyes from the page, she said, “What was it about this one that appealed to you, Alex?”

			“Oh, I’m just a seeker, I guess,” he said, sweeping his arm over the little collection of books. “I’m fascinated by life’s mysteries, its enigmas.”

			“I see,” she said. “I don’t think you’ll care for this one much, then.”

			“Why not?” he said.

			She turned the open book so Alex could see the page. There were columns of numbers with a single letter at the bottom of each column; it was gibberish. “This book is a technical treatise on the Enigma code machine used by the Nazis in the Second World War. Pretty dull reading for a seeker, don’t you think?” Alex laughed out loud.

			“Is that really what it is?”

			“Yup,” she said. “You know what I think?”

			“No, what do you think?” Alex asked.

			“I think you wander around in there, pick out a bunch of titles that you think will catch the eye of any earnest girl with a newly discovered sense of her own worldliness and intellectual depth and you bait your web with them like a patient old spider.”

			“Who are you calling old?” he cried with mock indignation. “All right, take your silly code book, then. Run along, little fly.”

			“No need to get huffy—” she smiled “—and besides, I’m still not sure there’s any new stuff in this one. I think I’ll sit for a while and skim.”

			“And ruin my chances with any other eager seekers who may wander by.”

			She laughed, a throaty, husky sound, like a habitual smoker’s, though Alex would have bet his next month’s rent she didn’t smoke. He drained his cup and gestured to Jordan, who was just clearing off another table. When he came over Alex waved a hand over his empty cup and said, “Refill, please, and a cup for my friend. Jordan, this is Stephanie. Stephanie, Jordan.”

			“Delighted,” Stephanie said, shaking Jordan’s hand, “but I’ll pass on the coffee, thanks. Bit late.”

			“Pay no attention to her, J.” And then to Stephanie, “The coffee here is special.” Jordan returned in a moment with a coffee cup filled with white wine, which he placed in front of her with a little pitcher of cream for appearances.

			“Ah, I see,” said Stephanie. “I suppose not so late after all.”

			After her second cup, Stephanie said, “He’s sweet...your friend the waiter, shy, though.”

			“Jordan? No, not really shy. He’s a genius, a real genius. I think a lot of the time he’s just in his own head, off in Geniusville, you know?”

			“No,” she said, “I don’t. What kind of genius?”

			“Tough to explain. He’s kind of a whiz with figuring out how a chain of amino acids is going to fold up to make a protein. Something to do with alpha helices and beta sheets. Did I lose you yet?”

			“No. Not yet. It sounds cool actually. I’m physics but I have a bit of bio.”

			“Ah, right, you’re way ahead of me, then. Bottom line, he’s a total fucking genius and when he finishes his doctorate we’re going to start a company and save the world.”

			She smiled.

			When the restaurant closed, Jordan took off the tan-and-burgundy apron and joined them, pouring himself a glass of wine and smoking a cigarette as he counted his tips. Alex noted that Stephanie’s nose wrinkled at the cigarette smoke but she didn’t say anything about it. She asked Jordan about his thesis. He was awkward at first, but as he began to talk about it and realized she genuinely understood and was interested in what he was saying he became more and more animated, the passion illuminating his face. They were absorbed in each other, and when the manager came to lock the front door, Alex passed him his pile of books and made his excuses.

			He was happy for his friend. Alex had plenty of girls but Jordan was a loner. Alex knew he’d gone out with a couple of mousy studious types at Harvard but nothing serious, and at grad school the lab had been his only love. Stephanie was hot and smart and funny. If she was into Jordan, Alex was willing to let this one go. Stephanie turned to him, face flushed, a little tipsy, and said, “Good night, Alex Prenn. To the seekers.” She raised her cup and drained it.

			“Come on,” she said to Jordan, “walk me home.” And she grabbed an open bottle of wine from the ice bucket at the waiters’ station. Alex smiled and raised his cup to them as they wove unsteadily down Newbury Street and out of sight.

		

	
		
			5

			CLEANING

			Stephanie let herself in with Alex’s key. The office was unnervingly quiet. It had an odd abandoned quality like pictures she’d seen of Hiroshima after the blast, life suddenly interrupted. It had snowed overnight so the light Sunday-morning traffic sounded woolen and distant. The little reception area, cluttered in faded yellow and pink Post-its, was bitter cold, but inside Jordan’s office it was uncomfortably warm and close. The radiator by the window sputtered and spat, blustering through the unnatural quiet. As she struggled with the swollen window, she could smell the rust coughed up from deep in the old building’s respiratory system. Then the window gave with a sudden shriek. Dry cold air swirled in and the room seemed to shake itself awake.

			She had bought a stack of moving boxes and a tape gun from the U-Haul in Central Square. She leaned the stack up behind the door and opened and taped three boxes. The sensible plan seemed to be to start just inside the threshold and work her way clockwise around the room. With a black Sharpie she labeled one box Books, one Papers and one Stuff. She took the Sunday Globe and spread out the sections, opening up the automotive and style pages first. As she took each diploma or photograph from the wall, she wrapped it in two sheets of newsprint. She quickly filled her first Stuff box, taped it shut and made a new one.

			When she came to the bookcase, she took all the files and loose papers and dumped them indiscriminately in the Papers box. Then she started with the books, quickly filling two boxes and half of a third. She was sweating now and flushed. Progress. Order out of chaos. A postponement of the inevitable victory of entropy.

			She felt numb as she filed her dead husband’s life away; it didn’t feel like any of this was really his, even the family pictures seemed somehow at a remove from the man. It was remarkable that he could have spent so much time in this little room without leaving more of himself behind. It was all just paint and paper. The phone rang once in the outer office and the ancient machine picked up but the caller left no message.

			* * *

			Stephanie surveyed her progress. Not bad for a couple of hours. There were six sealed boxes ready to go and three more in progress. She was two-thirds of the way around the room with nothing major left except the desk. She toyed with the idea of plowing ahead to the end but her lower back was killing her and her stomach was grumbling.

			She threw her coat back on and, without really thinking about it, walked around the corner to Oggi for a roast beef sandwich. Oggi had been their go-to in Genometry’s early days when she and Jordan had met for lunch whenever their schedules allowed. She sank into the familiar booth as the lunch rush bustled and simmered around her. Through the window she watched the students and early Christmas shoppers, eyes squinted against the blowing snow, as they struggled upstream with their bags and backpacks. She nursed a second cup of coffee and let the muffled clatter of dishes and murmur of conversation envelop her like a warm bath.

			An hour later as she paid the check and pulled her coat tight, she noticed how dark it had become. The sun seemed low and impotent already, though it wasn’t yet two. When she got back to the office it seemed changed. The cold air had overwhelmed the radiator and the room seemed suddenly bare and freezing. Stephanie shut the window, leaving just a crack at the bottom.

			She dragged the open boxes over and sat down at Jordan’s desk. Part of her mind romanticized the heaps of notes and intricately folded papers as a snapshot of his last hours or days but a cooler bit reminded her that the police had been through the office multiple times and that the particular disorder in front of her was no doubt more a result of their ministrations than her husband’s. All the loose papers went into a box. She rescued an old snapshot of herself with Haden on vacation in Hawaii. Haden was pointing at a rainbow and laughing. Another lifetime. Jordan had written “S&H, Paia” on the back in his familiar angular scrawl. She slipped it into her purse.

			There was a stack of software manuals at the back of the desk. As she tossed them in the current Books carton something fluttered to the floor. Stephanie picked it up. One of Jordan’s origami doodles. A tiny baby rat—no, a possum. She smiled and flipped through the manuals looking for more. He usually made them in bunches. He’d offer them up with the appropriate collective noun: a murder of little paper crows, a paddling of Post-it ducks. If there were more, she couldn’t find them. She tucked it into her purse with the picture.

			When the desktop was cleared she moved on to the drawers. Pens and pencils, trash. Old phone logs, trash. She flipped through them first, not that she expected to see “Call back mistress re: early dinner and a quick fuck” written anywhere. All the other bills, receipts, letters and miscellany of life went into a Papers box, probably never to be seen again.

			Halfway through the middle drawer on the right side she saw a faded bit of lined paper that looked familiar, like a favorite T-shirt from high school that turns up unexpectedly in a suitcase after a visit home. She pulled it out. It was a faded green and tattered at the top where it had been ripped out of one of the steno pads Jordan and Alex had used for phone messages at their Exeter Street apartment nearly twenty years before. On it, in her own neat and boxy hand, was written “TGG TGG! CTG GTG, ATG.”

			She gasped for air as the sob rose from deep in her lungs and ripped through her. Tears filled her eyes and rolled unobstructed down her face as she sat silent and perfectly still at her husband’s desk, clutching a decades-old note from herself. The grief that had never seemed to come, through the search, the recovery, the funeral and the countless earnest whispered condolences, now inexplicably burst inside her, racking her body in shuddering waves.

			* * *

			It was dark when she finally locked up and left. Everything that had been in Jordan’s office, all that was left of him, was now stacked in nine sealed boxes in the hall except for a single photograph, one sheet of green lined paper and a tiny origami possum.
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			MCMXCV-LVM

			Stephanie woke up from a catnap. Jordan lay beside her, watching. The room was streaked with sunlight coming through the slat blinds. She must have dozed off after making love for the second, or fourth, time depending on how you looked at it. They had come home late and pretty tipsy to find the apartment empty. The roommate, Alex, had left a message on the machine. People were laughing and yelling in the background so it was difficult to hear what he was saying but they did catch “New Hampshire” and “Monday.” That meant the place was theirs for two whole days. The goal was to christen every piece of furniture in the apartment. They had passed out in each other’s arms as the sun came up. She had woken up a few hours later with Jordan’s fingers delicately tracing the contours of her belly. She didn’t speak or move but her breathing betrayed her. They both held perfectly still at the end, trying to prolong the moment. After, Jordan had ordered breakfast from the Greek diner around the corner. It had come in minutes.

			The delivery boy—just a kid, fifteen or sixteen—had stared wide-eyed from the doorway as Jordan, wrapped in a sheet, fumbled through his jeans pockets. When he’d gone they’d burst out laughing and devoured the containers of scrambled eggs with soggy hash browns, bacon and French toast. Full and content, they had begun a patient and scientific exploration of each other’s bodies, which at some point had lost its clinical detachment. And then she must have fallen back to sleep.

			“Good morning,” he said, seeing her stir.

			“Hmm...closer to evening it looks like,” she said.

			“Do you know why you’re beautiful?”

			“What time is it?”

			“I’ve been studying you and I think I’ve figured it out.”

			She propped herself on one elbow and studied him; his face was completely serious. “All right, Dr. Parrish,” she said, “let’s hear your theory—Darwinian bullshit, I’m sure.”

			He allowed himself a half smile. “No, I know better. This is a purely aesthetic epiphany with, I humbly suggest, profound and far-reaching implications.”

			“Oh, then, by all means.”

			“Okay, we’ll start easy. What is your most attractive feature?”

			“Ugh, please don’t say my eyes, that would be—”

			“Oh God, no, I know,” he interrupted, “and false. That’s not where I’m going. Science. Come on, most attractive feature?”

			“Are you being smutty and vile? I am a modest and delicate flower, Doctor, and won’t have you speak to me that way.”

			“Freud was right. You’re all harlots!”

			She smacked his arm. “Fuck Freud! I’m not playing.” Then after a minute of feigned sulk, “Okay, what is my best feature, then, smart-ass?”

			“Not best, most attractive. Pay attention.”

			She groaned. “Stop milking it—you do have a point, right?”

			“Your knee. Specifically your left kneecap.”

			She burst out laughing. “Oh my God, you are so full of shit. Okay, I have a real theory. Ready? You know how most of your DNA is junk—it just sits there doing nothing. It doesn’t code for blue eyes or lovely kneecaps or anything—it’s just there? Huge waste, right? But wait...”

			“No, you wait,” he said, “you’re dismissing my epiphany! I’ll spell it out in little words so you can understand. It’s all about curves and straight lines.”

			“Deep. So anyway, what if God or aliens or people from the future or whatever hid secret knowledge in our DNA. You know, like in code. Like the monolith on the moon in 2001. So when we were sophisticated enough to read it we could find it.”

			“It is deep,” he said. “Look at your knee. See how the top is almost a straight line, then it curves into sides that are totally straight but then underneath totally curved.” He traced the movement with his finger. “And the muscle of your thigh where it follows and exaggerates the arc of the knee... That’s beauty. It’s the balance between the curves and the lines, like a perfect tooth, straight yet bowed as a full sail. Or your cheekbone, a gentle arc that falls into a hard line, then softens and turns under at the jaw, another straight edge. And the collarbone—oh, the collarbone!—that little pocket between the collarbone and shoulder, a perfect half sphere formed by two straight lines. How can you not see it? It’s obviously an evolved aesthetic. You know, fitness, sexual maturity, all that stuff. There is clearly an ideal ratio of curves to straight lines in a physically fit, fertile, yet not over-the-hill woman, and that ratio is what we perceive as beautiful.”

			He rolled on, encouraged by her arch smile. “You ever play that game with yourself? ‘At what age do I look most like me? As a child, an old woman?’ Of course as babies we all kind of look the same, like babies. Neoteny, Bambi, big eyes, little chins. And ditto when we’re old—eventually time takes similar liberties with everyone, right? But in between, where is the moment? You could argue for forties or fifties but I would say at that point your face is more a record of the life you have lived than an expression of ultimate you-ness. I think that at that knife’s edge between the curves of youth and the brittle lines of age there lies a moment of both greatest expression of your genetic essence and greatest beauty.” She rolled her eyes. He ran his fingers lightly down her entire length, sweeping around the curves and hollows for emphasis. “And for you, Ms. James, that moment is right now.”

			Suddenly self-conscious, she pulled the sheet around her. “Nice. Used that one before?”

			He held her eyes. “Never thought it.”

			After a silence, she said, “Did you hear a word of my brilliant DNA as alien code hypothesis? I should warn you, mock at your peril, I got an A on it sophomore year.”

			“Every word.” He smiled. “Junk DNA is really a hidden instruction manual from God or Xenu, right?”

			“Exactly. Genius, huh?”

			“No comment.”

			“Good answer. I know it sounds pretty nutty but there are fascinating parallels out there. You know anything about kabbalah, or the sefirot? Numerology of the Hebrew alphabet?”

			“Absolutely nothing,” he said with some satisfaction.

			“Heathen. Well, I know you know how the four letters of DNA—G, A, T and C—code for the twenty amino acids that make us, right? So, what if you think of those amino acids as letters?”

			“Okay,” he said, watching her lecture with a smirk.

			“So, you’d have a twenty-letter alphabet, basically all the consonants without the vowels, an abjad like Biblical Hebrew. Then it’s like those posters on the subway—wait...” She grabbed the steno pad and a pen from the table and wrote out “f y cn rd ths y cn mk gd mny.” “Get it? You just have to plug in the vowels. Are you with me?”

			Jordan took the pad. “I think so. So, alanine would be A...”

			“No vowels, remember.”

			“Right, right, okay. Alanine is B, cysteine C, aspartic acid D...”

			“What a quick student you are.” She stood up, dropping the sheet, and walked across the bed to press his head to her belly.

			“This is kind of kinky, in a hot-for-teacher kind of way,” he said, voice muffled in her abdomen as he pulled her down.

			Later, as he lay curled beside her, one leg between hers, twirling the fine hairs on the back of her neck around his index finger, he said, “I think I might be falling in love with you, Ms. James.”

			For a while she was silent, then a sleepy and contented voice murmured, “What do you mean ‘might’?”

			She woke in the dark. The clock said just before five. She slipped from the bed and dressed. She needed to protect this new happiness she carried like a water droplet swollen to its bursting point. She grabbed the discarded steno pad and quickly scribbled him a note. “TGG TGG! CTG GTG, ATG.” She folded it once and placed it on the pillow before soundlessly letting herself out.

			When he woke, hours later, it took Jordan a couple of minutes to work out the letters WW! LVM, but most of the day to convince himself it could only mean “Wow! Love, Me.”
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			DAYS

			The two men sat together watching the closed-circuit feed from the Kinect. Jordan was folding, intent, hands manipulating invisible shapes, mouth working as if he were talking. He seemed to be staring straight at them.

			“How’s he doing, Dennis?” asked the older man. He had black horn-rims and wore his graying hair swept over to one side in a style that would have looked right at home in an early ’70s Brylcreem ad.

			“Lousy,” Dennis said with an edge to his voice. Since picking Parrish up one hundred and nine days ago he’d been on twenty-four-hour call. “He’s burned.”

			“Mmm,” the older man said vaguely.

			Dennis pushed his chair back with a shrill scrape.

			* * *

			Of course it was all wrong, Jordan thought. The side chains were too close together and there weren’t enough hydrogen bonds to secure the backbone. But he was hungry. He clicked Done and swiped his hand impatiently to bring up the next puzzle. The door opened with a bang. Jordan flinched but forced himself not to turn. The puzzle flickered and was gone. He stood completely still until he heard the sharp clatter of the tray on the table.

			One Miss’ippi, two Miss’ippi, he counted in his head. Then out loud, “Thank you, Dennis.” He didn’t move until he heard the door close and lock. Plain white soup and plain white bread.

			There had been potatoes involved, and maybe some kind of albino winter vegetable. Like those fish that live too deep to be bothered with pigment. Schools of the blind. No glint of goldfish. No shoal of shads, or was it shad?

			Still hot. He blew on it and his breath made a flapping pocket. He felt the heat of it all the way down.

			* * *

			When Dennis came back the man with the horn-rims was scrolling back through the logs and shaking his head.

			“He’s working you.”

			“What do you mean?” Dennis asked, leaning over to read along.

			“See here?” the man said, his finger tracing several points on the graph. “We were stretching him, nearly twenty-eight-hour days here, but then—” he traced the line back down “—mid-November the error rate starts to go up at specific intervals. You see?”

			Dennis nodded. His eyebrows furrowed as he scanned the chart and his jaw bunched.

			“And now,” the man went on, “we’re back under twenty-five hours.”

			“I followed protocol. When he started messing up—”

			“No, I know, I know. I get it. But so does he.” He shook his head with a rueful smile. “He’s working you.”

			* * *

			Stephanie was instantly wide-awake. She didn’t think there’d been any sound; the house was certainly deathly quiet now. Outside she heard the constant buzz of the streetlight but nothing else. It was completely still. No breeze rattled the frozen yews beneath her window. But her nerves were electric; she was in full fight-or-flight. Someone was there. She could feel the presence as her fully dilated pupils swept the room. Then she saw it. A lumpy shadow in the corner by her door swayed slightly, then steadied itself. Stephanie’s heart was thudding in her chest; her mouth was dry and her ears were ringing as she strained all her senses toward the shadow.

			“I’m sorry, Momma.”

			“Sophie? Are you okay?” She tried to keep the hysterical edge out of her voice. Sophie stepped out of the shadow and approached the bed, head bowed, face hidden by her bangs. She was dressed in oversize green plaid pajamas and clutching a tattered stuffed rabbit.

			“I’m sorry, Momma,” she said again. As she stepped into the light from the window Stephanie could see her face and realized she wasn’t really awake. She had a furrowed brow and her mouth was working as if she were chewing on a piece of fish, feeling for hidden bones. Her eyes were open but she wasn’t seeing anything. Stephanie got up and gently guided her around the bed and helped her in. As Sophie’s breathing settled into a slow, shallow regularity, Stephanie cradled the head of thick brown hair, wishing she could draw her daughter back inside and protect her from the hurt that was beginning to reshape her sweet and gentle nature.

			When Stephanie woke again the sun was shining clear and strong through the windows and Sophie lay pressed against her, chin slack and mouth open. Her cheeks were flushed and the sour heat of her breath, halfway between the milky sweetness of a child’s and the ripe funk of an adult’s, blew damp on Stephanie’s cheek. Haden lay across the foot of the bed, wrapped awkwardly in the bottom third of the duvet. She hadn’t heard him come in.

			Their orbits were decaying. The loss of his father had made Haden fearful. He wouldn’t go anywhere alone. He made Sophie or his mother go with him everywhere, even to the bathroom. Sophie had been a champ. Without being told anything she had seemed to understand and had become her little brother’s constant guardian. She would take his hand and walk back up the stairs to get his favorite Red Sox hat or run back outside to the car with him if he forgot his knapsack. He had started sleeping on the trundle in her room but seemed to end up in his mother’s bed most nights. Stephanie never said anything, and even though he was a fitful bundle of pointy knees and elbows, she slept better when he was there.

			She knew she needed to do something, to begin the climb back to normalcy. She couldn’t just let it all fall apart. She was the center; the holding started here. She wanted to hate Jordan, to curse him for dying, for abandoning her, for fucking someone else, for leaving his children to grow up without a father, but she couldn’t. She was stuck in the first stage according to the cheesy little pamphlet Father Gil had pushed on her. Denial. Not just a river indeed. Didn’t Kübler-Ross end up spending her final years trying to contact the dead, mediums and that sort of nonsense? It was all bullshit, Stephanie thought. She just needed to pull herself together, accept that he was gone and get on with it. And she would. The annus horribilis was winding down. Good riddance.

			She reached over and gently brushed the hair from her daughter’s face. “Wake up, sweet girl. It’s time.” As Sophie stretched and yawned Stephanie rubbed Haden’s back and began easing him, too, toward wakefulness.
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